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An lvory Fan Handle from Nimrud

PAUL COLLINS
Curator, Department of the Middle East, The British Museum, London

uring excavations of the Northwest Palace of
D Ashurnasirpal Il (883-859 B.C.) at Nimrud by the

British School of Archaeology in Iraqin 1951-52, a
deep well was investigated at the southern end of a room
designated NN." The accumulated debris filling the well
contained pottery vessels, fragments of bronze objects,
wooden furniture, and pieces of carved shell and ivory. A
considerable number of these objects were thrown into the
well, perhaps in the hope of later recovery, when Babylonian
and Median soldiers sacked Nimrud in 612 B.C., bringing
to an end the Assyrian empire that had dominated an area
from Egypt to Iran. Many of the ivory pieces display carving
of the highest quality; one very fine example is the top of a
fan handle (Figure 1), which was partly encased beneath a
thick coat of bitumen when found at the bottom of the well.?
[t entered the collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art
in 1954, when the finds were divided between Iraq and the
excavation’s funding institutions, in accordance with the
practice at that time.?

The handle is a very fine and delicately modeled example
of an Assyrian-style ivory. Generally dated to the ninth and
eighth centuries B.C., Assyrian-style ivories are so named
because they are decorated with subjects known to us from
the wall reliefs, paintings, and decorated metalwork of the
Assyrian palaces. They contrast with so-called Syrian-style
ivories, which have designs related to stone carvings of
northern Syrian cities, and Phoenician-style ivories, with
designs that are influenced by Egyptian art. Examples of
Assyrian-style ivories have been found in northern Iraq at
Nimrud, Nineveh, and Balawat, and in northwestern Iran
at Hasanlu.* Carved with an incised line or in low relief
with a few examples in the round, their decoration includes
scenes of warfare, processions, and figures approaching
a stylized tree. Simpler animal and plant designs known
in Assyrian glyptic art and ceramics also occur on these
objects.
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The Metropolitan Museum’s fan handle is carved from a
single piece of ivory and is preserved virtually complete.®
Three hollow cylinders on its top were previously thought
to have accommodated bristles, but as will be suggested
below, they more likely held feathers. Below the cylinders,
a rectangular space contains a scene, framed at top and
bottom by three bands and repeated on both faces of the
object; the bands continue on the narrow sides, which are
otherwise undecorated. The carved scene depicts a pair of
half-kneeling beardless figures flanking a stylized tree.
Plucking rounded fruit with their raised right hands, they
hold in their left hands the ends of fillets that emerge from
the tree trunk. Each figure’s hair is bound with a band and
falls in a block of curls to the shoulders. The two wear
simple round-necked, ankle-length robes with short sleeves,
belted at the waist. The central tree consists of four stems,
with moldings at the center and beneath the volute palmette
at the top. Fillets or stalks emerging from the central mold-
ing end in what may be stylized flowers, perhaps lotuses.
The framed scene rests on three pairs of downward-curving,
openwork volutes, set on a partially preserved molded col-
umn. The handle originally would have been attached to a
separate staff by means of the dowel hole drilled in the base
of the column and secured with the ivory pin that is still in
place on one side.

The fan handle was first published in 1952 in the
Hlustrated London News, where Max Mallowan described it
as “an ivory plaque finely carved on either side with a myth-
ological scene depicting two bearded, kneeling figures
holding on to bands which are tied to the sacred tree. This
may perhaps represent the bedecked Assyrian ‘Maypole’
which appears to have played an important part in the
Assyrian New Year Festival.”® Nearly three years later, Joan
Lines followed Mallowan in describing “two figures kneel-
ing before a ‘sacred tree’ or ‘maypole,” believed to have had
ritual significance in the Assyrian New Year’s festival.”” In
Mallowan’s survey of the British School’s excavations at
Nimrud, the figures, though no longer described by him as
bearded, are still interpreted as taking part in “a ritual

An Ivory Fan Handle 9



1. Two faces of a fan handle
from the Northwest Palace,
Nimrud, Iraq. Neo-Assyrian,
7th century B.C. Ivory,

4 x 13 x ¥ in. (10.2 x 3.5 x
1 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Rogers
Fund, 1954 (54.117.3)
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performed at the Assyrian spring festival.”® Finally, Mallowan
and Leri Glynne Davies suggested a possible connection
between the scene and the New Year festival in their 1970
catalogue of Assyrian-style ivories from Nimrud.’
Mallowan’s interpretation of the scene on the fan handle
is based on a suggestion by Sidney Smith, who in 1922
posited the existence of an Assyrian New Year festival “may-
pole” and related it to the stylized trees found on Assyrian
reliefs.’® Smith formulated this thesis from his reading of a
seventh-century B.C. letter from Nineveh (British Museum,
K189), which seemed to refer to Akitu temples where tree
trunks were decorated with metal bands and fillets. Smith
associated the setting up of decorated tree trunks with the
New Year festival because these celebrations were thought
to have taken place in Akitu temples.'" James Breasted fol-
lowed this interpretation: “Assur’s oldest symbol was the

tree of life, which the Assyrians set up and decorated every
spring like a Maypole.”'> Henri Frankfort, too, was con-
vinced of the idea, which was strengthened in his mind by
the discovery of trunks of cedars bound with copper bands
that had once flanked doorways in the temples of Sin and
Shamash at Khorsabad." A more recent translation of tablet
K189 indicates, however, that the text in fact concerns a
lamentation priest at Nimrud, whom the author accuses of
making alterations to temple buildings without royal per-
mission.' The letter contains no references to setting up
decorated trees in Akitu temples, and the meaning of the fan
handle’s scene must therefore be revisited.

The central element of the two carved scenes on the
ivory, the stylized tree, is formed from volutes and tendrils.
Such trees are first known from images dating to the fif-
teenth to the fourteenth century B.C. from northern Syria



and Irag, a region then dominated by the kingdom of
Mitanni.” They are the predecessors of images from the
Middle Assyrian period toward the end of the fourteenth
century B.C., when volute-trees on cylinder seals were elab-
orated by clusters of volutes placed at intervals along the
stem.' These stylized trees in turn were the ancestors of
well-known examples in Neo-Assyrian wall reliefs, glazed
bricks, and glyptic that scholars often call Sacred Trees. The
Sacred Tree is commonly formed from multiple palmettes,
which are sometimes replaced with either pomegranates or
buds.” Some of the rooms in the Northwest Palace at
Nimrud, for example, have palmette Sacred Trees repeated
along all the walls (Figure 2).'® The tree, which represents
abundance, is apotropaic, carved in relief to defend vulner-
able parts of the palace such as corners and doorways, and
repeated across walls to magically protect the space."
Sacred Trees with multiple palmettes would appear to
have a close association with female deities and femininity
in general.? The type of simplified tree represented on the
Metropolitan’s ivory, however, with a trunk divided into
zones by horizontal “bindings,” may be gendered only
according to its particular context: a version of this tree that
appears on stamped clay prisms of the Assyrian king
Esarhaddon (680-669 B.C.), for example, has been inter-
preted as symbolizing the male god Ashur.*' As noted by
Mallowan, some of the closest parallels to the fan handle’s
Sacred Tree are those decorating a table on a relief from
Khorsabad (Figure 3).22 Whereas the trees on the Khorsabad

Museum

3. Detail of a relief showing

a table, from Khorsabad, Iraq.
Neo-Assyrian, ca. 710 B.C.
Gypsum. Iraq Museum, Baghdad
(18629). Photograph: Loud 1936,
fig. 41

2. Detail of a relief showing a
Sacred Tree, from room F,
Northwest Palace, Nimrud, Iraq.
Neo-Assyrian, ca. 875-860 B.C.
Gypsum. British Museum, London
(ME 124584). Photograph courtesy
of the Trustees of The British
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relief do not have fillets and emerge from a volute base, the
tree on the ivory includes fillets and emerges from the
ground line without the more usual “roots.”?* The trees on
both the relief and the ivory have two small rounded fruits
at the ends of stalks that sprout from the top of the trunk
where the palmette emerges (Figure 4). The variety of the
fruit is not clear, but the rounded shape and the possibility
that a calyx may be depicted on one of them suggest that
they are intended to be pomegranates, which, like palmette
trees, are Assyrian symbols of fertility, abundance, and femi-
ninity.2* One of King Sennacherib’s rock reliefs at Bavian, for
example, depicts a goddess, thought to represent a syncre-
tistic union of the goddesses Mullissu and Ishtar, carrying a
staff topped with a stylized tree with radiating branches
terminating in pomegranates, possibly representing the
abundance of the land provided by the goddess through
the king.?

The pairs of antithetical figures flanking the Sacred Trees
on the Museum’s ivory handle may represent either women
or eunuchs, who are both depicted beardless and wearing
ankle-length robes on Assyrian reliefs, metalwork, and
carved ivories.?® Whereas there is extensive pictorial evi-
dence of eunuchs from the Neo-Assyrian period, represen-
tations of Assyrian women are less common.?” Nevertheless,
distinctions between women and eunuchs in Assyrian art
become clearer when their costumes and attributes are
compared across media, and the gender of the figures on
the fan handle can thus be identified. The robes of eunuchs

4. Detail of Figure 1 showing carved
fruits

5. Female head, probably from Nineveh, Iraq. Neo-Assyrian, 7th
century B.C. Limestone, 9 x 8'2 in. (22.9 x 21.6 cm). British Museum,
London (ME 118897). Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of The
British Museum

have short sleeves like those seen here, but women’s tunics
also display this feature (although women also wore their
sleeves below the elbow).?® Eunuchs wear their belts over a
cummerbund, while women have a simple band around
their waist, as seen on the fan handle. The most obvious



attribute that favors an identification of the individuals on
the ivory as female is the headband each wears. The surviv-
ing heads of two Assyrian statues, at least one of which was
found at Nineveh (Figure 5), depict females with wide head-
bands of uniform width; similar headgear appears on a
statue of a female from Ashur.?® In Assyrian imagery only
women and bearded men wear such headbands; those
worn by eunuchs are wider behind than in front, distin-
guishing these individuals as senior officials.* Julian Reade
has noted that eunuchs on reliefs of Sargon Il (721-705
B.C.) from Khorsabad were originally carved with head-
bands of standard width but these were later erased or
recarved as hair.?' Since Sargon claims to have deported
skilled workers from conquered regions, it is possible that
some of these sculptors, unfamiliar with the conventions of
Assyrian courtly dress, rendered the images, which were
subsequently corrected.?> A similar explanation may
account for inconsistencies in wall paintings of a similar
date in the Assyrian residence at Til Barsip (modern Tell
‘Ahmar, Syria). Paintings from room 47 at Til Barsip show
eunuchs as well as bearded men wearing ornamented
headbands,** whereas similar figures in the contemporary
wall paintings in room 24 of the same building do not wear
headbands.*

The headband and belt worn by the figures on the ivory
handle, then, indicate that they should be identified as
females. Indeed, it has been suggested that the broad head-
bands they wear might signify a connection with the

goddess Ishtar.®> Since either a deity and a worshipper or
two deities normally flank Sacred Trees, it is possible that
the females on the ivory have a close relationship with the
supernatural world.3® In Assyrian reliefs from the Northwest
Palace at Nimrud, for example, the Sacred Tree can be
depicted in isolation or, more often, flanked by bearded
genies.?” Usually the genies appear to stride toward the tree,
but there are also examples of reliefs where the genies adopt
the half-kneeling pose of the figures on the fan handle.’® A
few of the standing genies flanking the Sacred Tree in rooms
I and L of the Northwest Palace are beardless and wear
short-sleeved, ankle-length robes (Figure 6); they have been
identified as female genies, perhaps to be associated with
Ishtar.>* Both the male and the female genies at Nimrud are
usually winged and wear the horned helmet of divinity,
however, and these features are clearly not present on the
fan handle’s figures.*°

Stronger parallels can be found between the figures on
the ivory handle and the half-kneeling female genies painted
on walls in the Assyrian royal residence at Til Barsip. A pair
of genies flanking a concave-sided square “cushion” was
recorded in room 46 (Figure 7). Unlike the figures on the
Metropolitan’s fan handle, they are shown in strict mirror
image. Elsewhere in the building, a single genie from room
27 wears a broad headband ornamented with rosettes and
holds a triple-branch plant in her lowered left hand and a
lotuslike flower in her raised right hand. Another pair of
beardless genies, but flanking a roundel, decorate a wall in

6. Relief showing female genies
flanking a Sacred Tree, from
room |, Northwest Palace,
Nimrud, Irag. Neo-Assyrian,
ca. 875-860 B.C. Gypsum,

46 x 682 in. (117 x 174 cm).
British Museum, London

(ME 124581). Photograph
courtesy of the Trustees of

The British Museum
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7. Drawing of a wall e . —
painting of female ' » s

genies from room 46 in
the Assyrian royal
residence at Til Barsip.
Photograph: Thureau-
Dangin and Dunand
1936, pl. 52

8. Drawing of a wall
painting of female
genies from room 25 in
the Assyrian royal _
residence at Til Barsip. -~ ,\w,
Photograph: Thureau- S 3
Dangin and Dunand
1936, pl. 52

room 25 (Figure 8). These are very similar in pose and attri-
butes to the genie from room 27. The robes of the genies are
round-necked, elaborately decorated, and fringed, with
sleeves that end at or above the elbows. They also wear arm
and ankle bracelets; the latter are generally associated with
women.*! As in the pose of the fan handle’s figures, their
lower bodies are in mirror image while their upper bodies
are in rotational symmetry, and they have bare feet.*?
Clearly the Til Barsip female genies have a greater elabo-
ration of costume and jewelry than the fan handle’s figures.
This fact might be explained by varying conventions of rep-
resentation in different media.** The other significant differ-
ence from the handle figures is the presence of wings on the
Til Barsip female genies. Nonetheless, wingless genies are
known from the wall decoration at Nimrud and Til Barsip,
as well as from an Assyrian-style ivory from Hasanlu.* At
Khorsabad wingless genies represent the most widely
depicted supernatural figure on exterior walls and inner
doorways of the palace, either positioned singly or on either
side of a stylized tree.* The absence of wings is therefore
not sufficient evidence to discount the possibility that the
figures on the fan handle are divine, since wingless genies

W o _ ELLY
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are known in increasing numbers in Assyrian art from the
ninth through the eighth century B.C. Because our under-
standing of the function and ranking of these supernatural
beings is limited, some of their forms may reflect a system
of representation and placement that we cannot identify.
Indeed, some Assyrian cylinder seals of the seventh century
B.C. display antithetical, wingless, kneeling figures flanking
a tree, each wearing a belt and headband but appearing to
be bearded (Figure 9).%

To evaluate further the imagery on the fan handle, it is
necessary to consider its date. Mallowan places the fan
handle in the Sargonid period, possibly to the reign of
Sargon Il himself.*” He reaches this conclusion from the
appearance of the square of tightly curled hair resting on the
shoulders of the carved figures—a hairstyle certainly
depicted first on the reliefs of Sargon but also evident on the
monuments of all his successors.*® The parallels, noted
above, between the Sacred Trees on the fan handle and
those on a relief from Khorsabad, as well as comparisons
with the Til Barsip female genies, also might suggest a date
in the late eighth century B.C. Nevertheless, a review of the
changing form of Neo-Assyrian fan handles in the imagery



of the eighth to the seventh century B.C. points to a some-
what later date. Since | have explored this topic elsewhere,
it is only necessary to summarize, as follows, some of the
findings that led to this conclusion.*’

From the reign of Tiglath-pileser 1ll (744-727 B.C.),
depictions of the king show him attended by a eunuch
courtier holding a fan, whose handle terminates in a lotus
shape from which feathers emerge.®® On the Khorsabad
reliefs of Sargon I, eunuchs hold similar fans, each with a
handle carved in the shape of a lion’s head at the lower end.
Under Sennacherib (704-681 B.C.), the attendant’s feather
fan is more elaborate than those depicted at Khorsabad,
with the addition of two pairs of volutes supporting the lotus
and three parallel moldings at the top, from which four very
long feathers emerge. The last representations of Assyrian
fans occur in the reliefs from the North Palace of Ashurbanipal
(668-631 B.C.) at Nineveh, where volutes form part of the
tops of handles as a standard feature. The volutes sometimes
support a square section topped with cylinders bearing
feathers. In one relief, fallen into room S from an upper
floor, the king pours a libation over dead lions while he is
attended by two fan bearers, each holding a folded napkin
in the left hand and, in the right, a fan decorated with

double volutes, a square ribbed section, and three cylinders
(Figure 10).%" Finally, in the so-called Garden Party relief, a
pair of female fan bearers stand behind both the king and
the queen. Their fans have ribbed shafts topped with three
volutes and feathers issuing from three cylinders (Figure 11).

Although parallels have long been noted between the fan
handle that is the focus of this article and those represented
on the reliefs of Sennacherib,? the strongest correspon-
dence is with the fans just described—those decorated with

9. Modern impression of an
Assyrian cylinder seal with
kneeling wingless figures.
Seal: provenance unknown,
7th century B.C. Chalcedony,
18 x ¥s in. (2.75 x 1.1 cm).
British Museum, London
(1905,1209.10, 102062).
Photograph courtesy of the
Trustees of The British
Museum

10. Detail of a relief showing
King Ashurbanipal attended
by two fan bearers. Neo-
Assyrian, ca. 645-640 B.C.,
fallen into room S, North
Palace, Nineveh, Iraq.
Gypsum. British Museum,
London (ME 124886).
Photograph courtesy of the
Trustees of The British
Museum

11. Detail of the “Garden
Party” relief. Neo-Assyrian,
ca. 645-640 B.C., fallen

into room S, North Palace,
Nineveh, Iraq. British
Museum, London (ME 124920).
Photograph courtesy of

the Trustees of The British
Museum
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volutes and topped with cylinders to hold feathers that are
carried by eunuchs and women on the reliefs of
Ashurbanipal.®® By the seventh century B.C., Assyrian pal-
ace reliefs represented some of the most sustained visual
narratives of the entire ancient world. Although variations in
details can be noted among the reliefs, they all depict events
in a world that would have been familiar to a contemporary
audience rather than alien or archaic.* This is not to imply
that the images were meant to be taken literally by the
viewer; they are constructs intended to reveal the king as a
divinely sanctioned, victorious hunter and warrior.
Nonetheless, to make that statement more immediate for
the viewer, artists included recognizable details such as
topographical information, details of dress and ornament,
and even identifiable individuals.> The fans represented in
the Garden Party relief would therefore very likely have
been a type familiar to members of the royal court in the
seventh century B.C.

Such a late date for the fan handle is rarely considered,
since it has generally been argued that the terminal date for
the majority of carved ivories discovered at Nimrud is the
reign of Sargon Il (721-705 B.C.). This conclusion is based
on the evidence that he was the last Assyrian king to use the
Northwest Palace as a residence and storehouse. Since
Sargon’s successor, Sennacherib, focused his building activ-
ity on Nineveh and his son Esarhaddon actually removed
sculptures from the Northwest Palace for his own building
at Nimrud, a late eighth-century date for the latest Nimrud
ivories appears very plausible. This dating would also fit
with a common assumption that the production of Syrian-
style ivories came to an end in the eighth century B.C., at a
time when their production centers were absorbed into the
Assyrian empire and access to ivory sources diminished
with the extinction of Syrian elephants.*

Nevertheless, Guy Bunnens has posited that there was a
continued production of carved ivories in the Syrian style
during the seventh century B.C. on the basis of a collection
of ivories from Til Barsip found in a house of that date.”” This
hypothesis might also suggest the possibility of a continued
production of Assyrian-style ivories. As Mallowan points
out, “there is no reason to suppose that ivories were not
being worked in the 7th century B.C.”*® He goes on to sug-
gest, however, that the best examples of such carved ivory
would have been destined for the royal palaces in the capi-
tal city of Nineveh. (Indeed, objects and decorative ele-
ments of Ashurbanipal’s bed included in the Garden Party
relief may represent such ivories, although it is also possible
that they depict works in other materials.)*> Nevertheless,
many rooms of the Northwest Palace in Nimrud also con-
tinued to be used as royal residences until the destruction of
the city in 612 B.C.*° This included the bitanu or private
domestic quarters that contained the residences of the royal

5 = g, | L} - =,
! v - ol T N B, e

12. Handle from Burnt Palace, Nimrud, Iraq. Syrian, 9th—8th century
B.C. Ivory, 5%+ x 2 in. (13.4 x 5 cm). British Museum, London

(ME 118102). Photograph courtesy of the Trustees of The British
Museum

women.®' The excavation of a well in area AJ of the bitanu
revealed even richer material than the finds from well
NN—almost certainly a reflection of the association of this
courtyard with the queens’ private apartments. The objects
hurled down the wells in the final days of Nimrud could
have been plundered from different areas of the palace, but
considering their location in a functioning area of the build-
ing, at least some of the pieces are likely to have been gath-
ered from the domestic quarters of the royal women.

Just as it has been suggested that particular Assyrian
images belonged to the male sphere, especially kingship, it
is probable that some of the imagery on the objects from the
queens’ residences had a special significance for women.®
There are, for example, numerous Syrian-style ivories from
Nimrud with representations of females that formed ele-
ments of furniture or ivory objects now interpreted as



cosmetic and perfume containers.®® These include a large
number of ivory handles, possibly for bronze mirrors, objects
especially associated in Assyria with women (Figure 12).%
In addition, scenes of females engaged in banquets appear
on ivory panels carved in the Syrian style discovered at Fort
Shalmaneser in Nimrud. These have been plausibly inter-
preted as elements of the queens’ thrones and may repre-
sent protective wingless spirits.®> Although Assyrian women
are largely absent from the palace reliefs and texts, it is
notable that some of the most spectacular objects to have
survived from Assyria may have belonged to female mem-
bers of the royal court.*®

The imagery on the Metropolitan Museum’s fan handle
might therefore be interpreted in the light of its origins from
well NN within the bitanu of the Northwest Palace. In the
context of the queens’ residences, it would be appropriate
for a fan handle to be decorated, not with kneeling wingless
males flanking a Sacred Tree, as seen in seventh-century
B.C. cylinder seals (Figure 9), but, rather, with wingless
females. On the fan handle they pluck what may be pome-
granates from the stylized tree; both fruit and tree are sym-
bols of femininity, fertility, and abundance. The ivory was
carved at a time when Assyrian queens had started to appear
on public monuments and the “women of the royal house-
hold draw forward from the shadows.”®” Indeed, the same is
true for female images of the supernatural world, for after
700 B.C. sculptures of sphinxes with women’s heads—im-
agery derived from the west of the empire—began to appear
in palaces.®® In the more private area of the queens’ resi-
dence within the Northwest Palace, the importance of these
royal women may be signaled by works of art reflecting
their connections to fertility, exemplified by the imagery on
the Metropolitan’s fan handle. This finely carved and deli-
cate object therefore not only demonstrates the continued
use of ivory for royal objects during the seventh century B.C.
but also affords a small insight into the important but largely
hidden world of elite Assyrian women.

NOTES

1. The well was cleared to a total depth of 83 feet 4 inches (25.4
meters). Between 1949 and 1963 the British School excavated
areas already explored by A. H. Layard (1849), such as the throne
room, but also investigated some domestic and administrative
areas. See M. Mallowan 1966, pp. 93-183, and Oates and Oates
2001, pp. 36-70, 90-100.

2. The use throughout this essay of the term fan does not imply a
specific function, and such objects may have served the practical
purposes of moving air for cooling or as fly whisks, but they could
also have had symbolic and/or ritual use.

3. For a list of institutions, see M. Mallowan 1966, pp. 15-16.

4. For references, see Collins 2006a, nn. 6, 8.

5. The diameter of each of the three cylinders at the top is 346 in.
(.5 cm).
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12.
13.

14.
15.

16.
17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

24.

25.
26.

. M. Mallowan 1952, pp. 255-56, fig. 29.

. Lines 1955, p. 238.

. M. Mallowan 1966, pp. 144—45.

. M. Mallowan and Davies 1970, p. 54, no. 203, pl. XLVI.

. Smith 1922, pp. 43-44. He repeated his interpretation in Smith
1924, p. 84; Smith 1926, p. 72; and Smith 1928, p. 123. M. Mallo-
wan (1966, p. 145n43) refers to doubts having been expressed, by
unnamed sources, about Smith’s interpretation.

. Akitu temples are known to have existed in a number of Meso-

potamian cities from the third millennium B.C. onward. Dedicated

to the local god, the temples were the sites for a specific festival
called the Akitu. The Akitu seems to have been celebrated sepa-
rately from the New Year festival except at Babylon, where the two
festivals may have become merged. Indeed, in some Mesopo-
tamian cities more than one Akitu festival took place each year

(Klein 1992, pp. 138—40; Bidmead 2002).

Breasted 1935, p. 191.

Frankfort 1939, p. 205; Frankfort 1954, p. 68. Sargon Il (721-705

B.C.) established Khorsabad (ancient Dur-Sharrukin), north of

Nimrud, as a new Assyrian capital city. Loud (1936, p. 98) suggests

a possible connection between the Khorsabad tree trunks and

Smith’s ideas relating to the New Year festival, but he also states

that the wood may have served as staves to display flags and

banners.

Cole and Machinist 1998, pp. 102-4, no. 134.

Matthews 1990, p. 107. For a review of forms and connections of

the stylized tree, see Kepinski 1982.

Matthews 1990, pp. 91-92.

For the variety of Assyrian Sacred Trees, see Parpola 1993, p. 200,

and Collon 2001, pp. 82-85.

For the Northwest Palace reliefs, see Paley 1976. Three common

variations of the palmette Sacred Trees have been identified at

Nimrud; see Albenda 1994a.

B. Mallowan 1986; Winter 2003. For a review of the extensive

literature, see Giovino 2007.

Albenda 1994a. When branches of Sacred Trees end in fir cones,

they may be associated with masculinity (Collins 2006c).

Roaf and Zgoll 2001, pp. 274-77, fig. 7.

M. Mallowan 1966, p. 145n42. Similar tables appear on reliefs as

late as Ashurbanipal (668—631 B.C.) and are shown with crossbars

decorated with opposed volutes and a central support in the form
of a rod with bindings spaced along its length and a small palm or

lotus capital mounted on it (Curtis 1996, pp. 176-77).

For the variety of stylized tree “roots” that appear on cylinder

seals, see Collon 2001, pp. 83-85.

Chains or bands of palmettes, cones, and pomegranates appear on

Neo-Assyrian sculptured reliefs as well as wall paintings and

glazed bricks. They reflect an interest in repetitive patterns that

express abundance (Winter 2003; Albenda 2005, pp. 84-118). A

Sacred Tree, of the so-called net-tree variety typical of the Sargonid

period (for their dating, see Collon 2001, p. 83), with branches

ending in alternating pomegranates and palmettes, decorates a

headdress element found in a queen’s tomb (number II) in the

Northwest Palace at Nimrud (Hussein and Suleiman 2000,

no. 42).

Winter 2003, p. 258.

Reade (1972, pp. 91-92) has discussed beardless men in Assyrian

reliefs and their likely identity as eunuchs. While there is continu-

ing debate over whether the Assyrian term Sa rési should be trans-
lated as “eunuch,” | use the term here simply as shorthand for

“beardless males.” For a recent review of the evidence, see Tadmor

2002. For images of eunuchs on metalwork, see King 1915. For
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ivories, see M. Mallowan and Davies 1970, pls. VI-XVII. Eunuchs
can sometimes wear a shorter shawl over the ankle-length tunic.
Surveys of images of royal women have been undertaken by
Albenda (1987), Reade (1987), and Ornan (2002). There are many
images of foreign female prisoners of war in Assyrian art, but these
are unlikely to provide the source for the distinctly Assyrian image
carved on the fan handle (Cifarelli 1998).

As exemplified by the women on the seventh-century-B.C. Garden
Party relief from Nineveh (Figure 11) and a figure of a woman from
Ashur (Strommenger 1970, pp. 29-30, pl. 20a-c).

Ibid.

Reade 1972, p. 95.

Ibid., p. 90. One eunuch on a Khorsabad relief retains his head-
band, but this too seems to have been wrongly carved (ibid., n. 21).
Reade also notes a beardless palace attendant wearing a braided
headband on a relief of Ashurbanipal that may also be a mistake
on the part of the ancient sculptor.

Reade 2000, p. 609.

. Thureau-Dangin and Dunand 1936, pl. 52. Til Barsip was con-
quered in the ninth century B.C. by the Assyrian king Shalman-
eser lIl. French archaeologists excavated the site from 1929 to 1931
and discovered an Assyrian royal residence with some wall paint-
ings in situ. These included narrative, ornamental, and apotropaic
scenes. For a discussion of the date of the paintings, see Albenda
2005, pp. 71-72.

Thureau-Dangin and Dunand 1936, pl. 50.

Reade 2002, p. 559.

Images of standing deities flanking a tree are known from glyptic
as early as the eighteenth century B.C.; see Reade 1995, fig. 8 mid-
dle, and Collon 1987, no. 220. In Middle Assyrian glyptic, humans
and/or bird-headed genies, sometimes holding buckets, flank the
tree when it is centered in the scene (Matthews 1990, p. 91). For a
Middle Assyrian wall painting showing genies flanking a tree, see
Andrae 1925, pl. 3.

The Neo-Assyrian figures flanking the Sacred Tree are usually
associated with the term apkallu (wise sage), an apotropaic divinity
(Wiggermann 1992, pp. 65-67). They are depicted as bearded
males or with the heads of birds but wearing the same costume.
Images of the king together with genies can also flank the Sacred
Tree to represent the monarch as mediator between the gods and
humanity (Reade 1995, p. 231).

For example, Paley 1976, p. 92, pl. 8. Similar kneeling genies,
though holding a bucket and cone, are known from wall paintings
at Khorsabad (Loud and Altman 1938, pl. 89).

Paley 1976, p. 26n20; Kolbe 1981, pp. 55-62; Albenda 1996;
Russell 1998, pp. 676-77.

Some bearded male genies wear a headband rather than a horned
helmet (Collins 2006a).

Albenda 2005, p. 39.

Assyrians, both male and female, generally wear sandals and, from
the time of King Sennacherib (704-681 B.C.), enclosed shoes.
Female genies in the Northwest Palace have bare feet (Figure 6).
Male genies can also appear without shoes: Nimrud (Meuszynski
1976, pls. 11, 13); Khorsabad (Albenda 1986, pls. 53, 54, 59);
Nineveh (Barnett, Bleibtreu, and Turner 1998, pl. 267, no. 363).
Collon 2001, p. 65.

For a review of the evidence for wingless genies, see Collins
2006a.

Albenda 1986, p. 56, pls. 62, 131.

Collon 2001, pp. 5, 95-96, nos. 165-67; Porada 1948, nos.
727-30.

. M. Mallowan and Davies 1970, p. 54.

48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.

55.
56.

57.
58.
59.

60.
61.

62.

63.
64.
65.
66.

67.
68.

Madhloom 1970, p. 85.

Collins n.d. (forthcoming).

Barnett and Falkner 1962, pls. LXXXV, XCVI.

Barnett 1976, pl. LIX.

M. Mallowan and Davies 1970, p. 54.

Lines 1955, p. 238.

The audience of the reliefs was likely to be mainly members of the
court elite (Winter 1981, p. 35; Lumsden 2004, pp. 376-77).
Collins 2006b.

Barnett 1975, p. 166; Herrmann 1986, p. 7; Herrmann 1992, p. 42;
Winter 1976, p. 17.

Bunnens 1997.

M. Mallowan 1966, p. 478.

Albenda 1994b. For the use of stone and metal in Assyrian furni-
ture, see Curtis 1996, pp. 167-80.

Oates and Oates 2001, p. 70.

This is demonstrated most spectacularly by the discovery of a rich
tomb beneath room 49 that belonged to queens of Tiglath-pileser
[, Shalmaneser V, and Sargon II; other rich tombs discovered
in the Northwest Palace were located beneath rooms MM and 57
(the latter belonging to a queen of Ashurnasirpal II; see Hussein
and Suleiman 2000 and Oates and Oates 2001, pp. 78-90).
Albenda (1994b) suggests specific markers for the male king, includ-
ing images of lions, lamassu, and hero figures. | would add the
Assyrian fir trees (Collins 2006c).

See, for example, Oates and Oates 2001, figs. 50, 51, 54, 57-59.
Albenda 1985.

M. Mallowan and Herrmann 1974, p. 15.

For a survey of the textual evidence for elite Neo-Assyrian women,
see Melville 2004.

Reade 1987.

Reade 2005, p. 9.
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Two Roman Pillars from Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli

ELIZABETH ANGELICOUSSIS
Ph.D., FS.A., Independent Scholar

uring the reign of the emperor Augustus (Imperium
dates 27 B.C.-A.D. 14), Rome experienced a boom
in luxury public and private edifices, transforming a
city of brick into a metropolis of marble. This explosion of
building activity was a blatant advertisement for the empire’s
new power and wealth. In their quest for self-glorification,
the Romans discovered that the lavish use of colored mar-
bles, as well as rich and inventive carvings on architectural
features, greatly enhanced the grandeur they craved. There
was no technical need for such enrichment; in fact, decora-
tion of building parts increased the complexity of a con-
struction—in planning, cost of labor, and time. However,
adorning structures with carved ornament proved well
worth the effort, since an array of rich visual effects dazzled
visitors and highlighted the empire’s greatness.
Embellished architectural elements could be found on
numerous public monuments in Augustan times—the most
notable being the Ara Pacis (Figure 1). This monument, with
its elaborately sculpted scrollwork and fauna, delighted the
Romans’ taste for luxury and sparked a new fashion for
carved vegetal ornamentation. On public and private mon-
uments of all types, flora and fauna decorated architecture
throughout Roman times and into the medieval period.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art possesses a pair of pil-
lars, enriched with ivy and wildlife, that reflect the Roman
passion for adornment. These marbles, purchased in 1919
by the Museum’s Department of Greek and Roman Art,
were exhibited in the Classical Wing and published among
the new accessions in the Museum'’s Bulletin in 1921 and
1922 and its catalogue of classical art in 1930." During the
1940s and 1950s, when many of the display rooms for clas-
sical art were dismantled, the pillars were put into storage
and all but forgotten. More than half a century later, in
2007, they were installed at the southeast entrance of the
outer courtyard in the Leon Levy and Shelby White Gallery.
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Their recent public exhibition, together with detailed pho-
tography, enables this first, incisive assessment of the
marbles.

In this article the marbles are identified as Pillars A and B
(Figures 2, 3). The pillars possess slightly different dimen-
sions: Pillar A measures 108 x 1272 x 134 inches (274.3 x
31.8 x33.7 cm); Pillar B, 108 x 12%4 x 132 inches (274.3 x
32.4 x 34.3 cm). Based on calculations made from the rem-
nants of the vessel with a bird at the bottom of the front face
of Pillar B (see Figure 7), both pillars were originally about
133/ inches (34 cm) wide. According to Vitruvian rules, the
ideal proportional relationship of the width to the height of
a column should be between 1:8 and 1:10.2 Therefore, the
Metropolitan’s pillars must originally have been about 12
feet (3.66 m) in height.

[ T

1. Ara Pacis, detail of the exterior wall. Roman, 13-9 B.C.
Forschungsarchiv fiir Antike Plastik, KIn (Fitt80-34-02)
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2. Pillar A, front panel.
Roman, ca. A.D. 130.
Marble, 108 x 12142 x

13V in. (274.3 x 31.8 x
33.7 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Rogers
Fund, 1919 (19.192.34a)

3. Pillar B, front panel.
Roman, ca. A.D. 130.
Marble, 108 x 1234 x
13%in. (274.3 x 32.4 x
34.3 cm). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Rogers
Fund, 1919 (19.192.34b)
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Substantial interference has damaged the marbles signifi-
cantly. On the front panel of Pillar B, at the base of the ves-
sel, is a small vertical channel; on the underside a dowel
hole shows that, at one time, the pillar was supported by a
pin. On the reverses of both marbles, the outer areas have
been recessed 22 inches (6.5 cm) along the entire length.
Pillar A shows further interference: toward the bottom a
channel 32 inches (9 cm) wide was roughly carved across
the back, and about halfway up at the right a small metal bar
was inserted. The inner sides of both pillars (see Figure 4)
have been trimmed slightly, and vertical metal pivot pins
with pivot caps were fitted into indentations at the top and
bottom (the top pivot of Pillar B is now missing). Approxi-

4. Inner panel of Pillar A (Figure 2),
showing pivots

5. Outer panel of Pillar A (Figure 2)

mately halfway up Pillar B is a rectangular hole with plaster
infill. Today, the outer side of Pillar A (Figure 5) contains
only about half of its original decoration, while behind this
section the marble was hacked off, leaving jagged edges
and rough surfaces. At the front edge of this outer side are
two rectangular recesses, the top one 33%s inches (8.5 cm)
wide, the bottom, 35 inches (8 cm). Both have been
smoothly picked. These depressions were obviously made
to receive insertions, but as there is no evidence of the use
of ferrous metal, the additions may have been of wood.
The outer panel of Pillar B also shows two distinct phases
of interference. The front portion of the relief has been carved
with a point, whereas the back section has been treated with
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6. Detail of the calyx-crater at the base of Pillar A (Figure 2)

a claw chisel. Moreover, at the bottom a hammer was
crudely used to remove some marble. Although differently
treated, the outer reliefs of both pillars show that the relief
ground at the back has been reduced equally on each edge
by 58 inches (13 cm). Overall, most of the edges on both
pillars have been badly chipped, and weathering has erased
much of their finely carved surface details, especially at
the back.

Before continuing with an assessment of these marbles,
it is necessary to define them in architectural terms, since
there is some ambiguity in the distinction between pillars
and pilasters.? Pillars are typically characterized as free-
standing rectangular or square supports, while pilasters are
always applied or engaged and, by losing their indepen-
dence, become an integral part of a wall. According to clas-
sical principles, a key difference between a pillar and a
pilaster is the ratio of the support’s thickness to its width.*
A pillar should have a depth equal to or greater than half the
width of its front face; by contrast, a pilaster projects only
fractionally from a wall. | therefore prefer to classify the
Metropolitan marbles, with their deep projections, as pillars.

The surviving section of decoration on the outer side of
Pillar A (Figure 5) demonstrates that both supports were
embellished on three sides. The coarse treatment and hack-
ing away of the inner sides of both pillars (see Figure 4) are
completely at odds with the flawless workmanship of the
carved faces. Because of this brutal usage, which must have
occurred after the marbles’ initial installation, the original
finish of these panels cannot be determined with complete
certainty. However, three-sided pillars are uncommon in

7. Detail of the calyx-crater, with a bird to its left, at the base of
Pillar B (Figure 3)

Roman architecture, so the twin supports were most prob-
ably worked in the round.’

Both pillars’ front panels bear vertical friezelike reliefs
with similar ornament, but variations in detail. At the bot-
tom of each is a calyx-crater (Figures 6, 7) whose elaborate
enrichment calls to mind toreutic work.® Each vessel’s body
is fluted with a continuous tongue pattern that divides the
bowl into many tapering segments. On either side a volute
handle rises from the shoulder. Its tall, flaring neck repeats
the tongue design—in imitation of motifs on metal calyx-
es—but with the scalloped edges facing downward. A plain
band encircles these ribs. Above, an ovoid motif embel-
lishes the broad, flanged lip, while below, a knopped stem
links the crater body with its pedestal. The bottom parts of
the reliefs on both pillars have been lost and the feet of the
vessels are therefore missing, but comparative material indi-
cates that they originally rested on a baseline representing
the earth.”

Drinking vessels are often featured within the decorative
syntax of architectural supports.® Elaborately worked metal
containers and their counterparts in stone abound through-
out Roman art.? These elements often relate to the gardens
of Roman houses, where an idyllic ambience was created
and enhanced with containers in all shapes and sizes. They
served as fountains, birdbaths, or mere ornaments, as Pom-
peian wall paintings repeatedly show.'® Carved vegetation
springing from a vessel also refers to actual gardening meth-
ods." Reuse of discarded amphorae and various other con-
tainers as planting pots had long been practiced in the
ancient world. Pliny (Natural History 12.16) describes how



8. Detail of a lizard on Pillar A (Figure 2)

earthenware pots were provided with drainage holes for
roots. As the plants grew and became pot-bound, the roots
extended through the holes and eventually broke the
containers.

Symmetry is a primary tenet of Roman art. Thus the cra-
ters on the pillars, although now off-center, were originally
centered on their respective blocks. At the left of the vessel
on Pillar B a branch extends from the handle, and curled
tendrils springing from it repeat the spiral of the handle (see
Figure 7). Atop this offshoot perches a bird, its head turned
backward to snatch an insect whose broad wings and nar-
row body identify it as a butterfly.’? At the left on Pillar A a
similar tendril issues from the vessel’s handle (see Figure 6).
This section is so badly damaged that little of the decoration
is preserved. What remains suggests a horizontally placed
creature, smaller than the bird, with a big head, cylindrical
body, and wings slightly open as if in readiness to alight or
fly. It is probably a grasshopper.” Equilibrium of design
would require additions on the lost sides of both vessels, but
while the Romans preferred equal and opposite motifs,
compositions with asymmetrical components do occur.™
Possibly the bird and insect carvings were swapped around
on the pillars.

A thick, slightly bent stalk shoots up from each crater’s
mouth, and this vertical ornament asserts the rectilinear
character of the supports. As it ascends, the stem tapers
gracefully. Rich sprays of foliage cover the shaft and delicate
tendrils spring from it. The trilobe leaves identify the plant
as young ivy; in older plants the lobes are less pronounced
or disappear. Hedera helix is a common evergreen woody

9. Detail of a bird with a grasshopper on Pillar A (Figure 2)

creeper with long, tough stems, clinging rootlets, and fat,
blue-black berries that are popular with many birds but poi-
sonous to humans.' Interspersed among the carved leaves
are corymbs of three to seven large, globular berries set
close together to form compact clusters.

Birds, reptiles, and insects discreetly inhabit the tangle of
ivy. The avifauna on the two pillars are extremely difficult to
identify, because surface erosion has erased much of the
detail and because there is no color—so useful in determin-
ing species in wall paintings and mosaics.'® All appear to be
songbirds. On Pillar B the bird with a slim body and long
tail next to the vessel (Figure 7) could be a song thrush.!”
Above the crater on pillar A a three-toed, slender lizard with
a long tail scurries up the foliage, stretching toward a cluster
of berries and grasping at a twig with its right foot to gain a
grip (Figure 8).'® Perching farther up, a small, chunky bird,
possibly a wren,' has seized a grasshopper with tightly
folded wings for its dinner (Figure 9).2° The prey is nearly as
large as the predator, adding a humorous touch. Higher still,
another bird is poised to gobble up a feast of berries that
dangle before it (Figure 10); the large, sharp bill, strong
body, and long tail suggest a member of the thrush family,
possibly a blackbird.?!

The remains of the left side of Pillar A contain decorative
motifs matching those on the front panel: an ivy stalk, foli-
age, corymbs, and part of a bird, perched obliquely on a
branch (Figure 11). At the top outer edge one can also rec-
ognize another bird with outstretched wings that pecks at a
berry cluster. Because a large section at the bottom of the
relief has been lost, it is impossible to know whether the ivy
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10. Detail of a bird with berries on Pillar A (Figure 2)

stalk sprang from a container, as it does on the other panels,
or whether it sprouted from the earth, a motif for which
there are numerous examples.?

On Pillar B a rat snake entwines the central stem; slither-
ing upward, its body coils again around a side shoot (Figure
12).2% The reptile’s goal is immediately apparent: above to
the left two fledglings grip the edge of their nest of twigs,
which is supported by the ivy vine. With beaks agape and
widespread wings, the baby birds screech in terror. Below,
their mother flutters her wings, ready to defend her offspring
from the predator. They may be a family of robins.?*
Proceeding upward, three birds are settled on branches, two
on the left, one on the right (Figures 13-15). As they are
similar but without any distinguishing marks, these must be
generic depictions.?”

Although both marbles are heavily eroded, photographs
taken before their present installation, together with close
examination, reveal that the reverses also originally bore
ornamentation similar to that of the front reliefs. There are
faint remains of calyx-craters, flanked by creatures, from
which sprouted ivy stalks with berry corymbs, their foliage
teeming with wildlife. Although most of the individual fea-
tures and fine detail have been lost, near the top of Pillar B
one can still detect the outline of a bird perched on a twig.
On Pillar A a snake coils around the central stalk, winding
its way upward toward the indistinct shapes of small birds
in a nest. From this evidence, we can conclude that the
back panels contained iconography similar to that of the
front panels, but with notable differences. The designs on
the reverse were simplified by the sculptor: there was less

12. Detail of a snake and a birds’ nest on Pillar B (Figure 3)



foliage than on the front faces and fewer convolutions of the
snake than on the front of Pillar B. Furthermore, when the
reptile-with-baby-birds motif was used on Pillar A, it was
transposed to the reverse, rather than the face.

The high-quality carved ornamentation of the Metropoli-
tan’s ivied pillars would have required as much—if not
more—technical proficiency as sculpting portraiture and
statuary. Since Roman artisans possessed no blueprints for
vegetal ornament on architectural features, a sculptor
needed both imagination and resourcefulness to create an
appealing and varied design. To capture the subtleties of
nature, as well as to compose elements aesthetically, as
these pillars do, demonstrates great skill and innovation.
Even though he employed identical pots and flora, the cre-
ator of the pillars was able to achieve a subtle asymmetry.
His overall planning is evident, and he added variety by
transposing some motifs of the two main sides of the pillars
to the reverses. The artist’s knowledge of plants shows in the
ivy tendrils that shoot naturalistically from the central stalk
and curve upward in numerous directions, with ample
spacing between the elements, and the lack of overlap adds
to the feeling of both spaciousness and vitality.

Unsurprisingly, the most interesting creatures were
sculpted at the lower levels of the pillars, where they could
be appreciated easily. But like the best craftsmen, this carver
did not skimp: higher up the foliage is still inhabited. The
three schematic birds in the upper relief of Pillar B (Figures
13-15) were probably added only for balance and variety;
their quiet poses underline their decorative function.
Through the simple device of alternation on either side of
the central stalk and changing the orientation of creatures,

13-15. Details of three birds on Pillar B (Figure 3)

the sculptor created the impression of greenery teeming
with wildlife. He was certainly a very keen observer of
nature. Birds feasting on insects reveal his clear understand-
ing of the interdependence and transitory character of life,
as manifest in the scenario of a snake menacing baby birds
(Figure 12). However, any deep reading of the life-and-
death scene in this context is unwarranted. Depictions of
the conceit were perennially popular in ancient literature
and visual arts, and the vignette is simply a vivid depiction
of nature for its own sake.?°The artist expertly captured the
agitated movements of the mother bird. By shortening per-
spective, he showed that she is a bit off-balance, having just
alighted on a branch and still fluttering her wings. Her brave
attempt to drive the snake away from her vulnerable, fright-
ened nestlings injects dramatic tension into an otherwise
idyllic scene, offering a stark reminder that death is always
present in the animal kingdom.

The artist’s obvious fondness for the sinuous shapes of
reptiles is evident in both their detailed carving and their
important central positions. While he must have worked
from personal observations of reptiles, there is also a defi-
nite element of whimsy in their representation. On Pillar A,
for example, the lizard’s body and tail stretch out full length
into a fluid S-curve, echoing the twists of ivy (Figure 8). And
on Pillar B one’s eye is immediately drawn to the snake
featured at its center (Figure 12). The reptile writhes verti-
cally up the stalk, reflecting its natural ability, yet its ribbon-
like posture also creates a fanciful, curlicue configuration
trailing down the main stem, almost as if it were part of the
vine. Affinities in design and floral and faunal ornamenta-
tion, together with an attentive scrutiny of wildlife and a
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16. Pilaster with a foliate
acanthus rinceau (assembled
view). Roman, 1st century
A.D. Marble, 11 ft. 6 in. x

2 ft. 4% in. (3.5 x .7 m).

The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, Rogers Fund, 1910
(10.210.28)

28

17. Three pillars from the gardens bordering the Canopus, Hadrian’s Villa, Tivoli. Marble; ca. 81%2 x 9 in. (207 x 23 c¢m), 955s x 10%s in.

(243 x 27 cm), 13458 x 15 in. (342 x 38 cm). Museum Room IV (1063, 2627, 423540). Photograph: Deutsches Archéologisches Institut,

Rome (D-DAI-ROM-1882.1371)

distinctive carving style, confirm that these two marbles are
unquestionably by the same master.

The way the artist has emphasized the organic coherence
of the ivy adds aesthetic power to his composition. Its strong
main stalk bends realistically, and its rough-textured bark is
tactile. Offshoots at the front sprout convincingly from the
stem, and the delicately graduated carving of the leaves
enhances their three-dimensional quality. The sculptor’s
firsthand knowledge of garden plants has produced the

deeply indented, lobed leaves natural in juvenile ivy, instead
of the heart-shaped older foliage so common in Roman
decorative art.”” Great care was taken to delineate the cen-
tral veining of the leaves, and the center of each berry has
been pricked with a small hole, exactly where a tiny point
would emerge on ivy’s real fruit. The young plants and
baby birds, together with the birds eating ivy berries, which
ripen only in March or April, establish the season of this
scene as spring.



Both pillars are worked from cipollino verde or Marmor
Carystium, a stone characterized by a white or pale green
ground, heavily striated with broad, wavy bands of either
dark or light green.? The word cipollino suggests the resem-
blance of the marble veins to the interfoliated markings of a
sliced onion. Historically, cipollino was called Marmor
Carystium because it was first produced from quarries
around the port town of Carystos in the southern part of the
western Aegean island of Euboea (Evia) in Greece. Cipollino
was desirable primarily because of its polychrome charac-
ter; itis durable, but because it contains a significant amount
of both talc and mica—friable minerals—it is unsuitable for
small sculptures. While this stone was little exploited by the
ancient Greeks, for the more flamboyant Romans, sculp-
tures and architectural features crafted in exotic imported
cipollino became status symbols.? Under the emperor
Augustus and his successors, pillars and pilasters worked
from Carystian stone often embellished luxurious and pres-
tigious buildings, such as the emperor’s own forum.** Roman
builders showed a preference for carving architectural sup-
ports of cipollino as monoliths, probably to display the
extraordinary swirling patterns to their best advantage. As a
rule, pillars were fitted with capitals and bases. Romans pre-
ferred contrasting colors, so capitals and bases of white marble
often offset shafts of cipollino. Vertical white additions
bracketing the wavy green marbling and the undulating move-
ment of the carved ivy would have accented the contrast.

The florid taste of the Romans did not leave color and
natural pattern to speak for themselves but demanded fur-
ther enrichment with decorative details. Artists of the early
imperial period realized that carved flora could enhance
pillars that had been either left plain or articulated only with
vertical flutings in classical and Hellenistic times. Marion
Mathea-Fortsch has studied in great detail the plant motifs
sculpted on pillars and pilasters in both Rome and the west-
ern provinces of the empire. Whereas the embellishment of
building features with foliage is usually thought to have
been inspired by Pergamene art of the second century B.C.,
Mathea-Fortsch argues for its introduction during the late
first century B.C.>' Regardless of the exact date of the inven-
tion, it was certainly in early Augustan times that ornament-
ing supports with foliage became established on a large
scale throughout the empire.

There were no sculptural templates or prescribed combi-
nations of plants for beautifying pillars, but there were some
conventions.*? Typically, a single type of vegetation was
illustrated, and on only one side of a support. That it contra-
venes this formula makes the sole use of ivy on all surfaces
of both Pillars A and B exceptional.’* Mathea-Fortsch has
divided ancient Roman flora into four basic categories.
Within three of these, artifice is the rule; vegetation is depicted
not to re-create nature but simply for its ornamental value.

The Metropolitan Museum owns a pilaster that displays
such a stylized approach (Figure 16).>* From a clump of
acanthus leaves at its base, double-stemmed tendrils rise to
form regular opposing scrolls whose tips end alternately
with flowers or leaves. The composition is pure artistic
invention, since in nature the acanthus plant grows straight
up from the ground and does not form whorls.

Clearly, the Metropolitan ivied pillars belong to Mathea-
Fortsch’s fourth design category, which incorporates plant
life in a far more informal and naturalistic manner.* Pre-
cursors, such as realistic trailing grape and ivy vines, exist
in both Greek and Etruscan art.>® A few comparisons
between the acanthus pilaster (Figure 16) and the twin pil-
lars reveal the extent of the stylistic daring embraced by the
fourth sculptural type. Here, the ivy is sculpted to resemble
a fresh plant climbing asymmetrically and clinging to stone
by its rootlets, just as it would in nature. Its rampant, luxuri-
ant growth is accentuated by the greenish marble that sug-
gests flexible vegetation, visually transforming hard stone
supports into lifelike, sensually rich scenes. By contrast, the
pilaster’s acanthus scrolls crowd the surface, forming rigid
medallions at regular intervals. It also has an elaborate bor-
der that would have sharply separated the relief from the
surrounding wall. The pillars’ panels have not been con-
strained by formalized frames, an artifice that would have
fixed the foliage into individual “tableaux.” Instead, the ivy
appears to “grow” freely, without any boundaries. As a
result, the viewer perceives it as real and alive. From the
fourth century B.C. on, animal and anthropological inserts
increasingly animated carved vegetation, and this trend
reached the height of fashion in Augustan Rome.?” On the
acanthus pilaster, birds, a lizard, and an Eros are depicted
in miniature, so that they remain secondary features of the
composition, whereas the fauna on the ivied pillars are real-
istically represented to scale.

In general, Romans maintained their predilection for sys-
tematic splendor, appreciating imitations of natural foliage
much less than formalized arrangements. Naturalistic carv-
ings of fruit-bearing plants appeared sporadically on sup-
ports until the middle of the first century A.D. and reached
the zenith of their popularity under Emperor Hadrian
(Imperium dates A.D. 117-38).3

To recapitulate, the important elements of the Metro-
politan’s pillars are their true-to-life depiction of vegetation,
high-quality workmanship, absence of drill and grooved
work, well-observed realistic fauna, and low-relief carving
that fuses flora and fauna with the background to create an
aesthetically integrated entity. These characteristics bring
the Museum’s marbles into close relationship with three pil-
lars found among the ruins of the gardens bordering the
Canopus complex at Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli, about twenty
miles from Rome (Figure 17).3
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18. View of the grounds of the
Canopus, Hadrian’s Villa,
Tivoli, looking north.
Photograph: Jashemski and
Salza Prina Ricotti 1992, fig. 2
(photograph by F. W. Luciolli)
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Although the provenance of the Metropolitan’s pillars is
unknown, certain facts point to their origin. Furnishing
buildings with elaborately carved subsidiary features was
expensive and therefore the preserve of public and imperial
buildings. Also, pillars and pilasters were rarely worked in
costly colored marbles by master artists, which further
argues for a very rich client: either the Roman state or an
emperor.** Moreover, these architectural features were sel-
dom adorned with naturalistic foliage.*' Tellingly, every
other surviving example of this decorative type—with the
exception of the trio of pillars from the Canopus com-
plex—is stylistically unlike our marbles and of unknown
provenance. All the evidence, therefore, points to Hadrian’s
Villa as the most likely source of the Metropolitan’s marbles.
Finally, the discovery of all the comparable examples in one
locale within Hadrian’s vast estate—the Canopus—pinpoints
the exact site of the building to which the ivied pillars first
belonged.

The find-spot of the three similar pillars of the villa also
suggests the original use of the Metropolitan marbles.*
Hadrian’s Canopus was a banqueting complex with an
elongated pool (Figure 18). It occupied a valley whose east-
ern and western slopes have revealed evidence of elabo-
rate, terraced gardens, which archaeologists believe were
dotted with various structures such as pergolas, pavilions,
temples, and belvederes.** Work on the Canopus and its
surrounding area dates to about A.D. 126-30.** Since
the garden buildings must have been among the final
touches to the site, the Metropolitan pillars can be assigned
to about 130.

Content often reflects context, and Mathea-Fortsch has
argued persuasively that the Tivoli pillars decorated garden
building(s) in the extensive pleasure grounds.* The singular
use of the same plant species as a motif on marbles of the

same dimensions, carved from the same stone—and rec-
ognizably by the same artist—prove that the Museum’s sup-
ports were part of a matched set, symmetrically disposed to
support an outbuilding in the Canopus area.

Admittedly, neither marble pillars nor pilasters display-
ing carved foliage have been preserved intact on buildings
in the gardens of Hadrian’s (or any other Roman) villa, but
this dearth of examples may simply be a quirk of survival.
Numerous pillars and pilasters with painted decoration and
fluting (cheaper alternatives to sculpted ornament) do exist
in gardens of private Roman houses, and fragments of sup-
ports with sculpted vegetation have also been found among
the ruins of other pleasure grounds.* Moreover, small col-
umns and pillars carved with foliage decorated gardens of
Pompeian houses, as did painted representations such as
the murals of the Cubiculum from Boscoreale—on view in
the Metropolitan Museum.*

Vine-covered pergolas were prominent features of
Roman gardens and were sometimes worked in stone.*®
Such constructions have been found in the pleasure ground
of the House of Octavius Quartio (also called M. Loreius
Tiburtinus) in Pompeii.*> A watercolor (Figure 19) shows that
the enormous garden or hortus was transversed by a long
canal whose banks were punctuated by small aedicules and
pergolas supported by plain columns on four sides (Figure
20). This instance suggests the original function of the
Metropolitan pillars: the marbles supported one-half of such
a garden building within the extensive grounds of the
Canopus.*® Such fantasy architecture, of which the Romans
were obviously fond, added imaginative elements to the
surrounding landscape that were similar in spirit to other
buildings at Hadrian’s residence. The Tivoli pillars (Figure 17),
varying in size, of more modest quality, and of different
marble, probably adorned other buildings on the same site.”'

What could have been more appropriate to decorate this
bucolic setting than ivy, the sacred plant of the god Dionysus
and an emblem of renewal? Indeed, ivy was ubiquitous in
Roman gardens, and sculptures of a Dionysiac nature form
a leitmotif everywhere in the Roman realm, including the
Canopus.®? The Tuscan country seat of Pliny the Younger
(Epistles 5.6.36) contained within the garden a dining area
“shaded by a vine trained over four slender pillars of
Carystian marble.” One can easily imagine the Metropolitan
pillars as stone translations of this real-life setting.

For Romans, gardens embodied the love of nature—but
nature subdued by the hand of man and brought into his
service to provide peace and plenty. Each garden embraced
the spirit of its locus, making the setting part of its unique
identity. Romans commonly employed painted murals of
vegetation on one or more garden walls to create the illusion
that a garden was larger than it was in reality. Ornamenting
garden pillars with images of the opulent natural world not



19. The garden of the House of
Octavius Quartio (also called M.
Loreius Tiburtinus), Pompeii.
Watercolor. Photograph:
Spinazzola 1953, fig. 481

only created a tableau but blurred the boundaries between
the real and imagined gardens, rather as contemporary
infinity pools and plant-filled conservatories do.

Once removed from their original location, the pillars
experienced an afterlife: they were adapted as doorjambs.>
When this happened, they were transposed. The Metropolitan
now displays them in their original (correct) positions. Reuse
of materials is as old as the arts of construction themselves.
Marble was always particularly desirable because of its
associations with luxury and status. Thus, over the centu-
ries, the rediscovered site of Hadrian’s villa became a loot-
er’s paradise rich in sculptures—many of colored stones.>*

While elegantly carved architectural elements were
readily available throughout the Italian peninsula, and
amply exploited—a fact to which churches of late antiquity
and the early Middle Ages clearly testify—reuse of building
components was neither a cheap nor especially easy solu-
tion.>> Recycling involved extraction, transportation, and
trouble for the architects and workmen, who also had to
adjust and augment elements to fit their new context.
However, the chief challenge of reusing marble lay in safely
dismantling it from the original location without damage.
The complexity of extracting engaged pillars and pilasters
and then reassembling them appropriately may explain
their relatively infrequent reuse.>® By contrast, the removal
of freestanding architectural features such as columns
required much less effort, and the results could be impres-
sive. The Metropolitan’s ivied twins proved ideal candidates
and were therefore translated from pillars to doorposts.

For convenience and speed, stone elements were usually
recycled into something already close to their existing
dimensions, and the size and shape of the pillars clearly
suited them to flank a doorway.>” Reused marbles were

20. The garden of the House of Octavius Quartio (also called M. Loreius Tiburtinus), Pompeii.
Photograph: Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Napoli e Pompei
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often placed in positions of visual and architectural impor-
tance. These attractive sculptures, with their multicolored
marble and strong projections, would have created a very
impressive entry to a prominent building. The neutrality and
universal appeal of their vegetal motifs no doubt offered the
artisans great scope in choosing their new context.

We have reasonable proof of how the ivied doorjambs
fitted to the building and doors of their new home. On the
reverses the inner edges were cut back to accommodate
the door leaves. The surfaces of the inner sides of the pillars
were slightly trimmed and indentations carved at the top and
bottom into which metal pivots were fitted (see Figure 4).
Because both doorjambs have pivots, it is clear that the
door consisted of two leaves, most probably of wood, that
swiveled on pins set into holes in the hinges. These pins
originally pointed upward and were held in place by round
metal collars, a type of hinge that postdates classical times.®
The position of the pivots—at the back of the jambs—proves
that the door leaves opened inward. The outer sides of the
pillars (see Figure 5) were also cut back so as to lie flush
with their adjacent walls. Since these sides and the reverses
were not meant to be admired, the builders hacked away at
the marbles indiscriminately. The rough finish indicates that
they probably abutted a surround of coarse material, such
as rubble or ashlar.

Crude dismemberment of building elements is easy;
looting and destruction ignore the integrity of works and
their details. And so it was with the ivied pillars. When they
were installed in their second location, the workmen proved
indifferent to aesthetics. The present position of the pivots
demonstrates that the marbles were placed upside down. If
the pivot pins also faced downward, hanging the door leaves
would have been almost impossible. More important, the
weight of the doors would have dragged the hinges out of
true and eventually caused the leaves to sag and fall off.
Imagine the ivy carvings inverted, with the calyx-craters at
the top of the panel and fauna ludicrously dangling upside
down. Clearly, the workmen were uncomprehending, and
one is also forced to wonder about the taste of the marbles’
new owner.>

When the pillars’ inner faces were sliced away, the design
symmetry of the front reliefs was destroyed. Either there was
total disregard for overall appearance or the fragile cipollino
split and suffered loss when the panels were sawn. Perhaps
the capitals and bases of these supports were considered
superfluous to their new use and thus discarded.

Further interference on the pillars reveals that the mar-
bles did not end their days wrong way round framing a door.
They had a tertiary use, and it is to this phase that the other
amendments and additions belong. What functions the pil-
lars later served is impossible to say. The differences in their
treatment demonstrate different uses, but as the marbles

were eventually purchased together, they must have
remained united at each site. Roughly treated areas of the
pillars could also suggest that, at some later date, the marble
was scavenged yet again for its fine material. Once the pil-
lars ceased to be thought of as skillfully worked objects and
were viewed merely as a commodity, their value lay solely
in the quality of the marble. Cipollino was precious, and
even small fragments may have been reused, perhaps for
colorful mosaic tesserae in pavements.

The Metropolitan Museum’s two ivied pillars illustrate
the great value Romans placed on decorating their state or
imperial buildings, and even quite minor garden structures.
On these examples, the masterly carvings of flora and fauna
cleverly echoed their original setting, evoking the pleasures
of al fresco sight and sound. On these elegant twin pillars,
the Roman desire for grandeur was tempered by the artist’s
subtlety and the refined taste of Emperor Hadrian to create
marbles whose ingenious decoration, subtle color, and
matchless quality continue to delight viewers.
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NOTES

1. Richter 1921, p. 14; “Classical Accessions” 1922, pp. 34, 35;
Richter 1930, p. 228.

2. See Mathea-Fortsch 1999, p. 82.

3. Past literature (the accession reports and the label accompanying
their present display) describes the marbles as pilasters. For the
distinction between pillars and pilasters, see Ginouves 1992,
pp. 63-65.

4. Ibid., p. 63n40.

5. Three-sided supports make up less than 4 percent of the total num-
ber of examples listed in Mathea-Fortsch 1999.

6. For the vessel shape, see Hilgers 1969, pp. 52-53, 156-59, no. 119.
For examples of ornamented metal calyx-craters, see Pernice
1925, pp. 37-42, pl. XIV.

7. Compare the lower fragment of a pillar in the Magazzino Olearie,
Museo Nazionale, Rome (inv. 112. 29; Mathea-Fortsch 1999,
pp. 21, 157, no. 162, pl. 61, 3).

8. See the calyx-craters on a pillar (I.N. 1745) in the Ny Carlsberg
Museum, Copenhagen, and on a fragment (S 113) in Sir John
Soane’s Museum (ibid., p. 124, no. 60, pl. 87, 3; p. 128, no. 74,
pl. 43, 2).

9. Comparable is a well-preserved marble calyx-crater (the foot is a
modern restoration) with additional vegetal embellishment around
the body in the Museo Capitolino, Rome (Galleria no. 31a, inv.
275; Grassinger 1991, pp. 189-90, no. 32, figs. 208-10).



12.

13.

17.

19.

20.

21.
22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

. A crater with sculpted figural reliefs around the bowl was used

as a fountain and placed in a pool in the largest villa in Torre
Annunziata near Naples. See De Caro 1987, pp. 96-97, no. 11,
figs. 13, 45, and Jashemski 1979, pp. 31114, fig. 480. See also the
many garden paintings included in Jashemski 1979, pp. 55-82,
and the catalogue of garden paintings and mosaics derived from
garden representations in Jashemski 1993, pp. 313-404, app. 2.

. For evidence of planting pots found in gardens of Pompeii, see

Jashemski 1979, p. 240, and Jashemski and Salza Prina Ricotti
1992.

See a butterfly on the southern floral frieze of the Ara Pacis (Castri-
ota 1995, fig. 27) and an image of a bird with a winged insect in
its beak on a fragment in Sir John Soane’s Museum (S 82; Mathea-
Fortsch 1999, pp. 127-28, no. 73, pl. 93, 4). For butterflies, see
Larew 2002, pp. 319-22, no. 4, order Lepidoptera.

Compare the forms and positions of two examples of the insect on
wall paintings in Ciarallo and De Carolis 1999, pp. 58-59, fig. 7c,d.

. See, for example, a wall painting in the House of Venus Marina

(ILiii, 3) of a tree growing from a vessel. On one side a bird is
perched, while on the other side one flies away (see Jashemski
1979, p. 65).

. For ivy, see Baumann 1993, p. 87, fig. 160; Glaser 1997; and

Jashemski, Meyer, and Ricciardi 2002, pp. 113-14, no. 63.

. Matteucig (1974) has identified fifty birds on the frieze of the

Eumachia building in Pompeii, but most of his identifications are
questionable. For studies of the avian world, see Tammisto 1997
and Watson 2002. Watson takes a more critical approach to
identifications.

See Watson 2002, pp. 398-99, no. 69, Turdus philomelos (song
thrush).

. A similar lizard is depicted on the south floral frieze of the Ara

Pacis; see Castriota 1995, fig. 26. For the Lacertia species, see
Bodson 2002, pp. 334-35, order Squamata: lizards and snakes.
See Watson 2002, p. 398, no. 67, Troglodytes troglodytes (winter
wren).

For grasshoppers and crickets, see Larew 2002, pp. 322-24, no. 5,
order Orthoptera. Compare the depictions of birds teasing grass-
hopper-like insects on the portal frieze on the building of Eumachia,
Pompeii, in ibid., pp. 318, 324, figs. 259, 271.

Ibid., pp. 397-98, no. 68, Turdus merula (blackbird).

See, for example, a pillar formerly in the museum in Velletri, in
Mathea-Fortsch 1999, p. 193, no. 277, pl. 98, 1.

The rat snake, Elaphe longissima, is a skilled climber (Bodson 2002,
pp. 335-37, fig. 283, suborder: serpents, snakes).

Watson 2002, p. 378, no. 31, Erithacus rubecula.

For want of better terminology, any birds too generalized to iden-
tify amid the populated foliage on Roman decoration are usually
called starlings or blackbirds; see Mathea-Fortsch 1999, pp. 18-19.
Examples span a wide chronological and topographical range. For
a perceptive discussion of the theme in Greek and Latin literature
and art, see Ghisellini 1988. Two traditions account for the sub-
ject’s origin and popularity. In literature, it harks back to a passage
in the Iliad (2.305-30) prefiguring the downfall of Troy. This vener-
able source found resonances in later ancient authors. The theme
also exemplifies the ancients’ interest in recording observed phe-
nomena in the natural world in the spirit of Aristotle. The subject
was very adaptable in its iconography and import. Ghisellini offers
various interpretations of the motif according to context.
Compare the standardized heart shape of the ivy on a pillar frag-
ment in the Vatican (Galleria Chiaramonti XXVI 14, inv. 1593;
Mathea-Fortsch 1999, p. 162, no. 180, pl. 87, 2).

In a note of August 17, 1993 (MMA archives), Lorenzo Lazzarini

29.

30.
31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.
37.

40.

41.

42.

identified the marble type. For cipollino verde, see Lambraki 1980,
with a list of ancient literary sources. Some finished or partly fin-
ished columns were abandoned in many of the quarries; see ibid.,
p. 57, fig. 22, for a map of the sites. See also Gnoli 1988, pp. 181-86;
Lazzarini et al. 1995; Marchei 2001, pp. 202-3, no. 56, s.v. cipol-
lino; and Lazzarini 2002, pp. 257-58. A map in Lazzarini 2002,
p. 264, illustrates the locations of the most important quarries of
colored marbles used by the Romans. See also Lazzarini and
Sangati 2004, p. 93, fig. 37, “cipollino verde marmor carystium,
marmor styrium.”

By the first century B.C., colored marble was being used to outfit
houses and villas of the rich in Rome, and Pliny (Natural History
36.48) informs us that the first house in the metropolis to be
adorned with only solid marble columns, some of cipollino verde,
was that of a certain Mamurra, a knight from the town of Formia,
who had served as Julius Caesar’s chief engineer in Gaul.

Gnoli 1988, p. 182.

Kraus (1953, pp. 64-76) believed that Roman floral decoration
derived directly from models in Pergamon, dated to Hellenistic
times. In contrast, see the examination of the dating issue in
Mathea-Fortsch 1999, pp. 28-43. On the basis of stylistic develop-
ment, Mathea-Fortsch dates the examples from Pergamon to the
last quarter of the first century B.C., when the reconstruction of
the city began, and argues that their source was urban Roman
architecture.

As a rule, pillars display three different types of compositions. The
sides usually contain simple, matching candelabra; the front and
back panels show plants with more decorative detail (see Mathea-
Fortsch 1999, p. 6).

Only a small group of surviving pillars display the same plant on
the two main panels and on both sides (ibid., p. 19301994, with
examples).

See MMA 1987, frontis., pp. 126-27, no. 196; Mathea-Fortsch
1999, pp. 7n81, 133-34, no. 96, pl. 20, 1, 2; and Castriota 1995,
pp. 48, 50.

For the category of the two Metropolitan pillars, see Mathea-
Fortsch 1999, pp. 15-16, pls. 92-99, 1, 2. Doorposts often show
the same iconography with foliage issuing from drinking vessels;
see, for example, Mazzei 1982, p. 15. no. |, 19 (without inv. no.).

Mathea-Fortsch 1999, p. 15nn173,174.

For the theme and development of this motif, see Toynbee and
Ward-Perkins 1950 and Ovadiah and Turnheim 1994. The repeti-
tion of similar layouts and individual images presupposes the fre-
quent use of pattern books. See also Mathea-Fortsch 1999,
pp. 17-21, who divides the fauna into two groups. One type
depicts them at rest; the second relates to hunt scenes.

. Mathea-Fértsch 1999, p. 59.
39.

Ibid., pp. 182-84, nos. 244, 245, 247, pls. 92; 93, 1-3; 96, 1-3;
Opper 20083, p. 232, nos. 115, 116 (inv. nos. 1063 and 423540);
p. 156, fig. 141 (a new photograph of inv. no. 1063). See also
Mathea-Fortsch 1999, pp. 57-59 (an analysis of Hadrianic stylistic
features); Moesch 1999, p. 242, no. 82; Moesch 2000, pp. 204-5,
no. 20; and Opper 2008b, pp. 66-67. In support of a Hadrianic
date, compare the sculpting of the grape leaves on two of the
pillars with those on the panel of Antinous-Silvanus, signed by
Antonianos of Aphrodisias, now in the Banca Romana, Rome
(inv. no. 418 A; Mathea-Fortsch 1999, Beilage 20, 2).

Pillars and pilasters of colored stone are the exception. Mathea-
Fortsch (1999, p. 64) cites the few examples.

The main catalogue in Mathea-Fértsch 1999 lists 277 examples.
Of these, only 14 pieces are carved with realistic flora.

For a description and the building history of the Canopus complex,
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completed after A.D. 133, see MacDonald and Pinto 1995,
pp. 108-16; Grenier 1999, pp. 75-77; Salza Prina Ricotti 2001,
pp. 241-63; Manderscheid 2002; and Hales 2003, pp. 83-90.

43. Excavations in 1987-88 on the west side of the adjacent landscape
revealed that between planting beds—at the level of the scenic
canal and the base of the walls that enclose the valley—was a
series of intermediate terraces with supporting walls. For the gar-
dens, see Salza Prina Ricotti 1987, pp. 175-78; Jashemski and
Salza Prina Ricotti 1992, pp. 579-84; and Salza Prina Ricotti 2001,
pp. 369-75. For the flowerpots found in the Canopus area, see
Salza Prina Ricotti 2000. The area has been only superficially
excavated.

44. Salza Prina Ricotti 2001, pp. 249-56.

45. Mathea-Fortsch 1999, p. 94.

46. Ibid., pp. 93-95, with reference to examples of garden buildings
with painted pillars. Two pillar fragments were found in the
Gardens of Maecenas (ibid., pp. 149-51, nos. 138, 141, pls. 87, 5;
88, 1).

47. Fragments of small columns and pilasters decorated with foliage
adorned Roman gardens; see De Caro 1987, pp. 120-23, nos.
35-42, figs. 32-39. See also examples of small decorated pilasters
in Seiler 1992, figs. 533, 534, no. 3, 554-56, no. 7, 558, 559,
no. 10, 566—69, no. 13, 587, no. 23, 625, no. 50. The House of the
Vettii (VI.xv.1) also has decorated columns in the garden (Jashemski
1993, pp. 154, 156, fig. 176). Peristyle F of the House of the Gilded
Cupids (VI.Xvi.7) has painted and fluted columns (Seiler 1992,
figs. 236-40). There are columns with foliage in the murals of the
Villa Poppea, Oplontis (de Franciscis 1975, pp. 34-35, fig. 23;
Lehmann 1953, pl. X1I).

48. A group of pillar fragments from Cherchel, Algeria, are decorated
on four sides and are of modest sizes. Scholars have suggested that
they originally supported a small lightweight structure such as a
pergola. See Fittschen 1979, pp. 241-42, 472-77, pls. 45-47, and
Mathea-Fértsch 1999, p. 104, no. 2, fig. 79, 1, pp. 116-17, nos. 36,
38, 39. See also the catalogue and discussion of the various types
of pillars from Cherchel in Pensabene 1982, pp. 150-63.

49. Jashemski 1993, pp. 78-82, no. 133 (IL.ii.2); Adam 1999, pp. 309,
311-13, fig. 718.

50. For the vast size of the Canopus gardens, see Salza Prina Ricotti
2001, p. 370, fig. 134.

51. The widths of the three pillar parts from Hadrian’s Villa are pre-
served, showing that they varied in size. Mathea-Fortsch (1999)
gives their approximate dimensions: no. 244: W. 10%s in. (27 cm),
H. 9553 in. (243 cm); no. 245: W. 9 in. (23 cm), H. 81742 in. (207 cm);
no. 247: W. 15 in. (38 cm), H. 1345/ in. (342 cm).

52. One pillar from the Canopus (inv. no. 423540) contains Dionysiac
paraphernalia, suspended from vine tendrils: cymbals, a pedum
(shepherd’s crook), a Pan mask, and two cistae, or sacred baskets
(Mathea-Fortsch 1999, p. 184, no. 247, pls. 92, 1; 93, 1-3). For
Dionysiac imagery in the Canopus, see Slavazzi 2000, p. 63, and
Adembri 2000, pp. 81-84, 201, no. 18.

53. For good introductions to the topic of the reuse of antiquities, see
Kinney 2001, Hansen 2003, and Kinney 2006.

54. For the fortunes of the resort complex after Hadrian’s death, see
MacDonald and Pinto 1995, pp. 197-330. For an overview of the
colored marbles found there, see Salvatori, Trucchi, and Guidobaldi
1988 and Adembri 2002.

55. For an excellent discussion on the practical problems of recycling
marbles, see Rockwell 1993, pp. 192-96.

56. Recycled pilasters decorated the Oratory of Pope John VII (A.D.
705-7) in Old Saint Peter’s. The six vertical panels from pilasters
(five are ancient; the sixth is contemporary) were applied to the

walls (Brandt and Eggebrecht 1993, vol. 2, pp. 123-25, no. I1I-8).
Ancient pilasters were also set into entrances in the Palazzo
Lazzaroni in Rome; these marbles are unbroken and relatively
unscathed (Mathea-Fortsch 1999, p. 158, no. 165, pl. 78, 4). For
reused pilaster capitals in the Eastern and Western Empires, see
Kramer 1994, pp. 65-72.

57. The entrance of the southern facade of the Lateran Baptistery shows
two reused pilasters flanking columns (Hansen 2003, pp. 70-73,
fig. 49). For encasing doors, the easiest solution was the wholesale
transfer of an ancient door surround. The main entrance of the
west facade of Santa Sabina on the Aventine consists of a portal
frame from a classical building (ibid., pp. 26-27, figs. 10, 11). The
doorframe of a building usually called Temple of Romulus, situ-
ated on the Forum Romanum, was also appropriated from another
context (ibid., pp. 41-42, fig. 18). Other examples are the main
doorway of Santa Maria della Libera, Aquino (de Lachenal 1995,
p. 175, fig. XVL1). For the surround in Sant’Ambrogio, Milan, see
Mathea-Fortsch 1999, Beilage 16, 3-5. Alternatively, doorposts
could be assembled from ancient building materials. The northern
entrance of Santa Sabina has jambs consisting of upended archi-
trave blocks with a soffit forming the lintel (Brenk 1996, p. 50,
figs. 1, 2).

58. The date of introduction of the type of hinges on the Metropolitan
marbles is unknown. For the different types of ancient door pivots
and terminology, see Ginouves 1992, pp. 55-56, pls. 24, 25. For
examples of postclassical doors, see Schmitz 1905 and Jeremias
1980.

59. Incongruous placement of recycled architectural features are
known. The architrave of the “Porta del Paradiso” on the Duomo,
Salerno, consists of an ancient doorpost, complete with crater,
placed horizontally. See Mathis 2003, pp. 56-60, no. 18, figs.
18a—c.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Adam, Jean-Pierre
1999 Roman Building: Materials and Techniques. Translated
by Anthony Mathews. London.
Adembri, Benedetta

2000 “La decorazione minore del Canopo.” In Adembri,
Melucco Vaccaro, and Reggiani 2000, pp. 81-84.
2002 “l marmi colorati nella decorazione di Villa Adriana.”

In De Nuccio and Ungaro 2002, pp. 471-74.
Adembri, Bendetta, Alessandra Melucco Vaccaro, and Anna Maria

Reggiani, eds.
2000 Adriano: Architettura e progetto. Exh. cat., Villa Adriana,
Tivoli. Milan.
Baumann, Hellmut
1993 Creek Wild Flowers and Plant Lore in Ancient Greece.

Translated and augmented by William T. Stearn and
Eldwyth Ruth Stearn. London.
Bodson, Lilian
2002 “Amphibians and Reptiles: Evidence from Wall
Paintings, Mosaics, Sculpture, Skeletal Remains, and
Ancient Authors.” In Jashemski and Meyer 2002,

pp. 327-50.
Brandt, Michael, and Arne Eggebrecht, eds.
1993 Bernward von Hildesheim und das Zeitalter der

Ottonen. 2 vols. Exh. cat.,, Dom- und Di6zesanmuseum,
Hildesheim, Roemer- und Pelizaeus-Museum. Mainz am
Rhein.



Brenk, Beat
1996 “Spolien und ihre Wirkung auf die Asthetik der varietas:
Zum Problem alternierender Kapitelltypen.” In Antike
Spolien in der Architektur des Mittelalters und der
Renaissance, edited by Joachim Poeschke, pp. 49-82.
Munich.
Castriota, David
1995 The Ara Pacis Augustae and the Imagery of Abundance
in Later Greek and Early Roman Imperial Art.
Princeton.
Charles-Gaffiot, Jacques, and Henri Lavagne, eds.
1999 Hadrien: Trésors d’une villa impériale. Exh. cat., Mairie
du 5e arrondissement, Paris. Milan.
Ciarallo, Annamaria, and Ernesto De Carolis, eds.
1999 Pompeii: Life in a Roman Town. Exh. cat., Museo
Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli. Milan.
“Classical Accessions”
1922 M. E. C. “Classical Accessions. V. Roman Marbles.”
Bulletin of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 17, no. 2
(February 1922), pp. 33-36.
De Caro, Stefano
1987 “The Sculptures of the Villa of Poppaea at Oplontis: A
Preliminary Report.” In MacDougall 1987, pp. 77-133.
De Nuccio, Marilda, and Lucrezia Ungaro, eds.
2002 I marmi colorati della Roma imperiale. Exh. cat., Mercati
di Traiano, Rome. Venice.
Fittschen, Klaus
1979 “Ornamentpfeiler.” In Die Numider: Reiter und Kénige
nérdlich der Sahara, edited by Giinther Walzik,
pp. 241-42, 472-77. Exh. cat., Rheinisches
Landesmuseum, Bonn. Cologne.
de Franciscis, Alfonso
1975 The Pompeian Wall Paintings in the Roman Villa of
Oplontis. Translated by Rosemary Kunisch.
Recklinghausen.
Ghisellini, Elena

1988 “‘...Assidens inplumibus pullis avies serpentium
adlapsus timet’ (Hor., £p., 1, 19-20).” Xenia 15,
pp. 1-28.
Ginouves, René
1992 Dictionnaire méthodique de 'architecture grecque et

romaine. Vol. 2, Eléments constructifs: Supports,
couvertures, aménagements intérieurs. Collection de
I’Ecole Francaise de Rome 84. Rome.
Glaser, Fritz
1997 “Efeu.” In Der Neue Pauly: Enzyklopddie der Antike,
vol. 3, cols. 886-87. Stuttgart and Weimar.
Gnoli, Raniero

1988 Marmora romana. 2d ed. Rome.
Grassinger, Dagmar.
1991 Rémische Marmorkratere. Monumenta Artis Romanae

18. Mainz am Rhein.
Grenier, Jean-Claude
1999 “Le ‘Sérapeum’ et le ‘Canope’: Une Egypte monumen-
tale et une ‘Méditerranée.”” In Charles-Gaffiot and
Lavagne 1999, pp. 75-83.
Hales, Shelley
2003 The Roman House and Social Identity. Cambridge.
Hansen, Maria Fabricius
2003 The Eloquence of Appropriation: Prolegomena to an
Understanding of Spolia in Early Christian Rome.
Analecta Romana Instituti Danici, suppl. 33. Rome.

Hilgers, Werner
1969 Lateinische Gefdssnamen: Bezeichnungen, Funktion und
Form rémischer Gefdsse nach den antiken
Schriftquellen. Diisseldorf.
Jashemski, Wilhemina F.
1979 The Gardens of Pompeii, Herculaneum and the Villas
Destroyed by Vesuvius. Vol. 1. New Rochelle, N.Y.
1993 The Gardens of Pompeii, Herculaneum and the Villas
Destroyed by Vesuvius. Vol. 2. New Rochelle, N.Y.
Jashemski, Wilhelmina F., and Frederick G. Meyer, eds.
2002 The Natural History of Pompeii. Cambridge.
Jashemski, Wilhemina F., Frederick G. Meyer, and Massimo Ricciardi

2002 “Catalogue of Plants.” In Jashemski and Meyer 2002,
pp. 80-180.
Jashemski, Wilhelmina F., and Eugenia Salza Prina Ricotti
1992 “Preliminary Excavations in the Gardens of Hadrian’s

Villa: The Canopus Area and the Piazza d'Oro.”
American Journal of Archaeology 96, pp. 579-97.
Jeremias, Gisela
1980 Die Holztiir der Basilika S. Sabina in Rom. Tubingen.

Kinney, Dale
2001 “Roman Architectural Spolia.” Proceedings of the
American Philosophical Society 145 (June), pp. 138-61.
2006 “The Concept of Spolia.” In A Companion to Medieval Art,

edited by Conrad Rudolph, pp. 233-52. Malden, Mass.
Kramer, Joachim
1994 Korinthische Pilasterkapitelle in Kleinasien und
Konstantinopel: Antike und spatantike
Werkstattgruppen. Tibingen.
Kraus, Theodor
1953 Die Ranken der Ara Pacis: Ein Beitrag zur
Entwicklungsgeschichte der augusteischen Ornamentik.
Berlin.
de Lachenal, Lucilla
1995 Spolia: Uso e reimpiego dell’antico dal Ill al XIV secolo.

Milan.
Lambraki, Anna
1980 “Le cipolin de la Karystie: Contribution a I"étude des

marbres de la Grece exploités aux époques romaine et
paléochrétienne.” Revue archéologique, no. 1 (1980),

pp. 31-62.
Larew, Hiram G.
2002 “Insects: Evidence from Wall Paintings, Sculpture,

Mosaics, Carbonized Remains, and Ancient Authors.” In
Jashemski and Meyer 2002, pp. 315-26.
Lazzarini, Lorenzo
2002 “La determinazione della provenienza della pietre
decorative usate dai Romani.” In De Nuccio and Ungaro
2002, pp. 223-65.
Lazzarini, Lorenzo, et al.
1995 “Petrographic and Geochemical Features of Carystian
Marble, ‘cipollino verde’ from the Ancient Quarries of
Southern Euboea (Greece).” In The Study of Marble and
Other Stones Used in Antiquity, proceedings of the IlI
Asmosia Conference, May 17-19, 1993, Athens, edited
by Yannis Maniatis, Norman Herz, and Yannis Basiakos,
pp. 161-69. London.
Lazzarini, Lorenzo, and Cristina Sangati
2004 “I pitt importanti marmi e pietre colorati usuati dagli
antichi.” In Pietre e marmi antichi: Natura, caratteriz-
zazione, origine, storia d’uso, diffusione, collezionismo,
edited by Lorenzo Lazzarini, pp. 73-122. Padua.

Two Roman Pillars

35



36

Lehmann, Phyllis Williams
1953 Roman Wall Paintings from Boscoreale in The
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Monographs on
Archaeology and Fine Arts 5. Cambridge, Mass.
MacDonald, William L., and John A. Pinto
1995 Hadrian’s Villa and Its Legacy. New Haven.
MacDougall, Elisabeth Blair, ed.
1987 Ancient Roman Villa Gardens. Dumbarton Oaks
Colloquium on the History of Landscape Architecture,
10th: 1984. Washington, D.C.
Manderscheid, Hubertus
2002 “L'architettura dell’acqua a Villa Adriana con particolare
riguardo al Canopo.” In Villa Adriana: Paesaggio antico
e ambiente moderno; elementi di novita e ricerche in
corso; atti del Convegno, Roma, Palazzo Massimo alle
Terme, 23-24 giugno 2000, edited by Anna Maria
Reggiani, pp. 84-89. Milan.
Marchei, Maria Cristina
2001 “Cipollino.” In Marmi antichi, edited by Gabriele
Borghini. Rome.
Mathea-Fortsch, Marion
1999 Rémische Rankenpfeiler und -pilaster: Schmuckstiitzen
mit vegetabilem Dekor, vornehmlich aus Italien und den
westlichen Provinzen. Mainz.
Mathis, Paola
2003 “Salerno, duomo, architrave.” In Rilavorazione
dell’antico nel medioevo, edited by Mario D’Onofrio,
pp. 56—60. Rome.
Matteucig, Giorgio
1974 “Lo studio naturalistico zoologico del Portale Eumachia
ne Foro Pompeiano.” Bolletino della Societa dei
Naturalisti in Napoli 83, pp. 213-42.
Mazzei, Marina
1982 “Stipite decorato su due lati.” In Museo Nazionale
Romano: Le sculture, vol. 1, part 3, Giardino del
Chiostro, edited by Antonio Giuliano. Rome.

MMA
1987 The Metropolitan Museum of Art: Greece and Rome.
Text by Joan R. Mertens and Maxwell L. Anderson. New
York.
Moesch, Valeria
1999 “Pilier a décor végétal.” In Charles-Gaffiot and Lavagne
1999, p. 242, no. 82.
2000 “Pilastri con decorazione vegetale.” In Adembri,
Melucco Vaccaro, and Reggiani 2000, pp. 204-5, no.
20.

Opper, Thorsten
2008a Hadrian: Empire and Conflict. Exh. cat., British Museum,
London. London.
2008b  The Emperor Hadrian. London.
Ovadiah, Asher, and Yehudit Turnheim
1994 “Peopled” Scrolls in Roman Architectural Decoration in
Israel: The Roman Theater at Beth Shean/Scythopolis.
Supplementi Rivista di archeologia 12. Rome.

Pensabene, Patrizio
1982 “La decorazione architettonica di Cherchel: Cornici,

architravi, soffitti, basi e pilastri.” In 150-/ahr-Feier,
Deutsches Archéologisches Institut Rom: Ansprachen
und Vortrage, 4.—7. Dezember 1979, pp. 116—69.
Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archdologischen Instituts,
Rémische Abteilung, 25, Erganzungsheft. Mainz.

Pernice, Erich

1925 Gefidsse und Gerite aus Bronze. Berlin.
Richter, Gisela M. A.
1921 “Greek and Roman Accessions.” BMMA 16, no. 1

(January 1921), pp. 9-14.
1930 The Metropolitan Museum of Art: Handbook of the
Classical Collection. 6th ed. New York.
Rockwell, Peter
1993 The Art of Stoneworking: A Reference Cuide.
Cambridge.
Salvatori, Antonio, Daniela Trucchi, and Federico Guidobaldi
1988 “The Marbles Used in the Decoration of Hadrian’s Villa
at Tivoli.” In Classical Marbles: Geochemistry,
Technology, Trade, edited by Norman Herz and Marc
Waelkens, pp. 177-85. Dordrecht, the Netherlands.
Salza Prina Ricotti, Eugenia
1987 “Water in Roman Garden Triclinia.” In MacDougall
1987, pp. 135-84.
2000 “Vasi da fiori.” In Adembri, Melucco Vaccaro, and
Reggiani 2000, p. 202, no. 19.

2001 Villa Adriana: Il sogno di un imperatore. Rome.
Schmitz, Wilhelm
1905 Die mittelalterlichen Metall- und Holz-Tiiren

Deutschlands: Ihr Bildwerk und ihre Technik. Trier.
Seiler, Florian
1992 Casa degli Amorini Dorati (VI 16, 7. 38). Hauser in
Pompeji, vol. 5. Munich.
Slavazzi, Fabrizio

2000 “l programmi decorativi della Villa Temi, colori, riflessi.”
In Adembri, Melucco Vaccaro, and Reggiani 2000,
pp. 63-67.
Spinazzola,Vittorio
1953 Pompei, alla luce degli scavi nuovi di Via

dell’Abbondanza (anni 1910-1923). 2 vols. Rome.
Tammisto, Antero
1997 Birds in Mosaics: A Study on the Representation of Birds
in Hellenistic and Romano-Campanian Tessellated
Mosaics to the Early Augustan Age. Acta Instituti Romani
Finlandiae, vol. 18. Rome.
Toynbee, Jocelyn, and John Ward-Perkins

1950 “Peopled Scrolls: A Hellenistic Motif in Imperial Art.”
Papers of the British School at Rome 18 (1950),
pp. 1-43.
Watson, Georg E.
2002 “Birds: Evidence from Wall Paintings, Mosaics,

Sculpture, Skeletal Remains and Ancient Authors.” In
Jashemski and Meyer 2002, pp. 357-400.



A Twelfth-Century Baptismal Font from Wellen

JEAN-CLAUDE GHISLAIN
Doctor of Art History and Archaeology

little-known baptismal font at The Cloisters—a large
Acircular Romanesque basin ornamented with a

frieze of semicircular arcades and four large, pro-
jecting male heads supported by blind arches with tubular
bases (Figures 1-5)—is a particularly fine example of
twelfth-century bluestone sculpture from the Belgian sec-
tion of the Meuse Valley that merits greater attention.'
Moreover, the original provenance of the Museum’s font
can now be definitively established, thanks to stylistic,
material, and documentary evidence.

The Cloisters font was purchased for The Metropolitan
Museum of Art in 1947 from the Joseph Brummer collection
in New York. It had previously belonged to a Belgian collec-
tor, Major Lambert, whose 1926 sale catalogue cites an
otherwise unspecified Limburger provenance.? In 1957
Lisbeth Tollenaere reproduced and discussed a photograph
of a font (Figure 6) identical with the distinctive example at
The Cloisters that she described as a “font of undetermined
provenance,” despite numerous indications that it was from
Wellen.? The photograph was taken before 1922 by a local
photographer and historian, Achille Thys (1903-1986),
according to Tollenaere in the “cloister” of Saint-Trond. The
location was not the old Limburger abbey there, however,
butanother monastery in Saint-Trond.* By the timeTollenaere
reproduced the photograph of the font in 1957, the piece
had long since left Saint-Trond.

Tollenaere’s analysis of Thys’s photograph makes it pos-
sible to trace the origin of the Cloisters basin. The ancient
commentary she cites corresponds with what we know from
other sources about Romanesque baptismal fonts of the
type in Thys’s photograph, which like the one in The Cloisters
has a Limburger provenance. It was in a monastery in Saint-
Trond for a time, then was sold off discreetly, shortly before
the font now in The Cloisters appeared on the art market in
1926. There is every reason to believe that the two fonts are
one and the same.
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In 1890 the Redemptorist monastery of Saint-Trond
obtained from Henri Lenders, who was a priest in the nearby
Limburg village of Wellen between 1879 and 1911, the
basins of two deconsecrated baptismal fonts that had been
in the old cemetery behind the Church of Saint-Jean-Baptiste
there. One was a round Romanesque basin with four pro-
jecting heads; the other was the octagonal bluestone basin
that had replaced the first font in 1780, before it was
replaced in turn by the copper font that Father Lenders
installed in 1892.°

The Redemptorists were no doubt particularly interested
in the older of Wellen'’s two fonts because of its connection
with the famous mystic Saint Christina Mirabilis, or Christina
the Admirable or the Astonishing (Brustem or Saint-Trond,
1150-Saint-Trond, 1224), whose relics had been in the
monastery’s possession since 1836.° Saint Christina’s biog-
rapher, Thomas de Cantimpré, recalled that she had plunged
into the baptismal font of the Wellen church,” a possibly
legendary act that, he wrote, subsequently had a very ben-
eficial effect on the saint’s behavior and general civility:
“One day when she was violently troubled by a spirit, she
happened to enter the church in the village of Wellen and
came upon and opened the baptismal font, in which she
completely immersed herself. It is reported that after she did
so her manner of living in society became more moderate,
she behaved more calmly, and was more tolerant of contact
with men and of living among them.”® The Romanesque
font brought to the Redemptorists of Saint-Trond in 1890 is
the one referred to in Christina’s Vita; the monastery restored
it and placed it on a new shaft and base in its church.

In the archives of the Redemptorists, among the miscel-
laneous receipts for 1922, we find, for the month of
August: “sale of the baptistery, 2,300 francs” (approximately
2,680 euros), representing the rector’s apparently unpub-
licized sale of the piece to fund a recent expansion and
restoration of the church.? The recent discovery among
the same archives of a photograph of the Wellen font
installed in the ancient abbey alongside the altar of
Saint Christina (Figure 7) proves definitively that it is the font
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1. Baptismal font. Wellen, Limburg, Belgium, 1155-70. Bluestone; h. 1572 in. (39.4), overall diam. 51 in. (129.5 cm). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Cloisters Collection
(47.101.21)

Details of Figure 1: 2 3 4 5
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now at The Cloisters.' Given the closeness in time between
the 1922 and 1926 sales and the accepted Limburger
provenance of other baptismal fonts in Major Lambert’s
collection," Lambert may well have been the 1922 pur-
chaser of the Wellen font.

The identification of the baptismal font at The Cloisters
with the one from Wellen permits observations about its
treatment and changes in its material condition since it was
recovered in the late nineteenth century. In Wellen in 1890,
only the basin of the original Romanesque font survived; it
was damaged and a large piece had broken off. An eyewit-
ness from Wellen told Dr. Jozef Michiels of this very notice-
able breakage, which had been observed even before
1890." The wear on the Cloisters font clearly resulted from
prolonged exposure to the elements, possibly from as early
as 1780 until the late nineteenth century. Thys took his pho-
tograph during his youth, slightly before the 1922 sale, and
this confirms that the supports—the shaft and base—were
reconstructed after 1890 at the Redemptorist monastery of
Saint-Trond. After the Lambert sale in 1926 the supports
were gone. It must have been in Saint-Trond, too, that the
bowl and upper surface of the basin were lined with lead,
making it possible to use the bowl once more. The Cloisters
font was placed in the Fuentidueiia Chapel in May 1961,
when the chapel was opened to the public. Today, the lead
liner no longer completely covers the interior of the basin.

A new wood support has been fabricated for the Cloisters
font that is meant to emulate what was probably the design
of the original stone support: a central shaft with four colon-
nettes on a square base.' A wide, sloping cyma under the
slightly flared basin allowed it to fit into its shaft, which was
cylindrical, like the four colonnettes that support the pro-
jecting bases under the prominent heads. The line of the
lower double lip of the basin is not strictly horizontal, and
the upper molding consists of a cyma of variable height and
a thin, damaged torus. A frieze of semicircular arcades sur-
rounds the basin, with smaller blind arches above tubular
bases supporting the heads. The double moldings of the
arches spring from imposts on the capitals of the colon-
nettes. The imposts are either trapezoidal or shaped like
cats’ or bears’ heads; on the capitals, the vegetal decoration
rising from the corbels is either bifoliate or ribbed. The span-
drels between the arches are adorned with palmettes fanned
out in a festoon, or, occasionally, folded down. Some of the
bases of the colonnettes are composed of a torus on a plinth,
but most are small quadruped protomes.

The basin is complete, but along with deterioration from
the elements and the loss of its original supports, it displays
signs of long-ago wear, and certain projecting elements,
such as the noses, have broken off (see Figures 2-5). A lat-
eral crack on the exterior at the level of the capitals threat-
ens to split the beards of two of the projecting heads. The

damage displayed on the basin is typical of pieces of this
kind and so is probably ancient. The surfaces of the thick
curb of the basin, the upper molding, and the top of one of
the heads are the most eroded. Other breakage includes
nicks on the lower edge, under the basin, and on the astra-
gals of several of the heads’ bases. The molding below one
of the arcades is gone, and two other arches and the mold-
ing above them suffered the most severe damage.

Along with the fanciful animal decorations on the
arcades, the four projecting male heads are the first ele-
ments that catch the viewer’s eye (Figures 2-5). All wear
beards and mustaches; the wavy hair, parted in the middle,
is delicately rendered and seems to issue from the font. The
ears are reduced to crescent-shaped upper lobes at the tem-
ples. The wide mouths, stretched tight between the long,
drooping points of the mustaches, have thin, pursed lips.
Two of the beards are carefully combed straight (Figures 2,
5), while the other two end in curls. The abundant hair on

i

6. Photograph of the font

shown in Figure 1 taken in
Saint-Trond before 1922 by
Achille Thys and published
in Tollenaere 1957, pl. 32B

7. Photograph of the font shown in Figure 1 in the ancient Church of the Redemptorists at Saint-
Trond. Photograph 5% x 7 in. (13 x 17.8 cm). From the archives of KADOC, Katholieke Universiteit

Leuven (FKZ 135/41)
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8. Mystere d’Apollon
tympanum, ca. 1155-65,
detail of the head of Labor.
Mosan limestone. Le Grand
Curtius, Liege. Photograph:
Jean-Claude Ghislain

9. Baptismal font, detail of
head. Church of Saint-
Willibrord, Eisden, Limburg,
Belgium. Photograph:
Jean-Claude Ghislain

40

two of the heads is striated and framed by two wavy, ele-
gantly turned-up locks (Figures 3, 4). The most striking phys-
iognomic features, however, are undoubtedly the enormous,
rimmed, bulging, spherical eyes.

This frieze of arcades is the decoration most commonly
found on fonts from the Meuse Valley. Originally used on
square fonts from Tournai, it was transposed in various per-
mutations onto cylindrical furnishings like the Cloisters font.
The most complete program includes human figures stand-
ing in the arcades, after the manner of early Christian sar-
cophagi, a formula that propagated the image of Christ
accompanied by the apostles.' This configuration also
appears on a richly embellished square fragment of a font
from the Meuse region, said to be from Merksem, today a
suburb of Antwerp.’ The indirect funerary reference has
been associated insightfully with those passages from Saint
Paul’s Epistles to the Romans (6:4) and the Colossians
(2:12)'® that—beginning with the Church Fathers Saints
Ambrose (339-397) and Augustine (354-430)—were
applied to baptism by immersion,'” still widely practiced
with newborns in the Romanesque period.’® The animal
protomes on the plinths of the colonnettes on the Cloisters
font are unique to it and represent an Italian Romanesque
architectural motif that was adopted in the Meuse region."

In the Ordo romanus, the ritual of blessing the baptismal
water alludes to the four rivers of Paradise—the Gehon, the
Phison, the Tigris, and the Euphrates—that “water all of the
earth,” like the waters of holy baptism.?® In early Christian
iconography, the rivers of Paradise, associated with the
Evangelists in the prayers of Saint Cyprian (ca. 200-258) and
by Saint Augustine in the City of God,*' issue from human or
lions” heads. The four human heads on the Cloisters font are
homogeneous enough in design to permit an interpretation of
them as personifications of the rivers of Paradise, but the diver-
sity among the heads on a number of other fonts prevents any
such generalization.?? Despite their rather reassuring features,
the heads may also have served an apotropaic function.?

The Cloisters basin is an example of the prolific produc-
tion for export of Romanesque baptismal fonts in the Meuse
region. They were made of local stone, often called “Namur
stone” though it is also quarried extensively between Dinant
and the Liege region. No documentation on the quarries
and workshops in the area at the time has come to light. The
international trade began before the mid-twelfth century
with fonts made from the prestigious black marble of Tournai
and continued later with works by other producers to the
east. Production was not limited to Tournai and the Meuse
region, but in the absence of any focused and thorough
study there is still much confusion about the various tradi-
tions, and the chronology remains arbitrary.?* This was a
primarily artisanal enterprise that became gradually more
industrialized, and in the process productivity took prece-
dence over creativity. Only a few pieces were notable for
their sculptural qualities. The font in The Cloisters is clearly
one of these, by virtue of its ample proportions, the richness
and originality of its decoration, and above all the expres-
sive power of the faces, which are treated with refinement.

Ever since the Cloisters font was first exhibited and pub-
lished, its material and general typology have suggested an
origin in the Meuse Valley, with certain stylistic elements
even specifically recalling the manner of Limburg.> Tol-
lenaere has drawn comparisons with other liturgical
furnishings,?® but we have found that the font displays ele-
ments of a broader tradition specific to the Liege area. This
tradition includes a group of carefully executed baptismal
fonts, and its principal stylistic reference is the Mystére
d’Apollon tympanum at the Grand Curtius in Liege (Figure
8).” In addition to this group—to which the Cloisters font
belongs—the core works in the Liege group include the
baptismal fonts with circular basins in the Church of Saint-
Willibrord in Eisden, Limburg (Figure 9), the Church of
Saint-Remy in Mesnil-Eglise, Namur (Figure 10), and the
Church of Saint-Pierre in Saint-Trond, Limburg (Figure 11),
all in Belgium. The Damouzy font in the Church of Saint-

10. Baptismal font. Church of Saint-Remy, MesniI-Einse, Namur,
Belgium. Photograph: Alain Purnode



Rémi in the French Ardennes (Figure 12) and a head from a
font in the Bonnenfanten Museum, Maastricht (Figure 13),
also belong to this group. In Belgium, examples of the
square type are the fonts in the collegiate church of Ciney,
Namur (Figure 14), and in the Church of Saint-Pierre in
Gingelom, and the fragments from Gors-Opleeuw at the
Civic Museum in Tongeren, Limburg. Finally, two very simi-
lar fonts, one in the Church of Notre-Dame de I’ Assomption

in Seraing, Liege (Figure 15), the other in the Church of
Saint-Martin in Tessenderlo (Limburg), represent an interme-
diate type, that is, circular fonts with protomes of projecting
lions surmounted by square lips.?

The carvers of this group of works shared with the
sculptor of the Cloisters font a penchant for moldings and
especially cymas, blind arcades with or without colon-
nettes, and spandrels with fanned palmettes. Arcades with

11. Baptismal font, detail of head.
Church of Saint-Pierre, Saint-Trond,
Limburg, Belgium. Photograph:
Jean-Claude Ghislain

12. Baptismal font, detail of head. Church
of Saint-Rémi, Damouzy, Ardennes,
France. Photograph: Jean-Luc Collignon

13. Head from a baptismal font. Bonnenfanten
Museum, Maastricht. Photograph: Timmers
1971, fig. 444

14. Baptismal font.
Collegiate church, Ciney,
Namur, Belgium.
Photograph: Alain Purnode

15. Baptismal font. Church
of Notre-Dame de ’Assomp-
tion, Seraing, Liege, Belgium.
Photograph courtesy of

the Archives Centrales et
Laboratoire, Institut Royal
du Patrimoine Artistique,
Brussels (B28270)
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16. Head of an old man of
the Apocalypse, ca. 1140.
Fragment of a figure from
the west portal of the Abbey
Church of Saint-Denis.
Limestone, 9> x 578 x

64 in. (24 x 15 x 16 cm).
Musée du Louvre, Paris.
Photograph: Réunion des
Musées Nationaux/Art
Resource, New York

17. Sacrifice of Abraham
capital, detail of three
angels symbolizing the
Holy Trinity. From the
Abbey of Saint-Médard,
Soissons, France,

2nd quarter of the

12th century. Musée de
Soissons. Photograph:
Depouilly 1960, fig. 3
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double scrolls and bases in the shape of animal heads
belong to a twelfth-century regional architectural formula,?
but certain ornamental details on the Cloisters font relate
more specifically to the molded arches of Mesnil-Eglise (see
Figure 10) and their decorated bases, similar to those in
nearby Ciney (see Figure 14),°° in the Namur region, but
also like those in Eisden, in Limburg. Some of the palmettes
in the spandrels of the arches in Eisden fold down, as they
do on the Cloisters font.

It is the heads, however, that distinguish the Liege man-
ner. The most striking facial features on the Cloisters font
are the large, protruding, sometimes bulging eyes with
sagging lower lids, traits that appear even on the lions’ muz-
zles in Ciney (see Figure 14), Seraing (see Figure 15), and
Tessenderlo. The male heads also have the typical wavy
locks turning up on the sides,*' another characteristic that
associates the faces on the Cloisters font—the only bearded
instances in this category—with the head in Maastricht
(see Figure 13).>2 We might also include the figure of Labor
on the tympanum of the Mystére d’Apollon (see Figure 8),
the most important example of the entire Liege group.
Other examples are the font in Damouzy and the heads
wearing pillboxlike hats in Eisden and Saint-Trond (see
Figures 12, 9, 11).

Raspi Serra attributed the Maastricht head (Figure 13) to
an ltalian sculptor,®® but it is more illuminating to compare
it to heads from the triple west portal of the royal Abbey
Church of Saint-Denis (see, for example, Figure 16).>* We
know that the portal was integrated into the facade, and that
the facade was dedicated in 1140.>> Much of the portal’s
stylistic eclecticism remains to be studied, but it seems that
Mosan sculpture had no influence on Abbot Suger’s renova-
tion projects, unlike the case of Mosan masters in metal-
work and glass. However, artisans from Tournai delivered
sculptures to Saint-Denis,*® adopting in return certain stylis-
tic elements.>” As for the large-eyed heads with chiseled
wavy locks on either side, there is also evidence in France
of influence from Picardy on Mosan sculpture, on the
Sacrifice of Abraham capital from the Abbey of Saint-

Médard in the Musée de Soissons.*® These features are espe-
cially noticeable on the three angels symbolizing the Holy
Trinity on that remarkable work from the second quarter of
the twelfth century (Figure 17).

There is no evidence of bluestone carving in Maastricht
or Limburg, but geographical and historical considerations,
combined with their artistic motifs, support a Liége origin
for the group of works to which the impressive font at The
Cloisters belongs. From this standpoint, the figure in the
Mystere d’Apollon tympanum (see Figure 8), which is clas-
sical and pagan in inspiration, is key. The production of the
group as a whole is confined to the diocese of Liege, with
the exception of the Damouzy font (see Figure 12), which
recalls the spirituality of the diocese of Reims. Two of the
most representative fonts are in situ in Ciney, in the Condroz,
and Mesnil-Eglise, in the powerful seigneury of Revogne in
Famenne, two major outposts of the ecclesiastical principal-
ity of Liege, opposite the hostile county of Namur (see
Figures 14, 10). The font in Ciney’s collegiate church dates
to the restoration of the building, following its destruction in
1150 by Henry the Blind, comte de Namur. As for Revogne
and its fortress, the seigneury was purchased shortly
before 1154 by the great bishop of Liege, Henri de Leez,
who made it a provostry.>° Three other parishes notable for
their fonts were wholly within the Liege sphere of influ-
ence: that of the Church of Notre-Dame de I’Assomption in
Seraing, just outside Liege, and those of the churches of
Saint-Pierre in Gingelom and Saint-Martin in Gors-Opleeuw,
both in Limburg.*°

The baptismal font from Wellen identified at The Cloisters
is an important and characteristic example of Romanesque
sculpture in Mosan limestone from the Liége production. It
belongs to the tradition of models from the Namur region,*
and its projecting heads display a French stylistic influence
as well. Historical evidence, the elaborate style, and the
careful execution allow us to assign it a date after 1155, but
earlier than the later Romanesque style of Liege sculpture
that first emerged about 1170.4

NOTES

1. My warm thanks to William D. Wixom, chairman of the Department
of Medieval Art and The Cloisters at the MMA until he retired in
1998, who in 1985 sent me the documentation on the Meuse font
in The Cloisters. On the font, see Anonymous 1962, pp. 121-22,
fig. 121; Randall 1962; Rorimer 1963, p. 42; Little 1987, pp. 164—
65, no. 13, figs. 13-15; Young 1988, pp. 12-13, ill.; Wixom 1999,
p. 57, ill.; Ghislain 2005, vol. 1, “Etudes,” pp. 212-13, figs. 345-47;
and W. A. Stein in Little 2006, pp. 104-5, no. 39, ill.

2. The font in The Cloisters, identifiable by its diameter, is described as
follows in the catalogue of the Lambert sale (1926, lot 138): “Baptismal
font. The basin, decorated with four masks, stands on a base with
quadrilobe ornaments. Tournai stone, twelfth century; H. 1.00; diam.



1.05. Limburg.” It should be noted that at that time the upper surface
of the bowl was lined with lead. Two other Limburger baptismal
fonts from the Lambert collection went to American museums: lots
135 and 136 are in the Duke University Art Museum (1966.154),
Durham, N. C., and the Williams College Museum of Art (40.10),
Williamstown, Mass., respectively. The basin of the former is in the
Romanesque style, whereas the latter is polygonal and Gothic. Both
are of bluestone, probably from the Meuse region, but not from
Tournai, as the 1926 sale catalogue mistakenly indicates for the
Cloisters basin as well. The erroneous attribution of this dark material
to Tournai was once common for this type of bluestone work.

. Tollenaere 1957, pp. 52, 140, 306, pl. 32B (Saint-Trond: “Fonts de
provenance indéterminée, conservés dans le cloitre;...”). The
entry does not specify the cloister and therefore appears to remove
the font from its context. The term “cloister” may be a literal trans-
lation of the Flemish klooster, which means “monastery.” The
author knew nothing of the piece’s history or of its acquisition by
The Cloisters ten years earlier. She indicated that the supports
were new. Tollenaere had neither seen the font in Saint-Trond nor
verified the old information she reported regarding the print from
Thys’s negative. In a letter of January 6, 2007, Tollenaere told me
that the picture taken by Thys that she reproduced was in a pho-
tographic collection of the department of art history at the
Université Catholique de Louvain, though her publication locates
the photograph at the A.C.L. (Archives Centrales et Laboratoire,
Institut Royal du Patrimoine Artistique) in Brussels. The A.C.L.s
collection of photographs at the Institut Royal, which contained no
negatives, was dispersed more than thirty years ago. The collec-
tion at the Université Catholique de Louvain, which was trans-
ferred to Louvain-la-Neuve during the same decade, is presently
inaccessible. In 1982 Danny Janssens, a student at the Katholieke
Universiteit Leuven, relayed to me his recent conversation with
Thys himself, who confirmed Tollenaere’s information but did not
specify where in Saint-Trond he had photographed the font or pro-
vide any historical clues to the work. While Thys also acknowl-
edged that he had the negative of the photograph reproduced by
Tollenaere, he did not cooperate further with Janssens’s investiga-
tion, invoking his advanced age and the great number of his images.
I thank Janssens for sharing Thys’s statement with me. Janssens was
unaware of the Lambert collection and mistakenly located the
piece at the Saint-Trond abbey, which led him to abandon the inter-
mittent, scattered trail of the provenance of the Cloisters Mosan
font. He describes the problem in his unpublished master’s thesis
in art history and archaeology (1985, vol. 2, p. 134).

The silence maintained throughout by such a privileged witness
as Achille Thys is both noteworthy and revealing. In his various
published commentaries on the monastery of the Redemptorists,
with whom he was on friendly terms, this usually prolix author
never mentions the Romanesque font, nor did he publish his pho-
tograph. (Fortunately, Tollenaere had independent knowledge of
it.) It may be that Thys was thereby distancing himself from the
font’s removal and sale.

. Saint-Trond’s former Catholic high school has been housed in the
ancient abbey since 1842. Monsignor Hubert Kesters (1895-1979),
its director, assured me in 1969 that the font reproduced by
Tollenaere was never located there. He acknowledged, however,
that he was aware of the problem, without clarifying further. In the
last century, the old Redemptorist monastery in Saint-Trond was
the most renowned in the city.

. Venken 1993, p. 306. It is surprising how casually the interested par-
ties disposed of these ancient liturgical pieces. The commune of

N

Wellen in the province of Limburg is part of the arrondissement of
Tongeren. The Limburger abbey of Munsterbilzen exercised the right
of patronage and tithing collection for the parish of Wellen, originally
dedicated to Saint Bridget; see Helin 1981. The famous twelfth-cen-
tury portal of sculpted tufa of the Church of Saint-Jean-Baptiste in
Wellen, which has a Romanesque tower, is very worn and unrelated
to the fonts in Visean limestone (“Parochiekerk St. Jan-de-Doper,” in
Bouwen door de eeuwen heen 1999, pp. 459-63). The ancient
Wellen fonts were unknown to Lisbeth Tollenaere, even though their
transfer to Saint-Trond is related by Michiels 1950, pp. 93-94. Dr.
Jozef Michiels (1877-1969) did not know of the font in The Cloisters,
previously in Saint-Trond. However, he did recall that the Romanesque
font of Wellen was once equipped with a lid, cited in 1658, and an
earlier tin lining of the bowl was mentioned in 1726.

. Daris 1891, p. 58n1. The relics of Christina the Admirable were

entrusted to the Redemptorists in Saint-Trond in 1836, not 1838, as
Daris states.

The saint’s immersion supposedly occurred between 1182 and
1186 (ibid., pp. 56-57), but the Vita does not respect rigorously the
chronological order of events.

. Thomas de Cantimpré 1868, p. 654: “Factum est enim die qua-

dam, ut agitata a spiritu vehementissime, ad ecclesiam quadam in
villa, quae dicitur Guelleir confugeret, inventoque aperto fonte
sacro baptismi, illi se totam immergeret, Quo facto, hoc inibi dici-
tur consecuta quod contemperatio, ex tunc fuit modus ejus vitae
hominibus, quietiusque habuit postea, et melius pati potuit odores
hominum, et inter homines habitare.” Recent English translations
are King 1986 and King and Wiljer 1999, pp. 42-43. The inventive
hagiographer based this episode of the Vita on statements he
gathered at Saint-Trond eight years after Christina’s death from the
nuns of the Benedictine convent of Sainte-Catherine. On the Vita
of Christina the Admirable, see also Nimal 1899, Willems 1950,
and Coens 1954. In the hamlet of Overbroeck in Wellen, there is
a chapel of unknown origin dedicated to Saint Christina.

. The archives of the Redemptorists of Saint-Trond are in Louvain at

the KADOC (Katholiek Documentatie en Onderzoekscentrum-
K.U. Leuven); register 4.1.3.1.8.1/3 contains the receipts and
expenditures for the years 1920-23. The sale is under the rubric
“Miscellaneous” for receipts for 1922. | would like particularly to
thank Paul Vanden Baviére for his help with my research on Wellen
and on the monastery of the Redemptorists at Saint-Trond. J. de
Borchgrave d’Altena (1933, p. 8) deplored the 1922 sale of the
Romanesque font from Wellen but did not know who purchased
it. He had his information from the priest and dean of Tongeren, J.
Paquay, who also noted that the Redemptorists restored Wellen’s
Romanesque font. Finally, Michiels (1950, pp. 93-94) reports that,
according to an unfounded rumor spread before World War I, the
Redemptorists had sold the font to English archaeologists, after
which it was supposedly acquired by the British Museum in
London. The renovated church of the Redemptorists was conse-
crated in 1921 by the bishop of Liege, Monsignor Rutten. As
Michiels recalls (p. 94), the polygonal font from Wellen could still
be seen after World War Il in the garden of the Redemptorists in
Saint-Trond. Thus, unlike the Romanesque font with its modern
shaft and base, it had not been sold. The community of the
Redemptorists was transferred to Louvain in July 1965, and their
monastery in Saint-Trond was demolished in December 1975.

. As this study was about to be published, Willem Driesen, librarian

of the town of Saint-Trond, alerted me to the discovery of the pho-
tograph by Camille Vanlangendonck. I am particularly grateful to
these two researchers for this decisive information. The document
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23.

is in a file dedicated to Christina the Admirable (FKZ 135/41) in the
holdings of the Archief van de Vlaamse Redemptoristen, KADOC,
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven. The yellowed photograph is glued
to cardboard and bears the handwritten inscription “Fonds [sic]
Baptis. S. Christine S Trond.” The location of the font in Saint-Trond
is summarized in a handwritten note signed by the Redemptorist
priest M. Janssens and dated July 10, 1964 (file 4.1.3.1.7.4).

See note 2 above.

Michiels 1950, p. 93.

P. Donis analyzed the font in 1961 at the Institut Royal du Patri-
moine Artistique in Brussels (see his letter in the files of the
Department of Medieval Art and The Cloisters, MMA). The lime-
stone, from the lower Visean, contains foraminifers and micro-
fossils and displays white lines of calcite.

Concerning the Tournai tradition, we know of a fragment of
a square basin with blind arcades from the Church of Saint-Chrysole
in Comines (Nord, France), and another (now lost) was in the for-
mer Museum van Oudheden (Broelmuseum), Kortrijk, Belgium.
There are also the fonts of East Meon (Hampshire, Great Britain)
and Montdidier (Somme, France), the vanished font of Neuf-Berquin
(Nord, France), and the restored font with medallions from Gondecourt
(Nord, France) at the diocesan museum in Lille. There are series of
human figures in arcades on the fragment from Spiennes and on the
lost fragments from Binche (both cities in Hainaut).

The fragments of this font, which was produced in a workshop in
the Namur region, are divided between the Musées Royaux d’Art
et d’Histoire in Brussels (SC.31) and the Treasury of the Basilica of
Saint-Servais in Maastricht. See Ghislain 1982. The fragments from
the A. D. Bloemsma collection in Haarlem were acquired in 1994
for the collection of the Church of Saint-Servais (den Hartog 1992,
pp. 116-20).

Romans 6:4: “For we are buried together with him by baptism into
death; that as Christ is risen from the dead by the glory of the
Father, so we also may walk in newness of life” (DV); Colossians
2:12: “Buried with him in baptism, in whom also you are risen
again by the faith of the operation of God, who hath raised him up
from the dead” (DV).

Nordstrom 1984, pp. 21-23, 44.

Schoolmeesters 1908, pp. 3-5, 99-101. The subject is also treated
by Avril 1996, pp. 98-100. See also Malherbe 1951, pp. 34, 38,
51-52, 61, 63-65.

Den Hartog 1992, pp. 99-132; den Hartog 2002, pp. 50, 97,
359-61, 524-26; Hardering 1998, pp. 109-11. We should remem-
ber that these servile but maleficent creatures could be dangerous.
Nordstrém (1984, p. 132) cites an inscription on the English
Romanesque font in Stafford, which is supported by lions. The text
(Discretus non es si non figus, ecce leones) advises passersby to
keep away from the beasts.

Patrologia Latina, vol. 78, “Romani Ordines,” 21, cols. 1015-16,
and 42, col. 956.

Ibid., vol. 3, col. 1110, and vol. 31, col. 395.

Even if we consider only the category of Romanesque bluestone
fonts, the types of heads frequently vary on a single example. Not
all heads are male, and the hairstyles and head coverings also dif-
fer. Hence we find, in addition to lion protomes, female faces and
turbans, caps, pillboxlike hats, wreaths, miters, tonsures, and even
a helmeted Saint George (Jeuk, Belgian Limburg). The four rivers
of Paradise are designated in the Vulgate (Genesis 2:10) by the
Latin term capita (heads), which expresses in the medieval idiom
their primordial importance (Biblia sacra iuxta vulgata versionem
1983, p. 6).

Zimmermann 1954, p. 482.

24,

25.
26.
27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

3

38.
39.

40.

41.
42.

N

A group of fonts in Picardy display the influence of Tournai but
used imported Mosan stone; see Ghislain 2007. The most recently
published essay on the subject is Drake 2002, pp. 39-46. The
author followed the method used in Pudelko 1932.

This view goes back to Randall 1962.

Tollenaere 1957, pp. 217, 298.

See Ghislain 1995, p. 76. For another examination of the group,
presumed to be from Liege, see also Ghislain 2005, vol. 1, “Etudes,”
pp. 210-18, figs. 323-62. On the Mystére d’Apollon tympanum in
Liége, see Philippe 1964, Halleux 1994, and Lemeunier 2009,
p. 65, ill. The Mystere d’Apollon was executed in Mosan lime-
stone, Leffe facies, from the Dinant/Sovet region (Tourneur 2007,
p. 808).

The font of the Church of Notre-Dame de I’Assomption in Seraing
was recarved in the nineteenth century, perhaps in 1843, the date
of the brass cover. See Van de Casteele 1877, pp. 203—4, and pl. 8
on p. 195; Tollenaere 1957, pp. 52, 130, 140, 150, 217, 309, pl. 34B
(which shows the font in Tessenderlo, not the one in Seraing, as
indicated); and Van Gehuchten [2007], pp. 8-9, ill.

Regarding two monuments sometimes cited on this subject, it
should be noted that the dwarf gallery of the Church of Saints
Nicolas-et-Pierre in Saint-Trond is a modern reconstruction (1867—
85) and that the cloister of the collegiate church of Tongeren, also
largely restored, was reworked in the Gothic period.

Tollenaere 1954, pp. 60-61, ill.; Tollenaere 1957, pp. 52, 130, 140,
172, 217-18, 236, 298, pl. 35B.

Compare the hair with that of the Christ in Majesty on the west
altarpiece of the Church of Saint-Servais in Maastricht (ca. 1150-
60); see den Hartog 2002, pp. 406—7. Den Hartog also illustrates
the Christ on a capital from the same period (destroyed), from the
east transept of the Rhenish abbey church of Essen. The sculptures
in Essen were studied by F. Broscheit (1989, p. 27, fig. 2), who also
reproduces (p. 33, fig. 11) a capital of about 1160-70 at Wartburg
Castle, Thuringia, that displays the same type of hair. A later
example, of about 1230, appears on a console from the choir of
the Saint Mary church in Gelnhausen, Hesse. It is reproduced in
Hammann-MacLean 1937, p. 45, fig. 20. In Liege, there is a hair-
style with broad, overlapping waves on the large capital recovered
on the site of the Cathedral of Saint-Lambert (ca. 1165-70); see
Lemeunier 1996, pp. 101-6, pls. 30, 32.

Little 1987, pp. 164—65; den Hartog 2002, pp. 528-29.

Raspi Serra 1970, pp. 27-28.

Little 1987, pp. 164-65; Aubert 1950, pp. 57-58, nos. 52-56, ill.
Jacobsen and Wyss 2002.

Ghislain 1993, pp. 176-78. On the first examples discovered at
Saint-Denis, see Johnson and Wyss 1995. Other pieces from
Tournai have come to light more recently at Saint-Denis (Wyss
2008).

Zarnecki 1986, pp. 167-68; Ghislain 1993, pp. 164-82; Kusaba
1993, pp. 69-79.

Depouilly 1960, pp. 157-59, figs. 1-3.

Bormans and Schoolmeesters 1893, p. 73, no. 44; Némery 1967,
p. 37; Kupper 1981, p. 430.

The seigneury of Seraing belonged to the prince-bishop of Liege,
who made the village his country residence. The chapter of Saint
John the Evangelist in Liege held the right of patronage and collect-
ing tithes in Gingelom, from which it amassed significant property
in 1157, while the Benedictine abbey of Saint Laurent in Liege held
the rights of collation and tithes in Gors-Opleeuw (Hasquin 1980,
pp. 1364, 2019-20, 2029-30).

Ghislain 2009, forthcoming.

Ghislain 2000, pp. 145-48.
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A Venetian Vignette One Hundred Years after Marco Polo

ELFRIEDE R. KNAUER

Dedicated to Joan and Paul Bernard

mong the many remarkable objects shown in the
Aexhibition “Venice and the Islamic World 828-

1797, held at the Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris,
and the Metropolitan Museum in 2006-7, was an illustra-
tion in Li livres du Graunt Caam (The Book of the Great
Khan), a manuscript in the Bodleian Library in Oxford (MS
Bodley 264) that is a copy of a fourteenth-century French
prose text illuminated in Paris (British Library, Royal 19 D.I).!
The Bodley manuscript is one of some one hundred fifty
known versions, in Franco-Italian, Tuscan, Venetian, Ger-
man, Latin, and French, made in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries from the lost text of the famous Travels of Marco
Polo, also called Il milione (A Million) or Le livre des mer-
veilles (The Book of Marvels), which was composed in
French or Franco-Italian by Rustichello of Pisa from accounts
he reportedly heard from Marco Polo (1254-1324) while
they were both being held prisoner in Genoa in 1298.% The
splendid illumination on folio 218r of Bodley 264 (Figure
1), frequently reproduced but rarely discussed in detail,
depicts the departure of the young Marco Polo, his father,
Niccolo, and his uncle Maffeo from Venice in 1271.3 The
miniature can be ascribed to an English master who signed
the miniature on folio 220 of the manuscript Johannes me
fecit. The style suggests a date of 1400-1410.

Experienced merchants, the elder Polos had spent sev-
eral years doing business out of Soldaia (Sudak), on the
Crimean coast of the Black Sea (see Figure 2), where they
had owned a house since the 1250s.# Soldaia was a major
emporium of ltalian, specifically Venetian, traders who
exchanged their own Western products—mostly metals,
glass, linen, wool, and silk cloth—for raw materials and
goods—grains, hides, wax, furs, raw and finished silk, con-
diments, carpets, slaves—from all over the Mongol realm,
from the Golden Horde in the Kipchak steppe to the llkhans
in Persia to the great commercial centers in Central Asia
such as Samarkand and Bukhara.’

Metropolitan Museum Journal 44
© 2009 The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

In 1260 the Polos were on the move, trading in jewels at
Sarai on the Volga, the residence of Berke, Khan of the
Golden Horde. They went on to Bukhara, where they stayed
for three years because war had broken out between Berke
and the llkhan Hiilegu, both grandsons of Genghis Khan. In
Bukhara, they were asked to and did join an embassy from
Hilegu to the Great Khan.® In 1266 the brothers finally
reached the Mongol imperial court in Shangdu, where they
soon won the confidence of Khubilai (r. 1260-94), yet
another grandson of Genghis Khan. Having first occupied
northern China, by 1279 Khubilai had wrested the south
from the Song Dynasty, reunifying the vast empire and
establishing the Yuan Dynasty. In 1269 he entrusted the
Polos with a mission to the pope requesting one hundred
skilled missionaries, together with oil from the lamp that
burned in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem.”
Khubilai may have felt the need to engage potent foreign
experts, whom he perhaps expected to be magicians, to
control the restive country and intimidate his enemies.® As
shamanists, the Mongols’ attitude toward foreign creeds
was indifferent; they were concerned only that the various
beliefs prove themselves strong and useful for the khan’s
purposes. Rather than relying solely on Chinese bureaucrats
whose loyalty might be questionable, Khubilai gathered
Confucian scholars, Tibetan Buddhists (perhaps the khan'’s
favorites because of their “expertise in magic”), Daoists,
Muslims, Jews, and Nestorians and other Christian denomi-
nations at his court and in his administration. The task
assigned to the Polos had nothing unusual about it.

Though the Polo brothers were able to use the imperial
relay post, the trip back was arduous enough. On reaching
the Mediterranean at the port of Layas (in the gulf of Isken-
derun, or Alexandretta), they learned that Pope Clement IV
had died in November 1268. The brothers decided to wait
out the interregnum at home in Venice, but when it lasted
ever longer, in 1271 they resolved to return to the Great
Khan to apprise him of events. This time, Niccolo’s seven-
teen-year-old son Marco accompanied them. Gregory X
was made pope in 1271, while he happened to be serving
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1. Johannes. The Departure
of the Polos from Venice.
England, ca. 1400-1410.
Tempera and gold on
parchment, 16 x 12 in.

(40.6 x 30 cm). The Bodleian
Library, University of
Oxford, MS Bodl. 264,

fol. 218r
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as archdeacon in Acre in the Holy Land. There the Polos,
now on their second voyage, consulted him shortly before
his election. They also succeeded in obtaining the oil from
the Holy Sepulcher.

It has often been remarked that the bird’s-eye view of
Venice depicted in the miniature in the Bodley manuscript
(Figure 1) cannot have been based on a personal knowledge
of the city but is rather an imaginary reconstruction from
hearsay, possibly reports from eyewitnesses or pilgrims,
cast in the artistic conventions familiar to an English minia-
turist of the early fifteenth century.® The two Oriental granite
columns bearing the statues of the Eastern saint Theodore
the Dragon Slayer, first patron of Venice, and of the winged
lion, symbol of Saint Mark, who became the protector of the
Serenissima after his relics reached the city, allegedly in
A.D. 828, are accurately placed in the piazzetta, quite close
to the water’s edge.'® Yet they do not face the piazzetta as
they should, and Saint Theodore appears in the guise of the
winged archangel Michael, a figure more familiar to Western
viewers. While the positions of the Palazzo Ducale and Saint
Mark’s, the state basilica, are fairly exact, their architecture
bears no relation to reality. It is only the two arcades—
the upper one delicately lacy—that gird the turreted castle
and the four bronze horses on the balcony of the adjacent
building that signal the identity of the palace and the basil-
ica. Most likely these details were highlighted in the written
and painted sources that guided the miniaturist Johannes.

In typical medieval fashion, the leave-taking and depar-
ture of the Polos is narrated in sequential scenes. Having left
the Piazzetta San Marco via an arched stone bridge, the
Ponte della Paglia, the family is shown surrounded by friends
on the Riva degli Schiavoni (Figure 3)." Young Marco, with
short-cropped hair and wearing a cinnabar-colored outfit
that includes hose and shoes, stands listening to a group of
youths.'? The white-bearded and hatted man in pale pink,
which the catalogue of the 20067 exhibition identifies as

2. Soldaia (Sudak), Crimea
(Ukraine), view from the
north. Photograph: Elfriede R.
Knauer

3. Detail of Figure 1
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4. Detail of Figure 1

Marco," is in fact Marco’s father, Niccold. Marco’s uncle
Maffeo, who has doffed his hat to reveal his still chestnut
hair, is barely visible behind his older brother and can be
identified in the group of elderly citizens only by his pale
mauve hose and shoes. The young man with a ewer on the
bridge may be offering the Polos a farewell cup. The next
scene (again, see Figure 3) shows Maffeo in full as the Polos
gallantly board a barge across a rickety plank and wave
good-bye to their friends, old and young. The threesome is
seen for the last time in a cog under full sail leaving the
safety of the Canale di San Marco for the open waters in the
company of two more ships (Figure 4).'*

Two more manned cogs and a galley with close-reefed
sails are anchored in the canal. Their pennants indicate the

5. A domesticated great cormorant (Phalacrocorax carbo) on the
Lijiang River, Guanxi, China, 2005. Photograph: Miguel A. Monjas

direction of the wind that also bellies the sails of the Polos’
vessel and its companions. In the galley’s aft is the custom-
ary open cabin of the commander or guest of honor, often,
as here, covered with a precious textile.'> Above this group
of vessels, a barge emerges from under the Ponte della Paglia
on the Rio di Palazzo, propelled with two oars by a standing
hooded figure in gray—a gondoliere avant /a lettre. One of
the thole-pins, the pole of the oar, and the eddy caused by
the blade are visible in the enlarged detail (Figure 3).

At the lower edge of the miniature, just below the
anchored ships in what is presumably the Canal Grande
and to the left of the little Gothic church in the position of
present-day Santa Maria della Salute, is an intriguing device
that is never mentioned in the discussions of the scene (see
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6. Cormorant fishing on Eir Lake near Dali, Yunan, China, 2006.
Photograph: Frédéric Lemaréchal, alias Maboko (license: Creative
Commons Paternité)



7. Vittore Carpaccio (Venetian, ca. 1455-1523/26). Hunting on the Lagoon, ca. 1490-95.
Qil on panel, 29% x 255 in. (75.6 x 63.8 cm). ). Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles
(79.PB.72)

8. Top: Vittore Carpaccio. Hunting on the Lagoon (Figure 7).
Bottom: Vittore Carpaccio, Two Venetian Ladlies on a Balcony, ca.
1490-95. Oil on wood, 37 x 254 in. (94 x 64 cm). Museo Civico
Correr, Venice. Photograph: Scala / Art Resource, New York

Figure 4).’® Wooden stakes have been driven into the mud
of the shallow waters to form a circular enclosure with a
substantial perch inside, an installation that to my knowl-
edge is unparalleled in Western painting, either of the period
or later. In a prominent position and rendered as meticu-
lously as any other object in the miniature, it must have had
a purpose that made sense to the illuminator and his audi-
ence. The duck and two gulls next to the enclosure are to
scale, but the disproportionately large swans that cruise and
feed in the canal next to the Polos’ embarkation warn
against taking the representation of wildlife in the image
too literally.

The low salinity of the upper Adriatic provides ideal liv-
ing conditions for a multitude of wildlife, fish as well as
birds, especially during the migration periods. | propose

that the contraption in the miniature is a pen for cormo-
rants, specifically for the great cormorant (Phalacrocorax
carbo), a member of the large family Phalacrocoracidae, the
only cormorant with a white throat (Figures 5, 6).'” Excellent
divers, swift underwater swimmers, and voracious eaters,
these sociable birds thrive in both salt- and sweet-water
habitats, and their distribution is almost universal. Because
the glands they, like other aquatic fowl, possess to oil them-
selves with a water-repellent substance are extremely small
in cormorants, the birds tend to sink once afloat.’® Just the
necks and heads remain visible, which facilitates diving but
every so often requires that they carefully dry their plumage
in the sun, with wings spread wide. Cormorants are easily
domesticated, but to prevent them from escaping their
wings must be clipped and they must be kept in pens either
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9. Inside the Genoese
fortress of 1266 at Caffa
(Feodosiya), Crimea,
Ukraine. Photograph:
Elfriede R. Knauer
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on land or, as our miniature seems to suggest, in watery
coops; both methods require their being carried to and from
work. Their home in the canal, as shown in the view of Venice
in the Bodley manuscript, seems a logical solution, since
much of the city’s life did and still does take place afloat.
Another, much better known image of Venetian customs,
or rather upper-class diversions, offers a clue to the services
domesticated cormorants provide to their masters. Vittore
Carpaccio’s Hunting on the Lagoon of 1490-95 in the Getty
Museum in Los Angeles (Figure 7) shows the upper segment
of a panel that was discovered to be part of the famous
painting Two Venetian Ladies on a Balcony at the Museo
Civico Correr in Venice (Figure 8).' The somewhat enig-
matic deportment of the youths who stand in the seven
barges, each slowly propelled by two oarsmen with a black-
amoor steering, was explained only recently. Perched qui-
etly on the edges of the boats are several cormorants, and
more of the well-trained birds are in the water, diving and
capturing fish (two of which are draped over the prow of
one of the boats on the left). To spur the birds’ return aboard
and make them disgorge the catch they store in their extend-
able gullets, the youths hit them with bow-propelled earth-
enware pellets. The elegant outfits of the young men
demonstrate the elite character of the activity. The outing
will find its festive conclusion in the reed huts on an island
in the marshes of the lagoon seen in the background, where
the catch will be consumed, stag party fashion, with no
ladies present. On a rooftop terrace in the lower portion of the
painting the fair sex waits—visibly bored—for the return of the
youth, or at least for a page to deliver a note from them.?°
What made the correct interpretation of the scene so dif-
ficult until now is Carpaccio’s intentional disregard of the

messier part of the activity—the emptying of the cormo-
rants’ gullets and the gutting of the catch—which would
have seriously disturbed the balance and serenity of his
unparalleled painting. For his contemporaries the telescop-
ing of sequential events posed no difficulty; Venetians of the
day must have enjoyed the mildly ironic juxtaposition of the
activities that Carpaccio’s panel so masterfully reflects. The
Getty’s Fishing with Cormorants (the painting’s proper title)
suggests that before becoming a pastime for the leisure class
cormorant fishing must have served a more practical pur-
pose, perhaps not on a commercial scale but to satisfy the
needs of families. The contraption shown in the view of
Venice that Johannes created to embellish Marco Polo’s
Milione may provide the answer. The pen in the Canal
Grande, as unobtrusive and run-of-the-mill as the women
shopping at the butcher’s in the piazza,?' attests to fishing
with cormorants as an accepted and effective way of provid-
ing the city with food almost a century before Carpaccio
depicted it. But when and from where was it introduced?

The international character of the Mongol empire, where
commerce was much encouraged and foreign religions
were tolerated, attracted to China not only Western mer-
chants but also Latin Christian missionaries, primarily
Franciscans and Dominicans. Promoted by Rome and wel-
comed early on by the Muslim llkhans in Persia, the priests
established convents and churches that served the Italian
communities and were points of departure for missionary
work. An archbishopric was established in Sultania, the
capital of the llkhans, in 1318. By 1325 colonies of mainly
Genoese Italian merchants served by friars and bishops
existed in Zaiton (today Quanzhou), Yangzhou, and
Hangzhou along the south coast of China. Trans-Asian com-
mercial activities were much curtailed when the Khans of
the Golden Horde embraced Islam in the 1340s. Soon after,
the Italian emporia and with them the monastic houses at
Tana at the mouth of the Don?? and Caffa, or Feodosiya, on
the Crimea (see Figure 9) were wiped out by the Kipchak
Khan. At the end of the fourteenth century, Timur’s reign in
Persia rang the death knell for many Christian establish-
ments. In China, Khubilai’s successors favored Tibetan
Buddhism, and the fall of the Mongol Yuan Dynasty to the
Ming in 1368 added to the withering of commercial ties
across an increasingly insecure Asia.??

Though the so-called Pax Mongolica lasted not much
more than a century, the Christian ambassadors and mis-
sionaries who undertook the arduous trip to the East, either
by land or by sea, left many precious reports on the Mongol
realm. Unlike Marco Polo’s Milione, which was aimed at a
different public, their accounts often evince a modern eth-
nographer’s acuity.** Marco Polo himself never mentions
fishing with cormorants. The first known description of the
practice was written by the Franciscan Odorico Matiussi,



better known as Odoric of Pordenone (1263-1331), who
was buried in Udine and beatified in 1755. A native of Friuli,
Odoric visited Persia, India, Central Asia, and China over a
period of twelve years and upon his return to Padua in 1330
dictated his Relatio to a fellow brother, William of Solagna.

| came to a certain great river, and | tarried at a cer-
tain city which hath a bridge across that river. And at
the head of the bridge was a hostel in which | was
entertained. And mine host, wishing to gratify me,
said: “If thou wouldst like to see good fishing, come
with me.” And so he led me upon the bridge, and |
looked and saw in some boats of his that were there
certain water-fowl tied upon perches. And these he
now tied with a cord round the throat that they might
not be able to swallow the fish which they caught.
Next he proceeded to put three great baskets into a
boat, one at each end and the third in the middle,
and then he let the water-fowl loose. Straightaway
they began to dive into the water, catching great
numbers of fish, and ever as they caught them put-
ting them of their own accord into the baskets, so
that before long all the three baskets were full. And
mine host then took the cord off their necks and let
them dive again to catch fish for their own food.
And when they had thus fed they returned to their
perches and were tied up as before. And some of
those fish | had for my dinner.?®

At which city and river Odoric witnessed cormorant fish-
ing is unknown. That his Latin /tinerary had already been
much copied and translated by early in the fourteenth cen-
tury—there are Italian, French, and German versions—
attests to great contemporary interest. His may not have
been the only testimony, however, for after his return he
himself mentioned conversations in Venice with people
who had also visited China.2® Word of mouth may have
contributed to the rapid spread of the efficient new fishing
method, and the almost universal distribution of cormorants
must have enhanced its acceptance in much of Europe. Yet
proof for this assumption comes only from much later
sources.” The hypothesis that the Bodley miniature might
be the earliest Western attestation so far of this highly
sophisticated and efficient activity may one day be con-
firmed by other documents. In any case, late medieval
works of art, large or small, deserve to be scrutinized more
painstakingly for telling realia.

The strange assemblage of beasts shown in the lower left
corner of the miniature (see Figure 10) also merits further
consideration. Pale brown and gray rocky outcrops define
an otherwise lush, wooded promontory. The single trees
implausibly perched on the crags recall the highly stylized
landscapes in late Byzantine art. Venetian painters persis-

tently adhered to Byzantine models even after Renaissance
precepts had already taken root in the city, and this may be
yet another hint of the miniaturist relying on images based
on Venetian formulas, albeit mediated ones.?® The strangest
feature of the scene, greatly blemished by a loss of pigment,
is the top part of a nude human figure who seems to be
reaching for a fruit in the tree above. Nearby, a pair of lions
and a leopard rest peacefully while a huge bird appears to
inspect two smaller ones nested in the grass. Unlike other
Italian municipalities in the late Middle Ages, Venice is not
known to have kept a collection of exotic animals within its
territory. Leonardo Olschki has suggested that the creatures
may allude to the unexplored regions of the earth the Polos
intended to visit, just as on somewhat earlier mappae mundi
such empty spaces are frequently enlivened with images of
predators: hic sunt leones.?

Carpaccio’s mysterious Meditation on the Passion of
about 1510 (Figure 11) is instructive in this regard. Of mod-
est dimensions and clearly a devotional painting, it shows
the dead Christ poised on a broken marble throne, flanked
by Job on his left and Saint Jerome on his right. The Hebrew
inscription engraved on Job’s cubic seat—"but as for me |
know that my redeemer liveth” (Job 19.25)—was taken by
Jerome in his Moralia in Job, written in the Holy Land, as
prefiguring the resurrection of Christ. Jerome is shown here
in the guise of a hermit. A wealth of iconographical details
have been astutely interpreted with respect to their christo-
logical allusions. The bird rising behind Christ’s throne is

10. Detail of Figure 1
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11. Vittore Carpaccio.
Meditation on the Passion,
ca. 1510. Signed: vjctorjs
carpattjj / venettj opus. Oil
and tempera on wood, 27%4 x
34" in. (70.5 x 86.7 cm). The
Metropolitan Museum of Art,
John Stewart Kennedy Fund,
1911 (11.118)

54

recognized as portent of his reappearance.®® Of special
interest in this context are the two contrasting landscapes in
the background: on the left is a rocky wilderness that looks
as though it was at some point converted by man into a
burial ground but has since been neglected and taken over
by wild animals. A doe grazes on the lowermost outcrop-
ping, unaware of the stag being felled by a leopard farther
up the cliff, and at the top a wolf lurks in a cave, perhaps
the mouth of hell.

On the right of Carpaccio’s painting, in an otherwise
serene view of the piedmont, a leopard pursues a deer on
the hither side of a brook crossed by a rickety bridge.
Beyond the stream is a fortified settlement that could be
anywhere in the foothills of the Dolomites, and yet this is
the Orient, as only beturbaned figures inhabit the scene.
The Holy Land was certainly thought of as the home of wild
beasts in late medieval times.*! Though the leopard was also
the favorite status-enhancing participant in the hunts of
Islamic and Mongol royalty and their retainers, and Italian
artists were perfectly well aware of this fact,* Carpaccio
endowed these creatures with a symbolism both sinister

and redemptive that is rooted in the Bible, specifically in the
book of Job.?* He showed the leopard in pursuit of a stag,
the age-old Christian metaphor of the human soul.>* And
the painting must also be seen as symbolic of Christianity at
risk of falling prey to the infidels.

It was hardly accidental that in Venice at that time a
fresh, intense movement toward a more personal religiosity
arose from the unfulfilled yearning for a reformed church,
which Rome failed to offer. The “global” perspective of the
Venetian merchant aristocracy made the city’s residents
more susceptible to the fundamental questions of faith and
the human condition raised by ever mounting calamities, as
devotional paintings such as Carpaccio’s Meditation on the
Passion attest. In the first decade of the sixteenth century,
when this panel was most probably painted, the powerful
Serenissima was suddenly faced with enormous challenges.
She lost the terra firma to the forces of the League of
Cambrai that united the German emperor, France, and the
pope against her, and the constantly renewed Ottoman
attacks menaced her possessions in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean and on the Dalmatian coast.** The anguish and the



hopes of those troubled times seem to pervade Carpaccio’s
painting.

By contrast, in the Bodley miniature the serene wild
beasts on a shaded promontory in company of the First Man
appear to reflect a paradisiacal though distant world, the
exploration of which held out promise to Italian monks and
merchants, both spiritually and materially, in the course of
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.® The promise was
owed to the Pax Mongolica, an all too brief interval of rela-
tive calm and prosperity.>”
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NOTES

1. Carboni et al. 2007, p. 299, no. 15, with previous literature. See
also Pacht and Alexander 1973, p. 70, no. 792, pl. LXXV, and
Dutschke 1998. For an English translation of the text, see Yule
(1903) 1993.

2. See Larner 1999, chap. 4, “The Making of the Book,” pp. 68—87.

3. Carboni et al. 2007, ill. p. 58, cover ill.; Pacht and Alexander 1973,
pl. 75. Though the miniature is generally in excellent condition, the
loss of pigment has left some jagged white spots.

4. Larner 1999, p. 33.

5. Soldaia (Greek Sougdaia) may have been founded by Sogdian mer-
chants from present-day Uzbekistan and Tajikistan (see La Vaissiere
2005, pp. 242-49). According to sixth-century Byzantine sources,
Sogdians, endorsed by the West Turkish Khan Istami, approached
the Byzantine court to gain support for the transport of Chinese silk
via the northern steppe route, since the Sassanians had blocked the
normal passage through Central Asia (see Knauer 2001, especially
pp. 134ff,; for the Greek text, see Blockley 1985). The so-called
Codex Cumanicus in the Biblioteca Marciana in Venice (Cod. Mar.
Lat. Zan 549 [1597]), a composite work compiled between the
1290s and the 1350s and apparently begun in a monastery of Saint
John outside Sarai, provides a panoramic picture of mercantile and
missionary activities in the Kipchak realm and beyond. A West
Turkic tribal association, the Cumans/Kipchaks, though under the
sovereignty of Berke Khan, dominated the steppes between the
Dnjestr and the Don, including the Crimea. It was with them that
the merchants and monks had to deal (see Schmieder and Schreiner
2005 and Golden 1992; see also Drimba 2000). The languages
recorded in the codex (vocabularies and short texts) are Latin,
Cuman, Italian dialects, and a German dialect; Persian, Greek,
Slavic, and Mongolian elements are also found, reflecting the poly-
ethnic origins of the population, specifically of the Crimea. The
lingua franca of the Mongol empire was, however, Persian, which
Marco Polo may have mastered, though he seems to have remained
ignorant of Chinese. For the political history of the region, see
Spuler 1965 and also Vasary 2005. For a detailed study of the rela-
tions between the West and China from antiquity to the High
Middle Ages, see Reichert 1992, which deals extensively with

10.

11.

12.

Marco Polo and other visitors to China. On the slave trade, see
note 22 below.

. For details on the voyage of the brothers, see the second chapter

of Larner’s excellent study (1999, pp. 31-45). The famous globe
designed by Martin Behaim for the City Council at Niirnberg in
1492 and kept in the Germanisches Nationalmuseum there shows
three men in Armenia, perhaps the Polos. Much of the information
in Marco’s book has been absorbed into the globe; see Muris 1943
and Willers 1992.

. This may have been at the request of Khubilai’s Christian wives,

and the oil could also have served to work magic, an important
aspect of shamanism, which the Mongols practiced. See Larner
1999, p. 35.

. Peter Jackson (2005, p. 264 and passim) speaks of the khans’ need

of “religious specialists.” His article presents an excellent analysis
of the complex character of Mongol beliefs and attitudes and the
changes that occurred over time.

. See, for example, the entry on the miniature by Pia Palladino (in

Carboni et al. 2007, p. 299, no. 15).
The whitish objects the vendor standing between the columns dis-
tributes from his large wicker basket are more likely to be rolls than
eggs, as they are often described, since he is dropping them into a
shopper’s apron.
The Ponte della Paglia was constructed in 1360. Compared with
the toylike structures of the cityscape, the bridge, built of lime-
stone blocks set in thick beds of mortar, evinces an almost “magic
realism.” As a technical feat it may have commanded the attention
of visitors and thus found entry into contemporary guidebooks.
Olschki (1937, p. 225) maintains that the bridge in the miniature
represents the Ponte di Rialto. As can be seen in Carpaccio’s Miracle
of the Relic of the Holy Cross of 1495 (Galleria dell’Accademia,
Venice; see Sgarbi 1994, p. 11) and the detail view from Jacopo de’
Barbari’s engraving of 1500 (Carboni et al. 2007, p. 60, fig. 1),
however, in the early 1400s the Ponte di Rialto was a wooden
drawbridge that parted at the center to allow the passage of the
doge’s sumptuous boat, the bucintoro. Fra Giocondo’s project for
a stone bridge of 1514—one of many submitted at the time—was
realized by Antonio da Ponte only between 1588 and 1592.
Another feature of striking realism in the miniature are the fon-
damenti or rivi. They consist of wooden planks nailed to sturdy
posts rammed into the muddy bottom of the canal. This system of
securing the embankments was still in use in Carpaccio’s time; he
depicted it in 1495 in the scene of the departure of Saint Ursula
and her fiancé in the cycle The Legend of Saint Ursula (Galleria
dell’Accademia; see Sgarbi 1994, pp. 80ff.), which takes place in
an imaginary northern country but draws on Carpaccio’s visual
experience of the Venetian cityscape. The Canal Grande and other
larger thoroughfares had stone embankments early on (see Gentile
Bellini’s Miracle of the Holy Cross at Ponte di San Lorenzo of about
1500 in the Galleria dell’Accademia), but the wooden fondamenti
of the minor canals and rivi were replaced by stone structures
much later (see, for example, the engravings by Giacomo Franco
of 1610 [Del Negro and Preto 1998, p. 714, fig. 5, p. 718, fig. 8]).
During this ongoing process, which included the constant dredg-
ing of the canals, innumerable terracotta pellets were excavated
that were used in practicing the sport of archi da balle (bows) over
several centuries (see Busiri Vici 1963, specifically p. 349n12).
Young men are using bows to shoot such pellets at cormorants in
Carpaccio’s Hunting on the Lagoon (Figures 7, 8).
In the illuminated manuscript of Le livre des merveilles in the
Bibliotheque Nationale de France, Paris (ms. fr. 2810, fol. 14; see
Zorzi 1988, p. 30, fig. 15), which dates to about the same time as
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Bodley 264, Marco is shown taking leave with his father and uncle
(on horseback) in a similar cinnabar-colored outfit.

Pia Palladino in Carboni et al. 2007, p. 299, no. 15.

Cogs were the typical vessels for bulk cargo (see Howard 2007, p.
77). A huge cog under construction in a floating dock is shown in
front of the arsenal (inscribed armamentarium) in the enormous
woodcut of Venice by Erhard Reuwich of 1486 that was printed in
Mainz. The Dutch artist accompanied Bernhard von Breydenbach,
canon of Mainz Cathedral, on his trip to the Holy Land in 1483.
His illustrations are precious factual documents.

For a nearly contemporary parallel, see the detail in the fourth of
the magnificent set of Flemish tapestries, the so-called Devonshire
Hunting Tapestries, in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London
(Woolley 2002, pl. 14), where otters, swans, and herons are the
game of either hunters, trained hawks, or daredevil children (who
try in vain to rob a swans’ nest). Next to this scene is a walled sea-
port, connected by a drawbridge to the bank of an estuary, where
cogs are anchored behind the crenellated town and a galley is being
rowed into the harbor, its aft cabin protected by a precious tent.
Even Olschki (1937, p. 132, fig. 8, and pp. 225ff.) disregards it in his
interpretation of the miniature.

Only in an enlargement of the miniature can one make out what
might be the outline of a dark bird with a white neck. Considering
the overall dimensions of the miniature, it was an impossible feat
to depict the bird more clearly. Presumably Johannes could reckon
on the foreknowledge of the viewer. On cormorants, see Brehm
1911, pp. 136—-40. Cormorants belong to the order Steganopodes
(see Knauer 2003). The term cormorant is transmogrified from
corvus marinus (sea raven), first attested in the Latin-German
Reichenau glosses of the eighth century.

Elke Bohr graciously provided fresh information, citing Schéne and
Schmidt 2009. Cormorants are shown in flight and in the charac-
teristic half-submerged position next to the swans’ nest in the
Devonshire Hunting Tapestries (see note 15 above). Unlike ducks
and herons, cormorants had nothing to fear from falconers, since
they were considered unfit for human consumption.

. See Knauer 2003, p. 36nn1-2. The paintings, reunited for a short

period at an exhibition in the Palazzo Grassi in Venice in 1999-
2000, had already been recognized in the 1960s as being part of
a double door or shutter, as the Getty view of the lagoon has on
its back a trompe l'oeil—letters pinned to a framed board (ibid.,
pp. 32-33, figs. 1-3).

Ibid., p. 35. Despite the careful study of the symbolic connotations
of the objects surrounding the two women by Gentili and Polignano
(Gentili and Polignano 1993; Polignano 1993), | doubt the women’s
respectability, based on their hairstyles, jewelry, and deportment
and the color and cut of their dresses (see Knauer 2002).

A butcher’s stall is attached to the Torre dell’Orologio in the depic-
tion of the Piazzetta and Piazza San Marco in a painting by
Bonifazio de’ Pitati (1487-1553) at the Accademia in Venice (cat.
no. 917) of about 1543-44; the explanatory label calls the shop a
furrier’s, but the suspended pinkish objects with dangling legs
speak against that.

The Black Sea coast emporia also served as slave markets; the
Genoese at Caffa (Feodosiya) and the Venetians were notorious for
their systematic shipping of young slaves of both sexes and of the
most varied races, mainly hailing from the Kipchak steppe, to sup-
ply the harems of Islamic courts and to fill the ranks of their armies.
The primary recipients were the sultans of Mamluk Egypt, but Italy
and other Christian countries too were interested in the acquisition
of “infidels,” the women to be employed as house slaves, the men
in agriculture and crafts. Already in antiquity the steppes of the

23.

24.

25.

26

27.

28.

northern Black Sea region were an acknowledged source of human
merchandise; Strabo (Geography 11.2.3) reported that the nomadic
tribes of those territories exchanged slaves for clothing, wine, and
other Mediterranean commodities. Marco Polo brought back with
him to Venice a Tartar slave named Peter. The slave trade was by
no means interrupted after the Western merchants had lost their
footholds around the Black Sea. Once they were willing to embrace
Christianity, the captives could improve their station. See the mag-
isterial work of Charles Verlinden (1955-77, especially vol . 2); see
also Origo 1955; Elze 1981, pp. 131-35; Heers 1981; and Giinesh-
Yagci 2007. Before the capture of Byzantium by the crusaders in
1204, Italian traders were a rare sight around the Black Sea because
no official support from their hometowns was forthcoming; their
activities took wing only after that event (see Jacoby 2007 and
Ortalli, Ravegnani, and Schreiner 2006).
See Larner 1999, chap. 7, pp. 116-32, and Rossabi 2002; see also
Abulafia 2000 and Jackson 1999. For the Latin reports of the
monks who had contacted the Mongols in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries, see Van den Wyngaert 1929. The first wave of a
devastating disease, the so-called Black Death, was carried from
the Kipchak steppe to the Crimea and on merchant vessels to
Europe in 1347, rats being the carriers of the bacterium. The loss
of lives all over Europe and Asia was staggering and significantly
contributed to the collapse of the trade links. The contacts estab-
lished before these catastrophes, however, prepared the West for
the great discoveries of the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
The East was no longer a terra incognita.
Larner (1999, pp. 88-104), despite Rustichello’s “chivalric rheto-
ric,” sees Marco’s book in the tradition of cosmographical works
and affirms that he must have used notes he had taken during his
twenty-four years in China when he dictated his Divisament dou
monde (Description of the World) to Rustichello. He may have
been aware of the remarkable state of mapmaking in China.
English translation from Yule (1866) 1967, vol. 2, pp. 189-91. For
the Latin text, see Van den Wyngaert 1929, vol. 1, pp. 462-63.
For the significance of Odoric, see Reichert 1987 and 1992,
pp. 123-26, though he does not discuss the cormorant passage.
Carpaccio shows no ties around the necks of the birds in his
painting, but cormorants can be trained to disgorge their catch
without the cords. See, for example, Salvin (1859) 1972.

. Yule (1866) 1967, vol. 2, pp. 192-94, and Reichert 1992, pp. 149—

51. See also Arnold 1999, especially chap. 10, “Assessing the
Franciscan Presence in China: The Archaeological Evidence,”
pp.- 135-51. On his voyage through China, Odoric frequently
stayed in the houses of the Friars Minor (Richard 1998). The
Nestorians who long preceded the Latin orders and became their
adversaries once they arrived had been quite effective in their mis-
sionary work in China from as early as the seventh century. This is
attested by the famous Nestorian stele of A.D. 781 discovered in
Xi’an in 1625, which bears a Chinese and a Syriac inscription. For
the interpretation of this monument, see Saeki 1951. See also Klein
2000 and Winkler and Tang 2009.

For the evidence of the practice in the Far East, see the unrivaled
study by Berthold Laufer (1931), and see also Knauer 2003, p. 35
and n. 24, and Larner 1999, pp. 128-30. On Western merchants
in China, see Yule (1866) 1967, pp. cxxxiii—Cxxxiv.

The background of The Deposition, one in a series of ten tapestries
depicting the Passion of Christ in the Treasury of San Marco,
Venice, based on cartoons by Niccolo di Pietro (ca. 1420), displays
the same formation of single trees growing from bare rocks; see
Dellwing 1974, pl. 65. For a rich documentation of the phenome-
non, see Bettini et al. 1974,



29. See Olschki 1937, p. 226. For the presence of lions or big cats on
early maps, one of the earliest being the mosaic map in the sixth-
century Church of Madaba in Jordan, see Knauer 1981, pp. 84n16,
85-86nn28-29, and Arentzen 1984, pp. 92 (hic leones et fenix
[in Arabial), 53n95 (hic abundant leones).

30. See Hartt 1940, who refers to the dead tree at the left and the leafy
tree at the right of the painting. This is a contrast often encountered
in Carpaccio’s religious paintings; see, for example, The Flight into
Egypt and The Virgin Reading in the National Gallery of Art,
Washington (Walker 1984, nos. 240, 242). The significance of this
feature remains to be explored. The key passages of his interpreta-
tion are repeated almost verbatim in Hartt and Wilkins 2003, pp.
459-61. No mention is made of the Muslim ambience. Hartt sug-
gests the late 1490s as a plausible date for the painting.

31. As attested by early Christian and high medieval cartography. See
note 29 above.

32. See Allsen 2006a and Allsen 2006b, pp. 254-60. In antiquity, the
hunting leopard, specifically the cheetah (Acinonyx jubatus), was
found from Morocco to northwestern India and in East Africa. By
the seventh century A.D., hunting with the animals became
immensely popular in the Islamic realm and was adopted in China;
see also Brehm 1915, pp. 150-56. Since the animals do not repro-
duce in captivity, they were traded over huge distances together
with their trainers. As highly desirable princely gifts, they reached
European courts in the thirteenth century; Frederick Il of Hohen-
staufen, in Sicily a neighbor of the Muslim grandees of North
Africa, was among the first recipients. Princes in northern Italy
followed suit in the Renaissance. Venice must have seen many
leopards arrive as imports from the Islamic and Mongol world. It
appears that the leopard was soon perceived as an emblem of
Muslim rule by Italian artists. An early example is Marin Sanudo’s
Liber secretorum fidelium crucis (ca. 1307), in illustrated copies of
which a lion is assigned to the Tatars (Mongols) and a leopard to
the Mamluks (see Degenhart and Schmitt 1980, no. 636). On
Sanudo’s importance as a mapmaker and author, see Edson 2007,
pp. 60-74. A prime example of studies from nature is Pisanello’s
colored drawing of a cheetah with a dog collar in the Louvre, Paris
(2426), now ascribed to Michelino da Besozzo by Schmitt
(Degenhart and Schmitt 1995, fig. 25; reference supplied by
Dorothea Stichel). Giovannino de’ Grassi provides several other
examples, among them the drawings in a sketchbook in the
Biblioteca Civica in Bergamo (Degenhart and Schmitt 1980,
p. 174, fig. 297, and p. 540, fig. 502). Another is folio 41 in Jacopo
Bellini’s sketchbook in the Louvre (Degenhart and Schmitt 1990,
vol. 7, pl. 50). It seems significant that whenever Jacopo Bellini
depicted tethered cheetahs in narrative scenes the subject matter
was highly sinister. Several cheetahs are tethered to the wall in the
lower level of the building in his drawing Enthroned Ruler Presented
with Severed Head in the Louvre (45; Eisler 1989, pl. 88). Since
some of the figures wear classical dress, | would suggest that the
setting is the palace of the Parthian king Orodes I, who receives
the severed head of the Roman general Crassus after his defeat at
Carrhae (53 B.C.). Another of Bellini’s drawings (British Museum,
London, 90; Eisler 1989, pl. 201) shows the Flagellation of Christ in
a loggia, at the foot of which appears a leashed cheetah. Giovanni
Mansueti’s Arrest of Saint Mark of 1499 (Firstlich Liechtensteinsche
Gemaldegalerie, Vaduz) shows an Oriental “pet,” a big cat with a
dog collar, in an imaginary structure suggestive of the Mamluk
court in Alexandria, and see also his Incidents from the Life of San
Marco in the Accademia in Venice (cat. no. 562). Hans Burgkmair
the Elder, who traveled extensively in northern Italy and Venice,
was certainly familiar with the underlying message: in his Esther

before Ahasverus of 1528 (Alte Pinakothek, Munich, 689), a chee-
tah is shown next to the throne of the tyrant. The importance of
beasts of prey in Islamic hunting is documented on the so-called
Baptistere de Saint Louis in the Louvre, a metal basin of the 1260s
with inlaid scenes, among them a cheetah on a leash (see Knauer
1984, pp. 173-78). The motif of the hunting cat also appears fre-
quently on Islamic ceramics of the Mongol period. For Western
observers the connotation must have been not only exotic but a
positively threatening emblem of the Muslim enemy.

33. See Hartt 1940, p. 30. Job, the quintessentially patient sufferer, was
revered in Venice as a saint. Hartt did not notice that the land-
scape is inhabited exclusively by Muslims.

34. Psalm 42.1: “Quemadmodum desiderat cervus ad fontes aquarum;
ita desiderat anima mea ad te, Deus” (As the hart panteth after the
water brooks, so panteth my soul over thee, O God). See
Domagalski 1990, pp. 122-28 (“Der Hirsch am Wasser”), 129-44
(“Der Hirsch am Kantharus”), 144-50 (“Der Hirsch an den Para-
diesesfliissen”). See also Bath 1992, pp. 222-24, for instances of
the identification of the stag with the crucified Christ. | cannot
share Hartt’s reading of the landscape on the right side of the pic-
ture as peaceful.

35. For a competent essay on the political and religious development
in Venice of the time, see Rossler 1956. On Gasparo Contarini, an
important and representative figure of that reformatory spirit, see
Gleason 1993.

36. The nude human figure among wild beasts and birds in our minia-
ture confirms the character of the scene as a representation of
faraway Paradise.

37. Amitai and Biran 2005, part 3, “The Mongol Empire and Its
Successors,” contains a number of excellent studies covering the
period; in this context, Di Cosmo 2005 is of particular relevance.
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The Crossbow of Count Ulrich V of Wiirttemberg

DIRK H. BREIDING
Assistant Curator, Department of Arms and Armor, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

n 1904 the Metropolitan Museum acquired the arms and

armor collection of Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, duc

de Dino (1843-1917), one of the foremost arms collec-
tors in nineteenth-century Paris.” Among the highlights of
almost five hundred objects was the collection’s only cross-
bow, dating from the mid-fifteenth century, which is not
only notable as a rare survival of its kind but also distin-
guished for its unusually elaborate use of carved ivory inlay
(Figures 1, 2). Moreover, heraldry and inscriptions incorpo-
rated into the decoration identify both the crossbow’s origi-
nal owner, Count Ulrich V of Wiirttemberg (1413-1480), as
well as the year in which it was made, 1460—information
rarely known for any fifteenth-century object.

The crossbow first received scholarly attention when its
owner at the time, the noted British arms and armor scholar
and collector Charles Alexander, baron de Cosson (1846—
1929), presented a paper (published in 1893) to the Society
of Antiquaries of London.? In what appears to be the first
publication devoted entirely to a single crosshow (and the
first on this type and method of construction), Baron de
Cosson recognized the weapon’s historical and art-histori-
cal significance and also correctly identified the heraldry
and, thus, the object’s original owner. Since then, however,
relatively little has been written about the crossbow, and
most authors have drawn primarily on de Cosson’s article
rather than on firsthand examination of the object.> More
than a century after the Metropolitan’s acquisition of the
crossbow, this article offers a reassessment of the important
weapon, including new information concerning the identity
of the crossbow’s maker and the symbolism of some parts of
its intricate decoration.*

For more than two hundred years, up to the end of the
fifteenth century, when firearms eventually became increas-
ingly accurate, crossbows remained the most powerful
hand-held weapons to be used widely in both warfare and
civilian life. They were often required equipment in con-

Metropolitan Museum Journal 44
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tracts of military service and in those between co-owners of
castles,> and often possession of a crossbow was a condi-
tion for acquiring citizenship in early modern cities. Abun-
dant evidence is available for the crossbow’s use as a
hunting weapon, and it was a favorite diplomatic gift, espe-
cially among the nobility. The recreational use of the cross-
bow, its appearance in proverbs, and references in urban
and regional laws concerning the possession and carrying
of it further attest to this weapon’s importance and promi-
nent position in daily life.®

Despite their long period of use, early crossbows—those
dating from before about 1500—are relatively rare, and our
knowledge about them still has significant gaps.” Ironically,
it is precisely the weapon’s once-widespread presence that
now makes it so difficult to identify the regional or even
national origin of surviving examples and prevents us from
dating these more precisely than to the first or second half
of the fourteenth or fifteenth century. The main construction
and general appearance of crossbows does not appear to
have changed considerably during the course of the fif-
teenth century, to judge from our limited knowledge. To
complicate matters, crossbow makers appear to have trav-
eled extensively, as did their products, thus contributing
to the dissemination and, at the same time, the diluting of
particular styles. These factors may explain the similar
appearance of crossbows depicted in fifteenth-century art
throughout western Europe. Although contemporary docu-
ments do sometimes refer to regional styles or weapons
made in particular centers (or at least thought to have been
made there by contemporaries taking inventory), their dis-
tinguishing features are not known.® Equally limited is our
understanding of workshop practices, techniques, and divi-
sion of labor, even of those makers in official employment.®
The scant documentary evidence available suggests that
ordinary crossbow makers of the fifteenth century made
both the bow and the stock, leaving the production of any
metal parts to a member of the metalworking guilds, such
as a blacksmith.” The marking of crossbows with an arsenal
or maker’s sign does not appear to have been a widespread
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1. Probably Heinrich Heid
von Winterthur (recorded

in Stuttgart 1454-60).
Crossbow of Ulrich V, Count
of Wiirttemberg (1413—
1480), 1460. Horn, tendon,
birch bark, wood, ivory,
bone, antler, hemp, iron
(steel?), copper alloy,
pigments; 28" x 253/4 in.
(71.8 x 65.4 cm), 6 Ibs. 9 oz.
(2972 g). The Metropolitan
Museum of Art, Rogers
Fund, 1904 (04.3.36)

2. The crossbow of Ulrich V
(Figure 1), seen from below
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requirement or custom before the sixteenth century (unless
the surviving body of unmarked crossbows is not represen-
tative),'" and as a result, it has, to date, been impossible to
attribute a single surviving fifteenth-century weapon to a
known crossbow maker with any certainty.'

Finally, we do not know the extent to which crossbow
makers collaborated with specialized artists to produce the
most elaborately decorated weapons. Pictorial evidence
indicates that most fifteenth-century crossbows were deco-
rated to some extent. The simplest form included a stock
with at least some inlay of horn, bone, or even ivory, and a
bow covered with printed or painted ornament (see Figures 3
and 16). Although a substantial number of illustrious indi-
viduals may have owned crossbows, which would have
been lavishly embellished with all conceivable types of
decoration (such as painting, inlay, engraving, and relief
carving), fewer than a dozen examples are known to survive
today." Most of these include personalized ornament in the
form of heraldry, but only two extant fifteenth-century cross-
bows—the presentexample and another in the Metropolitan’s
collection that is dated 1489 and was made for Matthias
Corvinus (1443-1490), king of Hungary—appear to bear a
date with the year of manufacture as well as heraldry iden-
tifying the original owner.™

THE CROSSBOW AND ITS DECORATION

Ulrich von Wiirttemberg’s crossbow has two main parts,
each with additional components: the bow (which presum-
ably was originally accompanied by its bowstring, as well
as an iron loop, or stirrup, to assist in the spanning, or draw-
ing back of the bowstring, but both parts were already miss-

ing when this example was first published);' and the stock
(or tiller), with its release mechanism composed of a nut and
trigger (in contemporary documents usually referred to as a
key). When used, the crossbow was held with the bow at
the front. The projectile, a bolt (or quarrel), would be placed
on the weapon’s upper side, and the rear left side of the
stock would rest against the right cheek, or on the right
shoulder (for a right-handed person).

The dimensions of Ulrich’s crossbow'® classify it as a
model known in Germany as a Halbe Riistung (literally, “half-
size equipment”), a standard size for western European
crossbows.'” Nevertheless, its elaborate decoration identi-
fies it as an extraordinary example of its kind that would
probably have been used primarily for hunting and during
ceremonial occasions rather than in warfare.

The sturdy bow has a convex back (facing the target) and
a flat belly (facing the user), and tapers toward either end
(the nock), each of which is shaped to accommodate the
loop in a bowstring. X-ray examination shows the bow to be
made up of the following components (arranged from belly
to back, and all presumably held together with animal glue):
a backing of what appears to be wood,'® followed by several
layers of horn, and a final layer of tendon, giving the back
its convex shape. The entire surface of the bow was once
covered in at least two layers of birch bark, making it more
resistant to moisture, but today only small areas of the outer
bark covering remain around either nock as well as under-
neath the binding that joins the bow to the stock. These
remaining areas of bark are decorated with a dense pattern
of light dots on a black ground (Figure 4), although now-
missing central areas of the back and belly may have
included more elaborate decoration. The object’s method
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3. Master of the Sebastian
Diptych. The Martyrdom of
Saint Sebastian, ca. 1470-80
(detail showing a group of
archers). Oil on linden
wood, 117 x 85 in. (30 x
22 cm). Gemdldegalerie,
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin
(1689). Photograph:
Bildarchiv Preussischer
Kulturbesitz/Art Resource,
New York. Note the light
brown tillers, the bone (or
ivory?) facing of the upper
side, and the painted bows
on both weapons, as well as
the depiction of spanning
the crossbow with a
cranequin on the left.
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of construction, illustrated by a cross section from a fifteenth-
century bow in the Metropolitan’s Arms and Armor collec-
tion (Figure 5), was presumably introduced to Europe from
the East, probably during the twelfth century or earlier.?°
Owing to their construction, such bows are known today as
“composite bows,” but in contemporary documents they
are usually referred to simply as “horn bows.” Extremely
powerful and far superior to earlier wood examples, com-
posite bows became the dominant crossbow type from the
fourteenth century until the end of the fifteenth.?' A looped
hemp binding (the ties) secures the present bow to the stock,
but although the bow is contemporary with the tiller, there
are certain indications that the bow, like the nut, may be a
later replacement: the ties appear to have been replaced,
and there is an additional string support on either side
between tiller and binding (see Figure 6); no traces can be
found of the usual leather binding for the iron stirrup; and
the horizontal cutout in the tiller appears to have been made
for a bow that was larger than the present one, which appar-
ently had to be secured by two (probably modern) wood
wedges, the lower of which is now missing.?

The slender tiller, which appears to be made of a rela-
tively soft wood, probably birch,?* has flattened under and
upper sides, and is fitted with a horizontal cutout at the front
to accommodate the bow. The forward portion (fore-end) is
rectangular in cross section, and fitted frontally with a verti-
cal rivet extending through its entire height in order to pre-
vent the cracking of the tiller from the strain of spanning and
releasing the bow. At its center, the fore-end is pierced hori-
zontally with a hole (the bridle hole) for the ties. A pro-
nounced step, or shoulder, separates the fore-end from the
convexly oval midsection, which contains a simple lock
mechanism. Behind its center, the tiller is fitted with a pair
of lugs (which are, in fact, the ends of a single iron bolt pass-
ing horizontally through the stock). These lugs provide sup-

4. Detail of Figure 1, showing the fragmentary covering of decorated
birch bark at the left nock of the bow. Note also the small modern R
added in pencil, an indication that the bow was at some point
removed from the tiller and is possibly a replacement.

5. Cross section of a fifteenth-century composite bow. Whalebone or
horn. The Metropolitan Museum of Art (X.800). The core of this bow
does not contain any wooden backing like that in the bow of Figure 1
but is instead made up of layered strips of horn. The surface of each
layer is deeply hatched or engraved with parallel lines (giving in
profile a “toothed” appearance) in order to strengthen the bonding of
the glued components. The same method was apparently employed
for the inlays of horn, bone, and ivory in the stock.



port for the spanning device, which in fifteenth-century
Germany was often a Winde, or crank drive (known in
English as a rack or cranequin; see Figure 3).2* The rear half
of the tiller is of slender shape tapering to a blunt end. lIts
cross section has the form of an asymmetrical triangle
(standing on its shortest side) with slightly convex sides.

The lock mechanism is of the simple one-axis variety and
is made up of two elements: the cylindrical nut, probably
made from antler, which is a later replacement (Figure 7), %
and the trigger. The latter, an iron bar of inverted Z-shape,
pivots around an internal axis so that it acts as a lever with
its internal upper forward part engaging the nut, while the
larger lower part runs parallel to the underside of the tiller.
The entire length of the trigger protruding from the under-
side is covered frontally with copper alloy.?

The elaborate decoration of the tiller consists of inlays of
horn and ivory set flush into recesses cut into the stock. The
figurative elements contained in the carved ivory panels
were designed to be read when the crossbow is held upright.
The entire upper side is faced with ivory, following the con-
tours of the tiller, except for the very front, where a square
bone section is probably a repair made during the cross-
bow’s working lifetime. Inlays of dark horn frame the areas
around the nut, the spanning lugs, and the bridle hole,
which is decoratively cut in a floral shape (Figure 8). Although
ornamental in appearance, these inlays also serve to rein-
force areas of the tiller that come under particular strain
when the crossbow is used. The butt end of the tiller was
also once covered, presumably by a piece of horn, bone, or
ivory (now lost). In addition to the ivory facing of the tiller’s
upper side, the crossbow’s main decoration consists of four
panels of carved ivory: one on either side, a corresponding
one on the underside, and an additional one of different
shape on the underside of the rectangular forward section
of the tiller.

The upper ivory facing is left almost entirely without
decoration to avoid any visual distraction for the user or
physical obstruction for the bolt. Aside from the slightly
raised and notched bolt guide carved into the front of the
replaced bone panel, which is functional rather than deco-
rative, there are only two simple elements of ornament. On
the forward section, the part on which the bolt would rest
(known as the chase or gutter), is a small rectangular field
filled with a shallowly carved floral pattern against a black-
ened ground.?” Just behind the nut, Christ's monogram, ihs,
is engraved in Gothic script; the small hole behind the seat
of the nut originally served to secure a curved strip of horn,
the bolt clip (now lost), which would have extended over
the nut and held a bolt in position before discharge (see
Figure 9).

The ivory panels on either side of the tiller (Figures 10,
11) are each of elongated lancet shape, with their carved

6. Fore-end of Ulrich V’s crossbow (Figure 1), showing the ties and
the details of decoration. Note also the square bone panel at the front
and the later string support between the fore-end and the binding.

7. Midsection of Ulrich V’s crossbow (Figure 1), showing the nut (a
modern replacement, probably dating from the second half of the
sixteenth century) and details of the decoration, including the ihs
monogram behind the nut

8. Detail of the right side of the “shoulder” of Ulrich V’s crossbow
(Figure 1), showing the horn inlay around the bridle hole
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9. Detail of Ulrich V’s
crossbow (Figure 1),
showing the upper side of
the midsection and fore-end.
The only decoration consists
of the ihs monogram behind
the seat of the nut and the
rectangular field containing
floral decoration at the front
of the chase.
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decoration consisting of, top to bottom: a coat of arms; a
sun-shaped frame encircling the protruding axis of the trig-
ger; and an inscribed, zigzagging banderole, which issues
from the hand of a human figure standing on a baluster-like
pedestal in the panel’s lower pendentive. Incised lines bor-

dering the main edges of the banderole, as well as some of
the initial letters, show traces of red pigmentation.?

The carved panel on the tiller’s right side (Figure 10)
depicts, at the top, the arms of Wiirttemberg,?® heraldically
facing to the right (dexter):3° Or, three Stag’s Antlers fesswise
in pale Sable. Upon a barred Helm, a Bugle-Horn Gules,
garnished and stringed Or, issuant from the mouth three
Ostrich Feathers alternately Gules, Argent and Sable,
mantled Gules and Or.*" In the lower part is shown the
figure of a man, clad in mid-fifteenth-century civilian dress;
from his raised left arm rises a zigzagging scroll, contain-
ing the following Latin inscription and year in Gothic
minuscules:

Gloria +/in excelsis / + deo + Et +/ in + terra + / pax +
ho / minibus / + bone + vo / luntatis / + Lauda / m9 +
te +/ Bene / dictin9 / « te + / 146032

Except for the year, the inscription is a quote from
the Gospel of Luke 2:14, the angels’ announcement of the
birth of Christ to the shepherds: “Gloria in excelsis deo et in
terra pax hominibus bonae voluntatis. Laudamus te.
Benedictimus te.” (Glory be to God in the highest, and on
earth peace to men who enjoy His good will. We praise
thee. We bless thee.)

The carved panel on the opposite, or left, side (Figure 11)
depicts, at the top, the arms of Savoy, likewise facing dexter:
Gules a Cross Argent. Upon a barred Helm, a Lion’s Head
Or between two Wings Argent, mantled Gules doubled
Argent. Beneath it, a zigzagging banderole carries another
Latin inscription in Gothic minuscules. In contrast to the
panel on the right side, however, the scroll issues from the
raised left arm of a woman in mid-fifteenth-century dress. It
is also longer and hence rendered in a double zigzag—so
that the inscription is to be read from the bottom upward
and back down again—with the year given in Roman
numerals:

O/ma/riavgra/cio/sa+*D/ei+mr+ge/ne/rosa-+/
Diga +/ laude / + gloriosa + / Sis +/ pro + / nobis + sp /
ecio/sa+/ad[?] mecccc/+Ix+

The words form the four lines of a rhyming verse from a
prayer or hymn to the Virgin Mary:

O Maria graciosa

Dei mater generosa

Digna laude gloriosa

Sis pro nobis speciosa

[Anno/Anno domini?]
MCCCCLX

O gracious Mary,
Generous mother of God.
Worthy of glorious praise.
Be beautiful (to behold) for us.
In the year/In the year of

[the Lord] 1460%

The verse, though obviously a prayer to and praise for
Mary, is unfortunately too generic to be identified with a
liturgical context or a particular text, from which it may
have been copied or quoted.**



The shape of the carved panel on the underside of the
tiller is similar to that of the side panels, but it has a cutout
along its center to frame an opening for the trigger. This
cutout is bordered on either side by stylized floral decora-
tion in the form of a chain of heart-shaped leaves, and to the
rear by a stylized lily. The entire forward section of the panel
is occupied by an S-shaped banderole carrying an intrigu-
ing inscription in Hebrew letters (see Figure 19), which will
be discussed in detail below.

The last of the carved ivory panels, although shorter
than the previous examples, runs the entire length of the
underside of the tiller’s forward section and terminates at
the shoulder section in a cruciform finial (Figure 12). The
finial contains what appears to be a cross crosslet or cross
potent, from which issue two oak leaves, reaching into the
main field and forming a pedestal for a figure of Saint
Michael. The haloed and winged archangel is shown in a
long tunic (an alb?), over which he is wearing what seems
to be a richly embroidered chasuble. In his right hand, he
holds a pair of scales, each containing a small human fig-
ure, while he raises a sword with his left hand. This pose
reverses those of most comparable contemporary examples,
which show the sword in the saint’s right hand and the
scales in the other (Figure 13).35 Here his upright wings mir-
ror the pointed shape of the Gothic trefoil arch above, on
top of which are two square fields containing quatrefoil
tracery; the forward remainder of this panel is left plain,
without any carving.

In addition to the horn and carved-ivory inlays, almost
the entire surface of the tiller (with the exception of the sides
of the forward section) is embellished with a lightly engraved
floral pattern that has been filled with a dark masticlike
substance. This decoration includes an outline around each
of the ivory panels, which, except for the one depicting
Saint Michael, are adorned with small leaves reminiscent of
the crockets of Gothic tracery. The floral pattern includes
several blossoms, including stylized fleurs-de-lis and pome-
granates, as well as geometrical figures, such as knots, qua-
trefoils, arrows or bolts, and a six-pointed star. Although
de Cosson and subsequent writers identified this ornament
as Italian, or at least “of ltalian influence,”3¢ there is in
fact nothing specifically Italian (or even specifically mid-
fifteenth century) about this type of decoration, for which
comparisons can easily be found across western Europe in
media ranging from textiles and furniture decoration to
book illuminations and early prints.?”

In addition to the heraldry, it is the extent of decoration
that attests to the high status of this crossbow’s former owner.
Ivory was a rare and costly raw material that only wealthy
patrons could afford. It was usually worked by specialized
craftsmen, and to judge from the few surviving weapons of
the period, the lavishness of the carved ivory on this early
example was exceptional. In fact, current research suggests

10. Panel of carved ivory
inlaid into the left side of the
stock of Ulrich V’s crossbow
(Figure 1), depicting the
arms of Wiirttemberg with a
Latin inscription below

11. Panel of carved ivory
inlaid into the right side of
the stock of Ulrich V’s
crossbow (Figure 1),
depicting the arms of Savoy
with a Latin inscription
below
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12. Panel of carved ivory
inlaid into underside of the
fore-end of Ulrich V’s
crossbow (Figure 1),
showing the figure of Saint

Michael (probably reversed).

Note also the modern
support between the stock
and the binding.

13. Master of the Liesborn
Altarpiece. Saint Michael,
ca. 1470. Cologne or the
Netherlands. Oil on oak
panel, 337 x 1274 in. (86 x
31.8 cm). Westfilisches
Landesmuseum fiir Kunst

und Kultur, Minster (381LM).

This is a more typical depic-
tion of a Saint Michael,
with a sword in his right
hand and scales (identical
to those on the crosshow;
see Figure 12) in his left.

that this weapon appears to be one of only three known
fifteenth-century examples with such extensive use of
carved ivory, and (as will be discussed below) the earliest
dated crossbow to survive.

ULRICH VON WURTTEMBERG AND HIS
CROSSBOW MAKER HEINRICH HEID

The arms in the tiller’s decoration were identified by de
Cosson as those of Ulrich V, “the Much-Beloved,” count of
Wiirttemberg, and those of his third wife, Margaret of Savoy

(1420-1479), whom he married in 1453 (Figures 14, 15).3
Following this identification, it has been the traditional
assumption that the crossbow must have belonged to Count
Ulrich: not one writer on the subject has raised the possibil-
ity of his wife as the owner. Fifteenth-century accounts do
occasionally mention women who enjoyed hunting,
although the full extent of their participation is rarely
described or shown. The vast majority of contemporary ref-
erences to women hunting pertain to falconry or the stag
hunt, and the relatively small number of extant images of
such subjects would suggest that the weapon most com-
monly used by women was the bow.>° The placement of the



14, 15. Ludwig Fries (Master
of the Sterzing Altar). Ulrich
V with His Three (Succes-
sive) Wives: Margarethe of
Kleve (1416—1444), Elisabeth
of Bayern-Landshut (1419—
1451), and Margaret of
Savoy (1420-1479). Side
wings from an altar (central
panel lost). Stuttgart(?),

ca. 1470. Tempera on wood,
each 3174 x 18¥% in. (79.5 x
47.5 cm). Landesmuseum
Wiirttemberg, Stuttgart
(WLM 13721, 13722).
Photographs: Peter
Frankenstein, Hendrik
Zwiefark. Note the proper
coloring (tinctures) of the
arms of Wiirttemberg and
Savoy.

arms on the tiller also implies that the weapon did not
belong to the countess: when the crossbow was in use, the
Wiirttemberg coat of arms would—for the most part—have
faced outward, fulfilling its heraldic purpose of identifying
the owner of the weapon, while the Savoy arms would
have faced inward.* In light of all these facts, the identi-
fication of Count Ulrich as the weapon’s owner is undoubt-
edly correct.

The count of Wiirttemberg was a powerful and influen-
tial peer of the Holy Roman Empire, bearer of the Imperial
War-Banner (Reichssturmfahne), and ruler over a sizable
territory in southwestern modern-day Germany, situated
between Baden to the northwest and Bavaria to the south-
east, with Stuttgart as its main residence. Upon the prema-
ture death of their father in 1419, Ulrich and his elder
brother Ludwig, both still minors at the time, jointly inher-
ited the county. Since the nineteenth century, historians
have generally offered a somewhat negative judgment of

Count Ulrich. His dominant involvement in the Contract of
Nirtingen (an agreement between the two brothers that par-
titioned the county into two separately governed entities in
1441) probably played a role in this overcritical assessment,
as well as the disastrous military defeat at the battle of
Seckenheim (discussed below) and the fact that it was
Ludwig’s son who, in 1495, managed to reunite the two
counties and have both family and territory elevated to the
status of a dukedom. (Ulrich’s eldest son, by contrast, was
somewhat of a disappointment.) A recent biography, though
largely neglecting Count Ulrich’s private life, has helped to
modify this view.*' Indeed, seen through the eyes of his con-
temporaries, Ulrich’s life was nothing short of exemplary.
During his reign, the city of Stuttgart witnessed an
unprecedented expansion in terms of size and artistic
patronage, while Count Ulrich’s household and court, with
their elaborate festivities such as tournaments, were appar-
ently modeled on examples set by the dukes of Burgundy.*
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16. Master of the Polling Panels. Pollinger Kreuzfindungsaltar, ca. 1455 (detail from
upper left wing showing Duke Tassilo of Bavaria hunting). Oil and tempera on fir,
86"s x 3412 in. (219 x 87.5 cm). Alte Pinakothek, Bayerische Staatsgemdldesamm-
lung, Munich (1369). Photograph: Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource,
New York. The crossbow carried by the count’s attendant has a light brown tiller and
dark inlays (horn or stained bone?); since the tiller and trigger are somewhat longer
than those on Ulrich V’s weapon (Figures 1, 2), the crossbow appears to be of a
slightly earlier type.

The count’s policies were governed as much by ideas of
chivalry and honor as by diplomacy, foresight, and the pur-
suit of gains for his house and territory. In open disputes
between the houses of Habsburg and Wittelsbach (includ-
ing their respective allies) during the 1460s, Ulrich sided
with Emperor Friedrich I, not only out of loyalty but also to
defend political and financial interests of his third wife. In
the process, he famously suffered a bitter defeat and subse-
quent capture at the battle of Seckenheim on June 30,
1462.% Lavish spending for all these purposes, including

the enormous ransom that had to be paid for his release
(with no support from the emperor), caused financial prob-
lems throughout his reign.

Despite these concerns, Count Ulrich’s private corre-
spondence and court accounts give ample evidence that he
continued to be an avid and passionate huntsman until the
very end of his life (he died, in fact, during a hunting visit to
his nephew, Count Eberhard).** Numerous letters exchanged
from 1454 until 1477 between Count Ulrich and his friend
and intimate hunting companion Albrecht Achilles, mark-
grave of Brandenburg (1414-1486), speak of joint hunting
excursions and reciprocal visits, the mutual lending of dogs,
as well as gifts and exchanges of hunting weapons. No
detailed description or depictions of these hunts have come
down to us, but a near-contemporary altar wing showing a
Bavarian duke riding out with his companions (Figure 16)
gives a good idea of the appearance of such hunting par-
ties.*> What may have been rather similar paintings, accom-
panied by various inscriptions, once adorned the walls of
Ulrich’s private chamber at one of his residences in Marbach,
about twelve miles north of Stuttgart. The paintings are now
lost, but several scenes were recorded through rough pen-
and-ink sketches and descriptions in a late sixteenth-century
manuscript by Simon Studion (1543-1605).* One of these
(see Figure 17) depicts two dismounted hunters—the one in
front, identified as wearing a crimson tunic, is perhaps
Ulrich himself—who both aim their crossbows at a stag
they have just brought to bay; a banderole half-framing the
hunters bears the rather curious inscription “Hirsch / Lasz
Dich / nicht verdrieszen / Baldt will / Ich unnszer Jeegen
Be / schliiessenn” (Deer, do not be chagrined, | will end our
hunting soon).

Three documents relating specifically to artists and crafts-
men at Count Ulrich’s court give (or gave, since they are
now lost) the name of a mid-fifteenth-century crossbow
maker in his employment.*” On November 18, 1454, Count
Ulrich appointed a certain Heinrich Heid von Winterthur as
his Armbruster and Werkmeister.*® Both terms are ambigu-
ous, since Armbruster can mean both crossbowman and
crossbow maker. Likewise, the term Werkmeister (literally,
“master of works”) was mainly used for architects and mas-
ter masons, but contemporary documents suggest that it
could also denote a “master of military works,” a person in
charge of overseeing the acquisition, production, and main-
tenance of war-related material that a nobleman or city
might possess (in this context, probably the contents of arse-
nals, especially crossbows and siege engines).* Their con-
tracts usually stipulated terms of manufacture, storage, and
maintenance of such weaponry, and sometimes stated that
the Werkmeister was to accompany his employer on cam-
paigns. Heinrich Heid’s dual title thus makes it fairly certain
that he had assumed not only the position of court crossbow



17. Simon Studion (German, 1543-1605). Count Ulrich von
Wiirttemberg Hunting Bear and Deer (sketches after lost wall
paintings of 1467 from Count Ulrich’s private chamber in Marbach
Castle). Vera origio illustrissimae et antiquissimae domus Wirten-
bergicee. .. (1597), fol. 152r (detail). Ink on paper, 123 x 8 in.
(32.5 x 20.2 cm). Wiirttembergische Landesbibliothek, Stuttgart
(Cod. hist. fol. 57)

maker but a place of importance beyond that of a mere
craftsman, as well.

Confirmation of Heid’s favored position is found in the
other two references to documents originally dating from
1460, the same year that the Museum’s crossbow was made.
The first of these documents,*® dated January 2, stated that
Count Ulrich sold a house “with a winepress and other
belongings” in Stuttgart tax-free to his crossbow maker, who
was to maintain a workshop there, would receive certain
privileges, and had to deliver one crossbow annually to the
armory. To judge by the purchase price of 400 gulden, as
well as the mention of a winepress and “other belongings,”
this house must have been somewhat out of the ordinary,
since house sales from the same period were usually in the
range of about 150 to 250 gulden.®' The other document, of
January 7,°% appears to have confirmed that this house
indeed put too much of a strain on the crossbow maker’s
purse. Not only was the purchase price given as 500 gul-
den, but Count Ulrich granted permission for his master
mason, Auberlin Jerg, to take over half of the house, which
was situated next to that of the painter Matern Maler, for the
sum of 250 gulden with the same privileges (freedom from
taxation, fees, and similar obligations).>

The coincidence of dates, coupled with the absence of
any other names of crossbow makers in Stuttgart at that
time, strongly suggests that Heinrich Heid von Winterthur
was the maker of Count Ulrich’s beautiful weapon. If this
assumption is correct, the Metropolitan Museum’s weapon
would be not only the earliest dated crossbow but the earli-
est one whose maker has been identified.

Although no other documentary evidence has as yet
come to light,>* we may make a few more educated guesses
about Heinrich Heid von Winterthur and his work. A recent
publication suggests that the six-pointed star contained in
the engraved decoration on the tiller may be a Star of David
(Figure 18), and thus somehow linked with the inscription
in Hebrew letters.>® This possibility cannot be entirely disre-
garded. Nevertheless, assuming that Heinrich Heid is indeed
the maker of Ulrich’s crossbow, a specifically Jewish context
for the star and the Hebrew characters is rather unlikely:
despite several references to Jews bearing arms, not a single
fifteenth-century mention of a Jewish crosshow maker in
Germany has been found to date.*® Moreover, Jewish mem-
bers of the population are practically always identified as
such in official contexts, but none of the three documents
identified Heid as a Jew, nor does the name Heinrich appear
to have been used among Jews in fifteenth-century
Germany.*” Finally, the tiller’s star does not have the appear-
ance of a fifteenth-century mark (it is not a separate, indi-
vidual sign),*® and six-pointed stars, even Stars of David, are
frequently found as decorative elements in non-Jewish
contexts.>

18. Detail of the underside of the tiller of Count Ulrich’s crossbhow
(Figure 1), showing a six-pointed star in the engraved decoration
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A somewhat more substantial clue to Heinrich Heid'’s
background is the suffix to his name, which implies that he
was Swiss and that either one of his immediate ancestors or,
more probably, Heinrich himself had emigrated from the
city of Winterthur, near Zurich, perhaps at some time in the
1440s. In 1442 Winterthur lost its status as an imperial city
and resubmitted to Habsburg rule, which immediately
resulted in almost crippling taxation that subsequently
prompted many of its inhabitants to leave the city.®® By
1454, when he was first employed by the count, Heid may
have arrived only recently in Stuttgart. Given his dual appoint-
ment as the count’s crossbow maker and Werkmeister, it
seems likely, however, that he was already an experienced
master craftsman, either in Stuttgart or elsewhere. This
assumption is also supported by the fact that, by 1460 at
least, Heid had become an accepted equal among court-
appointed craftsmen, living next door to the court painter
and co-owning a house with the count’s master mason. His
implied prosperity in 1460 suggests that Heid’s employment
in Stuttgart from 1454 to at least 1460 was a successful one.
After 1460, however, the documents fall silent. Perhaps
Heid died, or perhaps the crossbow maker had lost or given
up his position in the wake of his employer’s defeat and
capture at the battle of Seckenheim in 1462.°" It is also pos-
sible, of course, that Heid was simply not mentioned in
relevant Wiirttemberg documents anymore, or that those
that did mention him have not survived.®? There is, however,
a single reference in a Swiss document of 1490 to a certain
“Jakob Heid, son of the crossbow maker Heinrich Heid of
Basle,”® which could indicate that the master returned to
Switzerland.**

AN ENIGMATIC INSCRIPTION: ITS
ORIGINS AND POSSIBLE MEANING

At this point, we return to what is probably the single most
outstanding element in the decoration of Count Ulrich’s
crossbow: the enigmatic inscription in Hebrew characters,
contained in an S-shaped banderole on the carved panel on
the underside of the stock (Figure 19).% It is to be read from
the bottom up, and from right to left:

v[x?]wn a[r?]n 2y n1?]a axn

For a long time, this inscription has baffled both art his-
torians and Hebrew scholars. Baron de Cosson submitted
the inscription for review by two eminent academics of his
day, but although a reading of the characters was offered,
de Cosson had to concede that any attempt to further deci-
pher the inscription remained “without success so far as its
interpretation is concerned.”®® He concluded that it was
probably an attempt to copy Hebrew by an artist who did
not speak the language and was placed on the crossbow

“only to impress the ignorant with the vastness of the artist’s
learning,” an opinion he reiterated in his description of
the crossbow for the catalogue of the duc de Dino collec-
tion.®” Such inscriptions, in what may be called “pseudo-
Hebrew,” are indeed found quite frequently in medieval
and Renaissance art.%

No decisive progress was made in the interpretation of
the inscription until 1957, when the corresponding letters
of the Western alphabet were added to the transcription
below each Hebrew character.® This allowed for the inscrip-
tion to be read phonetically in reverse, from left to right,
revealing the following German or Yiddish words: hab gut
lieb hoch herze.

Professor Bezalel Narkiss at the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem confirmed this reading in 1990 but noted that
some of the Hebrew letters are not rendered entirely accu-
rately on the crossbow.”® In 2004, the inscription was stud-
ied once more, by Jerold C. Frakes, professor of German
and comparative literature at the University of Southern
California, for a publication on early Yiddish texts.”* The
question of whether the language is German or Yiddish,
already raised by Narkiss, could not be resolved,”? and
Frakes further noted that this reading could actually have
different meanings, depending on the form of the verb
(indicative or imperative use) and the interpretation of the
word gut, which may stand for either Got/Gott (God) or gut
(good, well).”> In addition to these observations, the inter-
pretation of the expression hoch herze (literally, “high
heart”) is of importance in this context. The phrase could be
a German expression for “being in high spirits”—more spe-
cifically a form of the chivalric virtue and courtly attitude
hoher muot, or magnanimitas’*— or possibly, although less
likely, the reference to a surname.” Accordingly, several
readings are possible for the phrase, which can be inter-
preted either as a statement or as an exhortation:

19. Detail of the panel of carved ivory inlaid into the underside of the
stock of Count Ulrich’s crossbow (Figure 1), showing the cryptogram
in front of the trigger (discernible to the right). The inscription is to be
read from the lower right to the upper left of the scroll.
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[Il hold God dear [and am in] high spirits.
[Indicative use of the verb; phrase interpreted as a
statement]

Hold God dear [and be in] high spirits!
[Imperative use of the verb]

Hold God dear, [you] high spirited [one]!
[Imperative use of the verb; hoch herze interpreted
as a salutation]

Hold God dear, Hochherze!
[Imperative use of the verb; hoch herze interpreted
as a surname]

Love well [to be in] high spirits!
[Imperative use of the verb; gut interpreted as “good/
well” rather than “God”]

None of these readings, alas, can immediately be con-
nected to any of the known mottoes or devices of either the
House of Wiirttemberg or the House of Savoy. Apart from
his epithet “the Much-Beloved” (Beneamatus or der
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Vilgeliept), Count Ulrich is recorded as having used a favor-
ite personal phrase, the virtually untranslatable Botz
nieswurz or Gottsnieswurz,’® but this peculiar exclamation
or oath does not appear to have ever been used as a motto
in an artistic and/or heraldic context.”” Along similar lines,
the famous motto of the House of Savoy, FERT, which can
be read as both a word and an abbreviation and thus offers
a variety of possible interpretations,”® was apparently never
used by Countess Margaret during her life in Stuttgart.”
Thus, neither her family motto nor her husband’s dictum
offer any relation to the crossbow’s inscription.

A link can be found, however, with two manuscripts
associated with the countess. As countess of Wiirttemberg,
Margaret of Savoy has been identified as the patron most
likely to have commissioned a number of manuscripts®
from the workshop of a certain Ludwig Henfflin that was
active from at least 1470 until the countess’s death in 1479
and probably located in Stuttgart.®" A number of secular
manuscripts from this workshop survive today. Among them
are Johann von Tepl’s moralistic tale Der Ackermann aus
Béhmen and the anonymous romance Friedrich von
Schwaben. Apparently copied by the same scribe, both
show not only the familiar pair of arms (Figures 20, 22),
with Wiirttemberg and Savoy facing each other a courtoisie,
but also, at the end of each, a few lines by the scribe himself
(known in German as a Schreiberspruch, a scribe’s slogan).®
These additions are a variation of the following rhyme
(Figures 21, 23):

Hab gott lieb vor allen Love God above all

dingen things

(Und den nagsten alls (and thy neighbor
dich selbs) as thyself)

So mag dir nit Then nothing will
missgelingen go wrong®

The partial concordance of the first line with the initial
words of the crossbow’s inscription confirms that the latter
is to be read as an exhortation in German, most likely “Hold
God dear [and be in] high spirits!”® The fuller manuscript
versions also identify the textual source of the phrase, the
Gospels of Luke (10:27) and Matthew (22:35-40), both of
which deal with the preeminence of the first two command-
ments among those of the Decalogue. A closer look at the

20, 21. Workshop of Ludwig
Henfflin (probably Stuttgart,
fl. ca. 1470-79). Friedrich
von Schwaben (details from
the last two pages), ca. 1470.
Ink and watercolor on
paper, 112 x 8 in. (29.2 x
20.2 cm). Universitats-
bibliothek, Heidelberg, Cod.
Pal. germ. 345, a manuscript
probably commissioned by
Margaret of Savoy, fol. 379r
(Figure 20), detail showing
part of the text and the

arms of Wiirttemberg and
Savoy facing each other

(a courtoisie), and fol. 379v
(Figure 21), showing the
addition by the scribe,
perhaps a kind of signature.
The same scribe wrote the
manuscript shown in
Figures 22 and 23.
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22, 23. Workshop of Ludwig
Henlfflin (probably Stuttgart,
fl. ca. 1470-79). Johannes
von Tepl, Der Ackermann
aus Béhmen (two details,
one from the second, the
other from the last page),

ca. 1470. Ink and watercolor
on paper, 124 x 8% in.
(31.1 x 21.2 cm). Universitats-
bibliothek, Heidelberg, Cod.
Pal. germ. 76, a manuscript
probably commissioned by
Margaret of Savoy, fol. Tv
(Figure 22), detail showing
the arms of Wiirttemberg
and Savoy facing each other
(a courtoisie), and fol. 32v
(Figure 23), detail showing
two additions by the scribe,
the second perhaps a kind
of signature. The same
scribe wrote the manuscript
shown in Figures 21 and 22.
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diffusion of this phrase, or close variations, in fifteenth-
century literature reveals interesting possibilities as to the
origin and meaning of the inscription on our crossbow.

As religious sentiments, the commandments to love God
and to love your neighbor are familiar themes frequently
found in medieval theological and philosophical writing,
and as such, they were most likely also the subject of public
sermons. Proponents of Dominican spiritualism such as
Master Eckhart (ca. 1260-1328) and his follower Johannes
Tauler (ca. 1330-1361) interpreted both biblical passages,®
and didactic analyses of the Ten Commandments were pop-
ular publications, found in many libraries of noble house-
holds.®® During the mid-fifteenth century, the Dominican
order underwent a profound and widespread reform in
Germany, with the support of both church and nobility
(Count Ulrich, for example, founded a Dominican priory in
Stuttgart in 1473).%” These events may account for a renewed
interest in Dominican writings at the time.®

The last two words of the crossbow’s inscription, hoch
herze, may also be interpreted in the context of Dominican
spiritualism. In addition to their possible secular interpreta-
tions as magnanimitas or “noble heart,” the words could be
an interpretation of a passage from Master Eckhart that
immediately follows his discussion of the commandment to
love God, or “to lift up your head [to God]” (“Erhebe Dein
Haupt”).?* More specifically, the words may be based on a
German rendition of sursum corda (lift up your hearts), a
familiar part of Roman Catholic liturgy since at least the
third century.”® During the fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries, the sursum corda was also known in German-speaking
areas as one of the themes in the theological writings of
another Dominican, the famous German mystic and Eckhart
disciple Heinrich Seuse (1295/1297-1366).”' Contempo-
raries might well have understood a phrase like hoch herze
as both a chivalric virtue and a religious exhortation.

Sometime during the fifteenth century, variations of the
phrase “hab gott lieb vor allen dingen,” together with rhym-

ing second lines of religious or secular content, became
more widely known and took on the status of proverbs.*?
Use of the phrase is by no means exclusive to the Wiirttem-
berg court, but it appears almost solely in manuscripts.
Outside the realm of religious writings (but undoubtedly
influenced by them), such stanzas are found either as the
familiar Schreiberspriiche, entirely unrelated to the actual
content of the manuscript, or they are embedded within the
text. One example, which is either another Schreiberspruch
or an owner’s motto—"“Hab Gott lieb von allen dingen
Oswald Enperger von Eferdingen”—is found in a manu-
script, dated 1469, that was probably produced in the
southern German or the western Austrian region. As in the
Henfflin manuscripts, it is a final addition separate from the
text, but here its first line rhymes not with a second line but
with the name of the manuscript’s scribe or original owner.**
The above-mentioned courtly romance Friedrich von
Schwaben actually contains the phrase twice: in addition to
the Schreiberspruch, the line is paraphrased (in order to fit
the rhyme) in the main body of the text, as advice given by
the protagonist’s dying father to his son (fol. 182v):%* “Haben
lieb vor allen dingen got / Das ist mein lex und mein pott”
(Holding God dear above all else / This is my law and
commandment).

The appearance of the phrase in romance literature testi-
fies to the extent that it had already become a familiar prov-
erb by the middle of the fifteenth century. This context,
though secular, nonetheless remains that of exemplary
(Christian) advice or pious exhortation. The phrase is also
found, serving a similar end, in several fifteenth-century
books on various aspects of military engineering, known in
German as Feuerwerks- (pyrotechnics) or Biichsenmeister-
(masters of military works) Biicher (books/manuals), that
contain advice ranging from the use of weapons and siege
engines to recipes for gunpowder. The phrase appears in
passages addressing how a “master of military works” should
behave in order to be successful. Although sumptuous



versions of these Biichsenmeister-Biicher were occasionally
produced for the nobility and city officials, it is today com-
monly accepted that many of them were training manuals,
which apprentices duplicated from their masters’ volumes
and then used as their own, jealously guarded collections
of trade secrets (to which they would add their own experi-
ences and discoveries).” One such book, contemporaneous
with our crossbow, is an untitled work of about 1450, writ-
ten (in his own hand) by the Hessian Johannes Bengedans
(ca. 1405-after 1451), who worked first in the services of
Christopher of Bavaria, union king of Denmark, Sweden,
and Norway (1416-1448), and subsequently for the Teutonic
Order.”® On folio 4r, lines 14-17 (Figure 24), Bengedans
advises:

Thus a master shall carry himself

If he wants to grow old honorably

He shall hold God dear above all else
Thus nothing will go wrong for him

And do not swear much by God

Then you will not become [the center of]
people’s ridicule®”

Among several other requirements for being a successful
Biichsenmeister, Bengedans lists modesty, quickness of
mind, honesty, versatility, and, las