INTRODUCTION

Ars Sacra? The ‘Objects’ of Churches

few days before the opening of the exhibition Ars Sacra: Kunst des friihen Mittelalters in
unichin 1950, the art historian Willibald Sauerldnder, then a student, witnessed a ‘bizarre’
scene that he vividly described many years later. The philosopher Martin Heidegger, who had
come to give a lecture on ‘things’, had taken his place just below a large Romanesque crucifix
in one of the rooms. In a “guttural and hoarse” voice, he spoke about things that ‘thing’, ‘the
being of things’ (das Wesen der Dinge), and that which ‘dwells’ (weilt) in things. ‘It is possible,
then’, concluded Sauerlénder, ‘that in 1950, the reception of the philosopher’s rasping and
of the primitive cross had become completely interchangeable, for both seemed to satisfy a
need for exculpatory meaning, on the one hand irrational, on the other charged with guilt.
Both served to supplant history with transcendence’.! What did such a comparison mean? In
postwar Catholic Germany, invoking early medieval history in an exhibition like Ars Sacra was
a way of reaffirming the country’s long-established participation in Western Christian culture
(often termed Abendland at the time) and of offering reassurance that this history justified its
return to the community of nations. The extraordinary gathering together of hundreds of
medieval objects was an expression of this aspiration. That evening, Heidegger presented ideas
that would become fundamental for the study of objects in general,? as well as for the issues
at stake in their exhibition and display. And so, this strange scene from 1950 in fact poses the
same question that this book sets out to answer, extending it beyond Germany and applying it
to the “objects’ that belonged to churches in medieval Latin Christendom: Before they became
museum objects and historical testimonies, how were these objects conceived of, experienced,
and used? Moreover, this question can and should be turned on its head: To what extent have
modern conceptions of history and of the museum been shaped by the ecclesiastical heritage
of the Middle Ages? This perspective will determine the themes studied in the chapters that
follow, and I will return to this central question in my conclusion.

The Latin formula ars sacra or ‘sacred art’ used to introduce the objects exhibited in Munich
in 1950 might have a medieval aura, but it was in fact only a few decades old: its roots lay
primarily in attempts at Catholic reform or restoration.? The expression ‘objet d’art’, meanwhile,
combines the notion of ‘fine art’ or ‘Beaux-Arts’, introduced in the eighteenth century,* with the
term ‘object’ in the sense of a thing of limited dimensions, designated to be used in a certain
way—a definition that itself dates from the end of the eighteenth century.’ As a term, ‘objet
d’art’ seems to have emerged in the first decades of the nineteenth century. Between 1838 and
1846, Alexandre Du Sommerard published a multivolume catalogue of the ‘objets d’art’® within
the collection of medieval artefacts that he had installed in the hotel de Cluny in Paris (fig. 1),
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which the French state would subsequently transform into the first museum devoted to such
objects.” Honoré de Balzac also spoke of ‘objets d’art’ in his 1847 novel Cousin Pons, where
he took inspiration from Du Sommerard to mock the nostalgic and aesthetic passion of an
impoverished collector.® These notions of ‘sacred art’ and ‘objet d’art’ thus go back only to
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries: they simply did not exist in the Middle Ages. How,
then, can we free ourselves from them in order to understand the nature of the ‘objects’ in
medieval churches? Turning to etymology in fact introduces an unexpected level of complexity.
Especially during the High Middle Ages, the ‘thing’, or res, called for interpretation as it was
taken as a sign of a higher reality. An ornate gold cross or a richly decorated binding for the
gospels could therefore be subjected to exegesis in the same way as a sacred text.® The root of
the French words réel (real) and rien (nothing), the word res could from the twelfth century
on refer both to material ‘reality” and, particularly in legal vocabulary, to the subject under
discussion. The term causa, which yielded both chose (thing) and cause (a legal case), followed
a similar evolution. These etymologies recall the practice, particularly prevalent between the
eleventh and thirteenth centuries, of associating objects and legal deeds in order to give the
latter material form and preserve them in memory. Along with words and gestures, the rituals
of transferring property,'® ecclesiastical, feudal, or royal investiture," dubbing a knight, or
taking an oath involved objects such as swords, reliquaries, rings, horns, or gloves. Contact
with or possession of these objects had serious legal implications, a reality reflected in epic and
courtly literature.”? The noun obiectum or object—etymologically ‘that which is put before’—
itself appeared in the thirteenth century, though it had a rather different signification from that
with which we are familiar today. The theologian Duns Scotus (c. 1266-1308) used it to refer
to something that has an existence in itself, independent from the knowledge or the idea that
subjects might have of it. The nominalist Nicole Oresme (c. 1325-82), meanwhile, employed it
to designate whatever affected one of the five senses or occupied the spirit.”® In his Philobiblon,
the bishop of Durham and chancellor of England Richard de Bury (1287-1345) thus stated that
among his books he found both ‘the object (obiectum) and the remedy (fomentum) of his love’*;
these volumes imposed themselves on him—elsewhere in the same work he even gives them
a voice. This notion of ‘object’, often invoking an object of desire, implies a subject capable of
feeling and thought—Ilike that of joyau or jewel, which from the twelfth century was seen as an
object of jeu (play) and joie (joy).!* More broadly, another evolution took place from the twelfth
century on, linked to the rise of urban and mercantile cultures and their increasing prominence
in the late Middle Ages. It involved the production of objects in numbers,'® and even their
submission to quality control procedures,?” as well as the development of new social practices
surrounding the ‘consumption’ of these objects.!*

This brief sketch has already begun to reveal the diversity and the richness of medieval
conceptions of what we now call an ‘object’. If we continue to use this word with reference to the
Middle Ages, it is only because certain medieval ‘objects” have effectively become objects in our
sense—at the very least upon being placed in the museums that preserve them today. Beyond
the history of words, the study of the discourses to which these objects gaverise, of the practices
in which they were involved, or even of the forms they took and the materials from which
they were made can help us understand how they were experienced. In order to explore what
would become of medieval ecclesiastical objects as historical and museum objects, however, it
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is necessary to define a certain set of approaches. In particular, this volume will consider three
separate questions, each of which concerns Latin Christendom in its entirety.

The first of these concerns the history of the notion of ‘treasure’, a concept that continues
to play an important role in the imaginary of accumulations and collections even today. The
word thesaurus will be used here as it is used in the medieval texts—that is, as a rhetorical tool
whose precise relation to ‘objects’ is not evident but rather calls for analysis. In ecclesiastical
contexts, the stakes of the notion of thesaurus extend far beyond the particular objects whose
value it was used to emphasize: it was not simply a matter of designating relics and reliquaries,
liturgical instruments or vestments, books, money, or archives. Throughout the entire Middle
Ages, as will be seen, the question of ‘treasure’ was associated with debates that were at once
polemical and theoretical, that related to the care of souls, to the laws of the Church, to theology,
or to what would later be known as the economy. The Church Fathers’ initial reflections about
spiritual ‘treasure’ in late antiquity were followed by a series of shifts and innovations, from
the introduction of the idea of ‘church treasure’ in the material sense during the Carolingian
Reform to the establishment of a ‘common’ treasure in the thirteenth-century framework of
developing mercantile exchange; the concept of ‘treasure” also played a predominant role in
the Protestant Reformation. Examining the history of the notions of thesaurus and thesaurus
ecclesine, and how they were used in the clergy’s reflections on spiritual and material exchanges
and on the institution of the Church, therefore allows us to understand how Christian society
defined itself on the basis of practices surrounding precious objects, often in a context of crisis
and always with material consequences.

The second chapter explores the memorial function of medieval ecclesiastical objects,
revealing the influence of Christianity on the practice of conserving objects in institutions
over several centuries. This above all concerns objects that make reference to a past reality
by explicitly laying claim to authenticity. In churches, these generally invoked the memory
of someone important, primarily the saints. Their relics were gathered to form collections,
whose management and mediation can be studied through the associated written documents,
that is, labels and inventories. Here, it is productive to retrace the complex narrative and
material processes involved in the construction of two memorial objects that were particularly
meaningful in Christian society. The first is the staff believed to have been given by Saint Peter,
the apostle who became the first archbishop of Rome, to several founders of bishoprics, who thus
aligned themselves with his authority. The second, the foreskin of Christ, was evidence of the
Incarnation, and its appearance was linked to debates surrounding the ritual of the Eucharist.
Finally, considering chess pieces and chessboards gifted to churches brings to light the role of
this game in the staging of special relationships between these institutions and certain members
of the feudal elite.

The third and final chapter is devoted to unusual objects of plant or especially of animal
origin, which provoked wonder. Ostrich eggs, coconuts, or the shells of giant mollusks, giants’
bones, unicorn horns, dragons or crocodiles, griffin claws, and whale teeth formed, as marvels,
a coherent category of objects that began to appear around 1200. But they were used within
churches in diverse ways—as reliquaries, as exempla, as ex-votos, or as trophies—entailing
different sorts of knowledge about their origins and thus about the world. It was only from
the end of the sixteenth century that these objects were grouped together under the common
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heading of naturalia: their history is linked to that of the concept of ‘nature’, and this chapter
will also explore how they were construed by the ‘naturalists” of the early modern .era.
Anystudy of churchobjectsinthe Middle Agescandraw upona large.well of earlier res?arch,
which can also be used to develop and explore other questions.”” Medieval commentaries on
the liturgy represent the first systematic writings on ecclesiastical o‘.b]ec:ts,.20 followed by' tlklle
prescriptive treatises drawn up during the post-Reformation® Catholic Revival and especially
after the Council of Trent (1545-62).22 But overall it was in the context of the French Bevolutlon
and the nationalization of the clergy’s property in 1789 as well as in that of the Final Recess
of the Holy Roman Empire in 1803, when these objects lost their functions and were sold off

that historical approaches began to emerge from a variety of perspectives.

in large numbers, s .
f ‘arts’, variously

In the nineteenth century, medieval objects were regarded as the products o
qualified as ‘decorative’, ‘minor’, ‘applied’, or ‘4ndustrial’, and were un.favorably co'ntras"ted

with painting, sculpture, and architecture, and especially with examPles in these media dating

from more recent periods. Medieval objects were shown in public to s?rve as rr.lo.dels f.or

artists,?® and also inspired the creation of pastiches and forgeries.* Glossaries and dictionaries

endeavored to order and classify this vast legacy in an attempt to reconstru.ct everyc.lay
medieval life® or to expound the achievements of Christianity.* An .interest in r?ni:v1ng
Catholicism spurred historical studies of ceremonial objects,” eccle51ast1§al‘ownerlsgloup,. and
mmentaries,? and gave rise to the notion of ‘sacred art’ or ‘Christian ar.t ; ‘W%th'the
f the ‘history of art'—with all its various inflections—as an academic discipline,
al overviews of medieval production were published,” followed by synthe'ses
aiming to provide exhaustive coverage of objects according.to th.e materials
enamels, precious metals, bronze, semiprecious stones,
e history of art’ were systematically
esthetic, literary, or theoretical

liturgical co
emergence O
the first gener
and ‘corpora’
from which they were made: ivory,
illuminated books, and so on.*? The “written sources for thi

assembled?® and began to be studied for their historiographic.al, a : e
ories being the focus of particular attention.* The evolution of form™® an

the respective roles of artists,* images,” patrons,38 and donors have al‘so been areas of res?a.rch.
Since the Second World War in particular, medieval ecclesiastical objects have beer.l exh1b1‘ted
as ars sacra, ornamenta ecclesiae, or ‘treasures’ (fig. 2).* As interest in their conte.xt, their function,
and their original status continued to grow, they sometimes came to be C‘on'celved of—whether
they were conserved in situ or not—as ensembles of objects, gather.ed within Churches.ove'r the
course of history. Liturgical practices and codifications had provided 2 strong orgamzaicmnal
structure within the churches themselves, and it became common practl-ce to blend art history
and liturgical history," presenting ecclesiastical objects according t9 a hu'erarchy g.rou.nded -
rituals of worship—a structure already employed in certain medieval 1'nveth0r1.es in which
the altar and Fucharistic vessels (chalices, patens) are followed by other hturgl.cal .msjcruments
(thuribles, candelabras) and then by books, vestments (albs, tunics, Chasub'les),‘magma (stoles,
miters, croziers), reliquaries, and various kinds of ornaments (other textlle.s, images). Becent
studies have focused on the relation between ‘art’ and liturgy, with particular attention to
architecture and its decoration.? The rituals surrounding the display of relics haYe been t'he
subject of research in their own right,® as have the libri ordinarii.* Liturgical books,* along with
books in libraries® or documents in archives,”” have, among other recent approaches, been
considered in terms of the particular ways in which they were used and manipulated.*®

import, with invent
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