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THE IMAGINARY OF TREASURE

The ‘Treasury of Merit”: Indulgences and Alms (Late Middle Ages)

While the institution of the ‘treasury” was being questioned in some of the great churches, early
thirteenth-century Scholastic theologians in Paris were formulating a general reflection on
ecclesiastical resources, which likewise involved the image of ‘treasure’ as a common good.'”
The theory of the ‘treasury of merit’ thus appeared in the Summa of canon law completed by
Henry of Segusio (c. 1194-1271) in 1253:

As the son of God poured out not just one drop but all of his blood for those who
sinned, and as the martyrs also spilled their blood for the Faith and for the Church,
and were punished for more than their sins, it turns out that in this outpouring all sins
were punished; and this outpouring of blood is a treasure in the treasure chest of the
Church, to which the Church holds the keys. This is why, when she wishes, she can
open this chest and grant her treasure to whomever she wants, granting remissions
and indulgences to the faithful. And so sin does not go unpunished, for punishment
has been inflicted on the Son of God and his holy martyrs, as says Master Hugh the

cardinal.™™

Henry of Segusio attributes this theory to a certain ‘Master Hugh the cardinal’, identifiable
as the Dominican theologian and canonist Hugh of Saint-Cher (1190-1263), who had indeed
been 2 cardinal in Rome since 1244, with the basilica of Saint Sabina as his titular church.'” But
Henry might well have given the title held by Hugh at the time of the writing of the Sunima; the
moment when the latter began to speak of the treasury ‘of merit’, also known as the treasury ‘of
the Church’ or ‘of grace’ (thesaurus meritorum, ecclesiae, gratiarun), should probably be placed
earlicr, in the 1230s, and situated in the university circles of Paris, where the two men were
teaching at that time.'"" The innovation lay in the claim that, through their suffering, Christ and
the martyrs had acquired a far greater store of merit than was necessary to efface their own sins
before God, and that this surplus of ‘grace’ would not go to waste: collected by the Church, it
was preserved in a chest from which the institution could draw without limit and as it wished,
redistributing this grace to ordinary sinners in the form of indulgences,"™

This image of the ‘treasure of the Church’ provided an intellectual solution to a problem
raised by the profound transformations that since the eleventh century had affected the
Practices of penance and almsgiving as well as certain aspects of the cult of relics. During the
seventh century, Latin Christianity had seen the establishment of a system of penance that was
individual and tariff-based, in which believers confessed their errors to a priest, and were freed
from their guilt and then given a fixed punishment—generally involving almsgiving, prayer,
or days of fasting—as stipulated in a book called a ‘penitential’. This principle, replacing the
tite of public amnesty administered by the Roman emperor and subsequently by the bishops
of late antiquity, was imported by missionaries from Ireland where, in the absence of a state-
based system, social control was traditionally exercised through a cycle of accumulations and
annulments of individual obligations.'”” But from the end of the eleventh century, the pope
and certain bishops began to use their own authority to annul the penance that sinners were
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supposed to do. In granting these ‘indulgences’, they affirmed their own position as well
as that of the Church. For example, by promising participants in the First Crusade of 1095 a
total remission of their sins—the first ‘plenary indulgence’—Pope Urban Il demonstrated in a
spectacular way his role as the representative of Christ on earth. With this he rendered manifest
the power entrusted by Christ to Saint Peter (Matthew 16:19) and to his successors, the popes,
to either bring believers closer to the Kingdom of Heaven, to which the popes hold the keys, or
to exclude them from it.'"” Above all, by intervening in the carefully calibrated system of fixed
penances, the prelates readopted the attitude of emperors granting amnesties to their subjects.

If believers who benefited from indulgences were freed from their punishments, they were
nevertheless required to express through a symbolic act their willingness to do penance. This
was determined by a bishop or the pope in a “letter of indulgence’ that specified the situation
and the conditions in which the indulgence could be granted. Via these recommendations, the
prelates were able to exercise a decisive influence over many common devotional practices,
both individual and collective (such as prayer or participation in the Mass), and to shape in a
significant way the economic realities of the ecclesiastical institution."” Indeed, indulgences
were generally though not exclusively granted following offerings of alms to specific and well-
defined causes. One of the earliest and most significant of these was precisely the construction
of churches: promises of indulgences were a highly effective way for bishops, even though
they themselves were no longer directly responsible for the works, to swell the coffers of the
fabrics. In practice, and independent of indulgences, the collection of alms was often linked to
the veneration of relics or images within churches or, as attested from the 1060s in the north of
France, during fundraising tours on which the clergy displayed relics to collect contributions
for prospective works at their cathedral or abbey churches. This kind of fundraising was an
extension of the tradition of processing with relics, which had become increasingly common
during the tenth and eleventh centuries, serving to raise the profile of saints or to seek their
intercession in conflicts over which feudal sovereigns no longer had effective jurisdiction';
the powers attributed to patron saints, physically present in their material remains, were now
being used to provide occasional economic support. The canons of Laon Cathedral, which
was damaged during an insurrection in the commune in 1112, set out the following summer
for central France, and one year later for the south of England, to win the support of the local
populations. They bought back valuable objects such as tapestries, church furnishings, spoons,
cups, and silver and gold jewelry, resulting in the consecration of the repaired building in
1114." In England, indulgences were granted from the 1120s or 1130s for the veneration of relics
during translations, ostentations, or pilgrimages, and from the 1160s on fundraising relic tours:
the association of a remittance of penance with the veneration of relics, which subsequently
became common, quantified the spiritual profit one could hope to obtain, making collection
efforts even more effective and transforming the practices of relic devotion.""”

It was soon recognized that fundraising tours and indulgences, which combined the ancient
practices of relic worship and penance with a new way of exercising ecclesiastical authority as
well as with the increasing monetarization of the economy, posed the risk of placing spiritual
and financial profit on the same level. The practice of such tours soon gave rise to abuses by
false fundraisers presenting fake relics, as demonstrated very early on, between 1114 and 1120,
in the denunciations by Guibert of Nogent in his On the Saints and their Relics.""' The practice
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of indulgences, quite flexible on account of being unbound to the display of material objects
and thus applicable to a variety of enterprises, developed rapidly and apart from any kind
of theoretical legitimization. The subject was not addressed in Gratian’s Decretal, the famous
compilation of ecclesiastical law that circulated from around 1140. Peter Abelard (1079-1142),
followed by other Parisian masters, was concerned by this omission, in particular the fact that
the granting of indulgences in exchange for alms, sometimes even at a fixed price, meant that
salvation through alms might become directly dependent upon the cupidity of prelates."* In
1215, the bishops united at the Fourth Lateran Council endeavored to limit abuses through their
constitutio number sixty-two. This text forbade taking ancient relics out of their shrines with
the aim of making a financial profit (ut antique reliquie amodo extra capsam nullatenus ostendantur
nec exponantur uenales).'" It stipulated that newly discovered relics should be approved by the
pope before being venerated, and required collectors of alms to hold official documents and
to avoid any immoderation at taverns. Finally, it limited the remittance of penance that could
be granted by a bishop to a maximum of forty days (or a year in the case of the consecration
of a church)—a duration reckoned in days of fasting.'” This was a compromise that, though
it constrained collection practices and the granting of indulgences, also legitimized them.
Above all, the council probably fueled the phenomenon of indulgences by stipulating that
each individual should attend confession once a year: by mitigating the penance incurred,
indulgences undoubtedly encouraged the application of the old tariff-based system on a much
larger scale and to more ordinary types of sins.'"

But although indulgences were becoming a generalized practice, the principle behind them
was yet to be justified. If they were granted in a way that disregarded the tariff system, how
could the necessary balance between sins and penance be satisfied in the eyes of God? It was
ultimately the next generation of Parisian canon-law scholars and theologians, in training at
the time of the Lateran Council, who took up the question: in 1215, Henry of Segusio and Hugh
of Saint-Cher were between twenty and twenty-five years old. Their theory of the ‘treasury
of mert’, most likely developed in the 1230s, took recourse to the conception of treasure as a
common good, combining the remittance of penance with the virtue of the martyrs—a link
alreadly implicit in collection practices that made the granting of indulgences conditional upon
the veneration of the relics of the saints. This idea was reinforced and further developed by
Scholastic theologians in the middle of the century."® In 1248 or 1249, the German Albertus
Magnus (c. 1200-80), who had recently left Paris to found the Dominican school of theology at
Cologne, extended the ‘treasury of the church’ to include the merits of non-martyred saints."”
Between 1253 and 1255, Thomas Aquinas (1224 /25-74), an Italian Dominican and former student
of Albertus who was then teaching in Paris, compiled and clarified the work of his predecessors,
thus impressing his au thority upon subsequent theological discourse."* Albertus and Thomas
both presented their arguments in commentaries on the Book of Sentences, a work of ¢. 1150-58 in
which Peter Lombard had classified the unresolved questions posed by the scriptures, and their
fexts are thus a direct reflection of their theological teaching.'"” The Italian Giovanni da Fidanza,
known as Bonaventure (1217-74)—who had arrived in Paris as a youth, became a Master of
Theology in 1253, and was quickly appointed head of the Franciscan school—wrote a similar
commentary, before leaving teaching to assume the direction of his order upon his election as
Minister General in 1257. His text offered particularly refined expositions on the institutional
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logic of indulgences and on their practical applications, notably in his explanation of why only

the pope and the bishops were entitled to grant them'™":

The distribution of the treasure of the Church is entrusted to bishops alone because
the Church possesses this treasure through her marriage to Christ, her husband made
Man. From this marriage were born sons and daughters, that is, perfect and imperfect
human beings, for whose education Christ wishes to set aside this wealth. And because
the Law states that he who ‘takes in the wife of his brother to raise up the name of the
deceased in his inheritance’ must also take his place when it comes to the wealth
destined for the education of his children, as we find in Ruth 4, only those who are
married to the church have the right to distribute this treasure. These are the bishops,
who are her spouses and who have the power to engender sons and daughters, that
is, perfect and imperfect human beings, and they include the supreme pontiff, who
is the spouse and the guardian of the whole Church. This is why bishops, at the head
of a lineage, can grant indulgences; and first among them the supreme pontiff, who
is tasked with distributing all the spiritual treasure because he is responsible for the
entire Church and all her children. This is why we are all his children and he is the
father of us all."!

Here, Bonaventure legitimizes the right of prelates to use the ‘treasure” of Christ’s suffering,
by comparing it to a familial inheritance. ‘Married” to Christ, the Church is said to have
received upon his death this treasure, which became the thesaurus ecclesiae. Bishops, who are
symbolically married to the Church at their consecration and thus take up the role of Christ,'*
are charged with administering this treasure for the benefit of his children, that is, the faithful,
who are the orphans of Christ. The decision to consider the spiritual wealth of Christ as
material wealth allows the theologian to support his argument using the levirate rule
mentioned in the Old Testament, a pragmatic way of resolving issues of succession.'™ The
treasure of merit therefore came to circulate according to the hierarchical logic of Christian
spiritual kinship: merits made it possible for bishops to ‘raise’, within the church, through
the granting of indulgences, the ‘children’ that they had ‘the power to engender’. Indeed, the
Christian’s true social birth took place during the ritual of baptism, which erased the stain
generated by the act of procreation, and through which one entered into the spiritual family.'*
Sinners throughout their lives, the faithful needed constant support if their souls were to be
saved, and for Bonaventure this important responsibility justified the Church’s monopoly
over the ‘treasury of merit’. The Scholastic theory of treasure was thus a response to the dual
preoccupation of the new Dominican and Franciscan mendicant orders, to which its authors
belonged: to provide a comprehensive pastoral ministry in which penitential practice played
an important role, and to establish the authority of the Church.

In an earlier passage, Bonaventure wondered whether indulgences should only be
distributed with a spiritual objective, or whether they could also be used to advance material
undertakings. He defined a program for the application of ‘merits’ relative to the workings of
ecclesiastical institutions:
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Should indulgences be granted for spiritual or material profit? [...] Conclusion:
indulgences mustabovea Il be granted for external acts. Consider this in terms of when,
i1 cities and other human communities, the treasure of the public good is distributed
and communicated externally for two reasons—and understand that the same applies
on the spiritual plane. On the one hand, the treasure is distributed for the glory of the
prince, as in royal courts and as Ahasuerus did in the first book of Esther (Esther 1:4);
on the other hand, it is distributed for the purpose or needs of the community, so that
when the community is attacked, grants and offerings are given to soldiers so that
they can go into battle. Thus the treasure of the Church should be distributed by those
to whom it is entrusted for two reasons. First, for the glory and for the praises of the
prince; and the praise and honor of God resides in his saints, who are honored by the
construction of basilicas, the visitation of basilicas, and the commemoration of their
virtues—all this is recommended by preachers and in sermons, and this is why it is
right to grant indulgences for these services. Second, indulgences should be granted
for the common purpose that is the defense of the Holy Land, the defense of the faith,
the promotion of learning, and so on. And as these are external acts, indulgences
should be granted for these acts in particular.'

By comparing the treasure of ‘merits’ to royal treasure, Bonaventure confirms the Church’s
right to use it as an effective and legitimate means of performing its functions. In this way, he
validates the discourse according to which indulgences should encourage and guide devotional
activities in practice, and explicitly points to their role in the construction of churches and the
defense of the Holy Land. But his desire to foreground the spiritual benefits of indulgences
meant that he remained silent on how exactly they could influence the material world: he
speaks of ‘merits” as if they alone would suffice for all the functions that he recommends,
without ever invoking the alms that necessarily played a mediating role.

The ‘treasury of merit’ was thus the work of Scholastic theologians endeavoring to describe,
through an ecclesiological model that justified the power of bishops, the complex reality of
devolional exchanges, But their inability to legitimize unreservedly the material consequences
of indulgences meant that this theory had its limits."" Indeed, while the practice on which it
commented continued to intensify, the notion of the ‘treasury of merit” did not spread into
the everyday practices of the clergy and of worshippers in equal measure: the bishops, for
example, almost never make reference to it in their letters of indulgence.'”” Nevertheless,
in his commentary on the first Roman Jubilee—in 1300, an important event in the history
of indulgences because it not only promised a total remittance of penance but also that this
offer would be renewed every Jubilee year—Cardinal Jean Lemoine explained that even if all
the Christians in the world were to make the pilgrimage to Rome, the ratio between the sum
of indulgences granted and the immensity of the treasury of merit would remain very low,
dmounting to less than a drop of water in the ocean, or a grain of millet in relation to Mount
Saint Bernard, ' In the bull of 1343 that announced the Jubilee of 1350, Clement VI became the
first pope to mention the theory of this treasury, affirming that it was infinite like Christ’s grace,
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and would increase even further if used wisely.'* Naturally, this image of a treasury that was
wide open and without limit was employed by those who preached the doctrine of indulgences,
while other sermonists, more concerned with drawing believers away from all kinds of sin or
with enjoining them to do penance, avoided promoting the remission of punishments. If they
did refer to it, it was primarily to recall that it only dispensed with temporal penance, for
any sin had first to be absolved through repentance and confession."™ On the occasion of the
Jubilee held in Rome in 1500, which once again offered a plenary indulgence, Johann Geiler von
Kaysersberg, a preacher at Strasbourg Cathedral, explained the nature and appropriate usage
of indulgences by comparing them to gloves. Like gloves made from offcuts of woolen cloth,
he argued, indulgences would be taken from the surplus left by the treasury of the merits of the
saints, which itself would remain intact. But, like a glove, an indulgence would only protect the
weak: the penance performed by the ancients, though more difficult, remained superior. And
just as a single hand cannot put a glove on itself, indulgences were only possible with the aid
of the Church. Finally, though a glove protects, it also becomes worn with time, thus showing
that believers should neither under- nor overestimate the efficacy of indulgences." In another
register, The Treasure Chest, a devotional book written by the Franciscan Stephan Fridolin and
printed with numerous woodcuts at Nuremberg in 1491, encouraged, without once mentioning
indulgences, its readers to benefit from the treasury of merit by immersing themselves in the
narrative and the images of Christ’s sufferings: in this case, individual prayer offered direct
access to grace (figs. 8-9).'%

If the theory of the treasury of merit developed by theologians in the 1230s largely
remained the domain of scholars throughout the Middle Ages, periodically evoked or adapted
by different actors depending on their needs, at the beginning of the sixteenth century it could
be found throughout the Holy Roman Empire at the heart of polemics pitting partisans of the
Reformation against those who remained loyal to the pope. Printing, a new technology that
had greatly benefited the mass practice of indulgences by facilitating the reproduction not only
of announcements but also of the documents given to believers who received indulgences,'
now served critics of the system."™ A wood engraving published around 1530 as a single leaf
thus directly addressed the theme of treasure (fig. 10).'* It depicts a tau cross surrounded by
the instruments of Christ’s Passion: the whip and a bundle of birch rods are threaded through
the crown of thorns, fixed at the join of the Cross, while the lance and the staff with the sponge
stand propped against a nail at either end of the Cross’s horizontal arm. The dark clouds
looming in the sky evoke Christ’s death. A letter of indulgence bedecked with three seals and
suspended on the Cross in place of the Savior’s body presents the terms of the contract: ‘In
return for money, a bag full of indulgences’. Though there is probably no direct link, the way the
document is displayed echoes the Charter of Christ, a devotional text that circulated in England
from the fourteenth century, presenting itself as a charter issued by Christ himself during his
ordeal—with his skin as parchment, his blood as ink, and one of the nails used as a quill—and
proclaiming the redemption of humankind." The suffering of Christ is thus positioned as
the origin of grace, while the woodcut is also a comment on its administration by the Church.
The large chest placed beneath the Cross, reinforced with iron bands and bolted with three
padlocks, is ruled over by a creature that the title designates as ‘the papal beast with seven
heads’, with reference to the beast of Revelation that Saint John saw in his vision. The monster
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is made up of the head of a pope, crowned with the papal tiara and aligned with the vertical
“axis of the Cross. He is framed by a fan of other heads: two cardinals, two bishops, and two
other clergymen, shown in hierarchical order. This cluster of heads has two pairs of clawed
!eet that rest on the lid of the chest, and all of these elements converge on a chalice that stands
at the center of the lid. The shafts of two banners bearing the papal arms, together with those
bf the lance and the staff, also meet at this point: displayed as though they were trophies, the
;;léadﬁ and the insignia of the ecclesiastical hierarchy are associated with the instruments of the
Passion, in a visual representation of the control that the institution exercised over the story of
Christ and over the Eucharistic ritual. This is reinforced by the arrangement of the keys on the
banners in a way similar to that of the whip and birch rods (within the crown of thorns), all at
right angles. Emerging from the space under the chest is a devil, the double of the ‘papal beast’,
spreading its front feet and opening its mouth wide to reveal a tongue that recalls the flame
burning in the chalice slightly higher up in the image. The association between the chest and
the devil evokes representations of greed, suggesting what one should make of the papacy—as
do the words Regnum and Diaboli, or ‘Kingdom of the Devil’, clearly visible on either side of
the chest. On the lower part of the page, a text by the poet Hans Sachs (1494-1576) elaborates
upon this message.

This image would have been all the more striking since its composition recalled the staging
of the major campaigns of indulgences that had played a decisive role in triggering the crisis.
‘Preaching across the Holy Roman Empire, France, and Northern Eu rope from 1488 to 1490,
and then from 1501 to 1503 to promote an indulgence conceived to finance the Crusades, the
legate Raymond Peraudi perfected a spectacular liturgy that lent new efficacy to the tradition of
fundraising tours. In each church where the indulgence was to be offered to worshippers, a huge
red cross was erected, along with banners bearing the papal arms (fig. 11).'¥ Peraudi had begun
his career as a preacher of indulgences for the cathedral of Saintes, in the west of France, where
those who contributed to financing the reconstruction of the church were granted a plenary
indulgence modeled on the one offered in Rome during the Jubilee of 1475—the possibility of
f-;flfansir'rrmg Roman indulgences in this way had been introduced by Pope Boniface [X in 1390.

| 111 the case at Saintes, it was likely Peraudi, also a theoretician, who systematized arrangements
that had until then been exceptional, specifying that this ind ulgence would also apply to the
ffi‘ead 1 purgatory, and that worshippers would be given a bill of confession that would enable
them to be discharged from the entirety of their penance as often as they wished and by the
confessor of their choice. This new sort of indulgence was adopted for further major campaigns
organized by Peraudi and by other preachers,™ as was the liturgical configuration that he had
putin place.
- 101503, while consecrating the chapel of the castle of Wittenberg in Saxony, Raymond
Peraudi authorized the granting on certain feast days of an indulgence whose sum of a
;‘,‘}md redt days would be multiplied by the number of relics conserved in the chapel: some
500,000 days of indulgences were thus granted during a single ostentation in 1509. Such a
?igun-:- had no real legal value, henceforth applying to punishments to be served in purgatory,
E?COI'&HI'I.;' t0 a timescale that was considered to be different from earthly time.'* This kind of
PIOUS calculation was nevertheless current in devotional practices,"" as was the use of objects
thought to promote the acquisition of divine grace."! An inventory of the relics at Wittenberg
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illustrated by Lucas Cranach the Elder and printed on the occasion of this ostentation also
contributed to the bringing together of public ritual and private devotion, offering believers
the possibility to reflect back on the event through spectacular images (fig. 12).'** In 1520, the
total of the indulgences granted at Wittenberg increased to almost two million years, as the
hundred days granted per relic was now a hundred years. But in the meantime one of the
monks at Wittenberg, Martin Luther, also a theologian and preacher, had joined the critical
tradition focusing on abuses linked to fundraising tours; in October 1517 he revived the debate
over the legitimacy of indulgences by publishing his list of ninety-five ‘theses’, several of which
addressed the Scholastic theory of the treasury of merit. He began by voicing regret that this
lreasure was often ignored: ‘The treasures of the church, out of which the pope distributes
indulgences, are not sufficiently discussed or known among the people of Christ’. He went on
to consider the true nature of these treasures, neither worldly nor truly spiritual, affirming that
‘the true treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the glory and grace of God’, before
attacking the avarice of prelates.'” His text spread rapidly, and this diffusion was encouraged
by a local political conflict. The cardinal Albert of Brandenburg, based about eighty kilometers
away at Halle, had established an ostentation of relics similar to that at Wittenberg. In 1516, he
organized a campaign of indulgences whose revenues were to be shared between construction
projects at the church of Saint Peter in Rome and the repayment of personal debts he had
incurred to acquire from the Holy See several bishoprics as well as the archbishoprics of Mainz
and Magdeburg. Yet, the assignment of the archbishopric of Magdeburg to a prince from the
house of Hohenzollern clashed with the interests of the prince-elector based at Wittenberg,
Frederick the Wise of the house of Wettin, who thus objected to any fundraiser of his rival’s that
circulated in his own territory. While Frederick the Wise soon came to support Luther, Albert of
Brandenburg denounced the latter to Rome. It was in this context that Pope Leo X condemned
the Ninety-five Theses in a bull of 1520, shortly after confirming the theory of indulgences in
a decree issued in November 1518." It took the challenge posed by Luther’s questioning, in a
tense political situation, for the ecclesiastical institution to truly take possession of the theory
of the treasury of merit developed almost three centuries earlier.

As early as the fourth century, the notion of the thesaurus ecclesiae was progressively used
to determine and describe the practices surrounding the precious objects held by churches.
In the Middle Ages, the term ecclesia referred to an institution that extended to society as a
whole,'" and the thesaurus ecclesiae eventually came to be understood, in the thirteenth century,
as a ‘common good’ in the material as well as the spiritual sense. The seemingly opposed
processes of accumulation and redistribution were considered together, with the redistribution
of treasure deemed even more precious than its accumulation, which it ultimately legitimized.
Incorporating semantically the aura of riches, to use Isidore of Seville’s term, the notion of
thesaurus prompted a reflection on the implications, both earthly and spiritual, of this wealth.
[t also made it possible to consider social exchanges—in particular gifts and offerings'**—as a
whole; in other words, not simply between humans but also involving Christ and the saints.
The theoretical distinction between ‘religion’, ‘economics’, and ‘politics’ is a product of the
eighteenth century, and did not yet apply in the Middle Ages. With this in mind, the concept
of ‘church treasure’ enables modern scholars to describe medieval Christian society in its own
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verms and based on its ‘material culture’; that is, through the interplay between actions and
’i%pwsemmiuns involving objects."¥” In what follows I will consider some of the objects that
gould form part of this category of ‘treasure’, exploring their roles in relation to collective
memory a5 well as their functions as marvels of nature,
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