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Beyond the Barrier: The Unifying Role of the Choir

Screen in Gothic Churches

Jacqueline E. Jung

Thomas Hardy’s early novel A Laodicean (first published in
1881) focuses on the relationship between Paula Power, a
spirited young woman intent on breathing new life into a
ruined medieval castle, and George Somerset, a brilliant
neo-Gothic architect she hires to carry out the renovations.!
Wavering between the romanticized medieval past and a
speedily progressing era of modern technology, the two find
in each other the balancing pole between those worlds. Their
mutual contentment and selffulfillment are thwarted, how-
ever, by obstacle after obstacle: rival suitors, greedy con men,
illnesses, and calculated misunderstandings combine to en-
sure that the lovers remain apart.

Toward the end of the novel, George, his reputation ruined
through the devious machinations of his rivals, falls into
despair and deserts the castle to study medieval molding
profiles on the Continent. Just then, of course, his blameless-
ness is suddenly revealed to Paula, and she undertakes a
frantic rush around France and Germany, hoping “to casually
encounter Somerset in some aisle, lady-chapel, or crypt to
which he might have betaken himself to copy and learn the
secret of the great artists who had erected these nooks” (402).
Having barely missed him in several far-flung towns, she ends
up in Caen, at the church of the Abbaye-aux-Dames—a
favorite haunt of Somerset’s, we have already learned. Encoun-
tering Somerset’s father, who is also seeking his son there,
Paula is relieved to be on the right track. But now, when the
loose ends are to be neatly tied up and all parties gratified at
last, Paula and the old man are confronted with a difficulty
seemingly more insurmountable than all the convoluted
intrigues that have blocked everyone’s happiness so far: a
choir screen.

The church seemed absolutely empty, the void being
emphasized by its graceful coolness. But on going towards
the east they perceived a bald gentleman close to the
screen, looking to the right and to the left as if much
perplexed. Paula merely glanced over at him, his back
being towards her, and turning to her aunt said softly, “I
wonder how we get into the choir?” ‘“That’s just what I was
wondering,” said the old gentleman. . . . (402)

Paula and Somerset Sr. cannot get past the screen and into
the choir—where they are certain, naturally, that Somerset
lingers. They must leave the church and reenter through a
separate door in the choir proper.2

Like Paula Power, scholars and churchgoers alike have long
understood the function of choir screens to separate and
exclude. Recent art historical scholarship has tended to
present choir screens in much in the same way that their
Renaissance and Counter-Reformation dismantlers did: as
signs of either social or aesthetic disunity. As social signs, they
are (and were) understood as hindrances to lay participation

in church rituals, “anti-pastoral devices”* designed to prevent
ordinary people from gaining access to the sacred mysteries.
As aesthetic objects, they are (and were) perceived as disrup-
tive to the sweeping vistas of uninterrupted lines and open
space so admired by modern viewers, barriers that “[demon-
strate] a contemporary trend toward the break-up of the
traditional unity of the cathedral.”® Two important studies
published within the last twentyfive years can serve as
paradigms of these viewpoints.

In a groundbreaking 1977 volume, Dorothy Gillerman
stressed the exclusive quality of the fourteenth-century choir
enclosure in the cathedral of Notre-Dame in Paris, both as an
enclosing structure that barred the laity from the privileged
space of canons and bishop and as an ideologically charged
sculptural program that foregrounded clerical authority and
power.® In the context of a massive multimedia program,
which, along with the sculptured choir screen, included a
series of stained-glass windows and tombs designed to rein-
force the chapter’s institutional identity,7 the cloture served
both “as an escape from the world in the form of the
congregation and as a declaration of the priesthood’s exclu-
sive relationship to the body of Christ.”’® This it accomplished,
by Gillerman’s account, in two ways. As architectural construc-
tion it blocked the view of the Eucharistic Host—the true
body of Christ—which played an increasingly important role
in popular devotions following the establishment of the feast
of Corpus Christi in 1264.° On the other hand, the narrative
images on its outer surface, with their manifold references to
liturgical activities, including the Eucharistic ritual, rein-
forced the privileged position of the clerics within. As Giller-
man presents it, the space of the choir was thus marked by a
radical self-referentiality: the canons sought not only to
seclude themselves from the outside world but also to sur-
round themselves with imagery that would mirror their own
activities, interests, and roles. It is little wonder, then, that the
motivating concern of Gillerman’s study was to determine
“when and why such divisions were introduced into the
formerly open interior space of France’s major cathe-
drals”—a question that presupposes the intrinsic foreignness
of screens there.1?

Jean Bony’s masterwork, French Gothic Architecture of the 12th
and 13th Centuries, could hardly differ more from Gillerman’s
social-historical account of Notre-Dame’s liturgical accoutre-
ments, but it shares the unspoken assumption that screens are
fundamentally incompatible with the basic spatial plan of a
Gothic building.!! A tour de force of penetrating visual
analysis, his book manifests a modern reverence for clean
lines and steady rhythms in medieval interiors. Bony’s accor-
dance of primacy to the bare bones of Gothic architecture,
unencumbered by the clutter of liturgical paraphernalia, has
come under fire by such scholars as Willibald Sauerlinder,
who regards this approach as a “disturbing” “estrangement
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1 Jan van Eyck, Madonna in a Church,
1437-38. Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu
Berlin—Preussischer Kulturbesitz
Gemaldegalerie (photo: Jorg P.
Anders)
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of the art-historian from actual history.”!2 But to proclaim this

a peculiarly “modernist” trend, while certainly apt, does not
do full justice to a traditional and deep-rooted distaste for
choir screens extending nearly uninterrupted from Giorgio
Vasari. A common excuse for destroying screens in the
fifteenth through eighteenth centuries was, after all, aes-
thetic: that choir screens were disruptive to the spatial unity of
any church.

Despite its continued prevalence in much art historical
literature, however, this claim is not necessarily accurate. Even
disregarding their liturgical functions, the surviving en-
sembles in, for example, St. Elisabeth in Marburg or Meissen
Cathedral appear seamlessly and harmoniously integrated
into their architectural surroundings, indeed, enhancing
rather than detracting from the overall space.!? It would be
difficult to summon more dazzling testimony to the aesthetic
impact choir screens held for contemporary beholders than
Jan van Eyck’s Madonna in a Church (Fig. 1), where it is not the
open sanctuary but the lacy, flickering surface of the sumptu-
ous sculptured screen that frames and echoes the Virgin’s
body. Adding their liturgical functions into consideration, it
becomes clear that choir screens played such an integral—
and even integrating—role in church buildings that the
question as to their aesthetic compatibility with Gothic space
takes on secondary importance. The first two sections of this
paper will demonstrate that, far from acting only as social and
spatial dividers (both of which they were in a literal sense),
choir screens fulfilled a wide variety of incorporative func-
tions. Through internal structural elements such as doors and
platforms, they united the discrete spaces of choir and nave
while simultaneously asserting the integrity of each spatial
unit. Through those same elements they integrated laity with
clergy even while reinforcing the distinct roles of those
groups. The screens as architectural structures, I argue, are
fundamentally complex things fraught with paradox, markers
of a highly charged site of transition and passage.

Having outlined the visual, liturgical, and anthropological
ways that choir screens unify as well as divide, I turn in the
following two sections to the sculptural programs that charac-

2 East choir screen, ca. 1230.
Naumburg Cathedral (photo: author)

teristically covered a screen’s nave-facing surface. As screen
ensembles at Strasbourg (known through drawings and frag-
mentary remains) and Havelberg (still in situ) demonstrate,
designers exploited the dual orientation of these structures,
using a distinctive visual vocabulary on each side for messages
aimed at the socially differentiated viewers who inhabited the
respective spaces.!* The imagery on screen facades must be
understood, I argue, with respect as much to the lay audiences
to whom it was directed physically as to the clerical designers
who conceived it. Through a particular stylistic idiom (tradi-
tionally associated with the Naumburg workshop) and special-
ized choices of imagery, choir screen sculpture addressed
itself to and thereby incorporated precisely those nonclerical
viewers whom the screens appear structurally to exclude.
This represents a remarkable shift in the function of
monumental ecclesiastical sculpture. The primary purpose of
these images is not simply to instruct by reminding illiterate
people of the events of sacred history, but also to teach
through empathy and identification—to draw their viewers
into the stories emotionally, both by couching these in solid,
easily legible forms and by offering multiple spurs for per-
sonal identification. The final section of this paper takes up
some aspects of this change in representational function,
arguing for an understanding of this genre of sculpture as a
visual mode, analogous to vernacular languages and sermon
exempla, which in its directness and ease of comprehension
was expected to resonate most fully in lay hearts and minds.

Getting Past the Barrier:

Types and Functions of Choir Screens

As it appeared in cathedral, monastic, and collegiate churches
during the first third of the thirteenth century, the choir
screen (also known as a jubé, Letiner, or rood screen)! was a
deep structure spanning the width of the liturgical choir,
which generally corresponded to the width of the nave, not
including the aisles.!® Exact placement depended on the size
of the community using the choir regularly; in churches with
fewer clerical members, the screen might span the distance
between the eastern crossing piers, while for larger groups it



might be shifted westward or even well into the nave.!” Some
of the earliest screens were built to connect a crypt with an
elevated choir; these Kryptenlettner acted as both structural
supports and visual masks for the meeting point, above the
nave floor, of the crypt’s ceiling with the choir’s floor. The
best surviving example of such a screen in Germany stands at
the eastern end of the nave of Naumburg Cathedral (Fig. 2),
dated about 1230.!8 The lower level of this structure consists
of a triple-bay porch, with quadripartite groin vaults springing
from a series of broad, round arches that open out toward the
nave. In the central bay stands the altar at which laypeople
attended Mass (and still do today);!? in the side bays, two
tapering stairways lead to diminutive doors through which
the clergy could enter the crossing beyond. At the top, a blind
arcade of shallow, rounded niches, which enframe painted
figures of the Apostles and Christ in Majesty, forms the
balustrade of an elevated platform from which clerics ad-
dressed the laity in the nave (a central niche marks that
spot).%0

Freestanding screens are more common, not least because
of their greater formal and structural flexibility. The chancel-
type screen (Kanzelletiner), represented by the remarkably
well-preserved example at St. Mary in Gelnhausen (ca. 1240),
was favored in German churches throughout the thirteenth
century (Fig. 3).%! Here, the reading platform does not span
the entire structure (as it did on the Naumburg east screen)
but rather consists of a centralized pulpit jutting out of the
screen’s main body. This polygonal stage overhangs the altar
dedicated to the holy cross, or cross altar, and thus serves as a
monumental ciborium for liturgical activity below.?? As in the
east screen at Naumburg, doors leading into the choir flank
the altar. At Gelnhausen, sculpted images of the Last Judg-
ment, from the resurrection of the dead to the torments of
Hell, fill the spandrels at each oblique corner, inviting the
viewer to move from one side to the other.?

By the middle of the thirteenth century, the German
author of the courtly epic The Younger Titurel (ca. 1260) could
assume sufficient familiarity with chancel screens among his
readers that he confidently presented the screen of the Grail
Temple itself as such a structure.?* But a French author of the
period might have chosen for his model a Hallenlettner, or
what I shall call simply the porch type, or porch screen.?” This
was a light, vaulted structure consisting of a solid rear wall
with a central door and an open frontal arcade, whose gables
and vaults served (as Erika Doberer explains) the triple
function of *supporting the spacious rectangular platform
above, creating a row of ciboria over the lay altars ... and
acting as vestibule to the choir.”?6 The arcade also serves the
aesthetic purpose of mitigating the effect of the choir’s
enclosure through the chapel-like arrangement of the frontal
bays.?” Such was the configuration of the screen from Char-
tres Cathedral (1230-40), which with seven bays and a total
height of between 17 and 23 feet was one of the largest we
know to have existed (Fig. 4). Relief panels containing scenes
from the Childhood of Christ filled the triangular spandrels
between the gables dominating the screen’s facade.?® In
contrast to the chancel-type layouts favored in Germany at the
time, the jubés at Chartres and elsewhere in France (for
example, Bourges, Amiens, Paris) were pierced with a central
opening leading into the choir, while lay altars stood in the
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3 Choir screen, ca. 1240. Gelnhausen, church of St. Mary
(photo: author)

side bays.2® Assuming this door (or pair of doors) remained
open during any part of the High Mass, lay participants in the
nave could gain some glimpse of the choir interior, at least
from certain vantage points.3® Meanwhile, clerics could gain
access to the upper platform by means of stairways located on
the reverse side; often the dramatic potential of the stagelike
platform space was exploited by the inclusion of two sets of
stairs, which allowed for continuous movement across the
screen.3!

Another type of screen, frequently used in English churches,
replaced the open, arcaded front of the porch screen with a
solid surface while retaining the central doorway and upper
platform.i“2 Such screens, designated in the literature as
Schrankenlettner; or what I will call the partition type, appear
more like walls than the deep open screens we have consid-
ered so far; their lack of vaulted spaces can present problems
in determining the original location of altars.3® Despite their
structural solidity, however, partition screens were typically
designed so as to minimize the effect of closure, through a
highly sculptural or decorative treatment of the facade. In
England the wall surface dissolves into lacy configurations of
niches and baldachins containing sculptured figures; such is
the case with the screen at York, to cite only one among many
surviving English examples, as well as at St. Elisabeth in
Marburg.3* At Naumburg, the surface of the west choir screen
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4 Reconstruction of the choir screen of Chartres Cathedral,
1230-40 (from Bunjes, “Der gotische Lettner,” 76, photo: Foto
Marburg/Art Resource, New York)

appears to consist of thin slices of stone overlaid one on
another, creating the illusion of considerable disparity be-
tween innermost and outermost surfaces and the effect of
openness rather than enclosure (Fig. 5).% This impression is
deepened by the inclusion of a socle bench topped by a blind
arcade. The niches formed by the arcade’s trefoil arches, with
their head-and-shoulders composition, combine with the
deep socle bench to constitute a highly inviting arrangement
that almost demands an (at least imaginative) insertion of the
human body.*¢

In our post-Enlightenment, post-Conciliar age it is easy to
perceive choir screens as outrageously undemocratic devices,
designed to exclude the gazes and bodies of laypeople from
the sacred precinct of the choir. For all their formal diversity
and their sense of spatial openness, choir screens were essen-
tially meant to divide nave from choir, and thus to separate lay
from clerical participants during High Mass and daily recita-
tions of Divine Offices (in principle, if not always in practice).
But whether their medieval users—lay and ecclesiastical
alike—perceived them as hindrances to lay involvement in
church services is a point we would do well to question.

As Marcia Hall has explained, modern scholarship’s prevail-
ing attitude toward choir screens harks back to Eugéne
Viollet-le-Duc’s influential account of their origins and func-
tions.3” In his Dictionnaire raisonée de l'architecture francaise, he
assigned to the erection of screens a late date of origin (after

November 1246) and a specific political motivation—the act
of union of the barons of France, when Louis IX removed
bishops’ power of jurisdiction over secular legal disputes.?® In
this view, screens were built as a hostile sign of the bishops’
selfimposed exile:

Unable to make of their cathedrals . .. the seat of every
kind of jurisdiction—as they had hoped to do at the
beginning of the thirteenth century—they contented them-
selves with making them into episcopal churches, and,
motivated by both political and religious factors, they shut
themselves up with their chapters in those vast elevated
sanctuaries.>

This is a strange interpretation in several respects. First, it
offers no insight into the origins and functions of screens
erected earlier; the jubé at Chartres, which Viollet-le-Duc
praises as being ““of a rare beauty” and dates to the middle of
the thirteenth century, was in fact produced by 1240, well
before the hypothetical retreat.* Nor does his explanation
account for screens produced in lands untouched by Louis
IX’s jurisdictional laws, such as northern Italy and Germany,
where a strong tradition of erecting screens existed by 1200.!
It is surprising, moreover, that so sharp-sighted a historian of
architecture would neglect to mention the role of screens as
monumental platforms, with stairways and doors providing
passage between inside and outside, and hence considerable
contact with the lay public.

Hall has already criticized the tendency of modern scholar-
ship to accept and adhere to Viollet-le-Duc’s explanation, “‘so
conspicuously the product of nineteenth-century anticlerical-
ism.”#? Indeed, evidence of medieval uses of and responses to
screens makes clear that these structures were not perceived
primarily as barriers by users on either side during their
efflorescence in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.
Most broadly, it seems curiously counterproductive for the
clergy to go to such lengths (and expense) to discourage
laypeople from participating in masses precisely at a time
regarded as a “pastoral turning point” in medieval Church
history.#* From both a practical and an ideological stand-
point, laypeople were needed in the church; that many were
pursuing alternative forms of religious activity, sometimes
beyond the reaches of clerical authority, made their involve-
ment in traditional ecclesiastical institutions all the more
urgent.** Moreover, the growing importance of cities and the
desire for urban autonomy caused unprecedented friction
between lay townsfolk and ecclesiastical authorities, which led
to all-out revolts against clerical lords during the mid- to late
thirteenth century in towns such as Reims, Beauvais, Cologne,
and Mainz.*® Here as elsewhere, bishops and chapters knew
all too well that their positions of privilege carried little weight
without the support of the lay community.

Numerous pleas for financial assistance directed toward
“all the faithful of both sexes and every rank” make evident,
moreover, that the construction of many churches would have
been impossible without the contributions of laymen and
-women. Stephen Murray has drawn attention to the critical
role lay donations played in the construction of the cathedral
church at Troyes at the turn of the fourteenth century;*
revenue accounts show that the bulk of income going toward



5 West choir screen, ca. 1250.
Naumburg Cathedral (photo: author)

the fabric consisted of monies offered by the faithful either in
public fund-raising campaigns or placed in the church’s
collection boxes. (Certainly the ecclesiastical establishment at
Troyes had no reason to discourage good relations with the
lay public; funds were frequently diverted straight into the
pockets of bishop and canons, who themselves were quite
tightfisted in their contributions.*’) A 1249 plea for donations
directed by the bishop and chapter of Naumburg to the
general public even offers lifetime membership in a prayer
brotherhood as an enticement to potential donors, who could
thereby join their noble predecessors in being remembered
and thanked for eternity.*® The statues of unapologetically
secular donors dominating the west choir of this cathedral
testify to the frankly acknowledged power of the laity even
within supposedly elite clerical spaces.*

Liturgical sources further present a picture of thirteenth-
century clerics who were hardly insensitive to lay presence
and participation at masses.>® The elevation of the Host,
which formed the core of the liturgy and was supposedly
deliberately concealed from the laity by the screens, had been
conceived as an inclusive act from its very inception. In the
words of its initiator, the Parisian bishop Odo of Sully (d.
1208), it was performed specifically so that the transubstanti-
ated Host “could be seen by all [ut possi ab omnibus videri].”>!
Several generations later the elevation of the Host was
recognized by Albertus Magnus as a ‘“‘universal practice”
allowing the consecrated Host to be “seen and adored by the
people.”32 When holding it high above his head did not make
the sacrament sufficiently visible to the congregation, the
officiant could take other measures to ensure its visibility. At
Chartres, a brilliant purple cloth was suspended behind the
high altar in the choir, so that the elevated Host could be seen
more clearly from the nave (apparently, through the central
door of the jubé); the glow of candles placed on an altar might
be used dramatically to silhouette the uplifted body of
Christ.>® By the fourteenth century, overzealous celebrants
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had to be reminded to refrain from elevating the Host
multiple times or from waving it in various directions.>*
Presumably, such offenses were not enacted for the benefit of
the other clergy, who already had access, visual and otherwise,
to the holy wafer.

Of course, masses were not restricted to the high altar in
the choir; as mentioned above, the bays of the choir screen
also contained one or more altars used specifically for public
masses or privately endowed services.?® But even during
services performed inside the choir proper, care was taken to
include the laity, if only at the moment of consecration.’ The
general chapter meeting of the Carthusians in 1261 stipulated
that the doors leading to the choir in this order’s churches be
opened during the elevation of the Host, allowing lay devo-
tees to see the action, and closed again for the remainder of
the Mass.’” The highlighting of the Host against the purple
backdrop at Chartres was undertaken specifically for the
benefit of those peering into the choir through the frame of
the open doors.>® In his visitation protocol of 1340, a bishop
of Grenoble complained of the presence in some churches of
a wall between choir and nave “‘that hides the view of the
Eucharist”—a good indication that by this time, when most
churches possessed a choir screen, people were nonetheless
expected to be able to admire the Host.>° Analyses of the
original visual effects of screens confirm that in many cases, as
at Sens, the “imposing and majestic mass of the jubédid notin
the least break up the perspective of the immense central
vessel, and the gaze was able to plunge into the choir as far as
the altar.”50

Choir screens were permeable by laypeople not only
visually but also physically; textual and visual sources alike
indicate that the passage of laypeople through the screen to
participate in services in the choir was hardly a rarity. The
liturgy of the Sarum Rite, for example, prescribes the occa-
sional sprinkling with holy water of clergy as well as “the laity
sitting in the presbyterium.”®! In 1250, Bishop Odo of Rouen
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6 Giotto, Christmas Miracle at Greccio, before 1297. Assisi, upper
church of S. Francesco (photo: Alinari/Art Resource, New York)

complained that the Eucharistic Host was not set up on the
high altar at the cathedral of Séez—*“and yet that must be
done, so that those people who walk through the choir and
who pray there can have it before their eyes and thus increase
their devotion.”%? In Italian churches, such as S. Croce in
Florence, multiple screens might serve to divide not only

clergy from laity but also catechumens from baptized Chris-

tians and women from men®—not a terribly inclusive arrange-
ment, perhaps, but one that sheds light on a more complex
and nuanced use of screens than is often supposed.® A fresco
panel from the upper church of S. Francesco in Assisi
provides a glimpse into such a space; here, an assembly of
laymen stands around the altar inside the choir, while a group
of women watches the action through the doors behind
(Fig. 6).6°

By the first quarter of the fifteenth century, the participa-
tion of laypeople in services within the choir had become so
widespread and so fervent that—ironically enough—it was
the clergy whose proper performance of rituals was hin-
dered.%® We catch a glimpse of what must have been quite
distracting conditions in a decree from the Synod of Angers
(1423) prohibiting

each and every person, most especially laypeople, married
men and women, to presume to take their places in the
chancel of the church while the Divine Offices are being
celebrated . . . ; to sit or remain continually at the altar at
which a Mass is to be celebrated while [other] Masses are

being celebrated; to meet or linger next to or in front of
the same [altar], placing themselves between the singers
and that altar.57

So common was this practice—especially, it seems, among
laywomen—that the Augustinian preacher Gottschalk
Hollen cited as “proverbial” the saying, ‘“The worse the
whore, the closer she stands to the choir.”%® Women, he
warned, should not approach the altar in the choir—except to
take Communion.

Beyond expressing frustration with laypeople’s tendency to
interfere with liturgical solemnities by crowding the choir,
other textual sources indicate that if choir screens were
intended primarily to define and maintain clerics’ authority
by shielding their activities from the laity, their success was
questionable indeed. For, paradoxically but not surprisingly,
in their very act of concealment the screens mystified and
thus made more attractive liturgical practices and parapherna-
lia, fanning rather than stifling the desire of the physically
excluded to see what lay behind. Few churchmen can be
expected to have believed this would not be the case. After all,
Augustine had argued long before that the blessed sacra-
ments not be exposed to catechumens before baptism, *“so
that they will desire these things the more ardently to the
extent that [the sacraments] are respectfully concealed from
them.”® There were obvious biblical precedents for the
occlusion of holy objects and spaces: God himself had
commanded that the Holy of Holies be hidden by a veil (Ex.
27 and 40).7° Such acts of mystification did not exclusively or
necessarily apply to the laity or the uninitiated; by the later
Middle Ages, Fastentiicher—gigantic cloths embroidered or
painted with scenes from Christ’s life and Passion—were
being suspended around the high altar of many churches
during Lent, obscuring the Host from all the clergy except
the celebrant.”!

“The commonest thing,” Oscar Wilde wrote, “is delightful
if only one hides it,” and judicial sources indicate that this
lure of the concealed was just as effective for thirteenth-
century users of churches.” Peter Browe’s studies of criminal
reports from this time show that break-ins and thefts of holy
items—especially Hosts—from choirs increased following the
erection of screens, as did the use of (often stolen) Hosts for
apotropaic or other magical purposes.’”> While they may not
have been such strict barricades as has often been supposed,
then, choir screens were highly potent in their role as
mystifying enclosures.

Beyond this crucial role in structuring sacred space, choir
screens were activated through a wide variety of liturgical and
secular functions. As their vernacular designations in France
and Germany indicate, their primary purpose was to provide
a stage from which the Gospels and Epistles would be read to
the lay congregation in the nave. The French word jubé refers
to the formulaic request for blessing prior to the reading of
the Gospel, *“ITube Domne [sic] benedicere ;74 while the German
Lettner, appearing in the sources as early as 1261, simply
vernacularizes the Latin word lectorium, the place for read-
ing.”™ In Italy the term ponte, while not referring directly to
ritual actions, allows us nonetheless to recognize the impor-
tance of the screen as a structure that spans a space and that
may be crossed both laterally (by walking across the bridgelike



platform on top) and longitudinally (by walking through the
doors underneath).” By the later Middle Ages the screen’s
upper platform was used liturgically not only for the reading
of Scripture but also for complete masses; at the Cathedral of
St. Stephen in Vienna, for example, two altars occupied that
space, one of which had been erected in the fourteenth
century by local merchants.”’ Sermons were delivered and
relics displayed from atop the screens, and the choreography
of processions and stage directions of liturgical plays fre-
quently integrated the platforms, doors, and lower bays as
well.”® The early use of screens as the place from which
liturgical hymns were sung continued even after the screens
lost their concealing bulk in the later Middle Ages and
post-Reformation era to become elevated stages, completely
open below, for organs or groups of singers.”

The role of choir screens extended beyond their use as a
liturgical prop to include secular functions as well. In cathe-
dral churches, newly elected bishops greeted their congrega-
tions from the screen; at Mainz, for example, the new bishop
was introduced “to the people by the deacon of the Mainz
church [from] above the ‘Synagogue’ on the screen [uf dem
lettner], at the place in which the Gospel is sung. . . .80 (This
insertion of the vernacular designation lettner within the Latin
Ordinary manifests strikingly the deep-seated association of
the screen with a lay audience untrained in Latin—a point to
which I shall return below.) Screens were also associated with
royal interests. At Reims, the newly crowned king greeted his
subjects from the jubé?! and it has been suggested that screens
at Mainz and other imperial churches played an important
role in the anointing of kings in Germany.®? While judicial
records from Chartres suggest that the lower bays of the jubé
not infrequently sheltered less-than-holy activities by lay-
people—sleeping, drinking, and fornicating, for example—it
was in front of the screen at Sens that Louis IX of France and
Margaret of Provence made their wedding vows in 1234.8%
Legal pronouncements concerning both ecclesiastical and
secular affairs were made from the screen; these included
interdictions and excommunications as well as more general
judgments.?* The judicial function of the screen was deep-
ened by its being a special place of asylum for persons
suspected of crimes.%

Finally, one practical function must not be overlooked.
During the daily and nightly recitation of the canonical hours
(which did not involve lay participation), screens protected
the ecclesiastical communities from chill and drafts. Marcia
Hall has pointed out this warming function of Italian screens,
which in some cases were considerably lower than their
northern counterparts.3 The overzealous clerics who tore
down both east and west screens at Mainz Cathedral in the
early 1680s recognized this factor too late; the bitter drafts
that blew through the now open crossing bay made liturgical
performances impossible, and the main altar had to be
transferred once again into the apse.%’

Ironically, the post-Reformation removal of choir screens—
ostensibly, to provide a more inclusive setting for the laity—
had negative repercussions for laypeople’s experience of the
Mass as well. As Klaus Gamber has explained, a shift in the
focal point of lay masses accompanied the changing spatial
configuration of newly unpartitioned interiors, from the cross
altar in front of the screen to the high altar in the apse.8®
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Although their view was no longer as obscured by the bulk of
the screen, laypeople were still prohibited, this time by an
openwork iron grille, from entering the sacred precinct of the
choir. When they watched the Mass, therefore, it was now
from a vast distance. Gone was the intimacy of participating in
a Mass conducted in the nave; despite the opening up of the
choir space to full view, the altar became, paradoxically, more
remote and inaccessible than ever.

That laypeople did not perceive the screens as obstacles to
visual or physical participation can be seen in the reception
and continued use of screens in the early modern era.
Indeed, rather than alienating the laity, screens became a
tangible sign of lay identity within many churches. While
screens were initially erected only in monastic, cathedral, and
collegiate churches, they began in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries to be established in parish churches as well; new
screens might appear through the efforts and financial
expenditures of towns, as was the case at Freiburg Cathedral,
or individual lay patrons, as at St. Maria im Kapitol in
Cologne.®® By the fifteenth century, private donors were
proudly stamping the screens with family coats of arms, as at
Marburg and Meissen, or even with figural representations of
themselves, as at Liibeck.? The screen became the site of
private chapels, for example, at S. Maria Novella, where no
fewer than four family chapels and tombs were built into the
lower level of the ponte.®! This appears to be an extension of
the strong tradition among lay patrons of being buried near
the screen, generally in front of the cross altar.?? The laity
frequently had to compete for this space with bishops and
abbots, who surprisingly often requested burial in the same
spot instead of within the choir.?® This practice may well stem
from the desire, articulated much earlier by Archbishop Anno
of Cologne (d. 1075), to be buried *““in medio ecclesiae’—that is,
in the nave—*‘so that the laypeople could seek out his grave
even during the prayer-services in the choir.”% In this striking
reversal of roles, it is the powerful cleric who seeks integration
within the community of his lay flock.

While the pavement in front of screens was set with the
tombs of prominent lay and ecclesiastical donors, and the
surface of the structure was ornamented with family coats of
arms, the overhanging upper story offered churchgoers the
opportunity to further their devotional practices. For this was
a site well suited for the hanging of votive images, made in
honor of the special favors granted by the saints.%® In an early
sixteenth-century painting of a vision of holy martyrs process-
ing through the church of S. Antonio a Castello in Venice,
dozens of crutches, candles, and other wax objects dangle
from a choir screen, tangible signs of the participation of
divine powers in the lives of the faithful.%

The significance of the space in front of the screen is
further asserted in northern Renaissance paintings.?’ In Jan
van Eyck’s Madonna in the Church (1437-38), the Virgin Mary
looms up magnificently within a meticulously rendered Gothic
nave (Fig. 1).%8 Behind her stands an elaborate porch screen,
containing a small altar in one of the bays, complete with
candles and a statue of the Virgin. Through the screen’s open
central doorway a carved retable can be seen, but the altar
itself is obscured by two angels who occupy the space, singing
from a book. The choir is clearly presented here as the locus
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of prescribed ritual actions in honor of the Divine, but the
Divine is located—in tangible, splendid form—in the nave.
Rogier van der Weyden’s Altarpiece of the Seven Sacraments
(1453-55) presents the nave as the site not only of multiple
liturgical activities (including, prominently, the celebration of
the Eucharist) but also of a vivid reenactment of Christ’s
Crucifixion (Fig. 7).% That the high altar is nowhere in sight
does not seem to matter; the cross altar, in the nave and on
axis with the crucified body of Christ, is the main ritual focus.
In the meantime, we witness a curious inversion of the

hierarchy of spaces (as constructed by modern scholars), with

the presence of laymen far back in the choir area, separated
from the nave by a grille.!?? To be sure, this image, despite its
powerful illusionism, represents not so much realistic docu-
mentation as a manipulation of real-world occurrences,
especially in the figures of the Crucifixion group coming to
life in the central space. Nevertheless, it reveals a conception
of the central vessel of the church—however rigidly compart-
mentalized its sides may be—as remarkably fluid, a space in
which vision and reality elide and the realms of sacred and
profane, public-liturgical and private-devotional, blend seam-
lessly together.

Choir Screens as Sites of Passage

The dual role of the choir screen encompassing, on the one
hand, its physical function as a divider of space and social
groups and, on the other, its liturgical function as a uniter of
spaces and groups through the ritual of the Mass makes it a
dynamic and highly charged component of the Gothic
church interior. Marking the threshold between choir and
nave, it represents the “liminal zone which partakes of the
qualities of both” the realms it delimits.!?! The choir screen

7 Rogier van der Weyden, Altarpiece of
the Seven Sacraments, 1453-55. Antwerp,
Koninklijk Museum voor Schone
Kunsten (photo: Giraudon/Art
Resource, New York)

shares this quality with other kinds of liturgical dividers—
from the cloth veils of the biblical Temple to late medieval
Fastentiicher, from the iconostases of Eastern sanctuaries to the
painted, wall-height screens in Italian mendicant churches!%—
but differs from these both in its relatively low elevation and
its incorporation of platform and doors.!%® The widespread
use of similar constructions in such diverse formats, however,
suggests a deeper function of Gothic choir screens that goes
beyond the particular details of the medieval Western liturgy
or the social worries of thirteenth-century ecclesiastics. Seen
in this broader context, the screen stands as a sacred site for
rites of passage, defined in the pioneering work by Arnold van
Gennep and explored further by Victor Turner and Edmund
Leach.!%4

Van Gennep traced the origins of the physical marker of
rites of passage to the delineation of neutral zones, “where
everybody has full rights to travel and hunt,” at the bound-
aries between distinct groups or clans; passage from one
territory to another entailed “waver[ing] between two worlds
... for a certain length of time.”!% Leach has illustrated this
principle using a diagram of two slightly overlapping circles
representing ‘“‘two zones of social space-time which are
normal, time-bound, clear-cut, secular”; the lozenge-shaped area
formed by their overlapping edges stands for the boundary
zone, which is “abnormal, timeless, ambiguous, at the edge,
sacred. 196 Of course, the situation at hand is complicated by
the fact that the church is already a sacred space, defined in
opposition to the outer world. But the screens inside multiply
the experience of passage begun at the outer threshold,
offering a progressive folding in of potent spaces and a
concomitant intensification of that *“‘crossing of frontiers”
that anthropologists recognize is “always hedged about with



ritual.”1%7 Let us recall that in their practical role as a zone of
judicial asylum, choir screens quite literally created a neutral
space where ordinary secular rules did not apply. Let us also
recall that much about the structural and decorative forms of
the screens allows and, indeed, invites viewers to enter into
their frontal spaces—thus, to occupy, for a time, a space that is
itself neither nave nor choir yet touches and incorporates
both.108

Van Gennep goes on to describe the role of boundary
markers of various kinds.!® In anthropological accounts, in
no instance are boundaries—whether marked by sticks lying
across a road or elaborate sculptured portals—meant actually
and always to block movement across them. On the contrary,
they exist to signify that something is to be crossed: that a new
territory lies beyond, where a new, special status will be
assumed by the individual who enters it. This intermediary
function is precisely what the choir screens fulfill at their most
profound level. It is important to recall that, regardless of the
precise morphology of a screen, its doors—the sites of
passage—are almost always located on the nave side, continu-
ally visible to people standing on both sides.!!? Even for
laymen and -women who might never cross the threshold, the
presence of these doors would have continually enticed them
with the potential of passing through. And the fact that, in
contrast to the Italian wall screens that rose all the way to the
ceiling, choir screens were always low enough to be seen over
and beyond reinforces their role as reminders of the zone that
lies behind.!!!

In some thirteenth-century screens, the significance of the
doors as a site of passage was intensified by the presence of
highly confrontational sculptured figures. At the thresholds
of the screens, a doubling could take place not only between
media—where architecture and figural sculpture merge—but
also between the living human body and a sculptured body
that appears as if living.!'? The visual shifting of forms in the
sculptured body as a viewer is drawn around it culminates in a
reversal of roles in which the viewer is addressed by the
sculpture and, by extension, by the person it represents.
Along with amplifying the immediacy of the representational
content, this process marks and heightens the moment of
passage, calling attention to the movement into a different
space as an act permeated with religious and emotional
power.

In the western screen at Mainz Cathedral, for example, a
life-size, nearly nude male figure once hung, spread-eagled,
across the vault of the entrance bay, with each limb adhering
to an architectural rib (Fig. 8).113 In this case, people entering
the choir had to pass beneath this strange hovering figure,
whose extraordinarily lively three-dimensional head gazed
down at them from above (Fig. 9). Here, the presence of a
highly verisimilitudinous body within—and as—a structural
architectural element must have made the act of passage
extraordinary in its potency.

At Naumburg, the figure of the crucified Christ, flanked by
the Virgin Mary and John the Evangelist, hangs on the
trumeau of the central doorway, close to the ground, instead
of hovering high above viewers’ heads atop the screen in the
typical configuration at the time (Fig. 10).!'* This new
arrangement has long been discussed for its relation to
certain biblical passages (John 10:9) as well as for its manifes-
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8 Mainz, church of St. Emmeram, vault figure based on a
prototype formerly located in the entrance bay of the west choir
screen of Mainz Cathedral, 14th century. Destroyed (photo:
Foto Marburg/Art Resource, New York)

9 Head fragment from former Mainz Cathedral west choir
screen, ca. 1235. Mainz, Bisché6fliches Dom- und Di6zesan-
museum (photo: Foto Marburg/Art Resource, New York)

tation of trends in thirteenth-century piety that placed increas-
ing empbhasis on the suffering human body of Christ.!!® What
often remains unacknowledged in such accounts is the
uncanny effect of the figure’s close physical presence. As
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10 West choir screen: Crucifixion portal, seen from nave.
Naumburg Cathedral (from Schubert, 77; photo: Janos
Stekovics)

Freud described it, a sense of tension and strangeness arises
when boundaries between representation and the real world
dissolve, ‘‘as when something that we have hitherto regarded
as imaginary appears before us in reality, or when a symbol
takes on the full functions of the thing it symbolizes.”!1®

Approaching the screen portal at Naumburg, viewers take
the position of witnesses to the Crucifixion. They are beck-
oned by the direct (visual) addresses of Mary and John, who
with their pointing gestures invite them to gaze from a
distance at the iconic suffering body. But the viewer’s physical
entry into the threshold changes the effects and meaning of
the sculpture group (Fig. 11). An inversion of roles takes
place, with Christ appearing as an active, animated subject
who addresses the suddenly passive viewer with a disconcert-
ingly direct stare and slightly open mouth. At this moment,
usually sharp distinctions break down: between an understand-
ing of the Christ figure as dead and as alive, between the roles
of viewing subject and image-object, between sculpture and
living body. Thus, the movement of the viewer into the
doorway entails a dramatic shift in the relation between image
and perceiver; the boundaries between reality and imagina-
tion, “symbol [and] .. . the thing it symbolizes” merge and
melt away.!!7

The twelfth-century Benedictine abbot Rupert of Deutz
(d. 1129) drew attention to the transformative power of the
cross at a limen when he related a wondrous vision he had

experienced in the nave of an unspecified church.!!® In a
vivid third-person narrative Rupert recalled how

[h]e beheld visually in a certain church the image of the
Savior nailed to the cross at an elevated spot, that is, where
it should customarily stand so as to be displayed to people
praying or offering reverence to it. As he immersed his
thoughts in it, he saw this image come alive, with a face like
a king’s, with radiant eyes and a gaze completely awe-
inspiring. And it happened that [the figure] drew its right
hand down from the cross arm and with a grand [gesture]
made the sign of the cross upon the beholder.!!?

Quaking “like the leaves of a tree when the wind shakes them
violently,” Rupert was then wrenched, “faster and more easily
than can even be told,” into the air. ““With his own hands
outstretched”” he was drawn “‘to those hands attached to the
cross, and likewise his mouth [clung to] that mouth, so that it
finally seemed that his whole body was stuck onto that other
body.” Raised upward by the power of the elevated cross,
Rupert’s body morphed into and replicated the body of
Christ. As in van der Weyden’s imaginary nave three centuries
later, distinctions between image and reality melted as sculpted
body and living body merged.

Rupert’s account of his vision was written about 1125,
before the widespread use of solid choir screens to partition
space.!? But sculpted Crucifixion groups, raised aloft on
suspended balconies at the liminal area between nave and
choir, were already common and continued to feature promi-
nently on choir screens in the following centuries, sometimes,
as is the case at the Cathedral of Halberstadt, being incorpo-
rated into a newer screen structure.!'?! Such figural groups so
dominated the view from the nave that choir screens often
came to be designated simply the “Great Cross.”1?2 Some
scholars have suggested that the ubiquitous presence of the
monumental Crucifixion groups on or above choir screens
developed out of the association of smaller crucifixes with
cross altars located in medio ecclesia, in the nave.!2 In such a
view, the cross that stood upon or behind the cross altar grew
upward, so to speak, once the bays of choir screens began to
encase these altars. In this way the symbolic significance of
screen, altar, and crucifix blended over time to present a
monumental Gesamtkunstwerk of sacramental imagery and
performance.!*

When we regard the choir screen as a site of passage,
however, the location of the crucifix at its top deepens in
significance. For the body of Christ has also been understood
as a liminal body, the site on which contradictory qualities—
dead and alive, human and divine, in pain and healing,
disgusting and gorgeous—coexisted, and around which the
identities of discrete social groups were simultaneously de-
fined and dissolved.!?® In this respect it functioned symboli-
cally in much the same manner that choir screens did
physically. Contemporary observers did not fail to note the
association of the sculptured body of Christ and the redemp-
tive effects of physical passage that the screens so effectively
dramatize. Commenting on a line from Acts 14:21 (*through
many tribulations we must enter into the kingdom of God”),
the Carthusian Ludolf of Saxony (d. 1377) drew this connec-
tion to the elevated crucifix: ‘



11 West choir screen: Crucifix, seen
from the threshold. Naumburg
Cathedral (photo: author)

This [statement] is well illustrated by the fact that a cross is
placed between the choir and the outer limits of a church
[that is, the nave], so that whoever wants to go into the
choir must pass beneath the cross; for no one can enter
from the Church militant into the Church triumphant
except by means of the cross.!?

Through their monumentality, their height, and their
location, laterally, at the threshold of nave and choir and,
longitudinally, on axis with both cross altar and high altar,
Crucifixion groups dominated the entire church interior and
served as a visual connecting point between the various
spaces. In Victor Turner’s terms, they simultaneously defined
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distinct social communities (laypeople and clergy) and cre-
ated unstructured communitas (the general body of the
Christian ecclesia).1?” For medieval viewers in the nave, it was
the crucifix hovering high above but on axis with the altar
that claimed attention at the critical moment of consecration
within the sanctuary.!?®

Thus, even if choir screens deprived lay participants of
visual access to the Host as stringently as is usually assumed, in
the Crucifixion figures they gave something back whose
impact must not be underestimated: a view of the same salvific
Eucharistic flesh as it hung on the cross, unmediated and
unsullied, this time, by human hands.!?® Preachers such as
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Berthold of Regensburg (d. 1272) pointed out the structural
identity of the consecrated Eucharistic bread elevated by the
priest at Mass and the suffering body of Christ elevated on the
cross: “Just as truly as he was lifted up onto the sacred cross, so
truly does the priest lift him up with his two hands. And thus
should you all faithfully call upon him and pray. . ..”!3° The
Vienna Bible moralisée (1230-40) made explicit the identity of
the historical body of the crucified Christ with its sculptural
representation on choir screens; the depiction of the histori-
cal Crucifixion is glossed as signifying “that a figure of the
Crucified should be set up in front of the choir in the church
as a sign of his triumph.”!3! Lay audiences were thus en-
joined—and expected—to draw the connection imaginatively
between the sculptured image of the crucified Christ on the
screen, the historical body of Christ represented by the
sculpture, and the Eucharistic bread behind but on axis with
it. Structurally and symbolically, the body of Christ on the
screen subsumed and became the body of Christ in the Host
just as, paradoxically, it concealed it.

Chartres and Naumburg:

Style as Substance in Choir Screen Sculpture

The crucifix at the top of a choir screen thus provided a
powerful upward surge at the end of two extended horizontal
movements: one longitudinal, advancing from the church’s
entrance to the choir screen, the other lateral, proceeding
across the screen’s frontal surface. Within this latter progress,
the cross marked both beginning and end of a penitential
journey through the stages of Christ’s life and death, made
visible in lively sculptural representations.!3? As medieval
mnemonic and meditational theories attest, these images
were useful not only as illustrative reinforcements for preach-
ers—though this was likely a significant function—but also as
devotional instruments in their own right, helping to focus
the meditations of and stimulate compunction in individual
viewers.

Surviving fragments of thirteenth-century screens and
drawings made before their widespread demolition provide
evidence of sculptural programs distinctly geared toward lay
audiences.!33 Most generally, the emphasis on Christmas and
Easter imagery points as much to the projected interests of
laypeople, who were obligated to visit the church on these
feast days, as it does to the interests of the clergy, who (at least
in theory) attended Mass daily.!?* A 1257 book of usages from
the metropolitan Cathedral of Sens specifies, in fact, that “the
archbishop was obliged to preach a sermon to the people
from atop the jubé” on Christmas, Easter, and Pentecost as
well as on holy days such as Ash Wednesday and Holy
Thursday.!® Since most laypeople did not attend Mass aside
from the major feasts, the focus of many screen-sculpture
programs on Christmas, Passion, and Easter narratives would
have been one way for clerics to make their experience more
instructive and memorable.!36

Across the surface of the jubé at Chartres, produced during
the fourth decade of the thirteenth century, viewers beheld
an extensive series of images focusing on the events of
Christmas and Easter.!3” These deeply cut reliefs were in-
serted at balustrade level, between the tall gables that crowned
the arcade of this porch screen (Fig. 4). Despite a striking
range of styles, they are unified by their fine quality and their

extraordinary naturalism, evidenced in a high degree of
corporeality, attention to psychological expression, stagelike
use of space, and close attention to the homey details of
secular life. Their stylistic disparity has traditionally been
attributed to chronologically determined formal develop-
ments or the presence of different workshops. But analysis of
the images as vehicles of communication reveals a close
connection between style and subject matter—a deliberate
experimentation with modes of representation, wherein cer-
tain subjects appear couched in forms deemed particularly
appropriate to them.!3® This practice was, of course, well
known to preachers, who adapted their “mode of speech and
style of writing” to a sermon’s content, itself determined by its
suitability to a certain audience.!® Given the frank alertness
of thirteenth-century clerics to the communicative value of
screens, their formal and iconographic peculiarities can best
be understood as deliberately employed by clerical designers
to address and integrate their lay flocks more directly.

Willibald Sauerlander has distinguished three major stylis-
tic groups within the surviving reliefs from Chartres. The
earliest (ca. 1230), characterized by a “fondness for compli-
cated movements” of elongated limbs and “sharply brittle
rendering” of highly classicizing draperies, is exemplified in a
panel depicting the Nativity.!40 In the upper half of the relief,
the reclining Virgin, wrapped in fine, clingy drapery, reaches
languidly toward the swaddled Christ Child sleeping in the
manger below (Fig. 12). A now headless figure (probably
Saint Joseph) leans forward from the right to cover the Virgin
with a blanket. The sheer abundance of sumptuously draped
cloth—the Virgin’s long garment, the additional blanket, the
expansive curtain pinned up along the back surface—creates
a richly textured surface of lines that modulate the long,
slender bodies and unify the different planes of the scene. If
all this did not call to mind the most admired relic at the
cathedral, the tunic worn by the Virgin Mary at the Nativity, 4!
it certainly would have resonated with viewers familiar with
the textile wall hangings that were a ubiquitous feature of
church interiors at this time.!#?

Below the Virgin’s bed, the undulating flow of draperies
clinging to horizontally oriented bodies is replaced by a
broad, open space punctuated by the stubby supports of the
manger and the stocky legs of the ox and ass. Despite the
delicate, quasiantique columns on which it rests, the manger
is presented unmistakably as barn paraphernalia: leather
straps and ropes dangle from its sides, and the donkey
appears to chew the straw bedding. Within this single panel
we witness a juxtaposition of two distinct modes of representa-
tion corresponding to the image’s theological content: for the
Virgin in the upper half of the panel, a classicizing mode
highlighting an ethereal physical grace and psychological
serenity; in the lower half, a greater interest in the earthy,
robust, solid forms of the natural world. Linking these realms
is the Christ Child, divine and human, whose swaddling
clothes manifest the linear elegance of the Virgin’s drapery
but who lies firmly entrenched in the world of straw and straps
and animals.

Representative of Sauerldnder’s second stylistic group,
associated with a “ ‘foreign,” perhaps Parisian atelier” and
dating to “‘around 1240,” is the relief portraying the Dream of
the Magi (Fig. 13).1*3 In keeping with iconographic conven-



12 Former choir screen, detail: The
Nativity, 1230-40. Chartres Cathedral
(photo: Giraudon/Art Resource, New
York)

13 Former choir screen, detail: The
Dream of the Magi. Chartres Cathedral
(photo: Giraudon/Art Resource, New
York)

tions, the Three Kings lie, still crowned, on a single bed in
various states of sleep, inside a secular building with crenel-
lated walls and square windows."** While the oldest of the
three, on the far side of the bed, starts up with a jolt to receive
the warning of Herod’s murderous plans from the angel
above, the youngest, closest to us and quite undisturbed by
the commotion, wraps his cloak more tightly around himself.
The figural style—small heads with delicate features and
“charming expressions,” draperies falling in “planed, firm”
chunks—is not unusual for the fourth decade of the thir-
teenth century; it is, in fact, typical of what has been called a
“court style” closely associated with churches in and around
Paris,' and it appears particularly appropriate for this image
of roval figures.

The dclicate regality of the Three Kings stands out all the
more sharply in comparison with the figure of an anonymous
assistant on the right third of the panel, who leads three
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horses out of the building in preparation for the Magi’s
escape. As in the Nativity panel, the animals’ heads are carved
with great attention to natural appearances, from the curves
of the flaring nostrils to the coarse strands of hair on the
manes to the clasps and ornamentation of the bridles.' With
his physical bulk, emphasized by the pipe folds of his short
tunic and the awkward but solidly planted arrangement of his
stocky limbs, the assistant resembles less the Magi whom he
attends than the solitary Shepherd in another panel who
receives the annunciation of Christ’s birth (Fig. 14). The
Shepherd’s head, with its square jaw, wide cheeks, and broad,
high forehead, departs markedly from the dainty, elegant
features of the Kings and the Virgin, while his almost clumsy,
unself-conscious pose—bent forward at the waist to balance
his elbow on a rough crutch, head resting on hand—
combines the heaviness of physical exhaustion with an awe-
struck alertness. The figure’s thick, apparently woolen cloth-
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ing offers a striking contrast to the fine, silken garments of the
Virgin in the Nativity scene. To contribute further to the
verisimilitude of the shepherd, the designer has equipped
him with a rustic hood and a satchel of braided and knotted
rope!*” and surrounded him with a crowd of sheep and cows
and recognizable flora of the local countryside.' As will be
the case with Pieter Bruegel’s peasant scenes three centuries
later, it is not certain whether this rustic figure is meant to
evoke sympathy or provoke laughter.!* But it is clear that we
are meant to recognize here a man of the lower stratum of
society, with all the accoutrements of a worker’s life.!?

All these panels—especially the Shepherd relief—are par-
ticularly rich in mimetic details not crucial for the relaying of
the narrative.!”! These contribute to what Roland Barthes has
called a “reality effect”: the use of intrinsically insignificant
concrete details solely to heighten the verisimilitude—and,
hence, immediacy and impact—of a narrative.!”? Grounded
in a recognizable contemporary setting, these sacred stories
are brought to life before the eyes of viewers untrained (and
perhaps little interested) in complex biblical exegesis—a
process that, as medieval pedagogues knew well, would have
helped viewers retain the images longer in their memories for
use in later imaginative play.'®® Moreover, the integration of
recognizable quotidian details into scenes from sacred history
likely provided a source of humor and diversion for audiences
with little patience for abstract doctrinal lessons. This was a

14 Former choir
screen, detail: The
Annunciation o the
Shepherd. Chartres
Cathedral (photo:
Foto Marburg/Art
Resource, New York)

point stressed by preachers such as Jacques de Vitry (d. 1240),
who encouraged the insertion of exempla into sermons “not
only for the edification but also for the entertainment [non
solum ad edificacionem sed ad recreationem] of lay and simple
people [laicis et simplicibus personis], especially when, tired and
bored, they begin to doze off.” 3!

Sauerliander sees the Shepherd panel as “‘stand[ing] inde-
pendently” among the reliefs and perceives a stylistic relation-
ship only to the calendar figures in the cathedral’s north
porch.!® Although that connection is offered tentatively, it
seems hardly fortuitous that an image of a shepherd—the
only panel on the screen with exclusively rustic content—
shares the same unusual formal vocabulary with other reliefs
depicting manual labor.!*® This conjunction supports an
understanding of choir screen style as the self-conscious
employment of a visual mode to accommodate specific
subject matter.!”” It is all the more noteworthy, therefore, that
it was the rustic mode of the Chartres Shepherd that would
characterize French and German screen sculpture most
consistently throughout the thirteenth century.

It was at the Cathedral of Sts. Peter and Paul in Naumburg,
far removed from the cultural and artistic milieu of Chartres,
that this style took hold most deeply and extensively; indeed,
its employment on all the surviving reliefs of the western
choir screen as well as for many of the famous donor figures in
the west choir led to its being identified specifically with this



15 West choir screen, detail: The Last
Supper Naumburg Cathedral (photo:
Foto Marburg/Art Resource, New
York)

monument.!® Whereas many screens—such as those of
Bourges and Amiens!'*—combined scenes of Christ’s Passion
with his Childhood and Resurrection narratives, the west
screen at Naumburg focuses solely on the major events
leading to the Crucifixion (Fig. 5).'% Surprisingly, Christ
figures in only three of the six surviving thirteenth-century
panels, and in these he appears passive, in one case nearly
obliterated by the activity of the bodies moving around him.
Rather than concentrating on the sacrificial and protoliturgi-
cal aspects of Christ’s Passion as a divinely ordained act, the
designers of this screen have emphasized the role of human
agency in the death of Christ and the actions that contributed
to the psychological drama of his suffering. More than Christ
himself, the morally ambivalent figures of Peter and Judas
take center stage, as laymen who participate actively in the
Passion through their acts of betrayal, denial, and fierce but
misguided protection.

Conspicuously absent from the program are direct allu-
sions to liturgical activities or priestly authority, even where we
might expect to find them. Initiating the narrative sequence
on the left-hand side of the screen, the Last Supper image
subverts traditional iconography by having the Apostles barely
pay attention to Christ’s interaction with Judas; they eat and
drink with gusto and display little apparent regard for the
occasion’s sacrificial import (Fig. 15).16! Aside from the
various postures of consumption, the main focus of the scene
is not the performance of the Eucharistic rite as such'®? but
rather the singling out of Judas as future perpetrator of the
betrayal of Christ, as the latter reaches across the table to
place a piece of bread in Judas’s mouth while looking
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knowingly out at the viewer.!%3 To be sure, this act of feeding
had Eucharistic connotations, in keeping with contemporane-
ous devotion to Christ as nourisher.!®* But here the focus lies
less in the salvific aspect of nourishing than in its symbolic
function of indicating and thus condemning a traitor.!%

The following relief takes up the story of Judas, now in the
act of receiving payment from the high priest Caiaphas for his
imminent betrayal of Christ (Fig. 16). An unusual narrative
moment to receive such prominence in thirteenth-century
sculpture, it assumes unprecedented psychological complex-
ity as Caiaphas, his brow furrowed and his heavily lidded eyes
slightly lowered, turns reflectively toward the viewer while
letting a pile of coins slip into the draped hands of a frantic,
open-mouthed Judas.!® To either side and around the back
of the relief plane, four Jewish courtiers press together to
whisper into one another’s ears, furthering the sense of tense
secrecy. The blocky rendering of thickly falling draperies, a
particular characteristic of the *rustic style” of the Chartres
Shepherd, is here exploited to full effect in the enclosing
volumes of the two outermost figures’ cloaks, which, through
heavily hanging or tautly angled folds, bracket the scene
empbhatically from the sides. In the center, the clashing bodies
of Judas and Caiaphas produce a pinwheel-like array of
agitated curves that swirl around the coins.!%” The pivotal role
of the coins as object around which the secretive and
dangerous activity hinges may be indicative of the suspicions
attending the development of an abstract cash-based economy
throughout Europe at this time.!68

The Naumburg choir screen was produced during the
middle decades of the thirteenth century, a period of pro-



638 ART BULLETIN DECEMBER 2000 VOLUME LXXXII NUMBER 4

found political tension in the Holy Roman Empire.'® In
Naumburg the problems began just before the dramatic
collapse of the Hohenstaufen regime, when Margrave Henry
III of Meissen installed his illegitimate half brother, Dietrich,
as bishop of Naumburg over the candidate officially elected by

the cathedral chapter.!” The margraves of Meissen and -

landgraves of Thuringia occupied the leading secular posi-
tions in the region, and Henry “the Enlightened” was one of
the most formidable, renowned as much for his fierce and
uncompromising management of battles—against other fam-
ily members as well as against pagan inhabitants of the eastern
frontier—as for his cultivation of courtly literature and
music.!”! Even an indirect association with such a figure
would have left its mark on a bishopric so firmly entrenched
within the realm of Meissen’s power, and many sources
indicate that Bishop Dietrich’s tenure was marked by alternat-
ing dependence on and conflict with his half brother.!”
Defining their relationship above all were questions of feudal
obligation: under Dietrich the Naumburg church lost its
imperial rank, as Reichskirche, to become yet another depen-
dency of the Meissen margrave, a change in status and
allegiance against which Dietrich struggled strenuously but
ultimately in vain.!”3

In light of these circumstances, it is small wonder that the
imagery appears so preoccupied with loyalty and betrayal, or
that the prominently featured Judas resembles in physiog-
nomy not so much the demonized Jews of contemporary

16 West choir screen, detail: The
Payment of Judas. Naumburg Cathedral
(photo: Foto Marburg/Art Resource,
New York)

manuscript painting as the donor-statue of Hermann, an early
margrave of Meissen and founder of the Naumburg bishop-
ric, in the choir proper.!” Deeply resonant with current
concerns, t0o, is the unusually violent depiction of Christ’s
capture in Gethsemane (Fig. 17). Here Peter, a patron of the
cathedral, dominates the scene as he delivers a forceful blow
to the ear of the servant Malchus, who collapses to the ground
in a twisted crouch. The sword blade spans the relief’s entire
frontal plane, thus acting as a screen for the capture of Christ.
While this visual function of the sword has long been
recognized,!” the singular brutality of Peter’s motion is often
taken for granted. Its forcefulness stands out all the more
sharply in comparison with most contemporaneous depic-
tions of the Betrayal, where the attack appears secondary in
significance to Judas’s kiss and Christ’s arrest; in an earlier
relief from the screen at Modena Cathedral, in Italian panel
paintings, and in numerous manuscript images Peter gingerly
clips the servant’s ear with a little dagger.'®

A slightly later (ca. 1260) relief from the former choir
screen at Amiens Cathedral, currently at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York, appears remarkably similar to
the Naumburg panel in its condensation of narrative mo-
ments, rendering of broad, heavy draperies, and filling of
space with dramatic gestural activity (Fig. 18).!”7 As at Naum-
burg, a central Christ is occluded on one side by the vigorous
grasp of a soldier’s hand and on the other by Judas, who pulls
his thick cloak around his back in a distinctly Naumburgian



17 West choir screen, detail: The Arrest
of Christ. Naumburg Cathedral (photo:
Foto Marburg/Art Resource, New
York)

gesture.!”® Despite these similarities in form and expressive
content, several striking differences throw the peculiarities of
the Naumburg panel into higher relief. First, the Jewish
captors are distinguished from their apostolic counterparts
not by pointed caps, as at Naumburg, but rather by cartoon-
ishly exaggerated facial features.!” Moreover, Peter does not
dominate the scene with his violent action but rather is
depicted placing his sword back into its sheath, while Mal-
chus, sitting cross-legged and confused on the ground, is
healed by the gentle and barely visible touch of Christ’s hand
on his injured ear.!8

Peter’s replacement of the already swung sword certainly
endows the scene with a different tenor than at Naumburg,
where the action is quick and violent. But to interpret the
choice of moment in the Amiens panel as producing a “more
complex story” and a clear-cut “return [of] emphasis to the
figure and character of the Savior”!8! is to overlook the subtle
gesture, in the center of the Naumburg composition, of
Christ’s hand, which moves forward to deflect the blow of
Peter’s sword.!#2 With Christ’s gesture of compassion, Peter’s
deadly swing is softened. In a powerful twist to the biblical
narrative, Christ causes the sword blade to injure the ear only;
left to take its own course, it would likely have split Malchus’s
head in two. To be sure, this is hardly a pacifistic message:
Christ’s control of Peter’s violence does not entail putting a
complete stop to it.

The ambivalence of this image—unique in its simultaneous
portrayal of harsh violence and the mitigation of that vio-
lence—takes on meaning in light of the troubled relations
between the Naumburg clergy, who were forbidden to take up
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arms even in self-defense, and the margrave of Meissen. As C.
Stephen Jaeger has pointed out, during this time, which
witnessed the adoption of refined “courtly” manners on the
part of the lay nobility, many thirteenth-century bishops still
insisted on the military role of laymen, who were legally able
and morally obliged to defend the church with force against
outside (usually secular) threats.!8% In the course of his
conflict with Henry, Bishop Dietrich had good reason to seek
to “‘arouse” in the local laity “‘their fighting spirit when it had
gone slack, to provoke ‘useful anger’ in the knighthood and
to sting them out of torpor and into action.” '8¢ The image of
Christ quietly holding in check the deadly attack of Peter
against a person involved in an act of betrayal constitutes a
powerful reinterpretation of the biblical story, presenting
Peter’s violence as blameworthy in degree, but not necessarily
in kind.

As was the case with the Chartres panels, the Naumburg
reliefs are deeply imbued with reality effects that served to
“transform traditional Biblical iconography by contemporary
reference”!8 for viewers who sought “images of a world
which responded to the values and appearances of their
own.”’ 18 Prominent in the scenes of Judas’s payment and the
betrayal at Gethsemane, as well as a panel depicting Christ
before Pilate, are male figures wearing the conspicuous
pointed hats of contemporary Jews.!8” This can easily be seen
as a characteristic endeavor of the Christian establishment,
also evident in plays and exempla, “deliberately [to pile]
upon the collective head of medieval Jewry the sins of Jesus’
contemporaries” by portraying a biblical Jew “not as a
historical figure but as the contemporary Jew with whom the
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audience was ... familiar.”!® The distinguishing of Jewish
characters with a modern badge of infamy in the Naumburg
reliefs, however, proves more complex than this interpreta-
tion allows. Of the thirteen surviving figures who wear the
pointed cap, only three display physiognomic indicators of
difference: in the image of Judas’s payment (Fig. 16), Caia-
phas wears a long, mustacheless beard, while the guard who

grabs Christ’s tunic in the Gethsemane panel (Fig. 17) and

later presents Christ to Pilate is given a slightly hooked nose.
Otherwise the numerous Jewish figures are physiognomically
indistinguishable from the Apostles;!8 the broad foreheads,
square jawlines, and wavy, shoulder-length hair of Caiaphas’s
attendants also characterize Saint John in the Last Supper
panel.'%0 All wear the long tunics and thick, fur-lined cloaks
accessible only to the socially elevated.!®! In no case do they
heap the kinds of crass and violent abuses on Christ that other
contemporary representations tend to highlight.!%? Indeed,
compared with polemical writings and works of visual art
intended to fan the flames of anti-Jewish sentiment during the
thirteenth century, the reliefs at Naumburg seem to deempha-
size the role of the biblical Jews—and, by extension, those
within their own community'®®*—as malevolent enemies of
the faith or as monstrous embodiments of evil and ignorance.
Rather, they direct hostility toward the damaging or disgrace-
ful acts of specific individuals: Judas, with his betrayal of
Christ for money, and Peter, with his act of excessive violence
against Malchus and, in reliefs flanking the screen’s central
gable, his denial of Christ.!®* Appropriately for an audience
concerned with issues of loyalty, betrayal, and violence—or,

18 Former choir screen, detail: The
Arrest of Christ, ca. 1260. Amiens
Cathedral (photo: The Metropolitan
Museum of Art)

more precisely, for an episcopal designer who had reason to
want his lay flock to be concerned with these issues—Christ
himself is presented not so much as either a powerful divinity
or a helpless human victim than as a lord to whom loyalty
must be maintained at all costs.

Despite clear affinities with local sculpture production,!?
the attention given in these reliefs to dramatic physical
movement and psychological expression, as well as their
characteristic formal features—massive drapery folds, stout
body proportions, high legibility of volumes and silhouettes—
link the Naumburg figures most firmly to a geographically
distant monument: the Shepherd from the Chartres choir
screen (Fig. 14). These features are also shared with marginal
sculptures of predominantly secular subject matter, such as
several quatrefoils from the west portals of Amiens Cathedral
and figural corbels from Noyon.!% Scholars have long recog-
nized margins as the site of experimentation with representa-
tional modes—witness the masks on the upper stories of
Reims Cathedral—and it appears that this ‘“‘rustic” style
originated there.!” The Naumburg reliefs in their entirety,
then, take further a move that began with the Chartres
Shepherd: that is, the deliberate deployment of a style already
associated with a certain kind of subject matter in a central
architectural structure that was, by definition, aimed at a
particular audience. By couching their biblical figures in this
visual idiom, the Naumburg sculptors worked in conjunction
with their clerical patrons to inflect the biblical narrative with
new meanings custom-tailored to the needs and expectations
of their anticipated lay beholders.
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19 Jean-Jacques Arhardt, engraving of Strasbourg Cathedral choir screen (ca. 1260), before 1682. Strasbourg, Musée de 'Oeuvre de

Notre-Dame (photo: Foto Marburg/Art Resource, New York)

Strasbourg, Mainz, Wechselburg: Laypeople as Subjects

The choir screen reliefs at Chartres and Naumburg shed light
on how familiar biblical narratives were transformed, through
an articulation in a distinct visual mode and through the
incorporation of details pertaining to current concerns, for
the laypeople who formed their intended audience. However,
updating biblical stories was not the only means by which
clerical designers employed the surfaces of choir screens to
address their congregations. A sermon exemplum from the
mid-thirteenth century provides a revealing glimpse of the
active role sculptures were expected to play as vehicles of
identification and empathetic response.

The Dominican preacher Stephen of Bourbon (d. 1261)
tells of a certain usurer from Dijon, who in 1240 planned to
marry at his parish church.!”® The statements of consent were
made outside in the church’s main porch, which evidently
contained relief panels depicting a Last Judgment in which
representatives of various social stations proceeded toward
Heaven or Hell. As the couple finished their vows and began
to enter the church, “a statue over the porch . .. of a usurer
being carried off to Hell by the Devil, fell, with his money
pouch, upon the head of the living usurer . . . and struck and
killed him.” Life and art collide: “The stone usurer excluded
the living usurer from the church,” Stephen exclaims, even
though “the local priests . . . were on the contrary willing to
admit him.”

This strange and horrible incident did not convince the
surviving usurers of Dijon to give up their illicit trade;!% on
the contrary, they ‘“gave money to tear down the other
sculptures outside and at the back of the porch, so that
another accident of this sort could not happen to them.”
Here, the function of sculpture as a didactic tool backfired
rather tragically. But a closer look at the story reveals the
effectiveness figural images had as identification devices. For
it is clear from this iconoclastic response that as long as they

could see themselves in the sculptures, the usurers felt deeply
threatened. If these viewers were unwilling to change their
behavior, the sculptures could not be tolerated.

The direct incorporation of unambiguously lay figures into
programs of screen sculpture thus supplied immediate points
of reference and vehicles of identification for a variety of
viewers united, by virtue of their nonclerical status, through
their positioning in the nave. Some programs, such as those of
Mainz and Gelnhausen, used the lay viewers’ recognition of
likeness to offer antimodels, while others provided positive
models for imitation and hence salvation. One of these was
the choir screen at Strasbourg Cathedral (ca. 1260).

Like the jubé at Chartres, the Strasbourg screen was of the
porch type, with an open frontal arcade and outer facade
displaying a wealth of sculptural imagery (Fig. 19).2% In
contrast to the screen at Chartres, where a horizontal band of
narrative reliefs filled the gaps between the main arcade
gables, freestanding figures of Apostles occupied these spaces
at Strasbourg, their ranks crowned in the center by a lovely
Madonna and Child group (now at the Cloisters in New
York).2! According to an early reconstructor of the en-
semble, these figures comprise a group ‘“wholly distinct”
within the abundant thirteenth-century interior and exterior
sculptural programs of the cathedral, contrasting noticeably
with the “firmly self-contained elegance of the south transept
figures.”22 With their robust bodies, lively movements, and
clearly organized volumetric configurations, these figures
offered a highly engaging welcome for persons standing in
the nave—especially in their original state, when their gold-
painted garments made them sparkle against the red and
blue surfaces of the screen.20?

Drawing closer, one would have noticed in the gables
between the standing Apostles a remarkable series of smaller
narrative images specially attuned to the daily life of lay-
people. Here, in high relief, were depicted the Seven Corpo-
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20 Arhardt, drawing of Works of Mercy from the Strasbourg
Cathedral choir screen gables, before 1682. Strasbourg, Musée
de I'Oeuvre de Notre-Dame. Shown here are the first six gables,
numbered in order of their position from left to right across the
facade: 1) burying the dead; 2) visiting prisoners; 3) protecting
widows and feeding orphans; 4) Christ in Judgment; 5) feeding
the hungry (here shown as giving alms to mendicants); 6)
welcoming strangers (photo: Foto Marburg/Art Resource, New
York)

real Works of Mercy as established in the Gospels, elaborated

by contemporary preachers, and practiced with increasing’

fervor by laymen and -women in expanding thirteenth-
century towns.?** The subject matter, with its timely glorifica-
tion of mundane activities in specific local settings, is unusual
in monumental architecture. But it was well suited to a major
city such as Strasbourg, which was early and profoundly
influenced by charismatic mendicants, who appropriated the
forms of lay piety and re-presented them to the wider lay
public to create a dynamic relationship of mutual imita-
tion.2%% Despite their highly fragmentary state, a good idea of
the specific content of these reliefs can be gained thanks to a
series of detailed drawings executed prior to the destruction
of the jubéin 1682 (Figs. 20, 21).2% These make it clear that
the designers of the program took pains to leave no ambiguity
as to what was being depicted; the energetic renderings of
such activities as feeding the poor and giving alms, sheltering
strangers, and donating clothing were supplemented by
inscribed banderoles.?” Even in the surviving fragments a
concern to incorporate points of reference for contemporary
viewers—‘‘reality effects”—is strikingly apparent: many of the
scenes were played out within or in front of contemporary
architectural structures and thus firmly situated in the environ-

21 Arhardt, drawing of Works of Mercy from the Strasbourg
Cathedral choir screen gables, before 1682. Strasbourg, Musée
de I’Oeuvre de Notre-Dame: 7) giving drink to the thirsty, was
located on the far right end of the facade; the remaining two
stood above the screen’s lateral openings, facing the aisles: 8)
clothing the naked; 9) giving shoes to the barefoot (photo: Foto
Marburg/Art Resource, New York)

ment familiar to viewers of the mid-thirteenth century.?% At
the same time, the conventional set of Works of Mercy was
adapted to conform better to current concerns; the inclusion
of at least one noncanonical work—giving shoes to the
barefoot—points to what was in all likelihood a pressing need
in the urban community (Fig. 21).2% Such images both
reflected and reinforced a growing trend in thirteenth-
century lay piety, which, bolstered by the emphatically worldly
missions of Francis of Assisi and Elisabeth of Thuringia,
demanded exactly this kind of activity in the burgeoning
urban environment. Indeed, the panels appear as a sort of
visual instruction table for ordinary laypeople who sought,
like their saintly models, to achieve holiness through an
immersion in the world.?!?

In their celebration of quotidian subject matter and their
simple, direct narrative mode of presentation, the gable
reliefs contrast with the relief panels formerly located on the
inner, choir-facing surface of the Strasbourg screen.?!! Accord-
ing to a seventeenth-century description, this side included
freestanding statues of Old Testament prophets holding
banderoles with scriptural quotations and narrative panels
with Old Testament scenes of liturgical import, such as Moses
and the Burning Bush and the Sacrifice of Abraham.?'? While



the surviving Abraham panel manifests stylistic qualities
associated with the screen sculpture at Chartres and Naum-
burg—indeed, it has even been seen as an early work of the
Naumburg Master?!3—the interpretative demands of the
program differ from those of the outer surface. In contrast to
the Works of Mercy reliefs, where inscriptions supplemented
the already clear visual data, the identities of the individual
prophet figures, and their meaning within the choir, could be
ascertained exclusively by recourse to inscribed texts. The
panels of Moses and Abraham, with their conventional, and
thus recognizable, narrative references, also demanded an
understanding of typological exegesis that would deepen and
complicate their meaning. That is, rather than making direct
visual reference to familiar elements of an external social
reality, as the Works of Mercy panels do, these rely for their
comprehension on the kind of complex interpretative system
taught with great sophistication in cathedral schools and
universities.?!*

If most laypeople of the thirteenth century were not
directly familiar with Augustine’s statement in the City of God
that “works of mercy are performed for no other reason than
so that we may be freed from misery and, thereby, be
happy,”?!5 certainly they were no strangers to the idea.
Contemporary preaching is full of incentives for lay listeners
to perform the Corporeal Works of Mercy in the world;
preachers expounded on both the heavenly rewards to be
gained by the generous and, more often, the terrible punish-
ments to be incurred by withholding charity.?!® Vivid depic-
tions of the Last Judgment, both on the exterior entrances to
churches and on choir screens, reinforced dramatically the
rewards and the punishments that actions in the world would
harvest. At Strasbourg this is only implied, in the figure of a
Judging Christ who occupies the central gable—an arrange-
ment that makes visible the connection between the perfor-
mance of Works of Mercy during life and the expectation of
divine mercy at the end of time. In its optimistic omission of
any signs of damnation or punishment, the Strasbourg screen
is unusual among surviving examples. More often screens
with Judgment programs, such as the chancel screen at
Gelnhausen (Fig. 3), focused first on the separation of the
elect, who cheerily disappear behind the entrance gate to
Heaven, from the damned, whose gruesome torments in the
fire-spewing maws of Hell are made all too visible.?!7

Recent scholarship has demonstrated that the chancel
screen at Gelnhausen depends for much of its imagery on the
slightly earlier screen at the west choir of Mainz Cathedral,
produced around the time of the renovated cathedral’s
dedication in 1235 under the direction of at least one
member of what would slightly later become the Naumburg
workshop.?!® The screen at Mainz was destroyed, along with
its counterpart at the eastern end of the church, between
1680 and 1683, and while most of the sculptural program was
smashed to serve as the rubble foundation for a new Baroque
lateral enclosure, the clergy had the foresight to rescue at
least the “best ... pictures and stones” and integrate them
into the pews of a local Stiftskirche.?'® As reconstructed by
Annegret Peschlow-Kondermann, the western screen was a
deep, polygonal structure with three bays and a central
door.??? The gable above the central bay (just over the
spread-eagled figure in the vault above the portal) was
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occupied by a Deesis group, carved nearly in the round,
which features Christ gently pulling back his tunic to display a
prominent side wound, while the hunched-over figures of the
Virgin and a scruffy John the Baptist raise their clasped hands
toward his knees.??! His left hand occupied with his wound,
Christ gestures with his right toward a group of figures who
process in that direction; both their position on the screen
and their dignified postures and solemn demeanors mark
them as the elect en route to Heaven (Fig. 22). On the
opposite side is a crowd of damned figures who twist and turn,
creating with their bent backs and jutting elbows a chain of
sharp angles that visually echoes both the irregular angularity
of their contorted facial features and the actual chain that
binds them together at the hips (Fig. 23). Like other pro-
grams of imagery that sought to establish a clear dialectical
relationship between the saved and the damned, from earlier
Romanesque tympana to portal sculptures of the Wise and
Foolish Virgins, the respective states of the two groups are
indicated as much through formal means—straight, parallel
lines and large, unobstructed volumes versus irregular angles,
intersecting curves, and jagged fragments of broken planes—as
through iconographic conventions.???

At Mainz (as elsewhere) the groups are also clearly distin-
guished through the social identity of their members.??® The
surviving fragments display a striking disparity between the
elect, with their clearly defined institutional roles—a bishop,
a king, and a monk occupy the frontal plane, while a pope,
another monk, a nun, and, at the very back, a lay nobleman
peek out from behind as busts—and the little crowd of lay
urban rabble reluctantly proceeding into Hell.??* Clearly
recognizable among the damned are a laywoman with a
ruffled chin band beneath her circular cap, a man wearing a
floppy hat characteristic of artisans, and another whose
pointed hat and mustacheless beard identify him as a Jew.2%
The former two figures clasp their hands in prayerful despera-
tion, directing their swollen, grief-wracked faces and their
pleas for mercy not to the Deesis group but outward, toward
the viewer. Just as Mary and the Baptist implore Christ to
spare the souls of the dead from the pains of Hell, so these
figures turn to their living counterparts—the laymen and
-women of Mainz who attended Mass in the nave of the
cathedral—to beg for the prayers that would release them, in
the end, from the torments of hellfire.226

Such an image must have resonated all the more powerfully
in the minds of viewers for whom participation in lay
confraternities of memory and prayer was becoming an ever
more viable and desirable way both of easing friends’ purgato-
rial sufferings and of guaranteeing one’s own commemora-
tion by future colleagues.??’ But it is not only the outward
gestures of the figures that directly and powerfully sought to
engage lay viewers. The high degree of social as well as
physiognomic and emotional specificity also allowed them to
act as unmistakable points of identification and empathy for
those men and women who would have recognized in the
figures types of their own selves,?? suggesting the designers’
concern to evoke the same sort of selfrecognition and
empathetic response that was deliberately striven for in
contemporary sermons.?%?

Like the figures of usurers at Dijon, the sculptures at Mainz
stood as explicit warnings for men and women to steer clear
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23 Relief from Mainz Cathedral’s former west choir screen: The
Damned, ca. 1235. Mainz, Bischofliches Dom- und Didzesan-
museum (photo: author)

from vices so as to avoid becoming like their hapless sculp-
tured counterparts. Here it was the at least potential separa-
tion of the ordinary person from the ranks of the elect that
was made visible, as a means of what we might call negative
reinforcement through positive identification: “We look like
you,” these figures proclaim—*“but do not become like us.”
Other screen programs conveyed a more optimistic message,
one that emphasized community and integration, in their
renderings of lay individuals.

At first glance, the choir screen in the former Augustinian
collegiate church at Wechselburg (now part of a Benedictine

22 Former west choir screen, detail:
The Elect, ca. 1235. Mainz, Bischofliches
Dom- und Diézesanmuseum (photo:
author)

abbey), with its hieratic priestly and typological figures, seems
more closely aligned with the inner program of the Strasbourg
screen than with the lively narrative imagery encountered
elsewhere (Fig. 24).2%0 This chancel screen—constructed
during the 1230s, dismantled in the seventeenth century, and
reconstructed in the 1970s—contains on the walls flanking
the central pulpit two rows of approximately life-size figures
carrying scrolls and set into rounded niches that visually echo
the two doors leading to the choir. The identity of the figures
emerges mainly from their costume, the texts they bear, and
their resemblance to Old Testament figures on the Golden
Portal of Freiberg Cathedral (Saxony): on the upper story we
recognize Daniel, David, Solomon, and Isaiah (or Ezekiel);
and on ground level, flanking the central cross altar, Abraham
and Melchizedek.?%! Isolated within niches, and thus set apart
from any dramatic narrative, with solemn frontal poses and
no obvious facial expression, these figures are far removed
from the dramatically engaging sculptures at Mainz and
Strasbourg. Moreover, taken in conjunction with the monu-
mental Crucifixion group above and smaller relief panels set
into the chancel—a Deesis group, Moses with the Iron Rod,
and the Sacrifice of Isaac—the program seems distinctly
geared to clerical interests, visualizing the legitimation of
priestly authority and the clergy’s privileged access to the
Eucharist. The figures who are represented—prophets and
protopriests—as well as the manner in which the program
demands to be “read” and interpreted indicate an address to
viewers trained in exegesis and the drawing of complex
typological associations. The vertical axis of the screen brings
the triumphal sacrifice (the body of Christ) by God the Father



24 Choir screen, ca. 1235. Wechselburg,
Benedictine (formerly Augustinian) church
(photo: author)

(shown as a bust above the cross) over the Old Order
(represented by Adam at the foot of the cross) into relation
with the sacrifice of the Mass at the altar below, a ceremony
that itself was preordained by the prophets and kings on the
upper horizontal axis and is now attended—and thus perpetu-
ally legitimated—by Abraham and Melchizedek on the sides.?*

However, this concentration on clerical power and privilege
has its flip side. Laypersons standing in the nave might be
unfamiliar with the screen’s typological and associative inter-
pretative demands, but they would have easily recognized in
the upper niches lively portrayals of contemporary lay aristo-
crats, with their modish secular clothing and jaunty, self-
conscious poses. Below, they would have encountered an
image of profound unity, as Abraham, strong and self-
confident in his knightly garb, prepares to take a chalice from
a solemn, priestly Melchizedek (Figs. 25, 26).2 If in their
typological significance these figures sent an unambiguous
message to clerics about their privileged forerunners, at the
same time—and no less importantly—their distinctive mode
of representation would have allowed them to present to the
laity their tradition as participants in the events of sacred
history. While displaying Melchizedek and the Old Testament
prophets to the clergy as model priests, the screen presented
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Abraham and the Old Testament kings as model lay partici-
pants, who demonstrate through their refined and self-
conscious body language the zuht (courtly good breeding)
and schoene site (beauty of manners) demanded and admired
in ecclesiastical and secular circles alike.?** Moreover, both
the highly naturalistic rendering of these figures and their
insertion into niches that replicate the open doors of the
screen join to facilitate the imaginative projection of the
viewer himself into the openings; they invite him to look to
these figures as models and to imitate their elegant manners
and comportment as he steps into the arched door. In form as
well as representational content, the Wechselburg screen is a
profoundly inclusive vehicle of empathetic as well as liturgical
participation, embodying a rich array of meanings for a
variety of beholders.

Choir Screen Sculpture as Visual Vernacular

The later twelfth century marks what some scholars have seen
as a watershed in the history of preaching, characterized by a
shift in focus from the relation between privileged speakerand
Word of God to that between listener and Word.?*> For many
historians of preaching, this change is manifested most
sharply by the proliferation in the mid-thirteenth century of
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25 Lower register of choir screen: Abraham. Wechselburg,
Benedictine church (photo: author)

ad status sermons, compiled and preached by such masters as
Jacques de Vitry, Humbert of Romans (d. 1277), and Guibert
of Tournai (d. 1284).23¢ These sermons were preached largely

in the vernacular and designed explicitly to address the

interests of groups of people categorized not only by institu-
tional affiliation or secular occupation but also by personal
states, whether permanent (for example, gender-based) or
transitory (young people, pilgrims, those mourning the death
of a loved one).?” In such sermons, biblical passages and
exempla were carefully selected for their ability to prompt
quick identification and subsequent self-reflection on the
part of the given audience.

By drawing on concrete details from the listeners’ familiar
living environments, preachers hoped to elicit the shock of
recognition that would make them improve their lives.?3
Rhetorical strategies such as direct address, simple syntax,
and the use of a concrete language filled with visual evoca-
tions were known to be successful tools for provoking in lay
listeners the empathy, fear, and excitement necessary for
personal reform.?? In the prologue to one sermon compila-
tion, Jacques de Vitry tells his peers that monastic and learned
audiences might be satisfied with theologically complex,
scholastically structured sermons preached in Latin. But *“‘for
lay people it is more fitting,” he insists, “‘to show everything
clearly, as if it were directly before their eyes and perceptible
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26 Lower register of choir screen: Melchizedek. Wechselburg,
Benedictine church (photo: author)

with their senses [quasi ad oculum et sensibiliter], so that the
preacher’s words might be as completely open and lucid as
that precious stone, the carbuncle.”24

According to Saint Bonaventure (d. 1274), the Church was
justified in its extensive application of visual images for three
reasons. First, in keeping with the conventional wisdom most
concisely and enduringly formulated by Gregory the Great
(d. 604), the simplicity of the unlettered laity necessitated the
use of pictures, allowing those men and women to read in
paintings and sculptures about “the sacraments of our faith”
inaccessible to them in written form. Second, images could be
employed to stimulate

sluggish affections . . . so that people who are aroused to
devotion when they hear with the ear about those things
which Christ has done for us might at the least be excited
when they perceive them in shapes and figures as if they
themselves were present to the bodily eyes. For our
emotion is aroused more by what we see than by what we
hear.

Finally, the “transitory nature of memory” demands pictures,
“because those things which are only heard fall into oblivion
more easily that those which are seen.”?!!

In numerous recent discussions about medieval image
theory, scholars have often attended predominantly to Bo-



naventure’s first and third points: on the one hand, the
text-image relationship problematically established by Greg-
ory the Great and the dual issues of lay literacy and the
relative legibility of images it entailed,?2 and on the other
hand, the mnemonic function of images.?*3 I would like to
concentrate on the second point, that concerning the affec-
tive power of images, their function as a nonverbal stimulant
of compassion and compunction.

The extent to which Bonaventure’s explanation of the
function of images is aligned with traditional discussions of
the function of exempla in sermons is striking. Early commen-
tators on and practitioners of preaching distinguished be-
tween verba—the words that directly defined doctrinal points—
and exempla, which illustrated them. Exempla, like pictures,
were to be used not simply for teaching but also for moving
the hearts and minds of listeners. Gregory the Great had long
before extolled the power of parables to “excite the hearts of
listeners to the love of God and neighbor” in a way that the
abstract statements of verba could not?** In the twelfth
century Guibert of Nogent (d. 1124) connected the use of
exempla specifically to pictures, urging preachers to flesh out
their sermons with “stories and deeds of the ancients . . . just
as a picture is adorned by diverse colors [quasi ex diversis
picturam coloribus adornare).”?*> By the thirteenth century,
when social categories available to lay- and religious people
had diversified to an unprecedented degree, theoreticians of
preaching drew ever more vividly the connection between
colorful (even, at times, off-color) exempla and the laity.246 In
the prologue to his Sermones vulgares, Jacques de Vitry re-
minded preachers that “for the edification of uncultured
people and the instruction of rustic folks, you should often
present things that seem corporeal and palpable and similar
to what they are familiar with through experience; for they are
moved more deeply by outward exempla than by [the words
of] authorities or profound proclamations.”?¥’ In extolling
the virtues of exempla, Stephen of Bourbon, coming full
circle, employed terms nearly identical to those of Bonaven-
ture about pictures, emphasizing their affective and mne-
monic power for unlettered listeners: “For introducing and
accumulating and imprinting these matters on the human
heart, exempla work especially well; for these polish the
rough edges of simple people, entering them more easily and
[remaining] for a longer time, and impressing themselves
more firmly in the memory.”%4

Whatever advantages the theoreticians gave them over
more abstract verba, however, exempla were words nonethe-
less. And, despite its reliance on Gregory’s dictum, Bonaven-
ture’s justification of images shifts away from the idea that
pictures were primarily useful as substitutes for written texts.?4
The emphasis here is not so much what the pictures communi-
cate (for example, the stories they narrate as a teaching tool)
as how this communication takes place. To Bonaventure,
pictures are emphatically different from words; they exercise
a greater impact on the emotions, and they make a lasting
impression on the imagination that fleeting sounds cannot.
They do not just show us the things that Christ and the saints
did, they excite us to further devotion.??° It is important, in this
respect, to keep in mind medieval theories of physical vision
as either (depending on the writer) a process of extramission,
in which the eye actively sends forth rays to capture outside
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objects, or intromission, whereby the eyes passively absorb
rays sent out by things in the world.?>! Because both processes
ultimately involve the reception, mingling, and imprinting of
visual data into the liquid humors within the eyeball, all
images, whether pictures or physical objects, were held to
become quite literally a part of their perceivers. Especially for
persons not considered adept at abstract and nonvisual
thinking (such as laymen and all women),?? the more vividly
descriptive pictures were, the deeper the impression they can
be assumed to have made.

Traditionally, the naturalism of thirteenth-century art has
been explained as resulting directly or indirectly from clerics’
own scholarly interest in the natural world, or from a
teleological progression of forms toward ever greater verisimili-
tude.?%3 But it is likely that both the narrative detail and the
celebrated naturalism of choir screen imagery—with its
concern for accurately portraying external appearances as
well as interior, psychological states—had much to do with the
fact that its intended audience consisted of people who,
clerics worried, “might not be excited to devotion by those
things that Christ has done for us when they receive them by
ear.” The increasingly individualized figures in Last Judgment
scenes and the ever more specifically localized biblical narra-
tives suggest a changing function of figurative sculpture
during the central decades of the thirteenth century, a shift
that took place alongside and in conjunction with changes in
preaching techniques epitomized in ad status sermons. Like
these sermons, choir screen sculptures strove to engage and
to stimulate positive behavioral changes in viewers through a
process of recognition, identification, and empathy. They
projected themselves in a highly legible and immediate visual
idiom, drawing on contents and forms familiar and accessible
to laypeople unified—despite a wide range of intellectual
abilities, from unlettered peasants to sophisticated noble
literati—by a fundamental immersion in the secular world.?>
In light of these structural parallels, I suggest that we
understand screen sculpture, no less than sermons, as a
specialized visual rhetoric—a mode—self-consciously em-
ployed to trigger responses in a given audience.

In this context the stylistic similarity of diverse choir screen
programs takes on deeper significance. Naumburg scholars
have been quick to notice stylistic parallels between the reliefs
at Naumburg and those at Mainz, Chartres, Amiens, and
Strasbourg, often attributing the similarities to the presence
of the apparently itinerant and extraordinarily prolific “Naum-
burger Meister.”?5® Kathryn Brush has drawn attention to the
ideological background of these widespread attributions in
twentieth-century German art history writing;?*® moreover,
the practical improbability of this individual’s (or even
workshop’s) being active in so many places at once is obvious.
Nonetheless, the connection scholars have noticed among
these sculpture programs is not fortuitous. A juxtaposition of
a fragmentary procession of the elect from the Chartres jubé
(Fig. 27), the relief of the same subject from Mainz (Fig. 22),
and the Naumburg Judas panel (Fig. 16) reveals breathtaking
similarities. The reliefs share the same coarse, one might say
anticlassical features, such as robust and blocky bodies, heavy
draperies, emotionally expressive gestural language, and a
dramatic, stagelike use of the relief spaces—all features
traditionally identified with the Naumburg paradigm.
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Even where no direct connection to Naumburg is posited,
scholars often notice stylistic qualities of screen sculptures
that distinguish them from locally related works in other
architectural contexts. Contrasting the Wechselburg prophets
and kings with their close cousins on the Golden Portal at
Freiberg, Elisabeth Hutter and Heinrich Magirius notice *“‘an
artistic goal achieved in the Wechselburg Lettner that clearly
departed from the aim of” the portal, despite the obvious
presence of the same artists at both sites.?” They characterize
the screen figures’ departure from the portal figures with the
terms * ‘simplification of motifs,” ‘monumentalization,’ ‘dra-
matization,” ‘lifelikeness,” and ‘individualized anima-
tion’ "?¥—precisely those qualities that characterize so much

narrative screen imagery, and that have also been used

repeatedly to describe the Naumburg productions. Instead of
attributing the remarkable similarities of much choir screen
sculpture to the genius of an individual master, I suggest again
that these works be considered in modal terms, as a form that
may be best understood as a visual vernacular—that is, a
manner of representation directed toward people who were
accustomed more to the “concrete, non-metaphoric imagery
of vernacular narrative” than to an abstract Latin geared
toward “‘a public with restricted, primarily liturgical, learned,
administrative concerns.”?%

The association of the unprecedented naturalism of thir-
teenth-century art with the rise of vernacular literature and
lay literacy has received considerable scholarly attention over
the last twenty years or so. James H. Stubblebine, drawing
together the opinions of numerous art historians, has argued
that the frescoes in the upper church of S. Francesco in Assisi
represent a ‘“‘new visual language” characterized by a “rich-
ness and variety” of natural observations and a “realism of
detail” that “give the narratives their popular tone.”?%0
Wolfgang Kemp has recognized in the stained-glass windows
of Chartres Cathedral an approach to narrative that, with its

27 Former choir screen, detail: A
Procession of the Elect, ca. 1235. Chartres
Cathedral (photo: Foto Marburg/Art
Resource, New York)

formal clarity, proliferation of extraneous detail, and contem-
porary references, is closely aligned with contemporary ver-
nacular poetry as this was performed orally by jongleurs.?®!
Approaching the issue from a different angle, however,
Michael Camille has expressed skepticism that such a thing as
‘“vernacular imagery” existed; by defining *“‘vernacular pic-
tures”—primarily in manuscripts—as those “illustrating ver-
nacular texts or [those] with non-Latin inscriptions” he is
able to point out the lack of visual effects unique to images
associated on the page with vernacular languages.?%?

My understanding of what constitutes the visual vernacular
in thirteenth-century art is at once more narrowly focused
than Stubblebine’s and broader than Camille’s. I do not wish
to equate the naturalistic quality of the choir screen sculp-
tures and their incorporation of mundane details with a
“popular style” particularly suited, somehow, to common
folk; nor do I see the reading habits of the laity as being
especially relevant to their comprehension of the images,
which for the most part appear without accompanying texts.
Rather, I see both the kind of imagery (full of “reality effects”
and emotional nuance that demands empathetic participa-
tion) and the peculiar style of screen sculptures (blocky,
heavy, easily legible from a distance) as functionally analogous
to the vernacular languages deliberately employed by clerics
to communicate information with lay listeners as easily and
directly as possible. The connection between *‘realistic”
representation and “popular” audiences is in no way as
simple and self-evident as has often been assumed. In my view,
it results from a choice made by educated clerical designers—
working in conjunction with artists—who were deeply con-
cerned with bringing biblical stories to life before the eyes of
viewers who, they knew, spoke in and responded to a language
that was fundamentally different, not only in grammar but
also in ideological undertones, from the Latin the clerics
associated with themselves.



We know from specific instances that clerics chose carefully
and systematically the language they employed in making
judicial and other secular announcements from the screens:
they used vernacular when speaking to and about the laity
and Latin when pronouncing on ecclesiastical matters.?6® The
Sarum Rite of Salisbury Cathedral offers a compelling view of
the extent to which the site of the choir screen was associated
with the vernacular language. The ordinary processional
route began within the enclosed space of the choir and
moved outward to encompass the length of the nave and
baptistery in the west end before circling back toward the
choir. As the procession reached the choir screen toward the
end of the route, the language of the ritual shifted from Latin
into the vernacular. The Processionale ad usum insignis ac
praeclare ecclesiae Sarum provides the following instructions:
“When the procession reaches the place before the Great
Cross [atop the choir screen] in the church, it should come to
a stop .. .; then, after the antiphon, the priest should turn
toward the people and say to them in their mother tongue [in
lingua maternal: Let us pray for the Roman church. .. .24
And the Latin Ordinary of Mainz shifts its own language when
speaking about the choir screen, using the Middle High
German ‘“‘uf dem lettner” (on the choir screen) when specifying
where a newly elected bishop was to stand when being
introduced to the congregation.?%

In a study of thirteenth-century sermons preached to lay
audiences on Good Friday, Nicole Bériou has pointed out the
ideological aspects of Latin and vernacular languages as they
were employed in contemporary preaching practice.2¢ The
examples she studies indicate a fluid relationship of lan-
guages within the texts. The interweaving of languages within
a single sermon implies a distinction between its oral and
written forms (preached in the vernacular but written in
Latin) at the same time that it points to a calculated use of
language to convey different aspects of content and the
listener’s relation to that content. That is, doctrinal or moral
commentary on biblical events not deemed the concern of lay
listeners was obscured—and elevated—by a linguistic screen
of Latin, while more dramatic and colorful aspects of the
narrative were presented in the vernacular, thereby making a
message glow “with the clarity and lucidity of a carbuncle.”
Bériou sees in this a sign of “the cultural superiority of the
clergy . . . a superiority which preachers in the pulpit [or atop
a choir screen] simply reminded their audiences of, whenever
they interwove Latin and the vernacular in their sermons.”%67
But we might also understand this practice as more than an
exclusionary device. Rather, it situates the medieval listeners
in a complex dialectic of closure and openness, obscurity and
revelation, screening and passage. Like the Holy of Holies,
whose mystery was deepened and intensified through its
concealment, so the potency of the foreign Latin words must
have become all the more awesome, and the moments of
revelation, when the vernacular reached people’s open ears,
all the more brilliant, through their mutual juxtaposition.

It will be clear by now that a structural parallel can be drawn
between sermons such as those studied by Bériou and the
choir screens I have discussed above. If the concealing bulk of
the screen itself functions in the same way as do Latin words,
veiling—and simultaneously elevating—the sacred mysteries
from those outside the ecclesiastical elite, then the sculptures
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facing the nave play the role of the vernacular, presenting to
the senses tangible, familiar stories, while the doors offer a
tantalizing glimpse into a loftier world of clarity and light. As
vehicles for empathetic identification, the images provided
models of behavior that would help their nonclerical behold-
ers stay on the path toward Heaven and avoid the jaws of Hell.
By integrating elements from those viewers’ familiar living
environments into biblical images, they ingeniously incorpo-
rated those viewers into their story of salvation. And by
employing a sculptural style that was robust, dramatic, and
easily legible from a distance, they ensured that their points
would not be missed.

I should like to stress that in no way would the images on
French and German choir screens have communicated only
with or been appreciated only by lay viewers. The depiction of
the dreaming Magi’s aristocratic dress at Chartres would
certainly have caught the attention not only of aristocrats,
who might identify with them, or of lower-status people, who
might marvel at their splendor, but also of the many clerics
intrigued by the sumptuous material life evoked in secular
courtly literature.?®® Bishop Dietrich and the chapter at
Naumburg were no strangers to Jews, money, or the issues of
loyalty and betrayal highlighted on their west screen; like
many high-ranking ecclesiastics, they were deeply entrenched
in the secular territorial politics that marked so much of the
Holy Roman Empire at this time.?®® The learned clergy at
Chartres and Strasbourg would certainly have appreciated the
meticulous attention to natural detail on their jubés that I
believe was so important to lay response; after all, their
cathedral schools were deeply immersed in probing the
workings of the natural world.2”® And, of course, the clerics at
Gelnhausen and Mainz would have recognized themselves—
not, perhaps, without anxiety—led in chains into the gaping
maws of Hell in Last Judgment programs, no different from
members of their flocks. Nor were the images on the screens
completely divorced from the concerns with protecting cleri-
cal authority recognized by Gillerman and others; Eucharistic
imagery and scenic configurations relating to liturgical cer-
emonies, as at Paris and Wechselburg, would have certainly
bolstered the mystique and authority of the clerics.

The fact remains that just as the screens were, physically,
the place from which clerics spoke to laypeople, so they were,
visually, the main architectural feature by means of which
clerics spoke to laypeople. And just as those clerics made an
effort, when speaking from atop the screens, to talk in a
language that their listeners would understand, so on the
screens’ surfaces, they strove to communicate with viewers in
a visual language that would be immediate, comprehensible,
and relevant to them.

During the first quarter of the thirteenth century, Jean
d’Abbeville, dean of Amiens Cathedral, wrote in the prologue
to his homilies that his works “do not put forth polished or
subtle arguments to charm the refined ears of scholars, but
simply offer simple words for simple folk.”2”! Of course, those
simple words were only meant to sound so; Jean’s choice of
both subject matter and rhetoric was the result of careful,
sophisticated calculation. And so it was with choir screens: in
their bulky forms and often mundane imagery, the sculptures
on the screens present themselves, quietly and without
pretense, as simple sights for simple folk. They allow us to look
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in on how thirteenth-century clerics tried to anticipate and
respond to the viewing capacities, the interests, and the
worries of their flocks. That laypeople themselves came
eventually to finance proudly the construction of screens and
to protest their demolition vigorously (if in vain) testifies to
the success of that initial pastoral enterprise. If, unlike
Hardy’s heroine, we can move beyond the barrier, we might
recognize Gothic choir screens, in the end, to be powerful,
subtle, and beautiful vehicles of communication and commu-

nity.

Jacqueline E. Jung is completing her dissertation on the thirteenth-
century sculpture program in the west choir of Naumburg Cathedral,
Socusing on its social implications and its role in triggering emotional
response. Her translation of an article by Otto Pdicht has been
published this year by Zone Books [Department of Art History and
Archaeology, Columbia University, 826 Schermerhorn Hall, New
York, N.Y. 10027].
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