ABSTRACT
In the late Middle Ages, nuns in southern Germany and the Rhineland were
strictly enclosed behind their convent’s walls, and they had been stripped of their clerical
powers as a result of papal reforms. However, life in such cloistered environments
allowed nuns’ affective piety to evolve and flourish in new ways, for example, via the use
of devotional images.
This paper examines the devotional imagery created and used by nuns in these
regions, and how such imagery aided them in developing spiritual authority, as a way of
overcoming not only their loss of clerical authority, but also perceived weaknesses and
inferiority ascribed to female bodies, minds, and morals by contemporary male theorists
and theologians. This study concentrates on a small subset of images – those of the
suffering and wounded body of Christ. These include the profusely bleeding and
suffering Christ on the Cross, and images that are related to his side wound and the
pierced Sacred Heart.
Of particular interest is how these nuns used images to stimulate their meditation
and imaginative visions, for which women had a propensity in their piety. It was this
personal engagement with the images that invoked an intensely gendered and inherently
sympathetic relationship with Christ, and also provoked their bodily senses, which thus
allowed for a deeper and more salvific experience that put them on a direct path to
uniting with God.
The results of this study indicate that, due to a confluence of these and other
factors, nuns were able to acquire an authority of their own via their ability to establish a

close connection with the divine through their gendered alignment with the humanity,
flesh and blood of Christ, and through the unique and personal piety they developed.
These instances of intimate union with the divine did not go unnoticed by
members of the male clergy, who by their gendered nature, were more resistant to
imaginative and visionary experiences. Some even saw the heightened and emotional
experiences of the nuns as superior to, and more immersive than, their own devotion, thus
giving these women a degree of spiritual authority over their male colleagues. Moreover,
some religious men were not only aware of this, but also encouraged women in their
imaginary and spiritual visions, and sought to learn from them.

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my thesis advisor, Dr. Ashley
West, Associate Professor of Northern Renaissance and Northern Baroque Art at Temple
University, for her patient guidance and encouragement, not only throughout the writing
of my thesis, but also throughout my graduate career at Temple. In particular, her useful
critiques, feedback, and suggestions helped to shape the structure of this work, and keep
me on the right track throughout the writing process.
Secondly, I would like to thank Dr. Marcia Hall, Professor of Italian Renaissance
Art at Temple University, for her reading and valuable comments, as the second reader of
this thesis. I would also like to thank Dr. Hall for inviting me to take her graduate
seminar in the Spring of 2016, as this led me to discover my interest in and aptitude for
the history of art, and for studying it at a graduate level. It was this course that inspired
me to apply for my Masters in Art History at Temple.
Additionally, I must express my very deepest gratitude to my husband, Mike, for
his understanding, support, interest, and encouragement, as well as his excellent
proofreading and cookery skills, throughout my studies at Temple.
Finally, I would like to thank my family and many friends for their support,
encouragement, and genuine interest in my newfound academic career, and to Bernadette
and Trudy for their unending loyalty and patience – I promise we’ll have longer walks
now.

iii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ABSTRACT
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
LIST OF FIGURES

i
iii
v

CHAPTER
1. INTRODUCTION

1

2. RESTRICTED RELIGIOUS WOMEN, THEIR PIETY, AND THE
USE OF IMAGES

8

Essentializing Differences between Males and Females in the Late Middle
Ages .......................................................................................................................10
Reforms and their Impact on Religious Women....................................................13
The Eucharist as an Object of Adoration ...............................................................17
Blood Piety in Germany.........................................................................................21
Women and the Blood of Christ ............................................................................23
3. A PRIVILEGED VIEW OF CHRIST’S BODY AND BLOOD

28

Medieval Visuality and the Prolonged Gaze .........................................................29
The Visual Path to Proximate Grace ......................................................................33
Increasingly Bloody Images ..................................................................................37
Gazing at the Suffering and Bloody Christ ............................................................42
4. TOUCH AND TASTE: CHRIST’S SIDE WOUND AND SACRED
HEART

47

Touch and Taste .....................................................................................................48
The Side Wound ....................................................................................................50
The Holy Lance......................................................................................................54
Drinking from the Sacred Heart .............................................................................58
Praying with Rubrics..............................................................................................61
Uniting with God using Touch and Taste ..............................................................65
5. CONCLUSION: THE DEVOTIONAL AND SPIRITUAL
AUTHORITY OF NUNS THROUGH IMAGES

67

BIBLIOGRAPHY

78

FIGURES

85
iv

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure

Page

1. Crucifixion with St. Bernard and Nun, circa 1300-1350, single-sheet drawing,
pen and ink on paper, 25.4 x 17.8 cm (Schnütgen Museum, Cologne)

85

2. Attributed to Jean le Noir and his daughter, Holy Wound of Christ flanked by
the arma Christi, 1345, miniature from the Psalter of Bonne of Luxembourg,
tempera, grisaille, ink, and gold leaf on vellum, 12.7 x 8.9 cm (Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York)

86

3. The Master of the della Rovere Missals (perhaps Jacopo Ravaldi), Elevation of
the Eucharist, circa 1485-1490, miniature on vellum from the Cardinal
Domenico della Rovere Missal (The Pierpont Morgan Library and Museum)

87

4. Nuns’ Choir at Nonnberg Abbey (Benedictine), 15th century, Salzburg, Austria

88

5. Man of Sorrows, 1465-1470, woodcut hand colored with watercolor on cream
laid paper, edge-mounted to vellum, laid onto wooden book cover, 39.6 x 26.1
cm (Art Institute of Chicago)

89

6. Meister Francke, Man of Sorrows, 1420, tempera on oak, 42.4 x 31.5 cm
(Museum der bildenden Künste, Leipzig)

90

7. Jesus Giving Birth to the Church, 1225-1249, miniature from the Bible
Moralisèe (Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna)

91

8. Blood of Christ Flows into the Chalice, 1496-1515, prayer book, pigments
painted onto parchment (Badische Landesbibliothek, Donaueschingen)

92

9. Nun from St. Walburg Abbey, Eichstätt, Symbolic Crucifixion, 15th century,
outlined in ink, tinted with pale, translucent colors, on paper (St. Walburg
Abbey, Eichstätt)

93

10. Monks from St. Augustine’s monastery in Canterbury, England, The Egerton
1821 Manuscript (two pages painted in black with red blood drops), circa
1480-1490, pigments on parchment (The British Library)

94

11. Jerg Haspel ze Bibrach, Vision of St. Bernard Embracing Christ, circa 14401460, hand-colored woodcut on paper, 28.2 x 20.4 cm (copy: Graphische
Sammlung Albertina, Vienna)

95

12. Master I.A.M. von Zwolle, The Lactation of St. Bernard, circa 1480-1485,
engraving, 32 x 24.1 cm (Rijksprentenkabinet, Amsterdam)

96
v

13. A Dominican Nun Embraces the Suffering Christ, 1450-1500, miniature on
paper, glued to a prayer book, 14.8 x 11 cm (Bibliothèque du Grand
Séminaire, Strasbourg)

97

14. The Measure of the Side Wound and the Body of Christ, circa 1484-1492,
hand-colored woodcut, 12 x 8.9 cm (Yale University Art Gallery, New
Haven)

98

15. Prayer Card Four Wounds of Christ and Pierced Sacred Heart, 14th century
(Stadtbibliothek, Nuremberg)

99

16. Prayer Card With Pierced Sacred Heart, 16th century (Stadtbibliothek,
Nuremberg)

100

17. Sacred Heart of Jesus Pierced by the Holy Lance, circa 1480-1490, handcolored woodcut on vellum, 8.57 x 6.67 cm (Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York)

101

18. Francisco Goya, The Disasters of War, plate no. 33, 1810, dry point etching,
plate size 15.5 x 20.5 cm (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)

102

19. Lucio Fontana, Concetto Spaziale, Attese, 1965, water-based paint on canvas,
130 x 97 cm (Guggenheim Museum, New York)

103

20. Catherine Drinking Blood from the Side Wound of Christ, 1466, colored
drawing in Der geistliche Rosgart, a German translation of Raymund of
Capua’s life of St. Catherine of Siena (Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Kupferstichkabinett)

104

21. Drinking from Christ’s Side Wound, 1496-1515, colored drawing on
parchment from prayer book (Badische Landesbibliothek, Donaueschingen)

105

22. Heinrich Seuse’s Vision of Christ as a Seraph, in The Exemplar, circa 1370
(Bibliothèque Nationale, Universitaire de Strasbourg)

106

vi

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

This paper will explore the devotional art of nuns in late medieval Germany and
aims to better understand how religious women occupied a privileged position with
respect to their Christological devotions, despite their apparent, yet fundamental,
secondary status with respect to men. This paper will consider how the Church structured
the lives of nuns in a way that attempted to control their bodies and minds, and the ways
in which the nuns’ visual culture—notably in images of the profusely bleeding Christ on
the Cross (Fig. 1) and images related to his side wound (Fig. 2)—reflected and
compensated for these controls, serving to enhance their relationship with Christ, even in
the context of enclosure and other restrictions. In addition, this study will seek to
understand how the nuns’ devotional images stimulated their senses and encouraged them
to adopt new and more authoritative roles and identities in their privileged union with
God, thus liberating them from the confines of their communal identity and empowering
them to take control of their devotional lives.
The high and late Middle Ages were a time of Church reforms, many of which
had a significant impact on the lives and devotional practices of the women of the
Church. For example, in the thirteenth century women were stripped of their direct
clerical roles, and later that century, they were enclosed behind convent walls to ensure
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their safety and, more importantly, their virginity.1 The late medieval period was also an
age in which the expression of piety began to change, becoming more positive,
contemplative and affective. Its new focus was on the humanity of Jesus, with whom it
was now possible to unite through one’s personal devotion. This changing spiritual
climate also saw an increase in the use of devotional imagery that focused intensely on
the body of Christ, which was believed to serve as an aid in piety.
It was believed that Christ and his flesh and blood resonated more personally and
viscerally with women than with men, since women held an intimate connection with
Christ’s humanity, his sacrifices, and his suffering.2 In addition, affective piety and
imaginative visions had great appeal to women, and they used devotional images in order
to attain more vivid visions, thus bringing them closer to God.3 This closer proximity to
God enabled them to gain a place of privilege in their eyes as well as those of their male
spiritual supervisors.
This paper will engage the research of several scholars from the fields of
medieval history, art history, philosophy, and psychology. Most notably, my work
enhances that of Jeffrey Hamburger, whose scholarship has focused on the art of female
monasticism in medieval Germany, and Caroline Walker Bynum, whose scholarship has
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Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food
to Medieval Women (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1987), 15.
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Ibid., 74.

3

Ibid., 167.

2

been instrumental in introducing the concept of gender into the study of medieval
Christianity.
Jeffrey Hamburger has written several books on the topic of art created by
medieval nuns, including Nuns as Artists: the Visual Culture of a Medieval Convent,
where he looks at devotional art made by nuns in relation to their monastic culture in
medieval Germany.4 He also explores specific themes in their art, such as the Eucharist
and the Sacred Heart, and suggests that nuns’ enclosure enhanced the importance and
meaning of the images they created. His edited volume, The Mind’s Eye, focuses on the
relationship between thinking and seeing, and perception and the imagination, which
were topics of central importance to late medieval theologians in their response to
devotional images.5 I will build on Hamburger’s foundational work by examining ways
in which nuns responded to their immediate surroundings, as well as to their broader
social and religious status, through their art, as well as the bodily, sensory, and emotional
effects the images may have had on them.
This paper will also deepen the scholarship of Caroline Walker Bynum as it
focuses on the distinctive bodily affiliation religious women experienced with Christ, as
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well as the privileged access to him they gained through this connection. In Christian
Materiality, Bynum writes about holy matter, including devotional images, in terms of
how they were used and how female worshippers responded to them.6 Wonderful Blood
looks into blood piety throughout the Middle Ages and the possible meanings holy blood
carried for cloistered nuns.7 Holy Feast and Holy Fast explores the association of food
with the feminine and how this translates into a self-identification or connection with
Christ. Bynum’s volumes will be particularly useful in understanding the historical
development of Eucharistic piety, as well as understanding blood and other aspects of
‘Christian materiality’ from a gendered perspective during the late Middle Ages.8 In
addition, Bynum’s research will enhance our understanding of the Eucharistic-related
images and the responses they generated from the nuns who used them in their devotions.
Aspects of how women used the images and practiced their devotions through
their senses will also be a focus in this study. Views about the nature and use of the
senses were shifting in this period - in the early and high Middle Ages women’s
perceived weaknesses risked eliciting carnal desires when they used their senses.
However, research by Cynthia Hahn and Suzannah Biernoff suggests that this thinking
changed throughout the late medieval period, when it was believed the senses could be
used to increase one’s knowledge of God. Hahn’s work centers on how vision became an
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interactive experience in the late medieval period, which made it possible to obtain
knowledge of the divine through corporeal sight.9 In order to make sense of the power
that images seemed to exercise, Biernoff’s work looks at historical accounts of embodied
visions in order to determine that, rather than a sudden dawning of sight and how we see,
a more gradual reorientation of the visual sense took place.10
The images that are the focus of this paper—those of the suffering and wounded
Christ—were a result of the lives, religious attitudes, identities, and beliefs of the nuns
who created them. Therefore, this study will include a contextual look into how the nuns
lived under the restrictions and other challenges imposed by the reforms, why they
created the images, and how they engaged them intimately and personally.
In addressing select images made by nuns in the fifteenth century in German
convents, I first shall examine the challenges and restrictions placed on female monastics
during this period. In addition to biblical and theological assumptions about all women as
following Eve’s weaknesses and temptations of the flesh, there were strongly-held beliefs
about the differential make-up and essential characteristics of women and men, and about
how the senses were defined, perceived and used in everyday life and devotion. Chapter

Cynthia Hahn, “Visio Dei: Changes in Medieval Visuality,” in Visuality Before and
Beyond the Renaissance: Seeing as Others Saw, ed. Robert S. Nelson (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2000), 169.
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Suzannah Biernoff, “Carnal Relations: Embodied Sight in Merleau-Ponty, Roger
Bacon, and St. Francis,” Journal of Visual Culture 4, vol. 1 (2005): 44.
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Two will explore these ideas and concepts and how they related to religious women and
their devotions between 1300 and 1500.
Chapters Three and Four will examine specific images that were produced and
used by German nuns in their devotional practices, and these images focus on the
underlying theme of Christ’s Passion, centering on the wounded and suffering Christ. Of
particular interest is how nuns used personal devotional images for meditative practices,
what subjects were of particular importance, and how the materiality of the images—the
paper or vellum, the ink—cultivated their bodily and imaginative experiences in
becoming closer to God, and even uniting with him through mystical experiences. The
images that will be considered in this study were created roughly between 1300 and 1500
in German-speaking lands, and by the nuns themselves for their use. They include
miniatures from devotional manuscripts and single-sheet drawings.
Chapter Three will focus on images of the wounded and bloody Christ (Fig. 1)
and how the sense of vision was used in order to ‘see’ these images and relate to their
contents. Changes in notions of vision and how it worked during this period would affect
how women experienced these images. This chapter will also explore how some nuns
adapted images of the Crucifix in response to the changes in the practice of piety and also
to the shift in how they understood vision to function with respect to images and the
imagination.
Chapter Four will focus on images that developed from the side wound of Christ
(Fig. 2) and how they invoked the supposedly ‘lower’ senses of touch and taste. I shall
consider the devotional content of these images, their intimate usage by nuns, and how
6

they encouraged the nuns to relate to Christ bodily and immersively by prompting touch
and taste.
Affective and emotional devotion introduced new perspectives on what piety
could achieve, and changing views about the merging of the body and soul meant that
intimacy and union with God could be achieved through one’s sensory perceptions.
Chapter Five will conclude by proposing that spiritual power and authority were, in fact,
gained by religious women through harnessing their devotions through the images they
created and used to inspire and provoke sensory experiences and a closer proximity to
God.

7

CHAPTER 2
RESTRICTED RELIGIOUS WOMEN, THEIR
PIETY, AND THE USE OF IMAGES

In the fifth century, Christian theologian and philosopher, Augustine of Hippo
(354-430), established a hierarchy for vision, in which he distinguished between three
kinds of perception: corporal, imaginary (spiritual), and intellectual. He believed that
Christians should strive for intellectual vision and knowledge because it occurred in the
highest level of the mind, which could obtain direct sight of incorporeal beings and
divine truths without using the corporeal senses.11 Corporal vision consisted of what one
sees with the bodily eyes, which could deceive, and therefore lead one to sin.12 Imaginary
vision consisted of what we see in dreams and in our imagination, which was largely, but
not exclusively, dependent on the recollections of corporeal vision.13 Theologians offered
further guidance to the faithful with a hierarchy of the senses, which were based on
Aristotle’s classical philosophy, and gave superiority to sight, hearing and smell, and

Hahn, “Visio Dei: Changes in Medieval Visuality,” 171; Rosalynn Voaden,
“Mysticism and the Body,” in The Oxford Handbook of Medieval Christianity, ed. John H.
Arnold (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 397.
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Mark M. Smith, Sensing the Past: Seeing, Hearing, Smelling, Tasting, and Touching in
History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), 28; Henning Laugerud, Salvador Ryan,
and Laura Katrine Skinnebach, introduction to The Materiality of Devotion in Late Medieval
Northern Europe, eds. Henning Laugerud, Salvador Ryan, and Laura Katrine Skinnebach
(Portland, OR: Four Courts Press, 2016), 2.
13
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linked them to intellectual knowledge. Taste and touch were considered the ‘lower
senses’ because they required direct physical contact with the body.14
While the hierarchy of the senses and Augustine’s hierarchy of vision remained
influential throughout the Middle Ages, a counter movement began to develop in the
twelfth century, which was largely based on the writing and preaching of Bernard of
Clairvaux (1090-1153).15 He emphasized an affective and experiential devotion through
contemplation, which focused on the life and humanity of Christ. This new piety fit
within Augustine’s definition of imaginative vision, since it required the faithful to
contemplate and imagine themselves present at the events of Christ’s life, for example, at
the Passion. This type of piety softened the stance on keeping the body and soul separated
when it came to sense perceptions. Devotional texts and images were used to stimulate
the imagination, and these often centered on the bloody and wounded Christ, as
worshippers were encouraged to imagine experiencing the pain and suffering of Christ
along with him.16
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Essentializing Differences between Males and Females in the Late Middle Ages
In order to better understand the central role images of the suffering, bleeding
Christ played in female monastic devotions in the fourteenth and fifteenth century as an
outlet for overcoming and even subverting the restrictions on nuns, it is first necessary to
explore the challenges female monastics faced according to societal and religious
doctrines. Late medieval monastic society and the Church viewed men and women
differently, not just physically, but also mentally, spiritually, philosophically and
medically. These ideas were rooted in the ancient Greek thinking of Aristotle and Galen,
whose texts were being translated, copied, and studied by scholars across Europe. They
were further hardened by the early Church Fathers, whose teachings blamed Eve and her
female progeny for all temptations and who preached accordingly that women were
physiologically and spiritually weaker and defective in body and moral fortitude.17
The ancient medical basis for these perceived essentializing differences between
women and men was the theory of the humoral composition of the body, which argued
that the body was composed of four bodily fluids: blood, yellow and black bile, and
phlegm. The imbalance or preponderance of different humors within the body was also
the source of the temperaments and of various illnesses and disabilities, and was related,
in turn, to predispositions of gender and age. The temperaments were identified as
sanguine (hot-wet, from an excess of blood); choleric (hot-dry, from an excess of yellow
bile); melancholic (cold-dry, from an excess of black bile); and phlegmatic (cold-wet,
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Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother (Los Angeles: University of California
Press, 1982), 135-136.
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from an excess of phlegm).18 Men and women were considered to occupy dichotomous
poles, with women viewed as tending toward cold and wet, and men hot and dry.19
Significantly, these apparent biological differences translated into supposed moral
differences or inclinations, and they led to persistent arguments justifying gender
inequalities that seemed to confirm the failings of Eve. For example, it was believed that
dryness is what kept men (and old women) constant in life, and heat made men naturally
brave, which was considered a primary virtue.20 Therefore, nature gave the male sex a
superiority over women, who were seen as passive and receptive (literally, more
impressionable in the body and sensory cognition), physically weak, and cowardly.21
Coldness and moisture meant the female sex was less able to achieve tasks that required
understanding.22 At the core of women’s weakness was their primary virtue – chastity which consisted primarily of refraining from acting, of not-doing. It was believed that
God implanted modesty in women upon creation and in a pre-lapsarian state, endowing
them with a meek temper, which moderated them in many respects, including in
upholding their virtue.23 This ideal was ruptured, so it was thought, by original sin and
the seemingly repeated allure of the female progeny since Eve’s fall. It was believed that
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Zirka Z. Filipczak, Hot Dry Men Cold Wet Women: The Theory of Humors in Western
European Art, 1575-1700 (New York: The American Federation of Arts, 1997), 14.
19

Ibid., 16.

20

Ibid., 71.
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Ibid., 68.
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Ibid., 73.
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the inferior cold-moist phlegmatic humor began to rule Eve’s body, and it was passed on
to her female descendants.24 Adam’s male descendants, on the other hand, were
considered to be without inherent weakness.25
In the late Middle Ages, allegorical thinking held that woman was to man as flesh
was to spirit, so the feminine symbolized the bodily material and appetitive part of human
nature and passions—including lust—whereas man symbolized the spiritual and rational
or mental part.26 Theologians tended to concur that it was the inferiority of the female
body, its greater fluidity and malleability, which made women particularly
impressionable to outside influences, namely through sensory perceptions and the
imagination to which they were linked. This greater impressionability and bodily
vulnerability represented a particular risk, since women were associated with weakness
when faced with temptation and could be easily tricked by internalized demonic
visions.27 Bodily senses were thought to be linked to carnal desires, which when piqued
could lead the faithful to sin, particularly women.
Theologians were inclined to see female sin that was bodily or sexual as arising
from within, whereas male sinners were depicted as tempted from without (usually by

24

Ibid., 17.
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Victoria Blud, The Unspeakable, Gender and Sexuality in Medieval Literature, 10001400 (Rochester, NY: Boydell and Brewer, 2017), 33-34.
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Women and Gender in Medieval Europe, eds. Judith M. Bennett and Ruth Mazo Karras (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 31.
27
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fallen women!).28 This understanding of female weaknesses and inferiority made them, in
the minds of the Church Fathers and institutional structure, unfit for the priesthood,
despite the trusted roles of Mary and Mary Magdalene in Christ’s own life. Thomas
Aquinas (1225-1274) built on these beliefs by declaring that women were theologically
inferior to men due to women’s perceived inability to exercise self-control and regulate
passions.29 These perceived gender differences and bodily attunements had important
implications for female piety, their ability to engage in contemplative devotions, and their
creation and intimate use of images in those practices.

Reforms and their Impact on Religious Women
A series of comprehensive religious reforms began with Pope Gregory VII
(r.1073-1085) in 1073, and they brought significant changes to the Church’s organization
and in how devotion was practiced.30 The early reforms were designed to allow the
Church to establish greater independence from the state, return to the observance of
original rule, and establish new laws.31 The reforms of the thirteenth century took into

28

Carolyn Walker Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the
Human Body in Medieval Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 204.
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(New York: Routledge, 1994), 15.
Karl F. Morrison, “The Gregorian Reform,” in Christian Spirituality I: Origins to the
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1985), 177-181.
30
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further consideration the negative views of women relative to men and laid the
foundation for bolstering the power and control of the Pope and the male clergy over
religious women, thus fundamentally transforming how these women lived and practiced
their devotions.
In the eleventh and twelfth centuries women exercised direct clerical authority,
including preaching, hearing confessions, bestowing blessings, and sometimes
administering communion to the nuns in their charge, but such responsibilities were
increasingly criticized and suppressed.32 Thirteenth-century reforms revoked all female
clerical authority, and they were even prohibited from touching sacred vessels or
approaching the high altar.33 Members of the male clergy were put in charge of female
convents and their occupants, so the priests and friars were now responsible for preaching
and administering the sacraments to the women under their care, and overseeing and
guiding them in their spiritual development, including authenticating their visions.34 Male
clerical status was increasingly defined by their right to preach, administer the
sacraments, and practice the pastoral care of religious women.
Another significant change that resulted from the reforms was that women were
strictly enclosed behind their convent walls, because the reformers considered nuns’
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Bynum, Jesus as Mother, 15.

33
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Marie-Luise Ehrenschwendtner, “Puellae litteratae: The Use of the Vernacular in the
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Diane Watt (Buffalo, NY: University of Toronto Press, 1997), 50.
34
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community work too risky for their own virtue. Women were considered weak against
physical attack and against temptation, both of which could compromise their virginity.35
In medieval terms, uncontrollable lust was connected with women rather than men, a
view that can trace its roots to Eve’s original sin and the temptations to which she was
thought to succumb and to provoke in Adam.36
Despite the move to female claustration and other restrictions, more women than
ever joined the new mendicant orders between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries.
Women, as well as men, were attracted to the new mendicant religious orders, in which
the model of the apostolic life was revived. For their members, this meant a life devoted
to prayer and penance, and service to their more worldly neighbors. Unlike the earlier
monastic orders, which were reputed to house the ‘cloistered elite,’ the new mendicant
orders were accessible to everyone.37 Statistics show that the number of female
Dominican branches in southern Germany grew faster than those of the male branches,
and by the beginning of the fourteenth century there were seventy female convents
compared to forty-six male priories. Also by this time, Dominican convents in Alsace and
Swabia outnumbered the friaries by three to one, an imbalance that persisted well into the
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fifteenth century and that had significant ramifications for the male confessor-supervisors
who were supposed to manage and control female bodies and piety.38
What was the motivation for women increasingly to join the mendicant orders,
given their apparent secondary status with respect to men within the church hierarchy?
The new mendicant orders had an inviting and novel core philosophy of living a life of
poverty and imitating Christ’s disciples, and they were highly visible and approachable
within the local communities. In fact, Caroline Walker Bynum describes the mendicant
friars as “forming wandering bands that went from place to place whipping up religious
fervor.”39 In addition, there were more opportunities for women to lead a life of devotion
since the mendicant orders had spread to so many urban centers so quickly. Furthermore,
the goal of union with God was now conceived of as open to all believers and capable of
being realized in all walks of life, and mystical texts in the vernacular proliferated, many
of them written by women.40 The new mendicant orders also practiced an affective and
emotional form of piety, which may have appealed to women, in particular, as a direct
means for accessing the divine that seemed in some ways to flout or resist other areas of
their restricted lives.41 There may also have been socio-demographic reasons that
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contributed to the surge in women joining convents, such as a reduction in the male
population due to the emergence of several mendicant orders that attracted men and in
brutal and protracted wars.42

The Eucharist as an Object of Adoration
The sacrament of the Eucharist was also at the heart of the religious reforms, and
one of the aims was to better define it and establish its liturgy and rituals.43 The Eucharist
had become the most important sacrament of the Church; however, this was not without
debates and changes to the ritual itself.44 In the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215 the
principle of transubstantiation was affirmed, defining the Eucharist as the conversion of
its substance into the actual body and blood of Christ at consecration. It was declared
that, unlike the other sacraments, only a priest could perform and administer it, giving
them exclusive access and a seemingly supernatural power in its transformation.45 The
power and enormity of this event, and the staging around the ritual, made this recurring
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miracle come alive for many, and led the Eucharist to become an object of adoration in
the thirteenth century.46
The urgency and enthusiasm around the growing drama of the Eucharist came to
overshadow the real meaning of the sacrament, and it exposed the consecrated host and
sacred wine to the danger of being dropped or spilled.47 To manage this fervor, the clergy
made adjustments to the Eucharistic ritual by way of limiting its access and making
substitutes for it for both the laity and for religious women.48 For example, because there
was greater risk for the wine to spill than for the bread to be dropped, the Council of
Constance in 1415 determined that the partaking of the wine should be formally removed
from the ritual for all but the overseeing priest.49 This was facilitated by the notion of
concomitance, meaning that both the body and blood of Christ were considered wholly
contained within the host, thus making the consecrated blood in the chalice redundant.50
In addition, the exact timing of the consecration was defined to the moment when the
priest elevated the host, an event that ultimately came to possess sacramental efficacy, so
that the act of witnessing the elevation became a substitute for physically receiving
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Christ’s body and blood.51 A late fifteenth-century image from an Italian missal shows an
example of a priest elevating the host and offers an excellent example of some of the
restrictions that were placed on the laity in western Europe (Fig. 3). The image further
suggests the play of visibility and visual obstruction that were a part of the Mass during
this period as a way to heighten the drama and demand active attention to see. In the later
Middle Ages, the high altar was often screened off from the nave since it was the most
sacred part of the church.52 This image shows a green curtain as that screen, over which
the congregation can barely see the raised host.
The sacramental viewing of the elevated wafer meant the frequency of physical
communion for the laity was greatly reduced and replaced by a kind of visual touching
from afar. For the laity the partaking of the holy host was reduced to once annually at
Easter, although most synodal legislation recommended three communions a year, at
Easter, Pentecost, and at Christmas. For nuns the frequency was reduced from daily to
once a week, assuming a priest was able to visit the convents in southern Germany to
oversee and conduct the Eucharistic ritual.53 Some church leaders believed that if women
received communion too frequently, they might lose reverence or become careless. The
Dominican bishop Albertus Magnus (c. 1193-1280) supported the practice of daily
communion but argued against it for women, fearing that frequent reception would
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trivialize the response.54 Such thinking persisted into the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries.55 Several sources suggest that the mendicant clergy in charge of overseeing the
nuns struggled to spend enough time with their female colleagues, given the imbalance in
the number of men’s and women’s religious houses, so there were likely instances in
which even a weekly communion for nuns was not possible.56 The priests continued to
receive daily communion as surrogates representing all believers, women religious and
laypeople alike.57
The reform mandates considered religious female enclosure fundamental and
necessary, and these measures often involved architectural changes, such as enclosing
women’s place of worship within the convent churches by building walled and galleried
choirs in the nave or transept, or a choir behind a wall on the far end of the high altar. The
walls, which separated women from their male colleagues and the laity in the church,
usually had a window with a grill so that the nuns could hear, but not necessarily see, the
liturgy and Mass being performed, let alone the elevation of the host.58 Therefore,
sacramental viewing was not necessarily an option for nuns at a time when the physical
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Eucharist was restricted.59 In the example of the nuns’ choir at Nonnberg Abbey in
Salzburg (Fig. 4), the choir is elevated, so it sits above the nave in order to separate the
nuns physically and visually from the laity and male clergy.
A brief review of the history of the Eucharist, therefore, serves to demonstrate
that it had become a substantive subject of debate and root of concrete changes in ritual
practice that created great fervor within women’s communities in the late Middle Ages. It
also became a tool by which the priests exerted control over the nuns under their care and
over their congregations in gaining visual and sensory access to sacred matter.

Blood Piety in Germany
As perhaps the most sacred material, Christ’s blood had become a focal point of
devotion in Germany and the Low Countries during the high Middle Ages, with the
majority of blood relic pilgrimages and bleeding host miracles taking place in these
regions.60 Material objects in general became increasingly important following the arrival
of holy relics in Germany from the East after the Crusades, but the Holy Blood was the
only body relic left by Christ, who according to Christian doctrine, had ascended bodily
to heaven.61
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As part of the culture of blood piety in Germany, images became increasingly
descriptive and graphic, and focused on Christ’s blood and humanity, arousing a ‘brutal
realism’ that incorporated the blood and gore of often horrifying torture and suffering.62
This was especially the case in the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries, when images
of the crucified Christ became bloodier and increasingly macabre. The prominence of
Andachtsbilder, devotional images for contemplation, such as the Man of Sorrows, show
the fragility and vulnerability of Christ, and remind beholders of the tremendous pain and
sacrifice he endured for them, thus inviting a tender and empathetic response (Figs. 5 and
6). Blood is a strong theme in both images, recalling for viewers Christ’s sacramental
body as a Eucharistic substance. In such images Christ’s body and wounds are
prominently displayed for rapt attention and meditative viewing, a physical manifestation
of the elevation of the host on which to gaze.63 This style of art in Northern Europe
developed quite differently from the art in Southern Europe, as noted by the secretary of a
Roman cardinal travelling through Germany in 1517, who wrote of a painting of the
crucified Christ and the thieves: “… it is fashioned to arouse not just devotion but also
terror …”64
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Women and the Blood of Christ
It is believed that women, in particular, identified with Christ and his flesh and
blood, since there was a strong and reciprocal association of Christ’s wounds with
women’s bodies.65 Late medieval ideas about the nature of women’s bodies and their
general status as more carnal and impressionable than men may have enabled them to
more easily identify with the incarnate Christ, whose nurturing nature, and suffering and
food-producing body was understood to be symbolically feminine.66 In fact, food
practices and food metaphors, which were rooted in late medieval social structure,
clerical authority, and divisions of labor, were crucial to women’s piety.67 For example,
women were seen as child bearers, nurturers, food generators and providers (for their
bodily production of milk), and were considered physically vulnerable. While nuns and
other women who had taken oaths of chastity did not bear children or generate food from
their bodies, they were nevertheless still considered female nurturers and dominated by
fleshly and corporal needs. Women were generally drawn to identify with Christ’s
suffering and feeding flesh, as both men and women saw the female body as food and the
female nature as fleshly and sacrificial.68
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Another example of Christ as symbolically feminine is a popular late medieval
allegory, when Christ himself gave birth to the Church through his side wound, which
made the fertile blood of his wounds equivalent to female blood.69 An illumination from
a thirteenth-century French Bible Moralisée demonstrates this concept well by showing
the personification of Ecclesia, represented by a young woman wearing a crown and
carrying the holy chalice, being delivered from Christ’s side wound (Fig. 7). The body of
Christ as a generator of life giving redemptive or institutional birth to humankind—with
the side wound sometimes taking on stylized aspects of the female genitalia—was a
theme repeated visually in images like this one and in more abstract devotional images
focused solely on the side wound, to be discussed in Chapter Four.
In addition, both men and women viewed female menstrual blood as sacrificial
and therefore something women had in common with Christ’s own shedding of blood
during the Passion and its ritual repetitions in Mass.70 While both men and women adored
Christ in the bread and wine on the altar and both witnessed Eucharistic visions and
miracles, Caroline Walker Bynum believes that Christ and his flesh and blood, and the
theme of the Eucharist, resonated more personally and viscerally with women than with
men.71 This is not only because of the shared loss of blood, but also because the theme of
food, which had parallels with bread and wine, was significantly more common in female
religiosity. Their devotion to it came in the form of fasting, food multiplication miracles,
69
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and feeding visions with blood and milk.72 For example, fasting was a crucial component
for many female saints, whereas it was important for only one type of male saint – the
hermit.73 In addition, Eucharistic miracles were almost entirely of a female genre, and
women were prominent in the creation and spread of special devotions on the body and
blood of Christ, such as the feast of Corpus Christi and the devotion to the Sacred
Heart.74 These characteristics were important drivers in women’s piety and how they
related to God, and why their piety had different emphases and themes to that of men.75
Because religious women held such an intimate identification with the generative
body and blood of Christ, his sacrifices, and his suffering—and because of the severe
restrictions of women’s access to sacramental viewing and the Eucharist itself—a great
fervor was created among cloistered nuns for developing new forms of contact with the
flesh and blood of Christ. An increasingly graphic and descriptive language used in
images, texts, sermons and hymns helped to fill this need and aided the nuns in their path
to uniting with God.76 Images such as bloody Crucifixion scenes showing witnessing
nuns (Fig. 1) or the gaping side wound of Christ (Fig. 2) served to activate imaginations
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and actualize visions, thus inducing a sensory and emotional response that was utterly
immediate and personal.77
Despite the controls imposed by nuns’ enclosure, visual and other sensory
experiences remained an essential component of their spirituality. To facilitate this they
created and used images to enhance their spiritual experience during the Mass and in their
personal devotions.78 Evidence of this is in a description from ca.1475 of a nuns’ choir by
an Augustinian canon, who visited the Holy Cross Cathedral in Erfurt in central
Germany: “There we saw that in the choir behind the altar here they stand and in their
seats most of the sisters each had images of Christ and the saints, both sculpted and
painted, for their own devotion, all of which we thence removed and replaced toward the
east in the space between their choir and church, so that all could see them equally, have
devotion from them in common and not in private.”79 The canon suggests a kind of desire
elicited on the part of the nuns for images and objects subjected to restricted access, such
as the body of Christ; however, personal object ownership was not permitted in the
convent, so the canon was ensuring that the images and small sculptures were in a place
where they could be shared by all.
Affective piety, such as that provoked by the aforementioned images of the
bloody Christ, focused on Christ’s humanity and vulnerability, specifically on the Passion
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and related narratives. It was also an experiential and contemplative piety, in which
devotees were instructed to imagine themselves present at Gospel scenes, for example, at
the Crucifixion to witness and reenact the sacrifice. The idea was for the devotee to
contemplate and embody the painful physical and emotional sufferings of the crucified
Jesus, not only as atonement for their sins, but also to gain a better understanding of his
sacrifices, thus leading them closer to God.80 Religious women looked to experience
heightened mental images when they visualized themselves within Gospel scenes, and
personal devotional images, such as those that will be described and discussed in this
paper, were vital aids in helping them to achieve this authority.81
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CHAPTER 3
A PRIVILEGED VIEW OF CHRIST’S BODY AND BLOOD

Two small images made by nuns from the Rhineland and showing Christ
stretched out on wood beams, bleeding copiously, are Eucharistic in tone and thematize
the centrality of vision in the devotional process for the nuns who made and used them
(Figs. 1, 8). One is a single-sheet image of a particularly bloody crucified Christ (Fig. 1).
Every inch of his body is covered in red ink-as-blood, as he bleeds profusely with long
strokes of the fluid pouring from his body, thus evoking the horrors of his suffering. A
nun kneels at the foot of the Cross and is accompanied by Bernard of Clairvaux,
identified by his pastoral staff, monk’s tonsure and garb, and his halo.82 The other image
is part of a prayer book and features the wounded Christ stretched out on a wooden
winepress, which alludes to the Cross (Fig. 8). Here, Jesus treads on grapes to make wine,
which will turn into his blood at consecration. Although Christ has several wounds, blood
pours from just one of them – the wound in his side, making it significant to the artist and
the viewer, who understood that this was the source of the most cleansing and healing of
Christ’s blood. A nun kneels next to the winepress, where she holds a chalice in which
she collects the blood that surges from Christ’s side.83
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These two images were made in the Rhineland at different times—one from the
first half of the fourteenth century, the other about 150 years later in the late fifteenth or
early sixteenth century—but they are striking for similar reasons: for the amount of blood
that gushes from Christ’s body and for the presence of women at the foot of the Cross,
who are not the Virgin Mary or Mary Magdalen. Rather, they are modest nuns,
prominently shown and in close proximity to Christ and his blood. The women in the
images likely represent the self-portraits of the women who made them and serve as
surrogates or guides for other nuns perhaps to use the images, as well.
The aim of this chapter is to understand how such images as these were used by
nuns during their meditative practices in order to ‘see’ and know God, and likewise how
the materiality of the images—the vellum and ink in their making—cultivated bodily and
imaginative experiences in uniting with God through mystical experience. This chapter
will consider how nuns responded to the limited use of their vision and political power
within the Church through their art, for example, by adjusting the conventional
iconography of the Crucifixion. This chapter will also seek to understand how nuns’
images may have been used to enhance their visions and mental images, and therefore
their devotional experience, especially in the context of enclosure and other restrictions.

Medieval Visuality and the Prolonged Gaze
St. Augustine’s theory of sight continued as the basis for all vision theories
throughout the medieval period, and the idea that ‘seeing’ God was to know and
29

understand him also persisted throughout this time.84 For Augustine, dreams and visions
of the imagination occupied a sort of middle ground that had the potential to reveal either
the human or the divine; they were linked to corporeal vision, but also had the potential
for prophetic sight and insight, if they emanated from a cleansed soul and were used
rather than enjoyed.85 It was important to be able to ‘read’ visions (and images) correctly,
in order to distinguish between the good and bad ones, especially for impressionable
women.
From the seventh century, vision for religious men and women was regulated by
the Rule of St. Benedict, which instructed them to lower their eyes in humility and to
glance only quickly when looking at devotional objects, since truth and wisdom were
seen with intellectual vision, rather than bodily vision.86 However, in the thirteenth
century, new theories on the mechanism of vision, which were rooted in the ancient
Greek texts of Aristotle, would begin to challenge these prevailing views. For example,
scholar and Franciscan friar, Roger Bacon (1214-1292), asserted that sensation physically
occurred in the sense organs, so that material images were produced in the eyes and the
brain upon observation.87 Bacon believed that sight was thus both passive and active, in
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that we are physically altered by the rays that are sent out by the objects we see through a
process called ‘intromission,’ but our eyes also radiate beams of vision, which was a
process called ‘extramission.’ The synthesis of extramission and intromission as the
mechanisms of seeing were understood to create a physical connection between the seer
and the seen, which produced a reciprocal, or interactive, ‘gaze,’ thus impacting the way
images were made and viewed.88 This interpretation of the reciprocal nature of vision led
to the belief that external images could be used to initiate contact between the soul and
God, thus encouraging a more active and elongated gaze at devotional objects.89
For nuns and the mendicant friars who guided them, images became important in
the mystical process of uniting with God.90 Theologians, including Bonaventure (12211274) and Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), believed that the emotional component of
images was essential for the purpose of arousing devotion, since emotion was stimulated
more by what was seen than by what was heard. This suggests they were calling for a
new relationship between viewer and image, and they, like Bacon, recommended the
lingering of the informed and disciplined eye on the image, thus allowing the arousal of
feelings and emotions in devotion.91 Likewise, there were strict conditions under which
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devotees could employ the prolonged gaze - this experience depended on a receptive and
active soul, which was cleansed and trained, and the viewer was to attentively and
actively look upon appropriate objects and invest the soul’s energy wisely. If this was
done correctly, then the soul could bind with the images with strong love.92
The interactive and prolonged gaze was further enhanced by the doctrine of
transubstantiation and the advent of ocular communion in the thirteenth century.93 An
image from the Cardinal Domenico della Rovere Missal demonstrates this idea well (Fig.
3). Here, the members of the clergy and the congregation lift their eyes in a prolonged
gaze, as they watch the raised host miraculously turn into the body and blood of Christ
upon consecration. At this moment, with their eyes engaged, they united with Christ
through their sense of sight, which further intensified their experience.94
These changes in the beliefs around vision helped to change the thinking
encompassing the human sensorium as a whole, from one that was potentially distracting
and could lead the faithful astray (especially women), to one that could guide the faithful
towards God and increase his or her knowledge of him.95 The faithful were thus
encouraged to embrace the body and senses through physical movements during
devotion, and through a new focus on the material, such as beholding images, kissing

92

Hahn, “Visio Dei: Changes in Medieval Visuality,” 169, 184.

93

Ibid., 169.

94

Biernoff, Sight and Embodiment, 141.

95

Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption, 205.

32

relics, and gazing at the elevated Eucharist. These were considered devotional acts
incorporated for the purpose of affecting the soul and the body, and they served to create
a mutual dependence where body and soul followed each other closely in order to
contemplate God.96

The Visual Path to Proximate Grace
During the late Middle Ages, along with the shifts in the practice of piety and in
how bodily senses were understood to function within those practices and within the
mental faculties, there were changes in the understanding of grace and how it was
achieved. Christianity reached larger portions of the population under the growing
mendicant orders, and the transformation of the image of Christ from triumphant ruler to
the Man of Sorrows drove an increasingly empathetic and emotional desire for grace.
Furthermore, a fear and anxiety of death after the Black Plague epidemic of 1347-1351
created an urgent demand for the protection of the soul at Judgment. Theologians were
urged to create direct and comprehensible paths to grace, and they did so by assembling
symbolic representations of that which could lead one to be saved and redeemed.97
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Examples of this are in the fourteenth-century writings of Ludolph of Saxony
(1295-1378) and Pseudo-Bonaventure (fl. c. 1300), both mendicant friars, who
encouraged their readers in the Pauline prescription of suffering with Christ through
meditation.98 Ludolph called for the faithful to meditate because of an insufficiency of
written explanation, thus implying that what was written needed to be supplemented with
mental imagining.99 In his Vitae Christi, he taught that the imagination needed to be
activated, and that both physical seeing and mental imagining should be aligned as the
most immediate forms of accessing God.100
Pseudo-Bonaventure’s Meditationes Vitae Christi had a similar message, but was
written specifically for nuns. He directed the reader to capitalize on the imagination’s
powers by focusing on the need for the devotee to create detailed and realistic scenes in
her mind, in which to invest all of her mental energy. The more she trained and practiced
the imagination’s capacities, the more vivid her invented scenes would be; and the more
vivid they were, the more they would benefit her.101 With the hope of uniting with Jesus,
nuns were motivated to create images that would induce the processes of their
imagination. Like the images of the Crucifixion with St. Bernard and Nun (Fig. 1) and
Christ in the wine press (Fig. 8), these could be images of condensed simplicity and
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clarity, rather than highly descriptive detailed ones. But this very simplicity and clarity
effectively focused the mind on the bloody body of Christ and induced the visceral
immediacy of connecting with God.
Indeed, devotional images were used by religious women as the main aids in their
meditations.102 Jeffrey Hamburger suggests that the images produced at the Benedictine
convent at St. Walburg in Eichstätt in southern Germany provided exemplars of devotion
as vehicles for meditative experience. An example of such an image is the Symbolic
Crucifixion (Fig. 9), in which the whole of Christ’s life is shown in order to communicate
to the beholder that imitating Christ (imitatio Christi) does not take place in an instant,
but rather is a struggle that lasts a lifetime.103 Here, the wounded Christ on the Cross is at
the center of the image, the baby Jesus in a manger is on his right, and Jesus as a young
man is on his left. The Madonna of Humility is perched at the top of the Cross, with five
swords arrayed around her heart, which identify her as the archetypal embodiment of
compassion, again stressing the image’s message of imitatio Christi.104 Hamburger
suggests that Mary provides a female exemplar of devotion whose prominence would not
have been lost on the nuns who used this image.105 The image is highly detailed, so it
requires focus to distinguish between the grass, the wood pattern on the Cross, the
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flagellation wounds on Christ’s body, the patterns on clothing, and straw and wood of the
manger. As an exemplar image, this detail, as well as the inscriptions of the virtues
around the figures, would have held the eyes and concentration of a devotee for a long
period of time.
The results of using images were not all the same. When Gertrude of Helfta
beheld an image of the Crucifixion in her prayer book, she saw a ray of sunlight pointed
like an arrow, emerge from Christ’s side wound and move towards her, an experience
replicating that of intromission.106 According to a chronicle from the Dominican convent
of Töss in northern Switzerland, nun Anna Wansaseller had a different experience - when
she prayed to an image of the Holy Face that stood in front of the chapter house, it spoke
back to her.107
Specific forms and symbols within images, combined with the internal activity of
the imagination and the heart, gave agency to certain communicative practices (such as
prayers and meditation) through which divine grace could be achieved.108 Certain image
subjects in art, as well as the use of the senses—for example, seeing or touching
representations of the atoning blood of Christ in images—were considered to offer a
particularly direct access to the divine and a stronger path to salvation, serving as more
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effective mediating devices.109 The motifs that were believed to provide the most
immediate grace were the bodily nakedness of the Christ Child and the Christ of the
Passion, because they symbolized the stripping of worldly goods, poverty and misery, as
also the humanity and tangibility of Jesus. Other symbols included the unmediated close
contact with the opening of Christ’s body through the bloody wounds of the Crucifixion,
which heightened the imagination and provided a powerfully visceral experience.110
Therefore, the faithful could choose on which image subjects and symbols to meditate
based on the directness of the path to grace. This concept was particularly important for
cloistered nuns, who otherwise had very limited access to eating and drinking the body
and blood of Christ, which provided the closest possible proximity of grace, since it
overcame the spatial and temporal distances from Golgotha.111

Increasingly Bloody Images
Perhaps it was the proximity to grace that made particularly bloody Crucifixion
scenes a preferred subject for nuns’ art and visual language. A good case in point is the
fourteenth-century single-sheet ink drawing of a crucified Jesus with St. Benedict and a
nun, introduced earlier in the chapter (Fig. 1).112 The image shows Christ profusely
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bleeding from every part of his body, although the only wounds that are (barely) visible
are those in his hands, feet, and torso. His head slumps forward, either from weakness or
death, and his limbs are thin and stick-like. The blood is painted using different shades of
red ink and wash– the fresh blood is lighter in color, while the older blood running along
the ground has coagulated, indicated by a darker shade of red. The amount of blood in the
image recalls Ludolph of Saxony’s Vita Jesu Christ, one of the most widespread
devotional books of the Middle Ages and the subject of many sermons, in which he
describes the 5,490 wounds Christ received.113 The background of the image is spare and
shows the hint of a round hill, perhaps suggesting Golgotha, although lacking any detail
that might secure this scene to a specific geography or moment in time.
The image demonstrates that nuns’ art could be especially captivating and
mesmerizing, evoking a contemplative state in their affective piety, as well as a strong
female connection to Christ. According to orthodox tradition, images of the Crucifixion
were to guide the viewers’ imaginations when they envisioned themselves present in
Gospel scenes or at the Crucifixion, where they followed Christ step by step, and
embodied the painful, physical, and emotional sufferings of the Crucifixion as atonement
for their sins.114 However, like Christ, women themselves suffered and made sacrifices.
For religious women, these images were more about obtaining a closer proximity to
Christ and securing a privileged view of him, since the restrictions of convent life often
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prevented this. We know from the previous chapter that devotional images such as this
one were found in medieval nuns’ choirs and were used to compensate for their blocked
vision of the altar and the elevated Host, or for their small scale were used in the privacy
of a nun’s cell.
These ideas also pertain to the distinctive iconography nuns developed for certain
religious themes in their art, for example in the Crucifixion. The image of the nun and St.
Bernard at the Cross departs from the conventional Crucifixion scenes in ways that
highlight the connection religious women had to Christ, through his flesh and blood, and
by their desire to be closer to him. Therefore, it is a nun we see at the foot of the Cross as
the primary attendee and mourner, a new stand-in for the examples of the Virgin Mary or
Mary Magdalen. Also, the profuse amount of blood became an iconographic necessity for
the art of religious women, as it was designed not just to elicit an empathetic response,
but also to highlight their connection to him, which provided a powerful path to grace.115
Gazing at this image for long periods of time would have stirred the imagination
of the image’s artist and presumed viewer, where she could see herself entering the scene
as a timeless witness kneeling at the foot of the Cross, as Christ’s salvific blood rains
down around her. She is there along with St. Bernard, who touches the legs, and therefore
the blood, of Christ. The artist of this image gave Bernard a superior position on the right
side of the Crucifix and in his physical contact with the blood and body of Christ; perhaps
this is because of Bernard’s saintly status, or merely his gendered status. Bernard and the
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nun do not appear mournful, but are instead contemplative and are therefore
demonstrating the affectivity of their devotion. Looking at the ground with lowered eyes
in humility in the presence of Christ, the nun who drew this may have come from one of
the more conservative orders, such as the Cistercians, who remained under the influence
of Benedict’s Rule to maintain a downward gaze.116
There are several possible reasons for Bernard’s presence in this image, including
a possible Cistercian connection, since one of their earliest German convents was in the
Rhineland. Bernard was also one of the earliest theologians to teach affective piety and
imagining oneself present at the events of the Passion, which this image reenacts. In
addition, he supported partaking in the full Eucharist, including both the body and blood
of Christ, at a time when the idea of concomitance was being discussed.117 Regardless,
Bernard’s presence in this early image abides by conservative notions of male authority
and supervision over female visions and practices.
Even in its austerity, the image suggests a full bodily engagement with it in the
making, with strokes of the red brush applied repeatedly across the sheet. There is a
fruitful tactility to the image, as well as a multivalency of the materials that were used to
make it.118 The sheet is approximately 25 by 17 centimeters and a single-sheet, rather

116

Periti, In the Courts of Religious Ladies, 52.

James Westfall Thompson, “The Cistercian Order and Colonization in Mediaeval
Germany,” The American Journal of Theology, 24, no. 1 (Jan., 1920): 85; James R. Ginther, The
Westminster Handbook to Medieval Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press,
2009), 43.
117

118

Bynum, Christian Materiality, 24-28.

40

than being made as part of a book, so the image would have been intimately held and
manipulated in the hands of the devotee, as she gazed down at it for long periods in her
personal devotions. In gazing down at the image and at the profusion of red ink that
represents Christ’s blood, the beholder mimics both the newer notion of seeing as a kind
of touching, consistent with the extramission theory of vision, and the older theory of
intromission, in which Christ’s body radiates beams from his salvific blood, which
touches and physically alters the nun, thus uniting her with God.
Medieval viewers of images also kissed, touch, and fondled their images,
sometimes prompted to do so from inscriptions on the images, which direct the viewer to
kiss or touch specific areas. Touching the image was considered to be more efficacious in
terms of proximate grace, so we often see parts of images that are worn away from
repeated physical contact.119 An example of this is The Egerton 1821 Manuscript, which
includes a Psalter, two versions of a Rosary of the Virgin, and a litany, and was thought
to be made for a laywoman in southern England in the late fifteenth century (Fig. 10).120
An image from the manuscript shows simulated blood drops, where the black and red
pigments have been worn away from touching or kissing, or both.121 Evidence of the
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bodily experience of interacting with these images comes from the areas of pigment that
are worn more than others, or, as in the image of St. Bernard and the Nun at the
Crucifixion, in the soiled, darkened, and worn areas on the sides of the sheet that indicate
where it was often held by its beholders over the centuries (Fig. 1). In addition, the drops
of blood on the right side of the image appear to be more worn than on the left, perhaps
from the beholder touching or kissing them.122 Red ink residue may have transferred to
the fingers or lips of the viewer, thus cultivating a new corporeal experience for them as
they acquired a sort of constant contact with Christ’s blood.

Gazing at the Suffering and Bloody Christ
The image of Christ in a wine press (Fig. 8), introduced earlier, is one of twelve
miniatures from a late fifteenth-century prayer book, thought to be from the Upper Rhine
region of Germany and possibly from the Clarissan convent of Sankt Klara in Freiburg
im Breisgau.123 While we see the nun gazing at Christ, it is made interactive by his
reciprocated, lingering gaze. The interactivity is enhanced by the expressions of the
devotee and Christ – they are engaged mutual spectators, with eyebrows raised as they
focus on and faintly smile at one another, as if mutual knowledge and understanding has
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been exchanged. Here, we can almost see a visual manifestation of the extramission and
intromission theories of vision at work, as the nun appears to be altered by the vision of
Christ.
The pictorial theme of Christ in a wine press originated in an interpretation of the
Old Testament figure of the wine treader from Isaiah 63:3: “I have trodden the winepress
alone…I have trampled on them in my indignation, and have trodden them down in my
wrath, and their blood is sprinkled upon my garments.”124 By the fourteenth century, the
theme emerged as a devotional subject thought to illustrate and summon the fundamental
theological principle of transubstantiation.125 Like the image of the nun with St. Bernard
at the foot of the excessively bleeding Christ, this depicted nun has a privileged viewing
position, thus offsetting her restricted view of the altar and Mass from behind the walled
nuns’ choir.
In the image we see Christ’s body being squeezed and wrung of his blood, with
his right arm wrapped under and his left arm over the crossbeam. The contents of the
basin are meant to evoke wine and blood, making clear the literal, symbolic, and
liturgical intermingling of the two fluids, and reminding us of their visual similarity.126
The basin also contains grape bunches, which float in the liquid, or perhaps this is
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Christ’s blood congealing into fruit.127 One might imagine that the belief in the
transformation of matter—from wine to blood—invoked in the image also might give
visual weight to the association of red ink-as-blood so prominently added all over his
body.
While Christ’s entire body is covered with wounds from his torture—depicted as
red check marks—only the wound in his side projects blood. It is this fluid that fills the
chalice held by the nun, rather than the wine. Therefore, the nun not only witnesses at
close proximity the transubstantiation with the prolonged gaze of sacramental viewing,
but also oversees the ritual as its immediate recipient. She holds up the holy chalice
beneath the body of Christ in the press, as if administering the Eucharist itself at the high
altar, which only the priests were allowed to approach or touch. She also experiences a
heightened interaction with Christ this time through his reciprocal and confirming gaze at
her and over her actions.
The red and orange pigment that represents the blood of Christ enriches the
image’s meaning further. The blood does not simply pour from Christ’s body or gather in
the basin. The two-toned redness of the fluid, likely representing blood mixed with water
that was thought to come from Christ’s side wound, is umbilical-like in its roping form
and matches the colors of the nun’s dress that envelops her body, as if it has been dyed in
his blood. This would serve to enhance the physical contact and provide a visual
manifestation of her close bond with Christ. The physicality of devotional objects could
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also be augmented by their medium, as is the case for the prayer book in which this
image is drawn. The pages are made from vellum, or real animal skin, which mimics
Christ’s flesh, and therefore adds to the image’s intensified value as an active object of
affective piety through the evocation of blood and flesh.
In summary, in their cloistered environment, religious women were restricted
from connecting with God through physical communion and also from sacramental
viewing, and therefore they established new pathways to unite and identify with the
divine. They developed devotional art into a distinctive visual culture that championed
the faculty of sight and a sense of immediacy in ways that reading text alone never could.
When the quick glance was replaced by the prolonged gaze, bodily sight became even
more beneficial since it required the elevation and focus of one’s eyes for longer periods
of time, so that the devotee was able to become completely absorbed, thus inducing the
work of her imagination.128
The two main images of Christ discussed in this chapter (Figs. 1 and 8) are vivid
and intense representations of the almost naked and wounded Christ, which were motifs
of vulnerability and suffering that enabled women to achieve the most direct possible
path to grace. Channeling their devotion and identifying with Christ through a reciprocal
association with his flesh and blood—made all the more prevalent through images like
these—became a desirable aim among religious women. It was also an advantageous one,
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as men did not share the same connection.129 Moreover, women made and used these
images, sometimes even inserting their own representations within these spaces,
controlling the images themselves, their places within them, and this aspect of their
spiritual life, in an environment in which they otherwise had little control.
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CHAPTER 4
TOUCH AND TASTE: CHRIST’S SIDE WOUND AND SACRED HEART

Other devotional images from the late medieval period that were made and used
by nuns in the Rhineland and in southern Germany were particularly effective at invoking
the tactile senses of touch and taste, namely imagery of the side wound and Sacred Heart
of Christ. Bernard of Clairvaux’s teachings on affective piety resulted in the elevation of
the corporeal senses, and he articulated how one might come to know God well through
touch and taste, thus breaking with the idea that there were overwhelming potential
dangers associated with using these two ‘lower’ senses for knowledge of the world and of
God. In the image of Bernard and a nun at the foot of the Crucifix (Fig. 1) we saw how
Bernard is actively embracing the bleeding matter of Christ’s legs, as the nun across from
him has placed her hands on the cross. In other images of Bernard we see his visionary
experiences involving the tasting and touching of divine flesh and liquid substances of
blood and milk. A hand-colored woodcut from ca. 1450 shows how a brother monk at the
Abbey of Clairvaux stumbled across Abbot Bernard praying before the Crucifix at the
altar, when Christ appeared to come alive and to lean down to embrace him (Fig. 11).130
A late fifteenth-century engraving by Master I.A.M. von Zwolle features another vision
of Bernard, depicting him kneeling in prayer before an enlivened statue of the Virgin and
Child (Fig. 12). She responds to his prayers by squirting breast milk at his forehead, of
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which three drops were sprinkled into his mouth, according to the legend.131 In images of
the side wound and Sacred Heart of Christ, nuns from this period found a particularly
intimate subject that stimulated their vision, but worked even more deeply on the level of
touching, kissing, and tasting the body and blood of Christ, taking the teachings of
Bernard of Clairvaux to an even deeper level of sensory knowing and embodiment for
devotees.

Touch and Taste
The Gospel story most closely associated with the sense of touch is that of
Thomas the Apostle. Unable to believe his eyes alone that Christ had resurrected,
Thomas was invited by Christ to touch his gaping side wound. While Christ himself
seems to have recognized the centrality of touch to belief and evidence, the early Church
thought about touch differently. They only accepted sight and hearing as the senses for
intellectual knowing, while touch and taste were rejected as ‘too bodily’ and too closely
linked to carnal stirrings and desire.
Such suspicion and thinking about the sense of touch evolved in the late Middle
Ages, when the teachings of affective devotion and mysticism became more accepting of
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all of the senses. Moreover, Bernard of Clairvaux’s elevation of touch and taste above the
other senses for their ability to achieve an immediate physical connection inspired late
medieval religious women to use the two senses to articulate their union with God.132
Female mystical visions find particular emphasis on bodily contact and fluids. For
example, Margaret Ebner embraced and suckled a Christ-doll, and she physically felt
Christ’s thrusts against her heart when they united; Catherine of Siena drank blood from
Christ’s side wound; and the mystic Hadewijch of Brabant wrote of being embraced by
Christ and partaking of the Eucharist to emphasize the intimacy and immediacy of her
bond with him.133
Such ideas of union with God through touch and taste were increasingly reflected
in medieval devotional imagery, as well. For example, the archetype of the embrace with
Christ on the Cross that we saw in the hand-colored woodcut of Bernard and Christ (Fig.
11) had its visual analog in images made in female monasteries, where it was transformed
into the nuns sharing a mutual and loving embrace with Christ. One such image is found
in a fifteenth-century illumination for a prayer book that originated from the Dominican
convent of St. Margaret and Agnes in Strasbourg (Fig. 13). The inscription reads, “O myn
kint gib mir din hertz so wurt gemiltert myn grosser smertz entpfo mich jn din arm dz ich
mich dyn ewigclich erbarm” (O my child, give me your heart, to alleviate my great pain!
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Embrace me in your arms, so that I am forever in your mercy!).134 The words were likely
meant to be a kind of prayer invoked by the user of the image, who can model her
behavior from the nun in the image. Like the image of Bernard, the nun is not just shown
in an active and reciprocated embrace, but also with an eye to eye gaze with the crucified
Jesus, who comes down partway from the Cross, blood-red ink streaming across his body
like a coat of fur.

The Side Wound
The source of much of the blood at Christ’s Crucifixion was his five wounds,
which became highly venerated in the early thirteenth century, when the doctrine of
transubstantiation was reaffirmed at the Lateran Council. Meditations on the Life of
Christ, the popular and influential devotional treatise written by pseudo-Bonaventure in
the mid-fourteenth century, is also thought to have raised the profile of Christ’s wounds.
It contained moving textual descriptions of the Passion in minute detail, thereby allowing
the reader to access in his or her imagination every aspect of Christ’s suffering, including
each wound.135 The Meditations directly appealed to the reader to feel love and
compassion for Christ.
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By the fourteenth century, devotion to the five wounds, and especially to the side
wound and to the wounded heart, proliferated throughout Europe, and images of Christ’s
wounds regularly appeared in texts, prayers, music, and art.136 Christ’s wounds and
suffering were reinforced in the fifteenth century by Thomas à Kempis’ widelydistributed Imitatio Christi (ca. 1418-27), a devotional instruction manual that prioritized
the physical and spiritual imitation of Christ as the fundamental purpose of Christian
life.137 Followers and close readers of this manual were instructed to imitate Christ’s
suffering through intense meditation on his five wounds.138
The opening of Christ’s body through the wounds of the Crucifixion was believed
to be a potent symbol of unmediated close contact with him in the late Middle Ages.139
This was especially so with the side wound, which was inflicted by one of the Roman
soldiers at Golgotha, as described in the Gospel of John 19:34-37: “…one of the soldiers
pierced Jesus’ side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water.”140 Its
visual depictions as an abstracted large gash or an open mandorla-shaped gape (Figs. 2,
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14-17) were an invitation not only to look closely into the dark abyss of the wound, but
also to touch it, as had St. Thomas. Its form and incitement to touch, or even to penetrate
it with a finger, the lips, or the gaze, also conjured associations with the female genitalia,
the possibilities for gender reversals, and notions of desire for a kind of corporal and
emotional closeness with Christ.
A popular allegory was that Christ gave birth to the Church through his side
wound during the labor of his Crucifixion (Fig. 7). This inspired the images of the side
wound resembling female genitalia, which, like the wound, was both an entrance and an
exit for sacrificial blood and giving birth.141 This type of image was often surrounded by
the arma Christi, or the torture instruments of the Passion, for example in a miniature
from the Psalter of Bonne of Luxembourg from 1345 (Fig. 2) and a hand-colored
woodcut of the Measure of the Side Wound from ca. 1484 (Fig. 14). In the image of the
side wound from the Psalter of Bonne de Luxembourg, the large and colorful wound at
the center is flanked by the Cross and the pillar of the flagellation, which are, in turn,
surrounded by the Holy Lance, nails, crown of thorns, and other devices of torture. The
mandorla-shape of the side wound carried iconographical significance in the late
medieval period, when it became a ubiquitous symbol of divine radiance, often used to
set a divine figure apart from other aspects of a composition.142 The wound is painted
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with concentric layers that resemble an actual wound, with the outer layer the color of
human skin, and the middle layer the color of bleeding flesh, which intensifies as the
wound becomes deeper. The inner-most layer is that of a black voided space, which gives
the impression of depth, and also that something lies beyond it. The materiality of this
image is significant, as the vellum on which it is drawn evokes for the beholder and
holder of the work the skin of Christ, and the red pigment his blood.
It was believed that Christ’s side wound was the portal through which the devotee
could reach Jesus’ Sacred Heart, ‘the locus of mystical union’ from which the blood was
deemed the most potent in terms of its cleansing and healing qualities. Moreover, so
revered was the side wound of Christ that visual reproductions of a life-sized wound
called the ‘true measure’ translated into indulgences when viewed, touched, and activated
with prayers (Fig. 14).143
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The Holy Lance
The Holy Lance was used to inflict the side wound and the wound to the Sacred
Heart, and was considered a principal contact relic of Jesus, since his intact body
ascended to heaven, and the lance was left behind at Golgotha.144 The Holy Lance held a
superior rank to other contact relics, because it was connected to Christ’s Passion, and it
came into contact with the blood from his heart.145
The Holy Lance was transferred to Nuremberg from Prague during the Hussite
Wars in 1424, and from this date the city of Nuremberg hosted the annual festival and
display of the Holy Lance and the arma Christi. It was an enormous affair, and was
associated with the granting of indulgences that drew thousands of high-ranking guests
and pilgrims.146 However, the cloistered women of Nuremberg’s convents could not
attend the festivities, because they were not permitted to leave their convents. As a
substitute, the Dominican convent of St. Katharina and the Franciscan convent of St.
Klara held meal-time lections in which the Mass, Epistle, Gospel and the sermon for the
Holy Lance were read by the nuns themselves. Notably, beginning in 1463, the women in
both houses had their own exclusive annual viewings of the relics when they were
brought to the spaces of their convents.147
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Prayer cards honoring the annual event were made and exchanged between
nuns.148 Images like those from St. Katherine’s convent in Nuremberg were highly
appealing as a new kind of contact relic, because the puncture in the paper or vellum, it
was said, came from the Holy Lance itself, the authority for which was granted by the
Nuremberg City Council (Figs. 15 and 16).149 The physical slash in the images also gave
them a three-dimensionality, which made them more textural and gave them deeper
salvific significance. Even as relatively simple images and forms, they were nonetheless
considered materially significant, because they were often painted or printed on vellum to
better mimic the flesh of Christ being pierced. All of these characteristics would have
served to enhance the sensory experience of these images.150.
One hand-colored woodcut from late fifteenth-century Nuremberg features the
Sacred Heart of Jesus Pierced by the Holy Lance (Fig. 17) but blends that iconography
with that of the Holy Face of Christ on the Veronica veil, another valued contact relic of
Christ. Similar to the Roman Veronica, who folds the cloth containing the imprint of
Jesus’ face, this image depicts an angel holding a cloth showing Jesus’ Sacred Heart, a
visible gash in the paper/veil piercing it diagonally. The printed words read “O du suser
ihesu crist unser dir dein hercz durchstochen ist” (Oh you sweet Jesus Christ, your heart
is pierced for us).151 The owner added her own message in black ink along the right edge
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of the vellum: “Zw gleicher weys als dises hercz durchstochen ist mit dem sper also vil
vor mich durchstochen unser hercz mit der libe gottes” (In the same manner as this heart
is pierced with a spear, our hearts are pierced by the love of God).152 This inscription by a
former handler of the print testifies to the active use of this image and its ability to incite
a corporal response, as the user symbolically takes the lance into her own body by gazing
at this image and receiving the love of Christ in so doing.153
As this insightful and moving inscription seems to suggest, it is plausible that
when viewing images of the slashed Sacred Heart, beholders physically felt a sensation in
their sides or hearts. Such a visceral response is supported not only by mystical
meditative practices and the aims of affective piety, but also by twenty-first century
neuroscience and the theory of ‘bodily empathy,’ proposed by the art historian David
Freedberg and the neuroscientist Vittorio Gallese.154 The theory, based on empirical
evidence, states that ‘bodily empathy’ is generated by the somatotopic motor areas in the
brain, in response to horrific representations of lacerated or punctured flesh, for example,
in Goya’s The Disasters of War (Fig. 18). In this instance, specialized mirror neurons
(discovered by Gallese) are thought to work to automatically activate visceral and
corporeal sensations, as well as emotions, in an observer of an action in a static image,
and the physical response is located in precisely those parts of the body that are
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threatened or injured. Bodily empathy then converts to emotional empathy in provoking
meditations on the consequences of the damaged or mutilated body.155
Freedberg and Gallese further proposed a relationship between embodied
simulation-driven feelings and involvement in the observer of a work of art, and the
visible traces of the artist’s creative gestures, like chisel marks or a knife slash, for
example in the Concetti Spaziale works by abstract artist, Lucio Fontana (Fig. 19).156
Here, the canvas has been cut with a sharp object, perhaps a knife or razor blade, similar
to the slashed prayer cards from Nuremburg, leaving gaping slash marks that infused the
work with an almost violent energy. Freedberg and Gallese suggest that bodily empathy
arises in the form of an empathetic movement that coincides with the violent gesture that
produced the tear.157 Based on this theory, one might imagine an empathetic movement
was felt by the beholders of the images of the lacerated Sacred Heart (Figs. 15-17) during
their contemplation of the wounded heart, thus amplifying the immediacy and intensity of
their devotion. The fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century nuns who were the primary
makers and users of such images need not have been cognizant of modern scientific
processes to be aware of the effectiveness of such images to stir their bodies, emotions,
and imaginations and achieve full empathy and proximity to the divine.
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Drinking from the Sacred Heart
One of the earliest references of devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus was by
Pope Gregory I in the seventh century, and it was later adopted by Bernard of Clairvaux
and Bonaventure in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, respectively.158 Following this,
the Dominicans and Franciscans took up the idea, for they believed it was not only the
external sufferings, but also the internal sufferings, and the boundless love, grace, and
wisdom of Jesus’ heart that moved Francis of Assisi and others so deeply.159
It was believed that the blood from Christ’s side wound came directly from his
heart, and drinking it afforded the most intimate union with God (Figs. 20 and 21).160 In
fact, Mary’s breast and Christ’s side wound were frequently conflated as life-giving and
nourishing sources of ‘food.’161 The medieval physiological understanding was that
breast milk was processed blood, and so blood and milk were interchangeable, as was
suckling from Mary’s breast and from Christ’s side wound.162 This idea featured in the
visions and writings of several female mystics, for example, Gertrude of Helfta (1232-
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1292), who was embraced by Christ against his wounded side when he said to her, “Since
discretion obliges you to abstain from receiving me in the Sacrament, drink now from my
heart the sweet influences of my divinity.”163 This vision left her with bodily traces in the
form of a pink scar on her left torso, where her skin touched Christ’s side wound during
their embrace.164
An image from 1466 showing one of Catherine of Siena’s (1347-1380) visions
shows a similar moment when Christ rewarded her suffering by allowing her to drink
from his side (Fig. 20). The color drawing originates from Der geistliche Rosgart (A
Spiritual Rose Garden), a German translation of Raymund of Capua’s life of St.
Catherine of Siena, which was transcribed in 1466 by Elisabeth Warüssin, a nun in the
Katharinenkloster in Augsburg in southern Germany.165 According to the text that
accompanies the scene, “she fastened her lips upon that sacred wound, and still more
eagerly the mouth of her soul, and there she slaked her thirst.”166 Catherine distinguishes
between her bodily lips and the lips of her soul, which suggests that she first feels the
physical sensation of her mouth touching the wound.167 In this image, Jesus' hands are no
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longer nailed to the Cross, and he and Catherine share a loving embrace as she drinks
from his wound, as red ink flows like a fountain from his side.168
The theme of drinking from the side wound was a popular one, and the visions of
Gertrude and Catherine of Siena were likely known widely throughout convents in
Germany. A similar scene without the Cross appears as a colorful miniature from the
Clarissan prayer book already discussed, from the late fifteenth- or early sixteenthcentury Upper Rhine region of Germany (Fig. 21). Both Gertrude and Catherine, as well
as other religious women, described the taste of Christ’s blood as “sweet.” Gertrude was
“reposed on Thy Heart [of Jesus],” and when she tasted from his wound, she commented
that, “…I found Thy yoke sweet and light.”169 Catherine of Siena said to Jesus, “…you
feed the hungry with your sweetness, O Sweet, without any bitter!”170 She was known to
have an intense hunger for the Eucharist, and would become ‘inebriated’ with Christ’s
blood, suggesting an altered state of consciousness.171
Notably, both of these images (Figs. 20, 21) elicit multi-sensory experiences from
the devotees, since they share a mutual and loving gaze with Christ, in addition to
touching him and tasting the blood from his sacred wound.
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Praying with Rubrics
Some late medieval prayer books included rubrics or inscriptions, which help to
demonstrate how devotional images were used by the faithful, and specifically how the
senses of touch and taste were incorporated into their piety. Prayer rubrics instructed
devotees to interact with images, to use them along with the recitation of specific prayers
as tangible anchors for their meditation and as objects that would provoke emotions. It is
believed that monks and nuns often approached devotional images with their prayer
books in hand, and some rubrics required them to read the prayers in front of and into
images.172 The prayers were intended to activate the magical salvific power of the
images, while the images worked in kind to activate the prayers, so that the one
reinforced the other.173
An example of how the images were used with prayers can be understood from
the rubric of the Colnish Pater Noster, which was a prayer interlaced with Christ’s
principal wounds, that was read primarily by religious women.174 In one version of a
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prayer rubric, which is thought to have been written by a Franciscan nun near the German
border in the Netherlands and dates from c. 1500, the nun is instructed to use either the
image of the crucified Christ, or an image of his five individual wounds, for example, like
those we see featured in the woodcut of The Measure of the Side Wound and the Body of
Christ (Fig. 14). In this image, Christ’s body is made up of several parts, including the
side wound, the wounded and dismembered hands and feet, and Christ’s head in the form
of a Veronica veil. The Colnish Pater Noster rubric instructed the nuns to work their way
around Jesus’ wounds contained in their images, with the following guidance: “The more
one physically whispers directly with love and devotion into the wounds of our dear
beloved Lord Jesus Christ, the sooner one receives more gifts from doing so. Her voice
should penetrate His body, getting under His skin.”175 Corporeal vision was used to guide
readers around the wounds in the images, such as that in figure 14, and this, along with
the prayer, would stimulate the devotee’s imagination.176 Other prayer rubrics suggest
that the gaping marks of Jesus’ injuries exuded a liquid that was both a healing balm and
a sweet drink, which would heal one’s sinful wounds. For example, one rubric states,
“…you shall carry the poisoned wounds of your unrepented sins to the honey-flowing
sweet wounds, and suck from them the healing balm that will make your wounds
heal.”177
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In yet another rubric example, it is implied that the devotions resided in the
wounds, from which the nun must request them, so the wounds themselves becomes lips
and ears, out of which the prayers are vocalized and into which requests are made.178
There are even aspects of role playing in one of the prayers, in which the female devotee
casts herself as Jesus and recites a prayer to the ‘Father,’ and in which the text refers to
the devotee in the third person as a “lowly, withered, and wounded creature.”179
Therefore, the devotee takes on another identity – that of Jesus – and gains a new
perspective of herself as a sinner but one worthy of love and salvation.
In addition to the prayers and rubrics that were used along with images of Christ’s
five wounds, The Measure of the Side Wound and the Body of Christ woodcut (Fig. 14)
has its own set of instructions embedded into the image itself, which could be used to
augment the outcome of one’s devotions. Christ’s side wound is emphasized here, given
its size and centrality, and the fact that it anthropomorphically, and metonymically,
represents the suffering body of Christ.180 In the image the mandorla-shaped side wound
opens up to contains a heart with three nails, a yellow cross, and inscriptions that lead the
beholder in prayers. Two scrolls containing text flank the body of Christ, and these
promise indulgences on condition that certain devotional actions are met by the devotee.
The scroll on the left side states that seven years of indulgence will be received by
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whomever kisses this wound, which happens to be the true length and width of Christ’s
actual wound.181 The scroll on the right side states that whoever kisses the yellow cross
within the wound, which measures one-fortieth the size of Christ’s actual human body,
shall be protected from sudden death or misfortune.182 Though ‘shrunk’ to the small scale
of an intimate image that can be hand-held and rubbed, its declaration of its relational
proportions with respect to its prototype—i.e., the real wound and body of Christ—
stimulates the user’s capacity to reimagine the body of Christ, to engage with it fully and
bodily herself, and give the image a substitutional power as surrogate for the complete
whole.
While the image of the Measure of the Side Wound may appear as a simple
representation of the primary wounds of Christ, it also represents a devotional diagram or
tool that allowed for a corporeal and spatial understanding and access to the body of
Christ.183 In addition to the measured sizes of the wound and the Cross, the Veronica veil
was believed to have preserved the life-size ‘image’ of Christ’s face. These measured
objects, along with the dismembered hands and feet, were all parts that ‘reconstructed’
the whole body of Christ, a concept that reinforced the notion of the Eucharist.184
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Images of Christ’s wounds, therefore, became central objects of devotion. Both
the Colnish Pater Noster prayer rubric and the scroll texts within the Measure of the Side
Wound guided the devotee to closely and intimately interact with the image using their
bodies and senses, such as touching (or kissing) and tasting, as well as hearing. As the
nuns physically kissed the images, the pigment wore away, as can be seen in some parts
of the side wound within the image in figure 14 (this can be seen even more clearly in the
page of Christ’s blood drops in the Egerton 1821 Manuscript in figure 10).185 As their
lips physically touched the image, they could have imagined their lips against the soft and
moist flesh of Christ—his true measure provided within the image itself—and the sweet
taste of his salvific blood. As they spoke into the images, they imagined their breath and
words penetrating Christ’s wounds. This performance would have reversed notions of
gendered roles for the nuns, not just as women, but also as individuals who had taken the
vow of celibacy. The intimacy and physical closeness would have provoked the
imagination, leading the devotee to a deeper understanding of Jesus’ suffering as she
touched, tasted, and penetrated his wounds.186

Uniting with God using Touch and Taste
Religious women already had close, meaningful and gender-specific connections
to Christ through his humanity, his wounds and his blood. The increasingly somatic and
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experiential aspects of meditative piety meant that these women could augment their
devotion via their full bodily senses, which further enhanced their feelings and
heightened their overall experience. Furthermore, the physical and mental images of
embracing, touching, and kissing were all tactile sensibilities, and were particularly suited
for experiencing God’s presence and close proximity.187
Building up their own visual culture, which centered on images of the blood and
wounded body of Christ, as well as on their feminine connections with Christ, in
conjunction with prayer-rubrics and other devotional practices that incorporated the
mediating power of touch and taste, nuns from the Rhineland and southern Germany
were able to maintain at least some degree of control over their spiritual lives. In these
ways and through these outlets, they were able to achieve an immediate and unmediated
union with God. Their interaction and intimacy with Christ’s wounds and gushing
blood—made all the more present through the fairly simple condensed forms and colors
of their images—and the intensity of their devotional rituals would have led to a
tremendous sense of divine favor and completeness in uniting with Christ.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION: THE DEVOTIONAL AND SPIRITUAL
AUTHORITY OF NUNS THROUGH IMAGES

Even though the reforms of the thirteenth century eliminated women’s
ecclesiastical authority and placed restrictions on them by making them live behind
convent walls, women ended up with a new authority, with its locus in an affective and
emotional piety that enabled them to connect directly and with immediacy to the divine.
This was made possible through the intimate and personal, and sometimes extraordinary,
practices of devotion that women developed for themselves. The images they created for
their personal piety served to focus their attention on Christ’s suffering and humanity as
stimulants to their meditations. The result of their personal devotion was a concentrated
and heightened multi-sensory experience that put them on a direct path to uniting with
God by invoking their intensely gendered and inherently sympathetic relationship with
Christ. But what factors fed these keenly-felt devotions for nuns and made possible this
creative space for female authority and agency around images?
This specialized form of women’s devotion was able to develop and flourish in
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries due to a confluence of demographic, biological, and
theological factors. One of these was the imbalance of male clergy to nuns in late
medieval Germany. The enclosure of women within convents initially meant that
members of the male clergy would visit regularly to hear confessions, preach, administer
the Eucharist and give spiritual guidance, acts which only they could perform. However,
67

in reality this did not happen in many convents throughout the Rhineland and in southern
Germany, and there was more likely a large variation in the frequency of visits from the
friars. These disruptions in routine oversight were not only due to the consequential
imbalance between male and female mendicants, which was especially felt by the
Dominican friars, whose exclusive concern it became when the men of the monastic
orders stopped visiting their female houses.188 There were other factors as well, such as
interruptions due to periodic famines, wars and revolts, plague outbreaks, and severe
weather.189 Therefore, some women’s convents became spaces in which female spiritual
authority could be asserted.
This reality was understood by the male clergy, who supplied convents with
devotional texts in the vernacular, often at the women’s requests.190 The male clergy also
supplied books of meditations and instructional manuals on affective piety, some of
which were written specifically for females and were illustrated with how-to images.191
One example is The Exemplar, by Dominican friar Heinrich Seuse (1295-1366), which
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was a written and illustrated course of spiritual instruction composed originally, if not
exclusively, for religious women sometime between 1360 and 1365.192 It is believed
Seuse contributed to the illustrations, since he refers to them throughout the text.193 One
such image represents a vision of Seuse’s, when Christ appeared to him as a seraph and
told him how to suffer (Fig. 22). Here, Seuse kneels at the foot of the Cross, from which
the wounded and suffering Christ looks down at him. The inscriptions correspond with
those that Seuse himself saw inscribed on the seraph’s wings: “On the two bottom wings
was written, ‘Receive suffering willingly.’ On the middle ones, ‘Bear suffering patiently.’
On the top ones, ‘Learn to suffer as Christ did.’”194 The idea for this type of manual was
to compel the reader to participate through the images and using her imagination.195
Such manuals and other devotional materials were textual and visual sources from
which nuns could select components, recombine, borrow, reuse, and modify to serve their
desires and needs in the convents. In fact, the need for devotional books in the absence of
priests, combined with the availability and affordability of paper, were factors that led
nuns to compile and illustrate their own personal devotional books by copying and using
fragments of other texts. This meant that the traditional hierarchies of author over
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received religious text, and priest over nun, had the possibility of being reversed, so that
nuns became ‘authors’ of their own books, and their books replaced the absent clergy.196
Another factor that enabled women to develop their own specialized piety was the
development and spread of an affective piety that centered on Christ and his humanity.
Beyond the paradigm of nuns as brides of Christ, the inherent connection women had
with Christ for his suffering and shedding of life-giving blood meant that he became their
devotional focus and their gateway to the divine, even more than the Virgin Mary. In
addition, women were proficient at the elements of affective piety precisely because of
their perceived weaknesses: they were particularly receptive to images, had a
fundamental aptitude for meditating, imagining, using their bodily senses, engaging their
emotions, and having mystical visions, all of which served to heighten their devotional
experiences.
This perhaps unexpected privileged spiritual status did not go unnoticed by some
of the male clergy, who wrote of their own experiences and limitations in guiding their
female colleagues. Thomas Aquinas argued that women’s very defects made them more
humble and devout, corresponding with ‘the last shall be first’ ethos of the late Middle
Ages.197 French theologian Jean Gerson (1363-1429) believed that women’s softness
allowed them to be easily drawn into emotive responses suitable for contemplation on
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Christ’s Passion.198 Dominican theologian and reformer, Johannes Nider (1380-1438),
claimed that women had tender and soft complexions and minds, and thus had more
visions than men, who had stronger and more stable minds that made them relatively
resistant to such visionary experiences. Because of this, Nider had the view that women
were capable of superior and more immersive levels of devotion.199
A third factor that allowed for the flourishing of women’s devotion was the
increase in Christian mysticism and the circulation of written accounts of the personal
mystical experiences of religious men and women. The growth in Christian mysticism
accelerated from the thirteenth through early sixteenth century, and most mystics during
this period were women. Many of the well-known female mystics came from Germanspeaking lands, and records show that their vitae were widely distributed amongst female
convents throughout southern Germany and the Rhineland, so that many nuns knew and
understood what the mystics had achieved in their devotions. In the absence of the male
clergy, these texts—copied and disseminated in monastic scriptoria—offered ideas and
demonstrated the remarkable success that other ‘soft’ and ‘impressionable’ women had in
their personal piety. While nuns already knew that the use of images could aid their piety,
some of the mystics wrote specifically of their experiences of using such images in their
devotion. A passage from Gertrude of Helfta describes the deliberate use of art while she
says the following prayer, seated before an image of the Crucifix: “Lord, I confess that I
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am not worthy…..but I implore you of your goodness to pierce my heart with the arrow
of your love.” She had an intromission visionary experience as a result, when a ray of
sunlight with a sharp point came forth from Christ’s side wound, and affected her in an
almost erotic way, “gently but deeply.”200
Personal devotional images had a particular appeal for religious women, and may
well have influenced their propensity for imaginative (spiritual) vision and bodily
sensation.201 Religious men, on the other hand, were believed to perceive best with their
intellectual vision, which eschewed the body and the senses, both of which were
perceived to be primarily women’s attributes.202 The image Drinking from Christ’s Side
Wound, from a late fifteenth century German prayer book (Fig. 21), demonstrates a nun’s
use of the bodily senses of touch and taste, as she and Christ share an embrace as she
drinks the salvific blood from his side wound. Through the iconography, applied
coloration, simplified structure and style, and sometimes the addition of textual
inscriptions or even the representation of a nun within them, such images made by and
for nuns encouraged a visceral, personal, and multi-sensory engagement that stimulated
their imaginations and visions. Furthermore, enclosed religious women were perceived to
be of lower risk of fleshly sin through their senses, compared with women outside of the
convent walls. Bernard of Clairvaux and his contemporaries were explicit about the
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spiritual benefits of physical enclosure, which they believed provided an impermeable
barrier that made one blind to the outside world.203
A fourth factor that helped lay the groundwork for a distinctive form of women’s
devotion were the reforms of the thirteenth century, which restricted religious women in
such a way that it inspired them to create images that helped reverse the restrictions, for
example, those that gave them privileged viewing positions of the wounded and suffering
Christ. We see this strategic response most explicitly when nuns drew themselves into
images with Christ, so that they were positioned in very close proximity to him (Fig. 8).
This confluence of factors served to enable women to gain authority in the
complex and consequential sphere of Christian devotion, and in the shared and private
spaces of the nuns’ convent. There is evidence that medieval men understood the
authority of women’s personal devotion and their reliable reception of divine visions, as
religious women were sought out by men for their advice and prayers.204 In one such
example, a vicar sought out Margery Kempe (c. 1373-after 1438), who lived in Norfolk,
England, for her ability to connect with Christ. The vicar asked her to pray for him in
order to find out if it would please God more by leaving his cure of souls and his
benefice, or by keeping them. Christ provided useful advice to Margery, which she
passed on to the vicar.205 Further evidence for men’s confidence in women’s prayers can
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be found through donations, testaments, and burials, which were based on the perceived
validity of and faith in the intercessory roles of religious women.206 Many who offered
donations to women’s houses hoped for women’s prayers in return, in life and in death.207
Male donors also seem to have favored women’s houses for their burial, according to a
survey of Cistercian abbey churches in the Low Countries, which shows that there were
eighty-six princely burials in sixteen women’s houses, and only eighteen at five men’s
houses.208
While religious men came to see their gender as aligned with God’s divinity, and
the female gender as associated with the flesh of Christ, men also knew that they
themselves partook of fallen humanity, which connected them to Christ.209 They wanted
to avoid any ambivalence when it came to Jesus and their relationship to him, so there is
evidence that some male theologians, who advised religious women and also admired
them, learned to adopt the humble and fleshly example of women in their own
approaches to God. Meister Eckhart (1260-1328), Heinrich Seuse, Johannes Tauler
(1300-1361), and Jean Gerson, understood they had to shed their egos and pride to
become ‘weak’ and adopt female characteristics and virtues for themselves, thereby
reversing their gender’s roles. They spoke of Jesus as mother, and of themselves as
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women, often to symbolize their dependence on God – both as a way of describing
themselves as cared for by God, and as a way of underlining their own renunciation of
worldly power and prestige.210 In his writing, Seuse saw himself as a maiden picking
roses, and as a baby nuzzling its mother’s breast. Eckhart wrote that man became woman
in order to express his ability to conceive God within. Tauler used the persona of
‘woman’ because it is the contemptible who are redeemed, so men must become
contemptible, like women.211
Alongside this process of deliberate transformation among notable male friars,
recognition of women’s spiritual authority also became evident in the fact that male
theologians and ecclesiasts at times sought counsel and instruction from religious women
for their specialized devotional abilities. An example comes from The Sister Catherine
Treatise, which enjoyed wide circulation amongst women’s houses in the fifteenth
century and survives in at least eighteen manuscripts that range in provenance across the
German-speaking regions from the Low Countries to Switzerland.212 It is a dialogue
between a confessor and his spiritual daughter, Sister Catherine, about the quickest path
to spiritual perfection. In the treatise, Catherine tells the confessor that he is not yet ready
to achieve a permanent state of divine knowledge and union, when he asks for her
instruction on how to do so. She informs him that in order to become ready for this
perfect union he must withdraw from his books and learning and return to the world of
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human relationships. In other words, he must abandon the realm of intellect and texts on
theological doctrines and instead embrace the vulnerabilities and weaknesses of
humanity, such as suffering and fleshliness, that came with it; he must become less
manly, less resistant to experience and emotion. The point of this dialogue is that the
preacher’s status as an authority over the nun changes as she becomes the teacher in
things spiritual, and the confessor must adopt what were perceived to be feminine
qualities.213
In this study, I have sought to bring together multiple areas of late medieval
scholarship, including art history, religious history, anthropology, social history, the
history of sensory research, as well as recent research in the field of neuroscience, in
order to demonstrate that nuns who lived in and around the Rhineland and southern
Germany between 1300 and 1500 did, in fact, attain authority over their spiritual lives
through acts of devotion using images that they created for themselves. By focusing on
images featuring two themes of particular resonance and interest among nuns of the
period—the bleeding Christ on the Crucifix and the abstract side wound—I examine the
multiple ways that images stimulated a range of bodily sensory experiences during
devotion, and how they may have functioned to heighten and strengthen the overall
experience in the path to uniting with God. Women’s devotional experiences were further
augmented by the emphasis on Christ’s suffering and the expulsion of blood and water
from his body – bodily fluids and flesh made all the more immediate through the
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materiality of red ink and wash, and vellum used in their art. Lastly, it is likely that
women felt the physical impact of bodily empathy when beholding the wounds of Christ
in images, thus enabling them to imitate his experience of suffering, which brought them
closer to God. It was a combination of these results—and their reliance on the production
and use of images—that contributed to nuns claiming authority over their own spiritual
lives in subtle forms of resistance, even as Church hierarchies continued to restrain and
restrict their formal power in the institution and their physical access to the world at
large.
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FIGURES

Figure 1. Crucifixion with St. Bernard and Nun, circa 1300-1350, single-sheet drawing, pen
and ink on paper, 25.4 x 17.8 cm (Schnütgen Museum, Cologne)
Thought to be by a draughtswoman in the Rhineland, Germany
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Figure 2. Attributed to Jean le Noir and his daughter, Holy Wound of Christ flanked by the
arma Christi, 1345, miniature from the Psalter of Bonne of Luxembourg, tempera, grisaille,
ink, and gold leaf on vellum, 12.7 x 8.9 cm (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)
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Figure 3. The Master of the della Rovere Missals (perhaps Jacopo Ravaldi), Elevation of the
Eucharist, circa 1485-1490, miniature on vellum from the Cardinal Domenico della Rovere
Missal (The Pierpont Morgan Library and Museum)
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Figure 4. Nuns’ Choir at Nonnberg Abbey (Benedictine), 15th century, Salzburg, Austria
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Figure 5. Man of Sorrows, 1465-1470, woodcut hand colored with watercolor on cream laid
paper, edge-mounted to vellum, laid onto wooden book cover, 39.6 x 26.1 cm (Art Institute of
Chicago)
Originally from Germany
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Figure 6. Meister Francke, Man of Sorrows, 1420, tempera on oak, 42.4 x 31.5 cm (Museum
der bildenden Künste, Leipzig)
Originally from Germany
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Figure 7. Jesus Giving Birth to the Church, 1225-1249, miniature from Bible Moralisèe
(Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna)
Originally from France
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Figure 8. Blood of Christ Flows into the Chalice, 1496-1515, prayer book, pigments painted
onto parchment (Badische Landesbibliothek, Donaueschingen)
Possibly from the Klarissenkloster in Freiburg im Breisgau, Upper Rhine region, Germany
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Figure 9. Nun from St. Walburg Abbey, Eichstätt, Symbolic Crucifixion, 15th century, outlined
in ink, tinted with pale, translucent colors, on paper (St. Walburg Abbey, Eichstätt)
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Figure 10. Monks from St. Augustine’s monastery in Canterbury, England, The Egerton 1821
Manuscript (two pages painted in black with red blood drops), circa 1480-1490, pigments on
parchment (The British Library)
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Figure 11. Jerg Haspel ze Bibrach, Vision of St. Bernard Embracing Christ, circa 1440-1460,
hand-colored woodcut on paper, 28.2 x 20.4 cm (copy: Graphische Sammlung Albertina,
Vienna)
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Figure 12. Master I.A.M. von Zwolle, The Lactation of St. Bernard, circa 1480-1485,
engraving, 32 x 24.1 cm (Rijksprentenkabinet, Amsterdam)
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Figure 13. A Dominican Nun Embraces the Suffering Christ, 1450-1500, miniature on paper,
glued to a prayer book, 14.8 x 11 cm (Bibliothèque du Grand Séminaire, Strasbourg)
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Figure 14. The Measure of the Side Wound and the Body of Christ, circa 1484-1492, handcolored woodcut, 12 x 8.9 cm (Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven)
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Figure 15. Prayer Card Four Wounds of Christ and Pierced Sacred Heart, 14th century
(Stadtbibliothek, Nuremberg)
From St. Katherine’s Convent, Nuremberg
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Figure 16. Prayer Card With Pierced Sacred Heart, 16th century (Stadtbibliothek, Nuremberg)
From St. Katherine’s Convent, Nuremberg
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Figure 17. Sacred Heart of Jesus Pierced by the Holy Lance, circa 1480-1490, hand-colored
woodcut on vellum, 8.57 x 6.67 cm (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)
From Nuremberg, Germany
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Figure 18. Francisco Goya, The Disasters of War, plate no. 33, 1810, dry point etching, plate
size 15.5 x 20.5 cm (Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York)

102

Figure 19. Lucio Fontana, Concetto Spaziale, Attese, 1965, water-based paint on canvas, 130 x
97 cm (Guggenheim Museum, New York)
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Figure 20. Catherine Drinking Blood from the Side Wound of Christ, 1466, colored drawing in
Der geistliche Rosgart, a German translation of Raymund of Capua’s life of St. Catherine of
Siena (Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett)
The transcription of Der geistliche Rosgart was by Elisabeth Warüssin, a nun in the
Katharinekloster in Augsburg, Germany

104

Figure 21. Drinking from Christ’s Side Wound, 1496-1515, colored drawing on parchment
from prayer book (Badische Landesbibliothek, Donaueschingen)
Possibly from the Klarissenkloster in Freiburg im Breisgau, Upper Rhine region
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Figure 22. Heinrich Seuse’s Vision of Christ as a Seraph, in The Exemplar, circa 1370
(Bibliothèque Nationale, Universitaire de Strasbourg)
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