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THE OTHER IN THE
MIDDLE AGES

Difference, identity, and iconography

Pamela A. Patton

To be Other in the medieval world was to inhabit a welter of social, cultural, geographical, and
somatic variation far untidier than the classic Lacanian binary that underlies the term’s modern
usage in art history. For the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, the Other was a conceptual abstraction
grounded in the individual mind, a by-product marking the borders of the newly awakened
Self." In the collective sense more familiar to art historians, influenced by cultural theorists such
as Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Homi Bhabha, cultural Others of various kinds
functioned similarly to delimit a communally conceived Self,2 This broadened notion of Oth-
erness. in which the articulation of what one’s culture or community is not articulates what it
desires to be, offers an appealing lens through which to scrutinize medieval understandings and
constructions of identity.

The Self-Other model poses risks for historians of culture: as Paul Freedman and others have
pointed out, its potential to flatten out differences among medieval communities into sweeping
oppositions of “us” and “them” can blunt scholarly understanding of the diversity internal to
these categories, camouflaging the ways in which local variation and contextual factors might
have refined any given culture’s sense of both its Others and iwself.? Yet employed thoughtfully,
the concept of the Other could be argued to achieve just the opposite, since it assumes that
medieval notions of identity were self-generated, autonomous, and above all flexible. In this sense,
it applies especially well to the study of medieval iconography, a system that relied on a similar
manipulation of familiar yet multivalent visual signs to articulate the perceived characteristics of,
and relationships between, its subjects.

Whom medieval artists presented as Others depended foremost on their own sense of
what was familiar or foreign, whether in appearance, behavior, language, dress, foodways, or
religious practices. And what counted as familiar could vary greatly within the wide cultural
sphere addressed by the present volume, which embraces both Western and Eastern Europe,
including the muldethnic, multicultural communities of the Mediterranean, the Balkans,
and the Scandinavian north, from the fall of Rome until the earl vy modern era. Amid this sea
of cultures and peoples, difference was relative: a pale blond northerner might have seemed
as much an Other to an early medieval Roman like Gregory the Great, who purportedly
expressed wonderment at the sight of enslaved Angles in his home city, as the African fea-
tures of the sculpted Saint Maurice at the cathedral of Magdeburg would have to his Germanic
thirteenth-century viewers.*
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Certain peoples and communities stood firmly enough outside the world of normartive
European Christendom to qualify conclusively as Other: these included several loosely defined
ethnic groups, such as Ethiopians and Mongols (often called “Tartars”). as well as confessional
Others, such as Jews, Muslims, pagans, and Christian heretics.? Less often depicted, bur sdll
often perceived as Other, were people whose behavior or physical status disqualified them
from membership in their dominant culture, including such “proximate Others™ as prostitutes,
homosexuals, lepers, and the disabled.® Two further categories that might have been seen as
Other are addressed by other contributors to this volume: women, the enduring exception to
a masculinist medieval norm, and the hybrids and monsters that many believed to inhabit the
margins of the civilized world.”

The 1conography employed in representing these outgroups was inconsistent and often con-
textually driven, encompassing a broad vocabulary of motifs that could be deploved. combined,
and amended to suit the particularities of its subject and viewership. Somatic signs were among
the most powerful of these. They set others apart through dark or unnaturally colored skin;
wild, tangled, or curly hair; enlarged or undersized facial features; unusual stature or bodily
proportions; gender-crossing attributes, such as a beard worn by a woman; or even hybridized
animal parts, such as the horns occasionally given to Jews or the hooves and tails displaved by
the unfortunate hybrids in Gerald of Wales's Topographia Hibernica.® Closely associated with the
body was costume, another primary means of displaying difference: Others might be identified
by elaborate, oddly colored, or unusually shaped hats; bright, gaudy. or dramarically patterned
clothing; partial or rotal nudity; or accessories that implied a lack of civilization or morality,
such as a club or a moneybag.

Multiple signs often worked in concert, as they do in the extraordinary scribal caricature of
the moneylender Salamé Vidal that was doodled by an idle seribe on the cover of a fourteenth-
century liber indeorm from the Catalan town of Vic in 13341340 (Fig. 36.1). Salamé's hunched
back, goatlike beard, stupendous nose, and skewed eyes, along with his long robe and preposter-
ously ornamented hat, signal his status as an outsider while also trading on the long-held medieval
equation of physical imperfections with a sinful nature — in this case, Salamé’s role as Vic'’s most
powerful and detested usurer.” In this, it exemplifies the multivalency of such signs, which could
both identify and comment on the depicted Other.

Medieval Others could also be set apart by visual references to their exotic or unacceptable
culeural behaviors, such as the worship of idols, the practice of cannibahism, or the inappropriate
and/or sexualized display of body parts. The depiction of Jews clustered in worship around a
cat on an altar in the Parisian Moralized Bibles, as Sara Lipton has shown, casts them as heretical
outsiders to the Christian faith, while the Tartars feasting on human limbs in a carnage-strewn
wasteland by the seribe-artist Matthew Paris’s Chronica Majora leave little doubt of their Otherness
(Fig. 36.2).10

Context was critical to the reading of such images, since similar signs often could carry either
positive or negative connotations. The near-nudity and crude loincloths of the possessed men
healed by Christ in the Canterbury Psalter clearly denote their uncivilized madness, while
the same features in an image of John the Baptist imply his asceticism and piety."! Indeed,
very few signs of Otherness were especially fixed in meaning: whereas for much of medieval
Europe, certain constellations of features did become traditional to some Others — the shaggy
beards, large noses, and pointed hats of Jews or the turbans and dark skin often assigned to
Muslims — these well-worn formulae never achieved complete consistency even in the most
culturally stable European centers.!? Indeed, in some they were totally absent: in early Byzantine
iconography, Jewish figures were commonly identified by praver shawls or tefillin rather than by
exaggerated physiognomy, while in the Mediterranean and the Christian East, images of Muslims
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Figure 36.1 Scribal doodle of Salamé Vidal on the cover of a liber indeorm from 1334-1340 (Arxiu i
Biblioteca Episcopal de Vic, Arxiu de la Ctiria Fumada, niim. 4603). Photo courtesy of Arxiu i Biblioteca
Episcopal de Vic, reproduced by permission.

Figure 36.2  Matthew Paris, Tartars eating human flesh, from the Chronica Majora (Parker Library, Corpus
Christi College, Cambridge, MS 16), fol. 167r. Photo reproduced by permission of the Master and Fellows
of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge.
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often displayed a wider and more naturalistic range of skin color, facial type, and costume than
was rypical in northern Europe.'3

Signs of Otherness were not just variable; they were also surprisingly transterable. The canni-
balistic Tartars just mendoned share features with muluple Others: their large noses and pointed
hats resonate with those often deploved in depictions of Jews, while the seated figure munching
on a human leg recalls shorthand depictions of various monstrous races.™ Similarly, whereas
Ethiopians were nearly always depicted with dark skin, many Muslims and even occasionally
Jews sometimes also were portrayed as dark-complexioned, a practice that traded on the potential
of depicted dark skin to connote foreignness, sinfulness, and even diabolism.’> How such signs
were understood by their artistic makers and viewers thus depended on the expectations and
experience of both,

The Hexibility and responsiveness of such iconography attest to the rhetorical power it held:
more than merely idenufying members of specific social out-groups, images of Others adapred
and repositioned their subjects to suit the viewers and ideologies surrounding them. Because of
this, they speak simultaneously to the local perceprion and understanding of the various Others
whom medieval artists chose to portray; the values, social patterns, and concepts of identty by
which their iconography was shaped and surrounded; and the centrality of the visual in arucu-
lating, as well as reflecting, such ideals.

Historiography

Scholarship on what might be called the “iconography of Otherness” — although its originators
would hardly have puricin those terms — is nearly as old as the study of iconography itself: as early
as 1898, Emile Mile referred to the “cone-shaped cap™ of the Jews as just one of the codelike
signs that he saw as central to Gothic image-making.'® His focus on the potental of iconographic
signs to aid in the identification and classification of Others, rather than on an analysis of their
meaning, set the tone for much work on the topic until the revolution in iconographic studies
initiated by the Warburg School toward the mid-cwentieth century, which emphasized the read-
ing of such elements as expressive of contextually grounded attitudes or ideals.

Jews were the first Others to be closely scrutinized in these new terms, a phenomenon party
prompted by concerns about anti-Semitism during and following the Second World War. Pio-
neering articles on the subject by the historian Cecil Roth, followed by books by Joshua Tracht-
enberg and Bernhard Blumenkranz, emphasized the pejorative connotations of many visual signs
commonly used in depicting Jews, such as an exaggerared nose, a pointed hat,a Jewish badge, or
a moneybag, as reflective of the Jews' progressively worsening status in central and late medieval
European society and, implicitly, to the development of modern anti-Semitism. !’

Another comparatively early subject of study was the medieval iconography of black and
African figures, perhaps also prompred by modern social concerns in the Unired States during
the 1970s. Coinciding wich similar work on Greek and Roman art.'® the study of black figures
in the Middle Ages was catalyzed by the 1979 publication of the multivolume Image of the Black
in Western Art, sponsored by the Menil Foundation." Drawing upon the Foundation’s exten-
sive photographic archive of the same name, the Image of the Black volumes aimed to catlogue
and assess how people of African descent had been represented in Western arc of all eras. The
body of imagery assembled in its two volumes on the Middle Ages formed a critical reposi-
tory for the more focused studies that would follow; such as those by Paul Kaplan and Guda
Suckale-Redlefsen.?

By the late 19805, these two lines of inquiry had established a foundation not only for research
on the depiction of Jews and black figures but also for future study of other out-groups. To this
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point, such work tended to privilege breadth over depth, giving priority to the collection and
presentation of previously unknown iconographic motifs rather than to the tightly contextual-
ized analysis that would become typical of iconographic studies in later decades. This breadth
was in fact quite critical, given the dearth of prior scholarship and near-total lack of image cata-
logues devoted to medieval depictions of any out-group at this date. The resulting work offered
access to substantial numbers of images as well as a general cultural framework against which to
understand them.

The late 1980s and 1990s witnessed a groundswell of interest in the study of minorities
and out-groups by medievalists in many disciplines, as exemplified by historians like John
Boswell, R. I. Moore, and Jeftrey Richards. This multidisciplinary scholarship helped to vali-
date the study of medieval out-groups as a field in its own right while paving the way for fresh
methodological approaches.?! Among the most important of these was the postcolonial work
inspired by Edward Saids watershed book Orientalisin (1978).22 Said’s use of the Self~-Other
binary to frame an oppositional cultural relationship between East and West in the modern
era offered scholars in multiple disciplines a potent model for analysis of similarly segregated
medieval societies.

Among art historians, the earliest and boldest embrace of this approach was made by Michael
Camille, whose Gothic Idol (1989) employed medieval depictions of idolatry as a lens for decoding
contemporaneous attitudes to the Muslims, Jews, and other groups who stood most proximately
outside the bounds of normative European Christian society.®® Three years later, Camille’s Image
on the Edge (1992) further explored the question by examining the potential of marginal visual
spaces to reveal self-created boundaries between the dominant cultures of Western medieval
Christendom and the out-groups that stood at their social margins.?* In keeping with Lacan’s
model, Camille’s analysis framed an understanding of the Other as a result of the dominant com-
munity’s collective effort to define itself through the pictorial rejection of undesirable peoples and
groups, whose deformation, discoloration, and literal displacement made visible the boundaries
between them.

Camille’s understanding of medieval out-groups as visual foils to a communal self-image had a
sustained impact on subsequent scholarship. While some scholars, among them Ruth Mellinkoff
and Heinz Schreckenberg for the medieval West and Elisheva Revel-Neher for the Byzantine
Empire, continued to pursue the traditional survev and analysis that remained central to such
work,? others, such as Debra Strickland, processed the lessons learned from postcolonialism to
frame the development of a pejorative iconography for multiple medieval out-groups as part
of an expanding Western Christendom’s desire to assert its own cultural superiority.2 Many of
these scholars narrowed their analyses to smaller groups of. or even single, works wichin local,
particularized contexts as case studies revealing of wider social relationships and ideological
trends. Exemplary of this approach are Sara Lipton’s study of the portrayal of Jews in the Bibles
moralisées in the context of anti-Jewish ideology at the French court and Kathleen Corrigan’s
study of anti-Jewish imagery in ninth-century Byzantium, as well as a substantial body of work
on the representation of Jews and Muslims in medieval Iberia, discussed ahead.

The trend toward case studies in the 1990s and early 2000s also favored the production of
multidisciplinary essay collections and special journal issues dedicated to various aspects of the
Other. These often included art historical contributions that drew innovatively on nontraditional
approaches, such as postcolonial and borderlands theory, monster theory, and queer theory.?” Key
collections include a special issue on race published by the Journal of Medieval and Early Modern
Studies in 2001, as well as edited volumes on Jews in Europe by Eva Frojmovic and Mitchell
Merback. on multiculturalism in Iberia by Cynthia Robinson and Leyla Rouhi, and on Others
through the lens of queer theory by Glenn Burger and Stephen Kruger.?® Further art historical
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work took the form of individual journal articles and book chapters, some of which encompass
iconographies of Others that had until recently lacked sustained attention, such as the Mon-
gols, the Irish, and the poor.?” The tighter contextual focus undertaken by such scholarship has
brought considerable texture to current understanding of how medieval artists represented the
Orther. especially in revealing the variability of their decisions in response to widely differing
circumstances.

The most recent years have seen no slackening in scholarship on the iconography of the
Other: they have witnessed a new edition of the Image of the Black volumes by Harvard University
Press in 2010; several important museum exhibitions, including Revealing the African Presence in
Renaissance Europe (Walters Art Gallery, 2012) and Cranach’s Saint Maurice (Metropolitan Museum
of Art, 2015); and the publication of several important essay collections, among them The Origins
of Racism in the West, edited by Miriam Eliav-Feldon, Benjamin Isaac, and Joseph Ziegler (2009),
and Images of Otherness in Medieval and Early Modern Times (2012), edited by Anja Eisenbeiss and
Lieselotte E. Saurma- Jelisch.™ Scholarship on specific types of Others has also remained abun-
dant: the depiction of Jews has been further explored in books by Nina Rowe, Irven Resnick,
Herbert Kessler and David Nirenberg, and Sara Lipton, among others, while the 2012 Ashgare
Rescarch Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous, edited by Asa Simon Mittman and Peter Dendle,
includes essays addressing gender, sexuality, and race.

An especially vital subfield in the depiction of the Other has been that of medieval Iberia,
where the close coexistence of Christians, Muslims, and Jews offered a rich sociocultural con-
text tor such analysis. The late John Williamss 1977 analysis of anti-Muslim iconography at San
Isidoro in Leon stood in the vanguard of this scholarship.?? Subsequent publicadons by Otto Karl
Werckmeister, Jerrilyn Dodds, D. Fairchild Ruggles, Peter Klein, Francisco Prado-Vilar, Isabel
Monteira Arias, Paolino Rodriguez-Barral, and the present author, among numerous others, have
revealed the Auidity with which iconographic forms could be selected, intermingled, and revised
in concord with the changes in ideology and social relationship that accompanied the expansion
and Europeanization of the Spanish Christian kingdoms.??

Key problems and questions

Scholarship on the medieval iconography of Others has by now matured substantially, and 1its
openness to new methodologies, new topics of research, and new kinds of questions has paved
the way to multple new areas of inquiry, just a few of which are outlined here. One long-standing
problem much in need of analysis is the well-documented increase in depictions of Others
around the end of the twelfth century. While this development has been linked by some to
sweeping social changes — an increasingly authoritarian Church hierarchy: the new centrality
of Jews, Muslims, and other foreigners in Europe’s growing commercial nerworks: and military
threats posed by external Others, such as Muslims and Mongols — that reshaped Europe at about
the same time, much could be gleaned from deeper scrutiny of how; as well as why, the emer-
gence of specific new iconographies of Otherness intersected with these developments.** Why,
for example, did the depiction of Mongols as savage cannibals and 1dolaters intensify even as
peaceful trade and diplomatic contact with the Mongol Empire increased? Why did the rise in
pejorative imagery of Jews and Muslims in Iberia intersect so irregularly with the impositon of
normative Christian policies and social practices there in the wake of the so-called Reconquest?

Also deserving of further consideration is the frequent ambiguity of the iconography assigned
to Others in both Eastern and Western art. While the somatic exaggerations, distinctive cloth-
ing, and other signs assoctated with medieval out-groups often carried negative connotations,
these seem to have been nullified in the case of “positive” figures, such as Moses, Saint Maurice,
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or the Queen of Sheba, so that even traditionally negative markers, such as Moses’s stereotyped
physiognomy or Sheba’s black skin, were reduced to simple denortative signs or even hinted at the
feasibility of conversion.® Because the interpretation of such images rests so strongly on context,
the most successful analyses will take the form of case studies that attend carefully to the specifics
of setting and audience.®

The depiction of black or dark skin itself offers a promising field for future research, especially
in multcultural Mediterranean societies, such as Sicily and Iberia, where it constituted a more
concrete visual reality than in other areas of Europe. In such settings, dark skin appears not just
in a wider range of iconographic contexts burt also in relation to a wider range of ethnicities and
social classes.’” In the illustration to Cantiga 46 in the Cédice Rico of the Cantigas de Santa Marfa
(Escorial MS T.I.1., fol. 68v), for example, the Muslim armies that gather to divide the spoils of
battle include foot soldiers with both dark and light brown skin, while their equestrian superi-
ors, including the elite Muslim convert at the center of the story, are as pale as their Christian
opponents (Fig. 36.3). Skin color here plays multiple roles, signaling social and military status as
well as the potential for conversion.” How such nuance shaped the reading of such imagery by
medieval viewers remains an intriguing question,

Figure 36.3  Story of the Muslim Converted by an Image of the Virgin (Cantiga 46), Cantigas de Santa
Maria (Real Biblioteca de El Escorial, MS T.L.1), fol. 68v. © Patrimonio Nacional, reproduced by permission.
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A more difficulr problem linked with this is how rightly medieval iconography can be linked
to ideas about race. As scholars such as Robert Bartletr, William Jordan, David Nirenberg, and
Geraldine Heng have shown, the degree to which medieval classifications of human difference
can be compared with modern racial construces is difficule to calculate; for example, there is lictle
evidence that most medieval viewers would have linked visible somatic features, such as dark
skin or an enlarged nose, firmly with any human category.* Thus, while it may be heuristically
fruitful to apply a racial lens to medieval iconography of the Other in certain cases, these will
always require careful attention to the specifics of context and viewership,
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Figre 36,4 A charivari in progress, Roman de Fauvel (Paris, Bibiliothéque Nationale de France, MS fr. 146),
fol. 36v. Photo courtesy of BnF Dist. RMN-Grand Palais/ Art Resource, NY, reproduced by permission,
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Especially promising for future research on the iconography of the Other are those out-groups
that have not, to dare, received substantial scholarly attention. These include both faraway others,
such as those Asians — Mongols, subcontinental Indians, Chinese, and Pacific Islanders — who
were becoming familiar to Europeans with the expansion of trade and missionizing along the
Silk Roads,* and more proximate QOthers whose place in the majority culture was eliminated
by exceptional circumstances, such as poverty, physical disability (e.g.. blindness, or leprosy), or
nonnormative beliefs and practices, such as heresy, homosexuality, or prostitution.*!

The potential for study in this last category 1s especially strong: while their iconography is not
as strongly marked or consistent as, say, that of Jews, the boundaries of proximate Others often
blur with those of other out-groups in ways that speak revealingly of how self-identity was fash-
ioned in majority medieval cultures. In the well-known depiction of a charivari in the early four-
teenth-century manuscript of the Roman de Fanvel now in the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris
(MS fr. 146, fol. 36v), the costumed, animal-masked figures typical of such gatherings include
multiple visual references to the conventional social outcasts of early fourteenth-century Paris: a
disabled man with two canes, his buttocks uncovered; a childlike figure pushed in a dung-barrow
by a hooded man with *“Jewish” features; two bald, brown-skinned figures; and a mysteriously
veiled woman thought by some to be a cross-dressing man (Fig. 36.4).%2 This image speaks to far
more than the reversal of behavioral norms associated with the charivari; in visually blurring the
boundaries among Europe’s medieval Others, it exposes the more resistant frontier that separated
all of them from the notional medieval Self.
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