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THE OTHER IN THE 
MIDDLE AGES 

Difference, identit y, and iconography 

Pamela A. Patton 

To be Other in the medieval world was ro inhabit a welter of social, cultu ral, geographical, and 
somatic variarion far umidier than the classic Lacanian binary that underlies the term's modern 
usage in an history. For the psychoana lyst Jacques Lacan, the Other was a conceptual abstraction 
grounded in the individual mind, a by-product marking the borders of che newly awakened 

Self. 1 In the collective sense more fam iliar to arr historians, influenced by cultura l theorist~ such 
as Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorry Spivak, and Homi Bhabha, cultural Others of various kinds 
funct ioned sim ilarly to delim it a communally conce ived Self.2 This broadened notion of Oth­
erness . in which the articula tion of what one's culture or community is 1101 articulates what it 
desires to be, offers an appealing lens through which to scrutinize medieval understandings and 
constructions of idenciry. 

The Self-Other model poses risks for historians of cu ltu re: as Paul Freedman and othe rs have 
pointed out, its potential to flatten out d ifferences among medieval conununi ties into sweep ing 
oppositions of "us" and "chem" can blunt scholarly understanding of the diversiry interna l to 
these catego ries, camoufl aging the ways in which local variation and conre>..'tual factors might 
have refined any given culture's sense of both ics Others and itsdf. 3 Yet employed thoughtfully, 
the concept of the Other could be argued to achieve just the opposi te, since ic assumes chat 
medieval notions of idenriry were self-genera ted, autonomous, and above all Aexible. In chis sense, 
ic applies especially well to the study of medie\·al iconography, a system that relied on a sirnilar 
manipulation of fami liar yec multivalenc visual ·igns to art iculate the perceived characteristics of. 
and relationships between, its subjects. 

Whom medieval arcisrs presented as Ochers depended foremost on their own sense of 
what was fam iliar or foreign, whether in appearance, behav ior . language, dress, foodways, or 
religious prac tices . And what counted as familiar could vary greatly within the wide cultural 
spher e addressed by rhe present volume, which embraces boch Western and Easrern Europe, 
including the multiechnic , multicultural communities of the Mediterranean , the Balkans, 
and che Scand inavia n north, from the fall of Rome uncil the early modern era. Amid thi s sea 
of cu ltu res and peoples, difference was relative: a pale blond northerner might have seemed 
as much an Ocher co an early medieval Roman like Gregory the Great. who purportedly 
expressed wonderment at che sight of ens laved Angles in his home ci ty, as che African fea­
tures of rhe sculpt ed Saint Maurice at the cathedral of Magdeburg would have to his Germanic 
rhirteench-cencury viewers. 4 
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Certain peoples and communme~ stood firmly enough ouc<ide the world of normati\ ·e 

European Chris tendom co qualify co nclusively as Ocher: chese included several loosdy dt'fined 
ethnic group,. such as Ethiopians and Mongols (often called ··Tartars .. ) . as well as confo,~ional 
Others . such a~ Jews, Muslims, pagans, and Christian heretic,. 5 Less often depicced, but still 

often perceived as Ocher, were peop le whose behavior or physical scacu, di,qualified chem 
from member,hip in their dominanc culture . including ,uch ' ·proximate Ochers ·· as prostitlltt's . 

homo,exuak 1epers. and the disabled. '• Two further categories chat might ha,·e been ,een as 
Other an: addressed by ocher concribmors co this Yolume: women. the enduring exception co 

a mascu lini,c med ieval norm . and the hybrids and momters that many belie\'ed co inhabit the 
margins of the ci,·ilized world .· 

The iconography employed in representing these outgroups w:b inconsistent and often con ­
cexrnally dri\'en, encompassing a broad vocabula ry of motifa chat could be deployed, combined. 
;ind amended to suit the particularities of its subjecc and ,·iewership. Somatic ,igns were among 
the most powerful of these. T hey ,et other, apart through dark or unnamrally colored skin: 
wild . tangled. or curly hair; en larged or undersi zed facial features; unusual stature or bodily 
proporcion,: gender-crossing attributes, such a:, a beard worn by a \\'Oman; or even hybridi zed 
animal pares, ,uch as the horns occasionally gh·en to Jews or the hoO\·es and rails displayed by 
the unfortunate hybrids in Gerald of Wales·s 1ilpograpl,i,1 Hibemit-,,.~ Closely associated with the 
body was coscume, another pr imary means of displaying difference: Ochers m igh t be idencified 
by elaborate. oddly colored. or unusually shaped hats: bright. gaudy, or dramatically patterned 
clothing; partial or total nudity: or accessories that implied a lack of ci,·ilization or morality . 
such as a club or a moneybag. 

Multiple signs often worked in concert. a, they do in the extraordina ry scribal caricature of 
the moneylender Salamo Vidal that was doodled by an idle scribe on the cover of a fourceenth­
ccmury fiber i11deon1111 from the Catalan town of Vic in 1334-13-lO (Fig. 36.1). Sala1116 ·, hunched 
back. goatlike beard. srup,mdous nose. and skewed eyes, along wit h his long robe and prcposcer­
ou,ly ornamented hat. signal his status as an outsider while also trading on the long -held medie,·al 

equation of physical imperfections with a ,inful nature - in this case. Salam6 '5 role as Vic's most 
pO\\'afu l and detested usurer.9 111 chis. it exemplifies the 111ulci,·alcncy of such sib'11S, ,,·hich could 
both identify and co111111enc on the depicted Ocher. 

Medie,·al Ochers could .ilso be ,et apart by ,·isu,11 references to their exotic or unaccepc.ible 

cultural behaviors. such as the wor,hip of idol,. the practice of cannib.ilism, or the inappropriate 
and / or sexualized display of body pares. The depic tion of Je·ws clustered in worship arou nd a 

cat on an alt.tr in che Parisian Moralized Bible,. as Sara Lipton has shown, casb chem as heretical 
outsiders co the Christian faith, while the Tartars feasting on human limbs in a carnage-,tre\\'n 
wasteland by the scr ibe-artis t Matthew Paris ·s Clmmica .\ I~j()ra leave little doubt of thei r Otherness 
(Fig. 36.2 ). \II 

Concexc was critical to che reading of such images. since similar signs often could carry either 
positive or negative connotarions . The near-nudity and crude loincloths of the possessed men 
healed by Christ in the Cancerbury Psalter clear ly denote chc:ir unci, ·ilized madness . while 

chc ~ame features in an image of John che Baptist imply his asceticism and piecy.11 Indeed, 
very few signs of Othcrnes were especially fixed in meaning: whereas for much of medie,·al 
Europe, certain constellations ()f features did become traditional to some Ochers - che shaggy 

beards, large noses, and poinced hats of Jews or rhe turbans and dark skin often assigned co 
Mmlims - these well-worn formulae ne,·er achie,·ed complete consistency ewn in che most 

culturally sc,1bk Europc:an cencers. 12 Indeed . in some they we re totally absent: in early Byzantine 
iconography. Jewish figures were rnnunonly identified by prayer shawls or rqfi///11 rather than by 
exaggerated physiognomy. while in the Mediterranean and the Christian Ease. images of Muslims 
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F(q11re 36. I Scribal doodle of Salamo Vidal on che cover of a libcr i11deom111 from 133-1-13~0 (Arxiu i 
l3iblioceca Episcopal de Vic, Arxiu de la Ct1ria Fumada . ni'.1111. ~603) . Photo co urct>sy of Arxiu i l:3iblioteca 
Episcopal de Vic, reproduced by permission. 

Fig11re 36.2 Macchew Paris. Tartars eacing hum an flesh. from the Clmmica .\laj<>m (Parker Library. Corpus 
Chrisci College, Cambridge, MS 16), fol. 167r. Phoco reprodu ced by permission of the Master and Fellows 
of Co rpus Christi College. Cambridge. 
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ofc.:11 displayed a wider and more naturali,ric range of skin color, facial type, and costume than 
wa typical in northern Europe. I.I 

Signs of Orherne,s were nor just variabh:; they were also surprisingly cransfcrabl<!. The canni­
balistic Tartars just mentioned share features with mulriple Others: their large noses and pointc:d 
hats r<!,onace with those often d<!ployed in depictions of J<!w,. while the \eared figure munching 
on a human leg recalls shorthand depicriom of \-ariou, monstroth race,. 1~ Similarly. wherea, 
Ethiopians \\'ere nearly always depicted with dark skin, many Musli,m and even occasionally 
Jew, sometimes also were portrayed .is dark-complexioned. a practice that traded on the potencial 
of d.:picted dark ,kin ro connote foreignne ,. ~infulneS), and e\·en diabolism. 15 How such sign:, 
wc:re understood b}' their armric makers and \·iewers thus depended on the expectations and 
exp.:rience of both. 

The flexibility and responsiveness of such iconography accesc co the rherorica l power ic held: 
more than merdy identifying nmnbers of ,pecific social out-group,. images of Others adapcc-d 
and repositioned their subjects ro suit rhe ,·iewers and ideologies surrounding rhc-111. Because of 
chi,. they speak ,imulraneously ro the local perception and understanding of rhc various Ocher, 

whom medieval arcim chose co portray; che values, social patterns, and concepts of identity by 
which their iconography wa, ,haped and surrounded; and rhe centrality of the visual in arricu­

lacing. as ,,di a rc:Aecting. such ideals. 

Historiograph y 

Scholar hip on wh.u might be-called the .. iconography ofOrherne,s·· - alrhough its originators 
would hardly haw put ir in chose terms- is nearly as old as the study of iconography itself: as early 

as 1898. Emik Male rcforred co the ·· con.:-shaped cap· · of the Jews as jus r one of rhe code like 
signs char he aw a, central ro Gothic image-making .11• His focus on che pocemial of iconographic 
signs co aid in the 1denrificacion and clas,ificarion of Ocher,. racher than on an analy~is of their 
meaning, sec rhe cone for much work on che ropic umil the revohmon in iconographic srndie, 
initiated by the Warburg School coward rhe mid-rwemieth cem ur y, which emphasized the read­
ing of such demenc, as expressi,·c of comexrnally grounded attitudes or ideals. 

Jew, were che tir..r Ochers ro be closely ,crurinized in these new renm. a phenomenon partly 
prompted by conc.:rn, about anti-Semitism during and follo\,·ing the Second World War. Pio­
neering articles on che subject by the historian Cec il Roch, followed by books by Joshua Tracht­
enberg and Bernhard Blumenkranz. emphasized the pejoraciw connotations of many ,·isual sigm 
commonly used 111 depicting Jews, such ,ls an exaggerated nose. a poim<!d hat. a Jewish badge, or 
a moneybag. as rdkcci,·e of the Jews· progrc ,i,-ely wor,ening scams m central and late medie,·al 
European society and, implicicly, to the development of modern ami-Semitism. 17 

Another comparati,·ely early subject of m,dy was th<! medieval iconography of black and 
Afm:an figures. perhaps also prompted by modern social concern, in rhe United $races during 
the I 970s. Coinc1dmg with "milar work on Greek and Roman arr, 1' the study of black iigure, 
in rhc Middle Age, ,vas catalyzed by the 1979 publicacion of the multi volume /,11t1,l!l' of 1/,e Blatk 
i11 11 h1cm nrr. ,po mored by the Me nil Found,uion.1' 1 Drawing upon che Foundation ·s exren­
si,·e photographic archi\ ·<! of the same name. the /,m~l!t' of the Bl,1ck volumes aimed co catalogue 
and a,,ess how people of African descent had been repre,ented in We,cern arr of all eras. T he 
body of imagery ,1m~111bled in its cwo rnlmnes on rhe Middle Ages formed a critical repo~i­
rory for the more focused smdics thac would follow. ,uch as those by Paul Kaplan and Guda 
Suckale-Redlefsen.1 ° 

13y the lare I 98(b. these cwo lines of inquiry had orabh,hed a foundation nor only for research 
on the depiction of Jews ,ind black figures bur also tor future swdy of ocher om-groups. To chi, 
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point, such work tended to privilege breadth over depth, giving priority co the colleccion and 
presencacion of previously unknown iconographic motifs rather than co che cighcly concexrna l­
ized analysis thac would become typical of iconographic studies in later decades. This breadth 

was in face quite critical, given the dearth of prior scholarship and near - total lack of image cata ­
logues devoced to medieval depictions of any om-group ac chis date. The resulting work offered 
access co substantial numbers of images as well as a general cultural framework against which co 
understand chem. 

The lace 1980s and 1990s witnessed a groundswell of inceresc in the study of minorities 
and out - groups by medievalists in many disciplines, as exemplified by hiscorians like J ohn 
Boswell, R. I. Moore, and Jeffrey 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 
mechodological approaches. 21 Among the most important of these was the postcolonial work 
inspired by Edward Said's watershed book Orie11tnlis111 (1978 ) .22 Said's use of che Self-Ocher 
binary to frame an oppositional cultur.1I relationship between East and West in che modern 
era offe red scholars in multiple disciplines a potent model for analysis of similarly segregaced 
medieval societies . 

Among arc historians. the earliest and boldest embrace of chis approach was made by Michael 
Camille, whose Gothic Idol ( 1989) employed medieval depictions of idolacry as a lens for decoding 
contemporaneous atricudes to the Muslims, Jews, and ocher groups who stood most proximately 
outside the bounds of normative European Christian society. 2.i Three years lacer, Camille ·s fornge 
t>ll the Edge (1992) further explored the question by examining rhe potential of marginal visual 
spaces co reveal self-created boundaries between the dominant culcures of Western medieval 
Christendom and the om-groups char stood at their social margins. 24 In keeping with Lacan's 
model, Camille's analysis framed an understanding of the Ocher as a result of the dominam com­
munity's collect ive effort to define itself through che pictorial rejection of undesirable peoples and 
groups, whose deformation, discoloration, and literal displacement made visible the boundaries 
between them. 

Camille ·s understand ing of med ieval ouc-groups as visual foils co a communal self- image had a 
sustained impact on subsequent scholarship. While some scholars, among chem Ruch Mellinkoff 

and Heinz Schreckenberg for che med ieval West and Elisheva Revel-Neher for the Byzantine 
Empire, continued co pursue the cradicional survey and analysis chat remained central co such 
work,25 ochers, such as Debra Stri ckland , processed the lessons learned from postcolonialism to 

frame the development of a pejorative iconography for multiple medieval om-group s as pare 
of an expanding Western Christendom's desire to assert ics own cultural superioriry. 26 Many of 
these scholars narrowed their analyses co smaller groups of, or even single , works within local, 
particularized contexts as case studies revealing of wider social relationships and ideological 

trends. Exemplary of chis approach are Sara Lipton' s study of the porn ·ayal of Jews in the Bibles 
momlisees in the context of anci-Je\\"ish ideology at the French court and Kathleen Corrigan' s 

scudy of anti - Jev.1ish 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 coward case studies in the 1990s and early 2000 s also favored the production of 

multidisciplinary essay collections and special journal issues dedicated to various aspects of the 
Ocher. These often included arc historical contributions chat drew innovacivdy on noncraditional 
approaches . such as postcolonial and borderlands theory, monster cheory, and queer cheory.27 Key 
collections include a special issue on race published by the j o11m11I c!f .\llediezml a11d Early .\llodew 
Sllldics in 200 1, 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 Other · 

_through the lens of queer theory by Glenn Burger and Stephen Kruger. 28 Further art historical 
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work cook the:: form of indi,·idual journal arciclc::s and book chapter . ,ome of which encompas s 
iconographies of Ochers chat had until recently lacked ,uscainc::d attention, such as che Mon­
gol!., the Irish, and che poor. 2'1 The cighcer comexcual focus undertaken by such scholarship has 
brought considerable texture co current understanding of how medieval artim r.:presenced the 
Ocher. especially in re,·ealing the ,-ariabiliry of their decisions in response co widely differing 
circumstances. 

Tht' most reccm years have seen no slackening in ,cholarship on che iconography of the 
Ocher: they have witnessed a new edition of the: Image of c/1e Black voh.tmt's by H arvard Un iversity 
Press in 20 10: ,everal important musc::um exhibitions, including Reveali11g 1hl' ;!/ric,111 Prese11<e i11 

Re1111iss,111<c Europe (Walters Arr Gallc::ry.2012) and Cr,111ad1 s Sai111 .\ Iamia• (Metropolitan Museum 
of Arc, 2015); and the publication of se,·eral important es,ay collecciom, among chem The Ori_11i11s 
ef Rads111 i11 1he I li·st, edited by Miriam Eliav-Feldon, Benja111.in Isaac. and Joseph Zieg ler (2009), 
and /111a,1;?es of Otll<'mess i11 .\ledier>al a11d Early .\lodern Times (2012 ), .:diced by Anja Eisenbeiss and 

Lieselocce E. Saurma-Jelcsch. ·"' Scholarship on specific types of Ochers has also remained abun­
dant: the depiction of Jews ha, been further explored in books by Nina Rowe. lrven Resnick. 

Herb.:rc Kessler and David Nirenberg, and Sara Lipton. among ochers, whi le rhe 20 12 .,.J,h,11111<• 
Rescart/1 Co111pa11io11 to .\!ousters a11d 1/1e .\1011stro11s, edicc::d by Asa Simon Mittman and Peter Dendle. 
includes essays addressing gender. sexuality, and racc::.31 

An especially viral subfield in the depiction of che Ocher has been chat of medie,·al Iberia. 
where the clost' coexistence of Chris tians, Mus lims. and Jews offered a ric h sociocultura l con­
text for such analysis. The lace John Williams·s 1977 analysis of anti-Muslim iconography at San 

Isidoro in Lt'on stood in the:: ,·anguard of chis scholarship. 32 Subsequent publication s by Oreo Karl 
Werckmeiscer, Jerrilyn Dodds, D. Fairchild Rugglc::s, Peter Klein, Francisco Prado-Vilar, Isabel 
Monct'ira Arias. Paolino Rodriguez -13arral, and the present author, among num erous othe rs, have 

rewaled che fluidity with which iconographic forms could be:: selected. inrermingled. and redscd 
in concord with chc changes in ideology and social relationship that accompanied tht: expansion 
and Europeanization of che Spanish Christian kingdoms .. 1.1 

Key prob lems and questions 

Scholar:.hip on the medie,-al iconography of Ochers ha, by now matured subscancially. and it) 
openness co new me thodologies, new copies of research, and new kinds of questions has paved 
che way co multjpJe new area, of inquiry,just a ft:w of which are outlined here . One long-standing 
problem much m need of analysis is che well-documented increase in depictions of Ocher, 
around the end of the twelfth cencury. While chis development ha!> been linked by some co 
sweeping social changes - an increasingly authoritarian Church hierarchy; the new centrality 
of Jews, Muslim,, and ocher foreignt>rs in Europe·s growing commercial networks; and military 
chrt'ah posed by external Ochc::rs, such as Muslims and Mongols - chat reshaped Europe ac about 
che same time, much could be gleaned from deeper scrutiny of how, as well as why. the c::m.:-r­
gence of specific new iconographies of Otherness incersecced wich these developmencs.-H Why, 
for example, did the depiction of Mongols as savage cannibals and idolaters incensify even as 
p<"aceful trade and diplomati c comacc with che Mongol Empire increa~ed? Why did che rise in 
pejoraciw imagery of Jews and Muslims in Iberia incer;e ct so irregularly with the imposition of 
nornmin: Christian policies and social practices chert' in the wake of che so-called Reconquest? 

Al~o deserving of further consideration i~ the frequent ambiguity of the iconography assigned 
m Otht:r~ in both Ea,tern ,md Wcstc::rn art. \Vhile the somatic exaggerations, di~cincti\·e cloth­
ing. and ocher sign .1~oci,1Ced with mediev,11 our-group often carried negaci,·e connocacion s. 
che~e ~eem co haw been nullified in the ca,e of .. positive·· figures, such as Moses, Sa inc Maurie.:, 
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or rhe Qu een of Sheba, so char even rradicionally negacive markers, such as Moses ·s stereotyped 
physiogno my or Sheba's black skin , were reduced to simple denotative signs or even hi need at the 
feasibility of conversion .55 Because the interp retation of such image s resrs so strong ly on conte xt , 
che most successfu l analyses will take the form of case studie s that attend carefu lly to the spec ifics 
o f setting and audience. ·'6 

The depiction of black or dark skin itself offers a promjsing field for fumre research . especially 
in multicultural Mediterranean societ ies, such as Sicily and Iberia, where ic constitu ted a more 
concrete visual reality than in ocher areas of Europ e. In such settings, dar k skin appears nor jus t 

in a wide r range of iconographic co ntexts but also in relation co a wider range of e thni cities and 
social classes.Ji In the illustracion to Cantiga 46 in the C6dice Rico of the Cm,tigas de Sama .Vlnrfa 

(Escorial MS T.1.1., fol. 68v) . for exampl e, the Muslim arm ies chac gather to divide rhe spoils of 
battle include foot soldiers with both dark and light brown skin, while the ir equestria n superi­
ors, includin g the elite Mu slim convert at the center of the story, are as pale as their Christian 

opponents (Fig. 36.3 ). Skin colo r here plays mu ltiple roles . signaling socia l and milita ry status as 
well as rhe pote nt ial for co nversion. ·18 How such nuance shaped the reading of such imagery by 
medieval viewers rema ins an intr igu ing quest ion . 

Fijz11re 36.3 Story of the Muslim Converted by an Image of rhe Virgin (Canrig a -16) , Ca111(ea.< de Sa11ta 
.\l arin (Real l:3iblioteca de El Escorial, MS T.1.1) . fol. 68v. © Patrimoni o N acional. reproduced by permission. 

498 



The Other i11 the Middle Ages 

A more difficult problem linked with this i hO\\. tightly medieval iconography can be linked 
co ideas about race. As scholars such as Robert Bardecr. William Jo rdan, Da\·id Nirenberg, and 

Geraldine Heng h.iw sho\\'n. the degree co \\'hich medie\.il cla sification of human difference 
can be compa red with modern racial cons tructs is d ifficult to calcu late; for exam ple, there is little 
e\·idence thJt most medieval viewer, \\'Ould h:m! linked \·isible somatic features, such as dark 
skin or an enlarged nose, firmly \\'ith any humJn category.w Thu, . \\'hile it may be heurimc.,lly 
fruitful co ,1pply ,1 racial lens to m.:d ieval iconograp hy of the Ocher in cer tain cases. these will 
,ll\\'ays require careful arrenrion co the specifics of conrcxt and vie\\'ership. 
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Especially p romis ing for future research on the iconography of the Other are those om-groups 

that have not, co dat e, received substantia l scholar ly actent ion . T hese include bo th faraway others . 

su ch as tho se Asians - Mongols, subcontinental Ind ians, Chinese, and Pacific Islanders - who 

were becoming familiar to Europ eans with the:: expansion of trade and missionizing along the 

Silk Roads,"' and more proximate Ochers whose place in the majo rity culmre was d iminaced 

by except ional circumstances, such as poverty . p hysica l disabil ity (e.g .. blindn ess. or leprosy), or 

nonnorm acivc:: beliefs and prac tices, su ch as heresy. homo sexu ali ty, o r pr oscicucion. 41 

T he potential for scudy in chis lase ca tegory is espec ialJy strong: whi le thc:ir iconography is not 

as strongly marked or co nsi stent as, say, chat of Jews, the boundaries of proximate Others often 

blur with chose of o ther o ut- groups in way s tha t speak revea lingly of how self-identi ty wa~ fash­

ion ed in majority medieva l cul cun:s. In the well -k no wn depic tion of a charivari in che early four ­

teenth - cent ur y manuscr ipt of the Roma11 de Fauvel now in the Bibli o th eque Naciona le in Paris 

(MS fr. 146, fol. 36v) , che cosmmed, animal - masked figures typica l of such gathe rings include 

mu ltiple visua l refe ren ces to the:: conventio nal social omcascs of early fourteenth - centur y Paris: a 

disabled man with tw o canes , his buttocks unco vered; a childlik e figure pushed in a dung - barrow 

by a hood ed man w ith "Jewish" features; two ba ld, brown - skinned figure s; and a m ysteriously 

ve iled woman thought by some co be a cross - dressing man (Fig . 36.4). 42 Thi s ima ge speaks to far 

mor e than the reversa l of be havioral norms associa ted with the charivari; in visu ally blurring the 

boundaries amo ng Europe' s medieva l Ochers , ic exposes the more resistant front ier chat separa ted 

all of chem from the no tion al medieva l Self. 
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