Introduction
Mapping the heavens and treading the Earth:
negotiating secular and sacred in medieval art

Alicia Walker and Amanda Luyster

The categories of sacred and secular are ubiquitous in the interpretation of
medieval art. They serve to structure fields of research, essay collections,
symposia, museum exhibitions, and course topics. These terms as we
understand them today were not, however, consistently applied in the Middle
Ages. Therefore distinguishing between secular and sacred always risks
anachronism, imposing the values and divisions of modern mentalities upon
medieval thought and practice.' Indeed the very terms that modern scholars
use to distinguish non-sacred works of art — secular, arte profana, weltliche
Kunst, svetskoe iskusstva — did not emerge until the seventeenth century and
later.? Equally vexing for the scholar who seeks to define the categories of
sacred and secular is their frequent convergence in almost every realm of
medieval life, including politics, devotion, domesticity, science, entertainment,
and perceptions of the supernatural. Works of art and architecture physically
record this overlap, making absolute distinctions between secular and
sacred features in a given monument or object difficult and sometimes
unproductive.

The chapters in this collection reconsider the usefulness of the terms
‘secular” and ‘sacred’ through the investigation of medieval monuments and
objects that attest to passive convergence, active dialogue, or engineered
friction between these categories. The papers were originally presented in a
double session at the annual meeting of the College Art Association in Boston
in February 2006. Readers might expect, as we did at the outset of this project,
that a close examination of works of art that straddle the divide between
sacred and secular would reveal the ineffectiveness of modern designations,
which do not always set neatly upon medieval works of art. Yet the following
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chapters generally argue for the retention of these categories because they
prove to be valuable tools for analysis. At the same time, several authors
offer alternative terms, in some cases introducing classifications generated
from medieval sources themselves. While focusing on specific objects and
monuments, the authors employ innovative methodologies applicable to
broad fields of inquiry. In this respect, their arguments resonate beyond the
borders of art history and archaeology into related fields such as political
history, science, and literature. In so doing, they raise awareness of the rich
complexity of the medieval secular world, which encompassed a vast array of
social practices and cultural categories. At both the micro- and macro-levels,
these studies contribute new and provocative conclusions regarding what
secular and sacred meant in the Middle Ages.

This collection is diachronic, multimedia, and global in its approach.
The material examined dates from the seventh to the sixteenth centuries
and ranges from English books of hours to desert habitations in Syria,
from churches in Constantinople to Japanese paintings. The multicultural
perspective offers a more holistic view of medieval art history, reflecting the
reality of an era during which religious, ethnic, and geographical groups
were not hermetically isolated from one another. Rather, permeable borders
were crossed by pilgrims, merchants, soldiers, prisoners, and refugees,
by gifts, booty, trade goods, and souvenirs. From this broad cultural and
chronological vantage, the contributors point to the value of comparative
study for a topic that drives scholarship on a broad range of medieval
cultures and periods.

In recent years, numerous exhibitions, symposia, conference sessions, and
books have directly addressed the question of how to define and study sacred
and secular in medieval culture.® Perhaps this burst of interest is spurred by
the issue’s resonance with current concerns. Indeed the power of religion
in the contemporary world is widely apparent.* Some scholars suggest that
medieval individuals viewed their world as a unified whole, unmarked by the
boundaries drawn today between the religious and profane.’ They may point
to medieval sources which do not actively distinguish between categories of
secular and sacred objects, spaces, and practices. For example, neither church
treasury inventories nor later medieval royal records divide objects along
these lines, preferring instead to classify according to function, material,
language, or simply location. However, the authors of various medieval texts
— from sermons to astronomical treatises to civic declarations to belles lettres
— frequently assert distinctions between the natural and supernatural, the
mundane and the spiritual, the demonic and the holy —in short, between what
might arguably be called the secular and the sacred.® Although these categories
are neither clear-cut nor consistent, they were recognized throughout the
medieval world.
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Some recent studies on the topic of secular and sacred in the Middle Ages
suggest that modern concepts of these categories are too rigid to capture the
diversity and fluidity of messages that medieval works convey.” Yet the terms
sacred and secular are so deeply entrenched in modern scholarship, if not in
our very ways of thinking, that they are unlikely to disappear. As the chapters
that follow demonstrate, it is possible to retain contemporary understandings
of secular and sacred as analytical tools that allow for common discourse
across related topics and fields, while at the same time remaining vigilant
against the shortcomings of these concepts and open to original medieval
definitions. The authors in this volume do not attempt to establish universal
definitions for secular and sacred or the myriad subcategories with which
they intersect. Through this approach we hope to capture more accurately the
nuanced and diverse understandings of these categories in the Middle Ages.

Before introducing the specific topics of the contributions to this anthology,
we briefly summarize some major trends in the shifting constructions of
secular and sacred, focusing on scholarship of the past century. To our
knowledge, no review of this kind exists. The present survey does not claim
to be comprehensive. Rather it aims to situate the chapters that follow and to
offer some points of reference for past and current developments in this vital
area of medieval studies.® Although this anthology includes one chapter on the
art of medieval Japan, the following overview focuses on the historiography
of western European, Byzantine, and Islamic medieval art. This bias results
not only from the editors’ own specializations in these fields, but also from
the fact that a discourse on the secular as a separate and distinct category of
artistic production is less salient in scholarship on medieval Japan. It is hoped
that Samuel Morse’s contribution on Japanese pilgrimage mandalas will help
to spur consideration of relevant aspects of medieval East Asian art, and that
scholars of Byzantine, Islamic, and Western medieval art will benefit from a
different perspective on the familiar theme of pilgrimage.

Secular and sacred in medieval art history

The categories of sacred and secular in medieval art were not necessarily
defined and developed as two halves of a whole. Instead, different histories
and agendas have driven the study of religious and non-religious objects
and monuments across time and across subfields. During the mid-sixteenth
century, scholars of the Catholic Reformation began to study early Christian
objects because of their power to suggest the ancient presence and authority
of the Catholic Church. Interest in secular objects, on the other hand,
developed more sporadically and partly in conjunction with interest in royal
history.’
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Subsequently, art historical scholarship has developed along a multiplicity
of trajectories reflecting the religious, geographical, and cultural distinctions of
the diverse peoples of the medieval world. No strict chronology or definition
is common to all subfields. At the same time, certain tendencies across Western
medieval, Byzantine, and Islamic studies can be identified, and recognition
of these commonalities aids in untangling problematic aspects of earlier
scholarship. In brief, and at the risk of over-generalization, the main trends
are these: the early conviction that medieval art is almost entirely saturated
by religion; the subsequent recognition and growth of interest in secular art,
either in its own right or at times (as with classical imagery in medieval art)
in complex but subordinate relation to religious art; the effort to establish,
when possible, clear demarcations between sacred and secular, including the
attempt to set off the secular realm as one that can potentially destabilize or
threaten the authority of the sacred; and the current negotiation of overlap
between these domains without assuming a priori the superiority of one over
the other.

To elaborate upon this broad outline, in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, a general perception across subfields held that medieval
art and the world it represented were primarily religious in character.
Certainly not all scholarship of this period focused on religious art, but
nearly all included at least tacit acceptance of the leading role played by
religion. Seminal works in Western medieval art history concentrate
explicitly on sacred art, perpetuating the division and its suggested
hierarchy.!’ Indeed, the assumed dominance of religious expression and
sacred meaning persists in some current scholarship." Emphasis on deep-
rooted religiosity is particularly prevalent and perhaps more enduring in
scholarship on Islamic art. Because of regulations against the depiction
of living things, medieval Islamic art was misrepresented as exclusively
aniconic, a characteristic which in fact applies only to religious art.”> The
‘image of the word,” inscriptions deriving from the sacred text of the
Qur’an, came to characterize Islamic ‘iconography.”** Traditions of figural
representation were widely undertreated. Even non-figural motifs — such
as geometric patterning and vegetal rinceaux — were read as expressions
of the omnipotence and omniscience of God, and concern for religion was
understood to pervade medieval Islamic culture. The persistence of the very
term ‘Islamic’ to characterize a vast diversity of cultures, ethnicities, and
geographies from the seventh century to the present further contributes to a
perception of religion as the motivating force in artistic production.'

The tendency to emphasize the sacred aspects of medieval art depended
on the notion that they could be isolated from secular features and that these
categories were coherent and distinct. In this regard, early twentieth-century
art history shows a debt to the broader conceptualization of the sacred
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and profane forged at this time in other academic fields, particularly in the
foundational theories of religion by the anthropologist and proto-sociologist
Emile Durkheim. In his seminal study of 1912, Les Formes élémentaires de la
vie religieuse, Durkheim argues that the mutual exclusivity of the sacred and
profane realms is essential to the definition of religion and a universal feature
of all cultures in which religion plays a role.”® In particular, he notes distinct
separations between sacred and profane space and time, a point that several
authors of this volume implicitly critique.’® Durkheim acknowledged that the
sacred/profane dichotomy was most actively observed in the public realm;
private practices might see a blurring of these categories and the beliefs and
practices that constituted them.!” Still, emphasis on the incompatibility of
sacred and profane at the group level is a fundamental aspect of his theory, and
one that has received pointed criticism from subsequent theorists, especially
regarding its lack of applicability to actual social phenomena.'®

By the mid-twentieth century, secular traditions across medieval cultures
were increasingly acknowledged. Iconography from pagan myths, historical
epics, ruler imagery, romance literature, foreign cultures, and the everyday
world were identified as realms of non-religious expression. Perhaps following
the Durkheimian concept of the sacred/profane dichotomy, a methodology of
segregating secular from sacred prevailed.” The profane world was typically
defined as that which did not contain any reference to the sacred, or that
which reflected daily life or the natural world without any association with
religious identity or meaning. For example, André Grabar defined secular art
in the Byzantine world as that which ‘exclut tout contact avec le domaine de la
foi.”® In Western medieval art, Meyer Schapiro addressed the convergence of
secular and sacred elements, especially in monumental programs, but typically
dissected secular from sacred features and perceived them as functioning
separately, despite their appearance in the same work of art.**

Narratives, iconography, and styles derived from Greco-Roman traditions
were among the primary secular elements identified in Byzantine and
medieval Western art as well as in specific realms of Islamic artistic production.
A taxonomic approach to the analysis of antique traditions was undertaken
by numerous scholars, who systematically traced the classical sources for
medieval forms.”? This method resulted, however, in the dislocation of
individual motifs from their contexts, emphasizing their purported connections
to ancient models and narrative systems while undermining appreciation of
their medieval meanings. Scholars often concluded that antique forms were
appropriated without recognition of their original content. A tendency to
perceive classicizing elements as predominantly decorative — lacking the
complexity of thought and meaning found in religious art — is a common,
although certainly not ubiquitous, undercurrent in scholarship of various
subfields at this time.
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In mid-twentieth-century scholarship on medieval Islamic art, figural
depiction was increasingly recognized as a significant aspect of secular
artistic expression. Investigation of this phenomenon was often limited to
private contexts, especially the elite sphere of rulers’ residences decorated
with the so-called “princely cycle’ of courtly pastimes.” Early Islamic figural
representation, in particular that produced by the Umayyad dynasty, was
commonly judged to be indebted to Sasanian, late Roman, and early Byzantine
art, representing a remnant of antique inheritance eventually exhausted and
abandoned.*

With greater cross-disciplinary study and a deeper understanding of
relationships between textual and visual traditions, additional means of
negotiating non-religious elements in medieval works of art emerged in
the second half of the twentieth century. Through the support of exegetical
texts, secular images, especially representations of pagan narratives,
were read increasingly as religious allegories.® This method strongly
shaped interpretation of early Byzantine classicizing art in the catalogue
that accompanied an exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum in 1979,
which consistently read Greco-Roman characters and scenes as symbolic
representations of Christian themes.”* While opening up the possibility that
secular, often classicizing, art could maintain semantic relevance in medieval
contexts, these interpretations co-opted and neutralized this imagery to serve
Christian meanings, thereby reasserting the authority of the sacred. In this
same publication, additional avenues of approach to secular art were also
explored, including the themes of antique science, epic, poetry, and theater as
well as daily life. Around this time, secular art received increased attention as
an autonomous cultural phenomenon. Another exhibition at the Metropolitan
Museum (in 1975) recognized profane art in the Western medieval tradition as
an independent topic for investigation and concentrated expressly on secular
medieval objects, defined predominantly as the art and material cultural of
everyday life.”” The realms of palace and court emerged — and continue to
thrive — as a prime locus for considering objects and monuments of secular
experience among the medieval elite.® In addition, increased attention to
previously undertreated social groups (city-dwellers, women, the middle
class) has generated innovative readings on the interaction of secular and
sacred across social strata.”” A clear sign of the impact exercised by these
focused studies is the trend in survey books and collection catalogues of the
later twentieth century in all subfields of medieval art history to provide
express consideration of secular production.®

Since the 1980s, Islamic courtly iconography is no longer readily lumped
into the generic category of princely cycle imagery, but is interpreted
instead with respect to particular historical and geographic contexts, a
trend especially apparent in the study of medieval Spain.*® More recently,
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additional domains of Islamic secular expression — including entertainment,
poetic culture, historical and epic narrative, science, and humanism — have
received renewed and expanded attention.* Increasingly research identifies
the systematic nature of secular expression and its relationship to broader
trends in intellectual and popular culture.

The last three decades have also witnessed a growing appreciation for the
interaction and overlap of secular and sacred elements in Byzantine art.*
Through greater attention to archaeological material, the domestic sphere has
emerged as an important realm for this convergence.* Interest in the realia of
daily life has led scholars to scrutinize representations of furniture, household
utensils, clothing, and domestic interiors in religious art in order to excavate
the forms and codes of the mundane from works of art intended to serve
the spiritual.® Scholarship on late antique and early Byzantine art explores
the polyvalence of imagery from the natural world, which could convey
both secular and sacred meanings depending on context.* Similarly, political
imagery has been identified as a necessarily hybrid form of expression
that draws self-consciously from both the sacred and the secular domains,
reflecting a medieval perspective that sees worldly power as indistinguishable
from sacred authority.”

The reuse of classical imagery has proved an enduring question in the
study of secular art, although not always apart from the sacred. Recent
studies of Carolingian art emphasize the innovative and creative nature of
the relationship between art of early medieval culture and classical traditions.
Carolingian artists and patrons are proposed to have deployed antique models
in ways that remake and even subvert ancient meanings.*® Similarly scholars
of later Western and Byzantine art have examined instances in which classical
motifs conveyed meaning beyond allegory, maintaining the potential for
classicizing iconography to carry significance without Christian translation
and emphasizing context as an essential determinant of meaning.* Some of
these studies reconsider long-standing assumptions regarding the generic
and decorative nature of iconography appropriated from classical traditions,
positing that medieval artists and patrons could deploy non-religious sources
in secular programs that rivaled in complexity the most sophisticated of
sacred art.

In late twentieth-century scholarship on medieval Western art, the theme
of competition between sacred and secular is particularly noticeable. Scholars
concentrate on the ability of secular material in, for instance, Romanesque
sculpture or Gothic manuscript marginalia to upset the authority of spiritual
messages.*’ A recent survey of this topic suggests that simple categorization
of the apparent nature of the peripheral motifs (generic, parodic, scatological,
monstrous) is less useful than analysis of the program as a whole, which reveals
how secularizing marginalia generate complex messages that potentially
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contradict and/or affirm the dominant meaning of the central, often sacred,
text or image.*!

The expanding study of popular art has complicated any simple hierarchy
between sacred and secular. For instance, pilgrim badges, a class of material
which includes images of saints and their symbols, are often studied alongside
other badges that are similar in manufacture but display images of genitalia
or other demonstrably unsacred themes.* This material provides a perfect
opportunity for examining unexpected confluences in the production and
function of popular art.

Continued study of medieval court culture as a domain of the secular has
resulted in increased appreciation for the potential of these social spaces to
promote intercultural artistic languages.* The movement of portable objects,
such as caskets, textiles, and oliphants, among distinct medieval realms is
one means by which this intercultural artistic community was established.*
When traveling between different geographical and cultural domains, objects
sometimes shifted from sacred to secular use, and vice versa, demonstrating
that these categories were neither fixed upon nor intrinsic in a work of art.*®
Such objects also highlight the vitality of liminal areas not only between sacred
and secular but between the Asian, Islamic, Western Christian, and Byzantine
worlds. The reality of cross-cultural exchange and interdependence in the
Middle Ages further supports the expanded definition of medieval culture
adopted in this volume.

Overall current work on the theme of secular and sacred can be
characterized by a greater appreciation for the fluidity of these categories and
their productive confluence. Rather than performing dissections of secular
and sacred organs from the anatomies of objects and buildings, scholars today
allow worldly and spiritual features that were conjoined by their makers to
work together as a single body.* This is not to say that distinctions between
the sacred and secular are not at play.” But strict divisions are not assumed
a priori, and the secular, when articulated as a separate category, is identified
as a multi-faceted realm with the potential to equal the formal and semantic
complexity of sacred art.*

Contributions to this volume

Each of the following chapters examines a work of art or architecture in
which elements of the profane and the spiritual operate in tandem. Although
addressing a diversity of cultural and historical contexts, the authors
undertake three common tasks. First, they show how the labels ‘sacred’ and
‘secular’ — when used bluntly and without regard for the internal meanings
generated by a given culture — can obscure our understanding of the medieval
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world. Second, they examine what secular and sacred meant in the Middle
Ages, what distinctions there might have been in the vast complexity of the
profane and spiritual realms, and what attitudes and terms might elucidate
those distinctions. Third, they demonstrate how the modern categories of
sacred and secular can still be used to make medieval works of art more
comprehensible to a modern perspective, without imposing these categories
in such a way as to occlude medieval intentions for and understandings of
these objects and monuments. The specific topics range from the seventh to
the sixteenth centuries and showcase a variety of secular interests in science,
law, civic space, chivalric romance, entertainment, domesticity, and the display
of earthly authority. Despite diverse approaches, the authors underline
the determinative force of historical and cultural context and insist on the
necessity of assessing each object or site as a unified whole, within which
sacred and secular elements played greater or lesser roles, varying across time
and according to the beholder.*

Kathryn A. Smith analyzes the introduction of chivalric imagery into a
fourteenth-century English book of hours, proposing that the manuscript
uses secular matter to urge a viewer toward deeper spiritual awareness
and devotional intensity. Recognizing that medieval individuals admitted
the spiritual utility of the profane, she argues that the sequence of text and
image in the manuscript subtly binds together chivalric, courtly, devotional,
and penitential themes. This interweaving of profane and religious imagery
prompts meditative self-examination. Smith re-evaluates the nature of the
term ‘romance’ in the Middle Ages, which is typically considered to operate
within a secular context, but was used by medieval writers to describe tales
about both Arthurian heroes and Christian saints.

Caroline Wamsler examines a monumental civic program in fourteenth-
century Venice, analyzing how secular and sacred imagery coalesce in the
paintings that once covered the walls of the Sala del Maggior Consiglio in the
Ducal Palace. Wamsler argues that the program converts a secular space into
an extension of a sanctified domain. This transference of sacred vocabulary to
the civic setting demonstrates the potential for productive overlap between
the heavenly and earthly realms, a strategy that finds support in the writings
of the contemporary humanist, Petrarch.

Galina Tirnani¢ investigates another monumental program in a fourteenth-
century building but shifts our focus to Constantinople and the murals in
the Church of St. Savior in Chora. She demonstrates how the representation
of cosmological order in the late Byzantine world was shaped by secular
and sacred visual models that worked in concert. Considering the program’s
relation to public ceremony in medieval Byzantium, she draws from both
permanent and ephemeral visual culture to reconstruct a contemporary
audience’s reading of otherworldly imagery through the lens of everyday
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experience. She argues thatimperial practices of punishment and distribution
of rewards shaped the way in which a Byzantine viewer understood the
representation of divine justice in wall-paintings of the Anastasis and Last
Judgment at the Chora, enhancing the immediacy of these supernatural
scenes.

Eric Ramirez-Weaver writes about illustrations in Carolingian astro-
nomical manuscripts, deriving from his study an important analysis of
the distinction between natural and supernatural matters and the uses
for each type of material in Western European art of the ninth century. He
examines the incorporation of a classical pre-Christian heritage into later
Christian texts, concluding that the makers of these manuscripts did not
reject the pagan past wholesale, but edited and appropriated from it what
they considered beneficial. His articulation of the nature of science and the
understanding of the universe describes an uneasy but durable relationship
between antique knowledge and Christian dogma during the ninth century.
In the context of Carolingian intellectual culture, understanding the scientific
order of the world meant drawing from both pagan (secular) and Christian
(sacred) traditions.

Lara Tohme addresses the Syrian steppe of the seventh century, where
magnates of the recently established Islamic Umayyad dynasty negotiated
relations with indigenous Christian groups. In this multicultural environment,
Christian monasteries served a variety of functions, many of which extended
beyond traditional expectations for hermetic devotion. In appropriating
models of architectural and social authority, Islamic patrons of regional
estates, or qusur, turned to Christian monasteries as examples for articulating
political power in visual and spatial terms. Through a framework of analysis
that recognizes both monasteries and qusur as places that facilitated cultural
‘convergence,” Tohme explores the fluidity of identity and practice among
categories usually considered mutually exclusive: Christian and Islamic,
secular and sacred.

Veronica Kalas reconsiders the long-standing interpretation of rock-cut
buildings in the medieval Byzantine territory of Cappadocia (modern-
day central Turkey) as monasteries and the landscape of this region as
inherently sacred. Through nuanced historiographic analysis, she probes
the untested assumptions that led early scholars to stake these claims as well
as the circumstances that allowed these unfounded readings to go so long
unchallenged. Marshalling evidence yielded from rigorous archaeological
survey at these sites, she proposes new ways of reading the settlements as
lay domestic enclaves. This reinterpretation holds rich potential for a deeper
understanding of domestic space in the middle Byzantine era. The buildings
combined secular and sacred spaces, requiring the convergence of these
categories in analysis of the sites.
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Samuel Morse examines the representation of devotional and recreational
practices in medieval Japanese pilgrimage mandalas and considers how the
mixture of profane and religious actions in these paintings shifted toward
an emphasis on the non-devotional over time. This transition is understood
as a practical response to religious institutions” growing need for financial
support, which was satisfied by attracting an emerging lay audience
in search of both worldly and spiritual fulfillment. By drawing out the
secular content of these images, Morse highlights the non-religious aspects
of medieval Japanese art and raises the possibility of useful comparative
study between Japanese pilgrimage culture and that of other medieval
groups.

The authors in this collection remain wary of the potential for the modern
concepts of sacred and secular to create artificial separations in medieval
material. At the same time, the studies demonstrate the continuing utility
of secular and sacred as heuristic tools, especially when negotiated through
methodologies that allow for their collaboration in diverse realms of
medieval reality. Together the authors make clear that sacred and secular
were not fixed categories; rather, they operated throughout medieval
life and art in manifold ways. This collection both embraces a notion of
confluence and variation on a large scale while attending to rigorous and
specific distinctions on the small scale. The contributions demonstrate that
a full understanding of secular and sacred demands careful scrutiny of
historical, literary, and archaeological evidence to comprehend the social
matrixes within which these trends were negotiated and from which art and
architectural expression emerged.

Needless to say, this collection does not claim comprehensive treatment of
the vast topic of secular and sacred in medieval art and architecture. Rather,
it demonstrates a variety of techniques for tackling the issue, introducing
methods that carry weight and value beyond the authors’ particular foci. By
considering the theme across a diversity of medieval subfields, the chapters
make available innovative approaches for investigating a question that bridges
divides of religion, geography, and chronology. The authors engage with a
problem that has been long debated and will no doubt continue to be a major
concern of scholarship on medieval art, architecture, and material culture.
As such, these studies are intended as a benchmark of current trends, rather
than a definitive statement. Opening consideration of the secular beyond
the traditional fields of Christian monasteries and manuscript marginalia to
encompass Islamic desert habitations and Buddhist pilgrimage mandalas,
Byzantine church painting and Venetian civic decoration, can only enrich this
discussion. By examining liminal objects, locations, and terminology, these
authors reveal more clearly the rich and fertile landscape of medieval art:
evocative, inconsistent, and ever-challenging.
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