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INTRODUCTION 

had a physical existence as a panel or statue and a special appearance as an image 
type, an appearance that distinguished it from images of the same saint in different 
places. Images of Mary, for example, always distinguished themselves visibly from 
each other according to the features attributed to local copies. Likewise, the old image 
titles have a toponymous character: they name the place of a cult. The connection 
between image and cult therefore has, as we see, many aspects. The memory an image 
evoked referred both to its own history and to that of its place. Copies were made in 
order to spread the veneration of the image beyond the local place, even as they rein
forced the connection between the original and its own locality. The memory tied to 
the original therefore remained undivided. The copies recalled the original of a fa
mous local image, which in its turn recalled the privileges that it had acquired in (and 
for) its own place during its history. In this sense, image and memory become an 
aspect of legal history. 

The legends surrounding the origins of famous images helped to clarify the 
memory value they ultimately acquired through their history. These legends con
cerned more than the historical circumstances that guaranteed the authentic appear
ance of the person depicted. The myth of origin also vouched for the rank of a 
particular image, which was inferred from its age (or its supernatural origin). Age 
was a quality to be read in the image's general appearance. Its form therefore also 
had a (real or fictitious) memory value. Archaism as a fiction of age is one of the 
marks of identity that new cult images simulated (chap. 19d). 

c. The Images' Loss of Power and Their New Role as Art
The account of the power of images given so far in this Introduction remains incom
plete as long as the other half of their history has not been told. It concerns the images'
loss of power in the Reformation. As this is to be discussed in detail later (chap. 20),
a few general reflections will suffice here. The successful opposition to images in the
Reformation might be taken as evidence that the images in fact lacked power, at least
relative to the written word and the interpretations of the preachers. In reality the late
seizure of power by the theologians confirms the latters' earlier impotence. The tol
eration of images, whose function formal theology had repeatedly rationalized, now
ended.

Many factors played a part before this revolt of the theologians against images 
occurred. A simple explanation is not possible. In what they say, the theologians 
merely repeat the principles of a purified doctrine, leaving out whatever does not fit 
neatly into their theology. But in what they do, the theologians give us an idea of the 
privileges enjoyed by images that stood in their way. From the criticism of images in 
the Reformation, therefore, we are able to draw conclusions about the prior use of 
images. What is now condemned as abuse was accepted custom earlier. 

Emancipation from the old institutions was one of the most important motives 
behind the leaders of the Reformation becoming iconoclasts. Their program envis
aged a new church made up of the preacher and his congregation. Luther's liberal 
attitude still left room for images, but they were images used for didactic purposes, to 
reinforce the revelation of the word (text 40). This limitation divested the images of 
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INTRODUCTION 

the very aura that was a precondition of their cult. It followed that they could and 
should no longer represent any institution. They were, in any case, discredited in 
conjunction with the previous doctrine of the justification of Christians by means of 
their works. The new doctrine of justification by faith alone made pious donations of 
or for images superfluous. The whole concept of the votive image collapsed, and with 
it the Roman church's claim to be an institution that dispensed grace and privileges 
visibly embodied in its relics and images. What the new doctrine left in place was 
theologians without institutional power, preachers of the word legitimated only by 
their superior theology. Where everything was based on truth and unambiguity, no 
room was left for the image with its equivocalness. 

The idea of tradition, on which the Roman church had always prided itself, now 
became the church's handicap. Tradition no longer consisted of the great age of 
church institutions and the long history of textual interpretation; instead, it was seen 
to reside in the original condition of the founders' church, which was to be restored 
by purifying it of later accretions. The rebirth of the early church in the Renaissance 
period, after many unsuccessful attempts in the Middle Ages, provided the neces
sary retrospective justification for modern reformed religious practices. Thereby, an 
imageless church was defined that, in the person of Paul, had opposed the image wor
ship of the heathens. 

The link to the early church is evident in the fixation on the authentic word of 
God. The preacher interprets the biblical text solely on the basis of faith, without 
needing to refer to prior church exegesis. In the Gutenberg era the divine word was 
in theory made available to everyone by means of Bibles printed in the vernacular. 
God's word was thus constantly accessible, which permitted a check on interpreta
tions. The direct presence of the biblical word, however, also allowed the preacher to 
exert control over the people of his congregation, who were expected to live according 
to its pure doctrine. The purity of doctrine was determined by the letter of the text, as 
understood through the guidance of the Spirit of God. Against such an authoritative 
text, the image lacked force; when substituted for the word, it always posed a threat 
because of its imprecision and the possibility of misunderstanding. 

The word is assimilated by hearing and reading, not by seeing. The unity of outer 
and inner experience that guided persons in the Middle Ages breaks d9wn into a 
rigorous dualism of spirit and matter, but also of subject and world, as expressed in 
the teachings of Calvin (text 41). The eye no longer discovers evidence for the pres
ence of God in images or in the physical world; God reveals himself only through his 
word. The word as bearer of the spirit is just as abstract as is the new c9ncept of God; 
religion has become an ethical code of living. The word does not depict or show 
anything but is a sign of the convenant. God's distance prohibits his presence in a 
painted representation, sensually comprehended. The modern subject, estranged 
from the world, sees the world as severed into the purely factual and the hidden sig
nification of metaphor. But the old image rejected reduction into metaphor; rather, it 
laid claim to being immediate evidence of God's presence revealed to the eyes and 
senses. 

In the meanwhile, the same image suddenly appears as the symbol of an archaic 
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INTRODUCTION 

mentality that still promised a harmony between world and subject. Into its place 
steps art, which inserts a new level of meaning between the visual appearance of the 
image and the understanding of the beholder. Art becomes the sphere of the artist, 
who assumes control of the image as proof of his or her art. The crisis of the old image 
and the emergence of the new concept of art are interdependent. Aesthetic mediation 
allows a different use of images, about which artist and beholder can agree between 
themselves. Subjects seize power over the image and seek through art to apply their 
metaphoric concept of the world. The image, henceforth produced according to the 
rules of art and deciphered in terms of them, pr.esents itself to the beholder as an 
object of reflection. Form and content renounce their unmediated meaning in favor 
of the mediated meaning of aesthetic experience and concealed argumentation. 

The surrender of the image to the beholder is tangibly expressed at this time in 
the emergence of art collections, in which pictures represent humanistic themes and 
the beauty of art. Even Calvin accepted the use of images for these purposes. Although 
he believed that they could represent only the visible, this did not preclude a reap
praisal of the visible world by the meditative subject. The Protestant Reformers did 
not create this change of consciousness vis-a-vis the image; indeed, in this respect they 
were themselves the children of their time. What they rejected in the name of religion 
had long since lost the old substance of unmediated pictorial revelation. I do not say 
this with any nostalgic intent, but only to describe the fascinating process whereby 
the medieval cult image became the artwork of the modern era. 

This process also took place in the Catholic world, and not only as a ;eaction to 
Reformation criticism. In the Netherlands the Reformation was not officially intro
duced until 1568. By then, however, the transformation of the image that we have 
described had long since been completed. To uphold the claims of the cult image in 
an era of art, the Roman church needed to establish new attitudes toward images. 
The old claims now tended to be reserved for ancient images that appeared as relics 
of a bygone age. They were always thought of as images from the earliest stage of 
Christianity, and thus intended as a visible refutation of the Reformation's concept of 
tradition. In these cases contemporary art was given the task of providing the effective 
presentation of the old image. This was an important program during the Counter
Reformation. 

As is to be expected, all such presentations of history contain an element of ex
aggeration. Humankind has never freed itself from the power of images, but this 
power has been exerted by different images in different ways at different times. There 
is no such thing as a historical caesura at which humanity changes out of all recogni
tion. But the history of religion or the history of the human subject, both of which are 
inseparable from the history of the image, cannot be narrated without a schema of 
history. Certainly, it is impossible to deny that the Reformation and the formation of 
art collections changed the situation. The aesthetic sphere provided, so to speak, a 
kind of reconciliation between the lost way of experiencing images and the one that 
remained. The interplay of perception and interpretation that is pursued in the visual 
arts, as in literature, demands the expert or connoisseur, someone who knows the 
rules of the game. 
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Nuremberg 1983, no. 514, and C. C. Christen
sen, Art and the Reformation in Germany
(Ohio University Press, 1979), 166-67, con
taining examples of the situation in Nuremberg.

13. Weimar Edition, vol. 30.1, 224; vol. 51.11,
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26. Text 42C; H. Rupprich, Durer. Schriftlicher
Nachlass (Berlin, 1956), 1 :43 no. 2. 

27. Rupprich (see n. 26), 165. 
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(1977): 347ff.
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Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York,
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74 (PL 40, 85). Cf. Diiring 1952, 38ff. I am in
debted to V. Stoichita for this reference.

39. Leipzig,Museum der bildenden Kiinste, Graph
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formationszeit (catalog; Berlin, 1983), no. B 65.

40. Rupprich (see n. 26 above), 168.
41. On J. van Score!, cf. M. J. Friedlander, Early
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Jan van Score/ (catalog), ed. J. A. L. de Meyere
(Utrecht, 1981), with further references. On fig.
288, cf. W. Braunfels et al., Pintura extran;era
(catalog; Madrid: Prado, 1980), 64 (inv. 2.716,
Legado Pablo Bosch, no. 74). On the practice of
replicating early Netherlandish painters, cf. L.
Silver, "Fountain and Source: A Rediscovered
Eyckian Icon," Pantheon 41 (1983): 95ff.

42. Kraut 1986, 80ff. Cf. R. Grosshanss, M. van
Heemskerck. Die Gema/de (Berlin, 1980), 195,
and catalog of a 1974 Rennes exhibition (Le
dossier d'un tableau. St-Luc peignant la Vierge
de M. van Heemskerck).

43. Cf. F. Haskell, Taste and the Antique (Ne�
Haven, 1981).

44. On the history of the reception of the Sistine
Madonna, cf. E. Schaeffer, Raffaels Sixtinische
Madonna im Erlebnis der Nachwelt (Leipzig,
1927); M. Putscher, Die Sixtinische Madonna.
Das Werk und seine Wirkung(Tiibingen, 1955);
and M. Ebhardt, Die Deutung der Werke Raf
faels in der deutschen Kunstliteratur von
Klassik und Romantik (Baden-Baden, 1972).
See n. 48 below with new references.

45. F. Schlegel, "Die Gemalde," in Athenaum,
Rowohlts Klassiker, Deutsche Literatur (Ham
burg, 1969; orig. ed., 1799), 2: 55ff.

46. On Wackenroder, cf. the edition by J. F. Unger,
Werke und Briefe (Heidelberg, 1967), 14ff. On
the engraving, cf. J. J. Riepenhausen, 12 Um
risse zum Leben Raphaels von Urbino (Stutt-
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gart, 1834), pl. 8. On the history of the 
interpretation of the "idea," cf. E. Panofsky, 
Idea (Berlin, 1924; 2d ed., 1960). For stimulat
ing ideas on this topic, I am indebted to a paper 
by S. Hefele (Munich, 1988). 

47. Kraut 1986, 59ff., and Z. Wazbinski, "S. Luca
che dipinge la Madonna all'Accademia di
Roma," Artibus et historiae 12 (1985): 27ff.

48. Most recently, J. K. Eberlein, "The Curtain of
Raphael's Sistine Madonna," Art Bulletin 65.1
(1983): 6lff., with a survey of the interpreta
tions of the curtain on pp. 75-77. Cf. B. A.
Sigel, Der Vorhang der Sixtinischen Madonna
(Zurich, 1977).

49. See n. 29 above.
SO. Cf. Panofsky (see n. 46 above). On the disegno,

cf. my discussion in Das Ende der Kunstge
schichte? (Munich, 1983), 73. 

51. Panofsky (see n. 46 above), 32 and 37.
52. Warnke 1968, 61ff.
53. Ibid., 74.
54. Gumpenberg 1657, vols. 1 and 2. Cf. Beissel

1913, 157ff. (the dressing of images), 169ff.
(crowning them), and 295. On the crowning, cf.
Dejonghe 1969. On the image cult at the time,
cf. Male 1951, 2:20ff.

55. Gumpenberg 1657, 1 :20ff.; evidence regard
ing S. Maria Maggiore is in Angelis 1621. On
copies, cf. 0. Karrer, Der hi. Franz von Borja,
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par� 3 (Rome, 1649), bk. 5, no. 296, and Mo
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cf. P. A. Hoss, Pater Jakob Rem S.J. (Munich, 
1953), 29, 90-91, and 208-9. 

56. H. Friedel, "Die Cappella Altemps in S. Maria
in Trastevere," Romisches Jahrbuch fur Kunst
geschichte 17 (1978): 92ff.

57. Angelis 1621, 189ff. On the Cappella Paolina,
cf. M. C. Doratori, "Gli scultori della Cappella
Paolina," Commentari 18 (1967): 231ff.; on the
altar type, cf. E. Lavagnino et al., Altari baroc
chi in Roma (Rome, 1959); on the idea of the
visitation of images by the Holy Spirit, see chap.
4e and n. 83 in that chapter.

58. Warnke 1968, 77ff.; D. Freedberg, in Munch
ner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 32 (1981):
l 15ff.; Ilse von zur Miihlen, "Rubens und die
Gegenreformation am Beispiel der Altarbilder
fiir S. Maria in Vallicella in Rom" (diss. Mu
nich, 1987). On the Oratorians, cf. the recent
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Neri and the Roman Society of His Times (Lon
don, 1979). On Baronius, cf. C. K. Pullapidilly,
Caesar Baronius: Counter Reformation Histo
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