
The Profane Arts/Les arts profanes

semiring Iconograpfiy

i^lysferioms JVosericorcLs

Elaine C. Block

Iconography in the Middle Ages had to be as standard as the
alphabet. Few people could read words so communication was
mainly oral and visual: pictures in windows, sculptures on
facades of cathedrals, margins of books. Individuals were easy
to recognize; Barbara stood before a tower with three window,
or a miniature tower adorned her headdress. Catherine stood by
a broken wheel; Peter held a key; and most important of all,
Christ was crowned with a cruciform halo. A physician was
identified by a urinal he held to the light. The crowned salaman-
der spitting fire, was the sign of François I. Groups were identi-
fied: saints wore halos, Christian martyrs carried palms;
prophets displayed long parchments.

Events were portrayed by placement of figures and objects in a
standard arrangement. A kneeling angel, a woman with a pot of
lilies, when placed together, took on the meaning of the
Annunciation to the Virgin. Change the lilies to a pot of irises
and you see the Annunciation to the death of the Virgin. A pair
of angels raising a woman to the sky shows the assumption of
the Virgin. St. Eustache was converted during the course of a
hunt when he saw a cross between the horns of a stag. The lion
who breathed life into his three cubs, born dead, was a favorite
bestiary tale.

The artists who carved misericords of choir stalls did not always
follow the standard iconography. Since their sculptures were
hidden, they had more liberty with their work and seemed to
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amuse themselves trying to perplex the monks and canons who
sat above. They used several techniques to obscure the meanings
of their sculptures. One was to combine two sets of conflicting
iconographies. Another was to add a pun or a proverb to a stan-
dard image. A third reason why meaning is hidden is that the
traditional iconography has been forgotten during the past 500
years. Still other factors that confused the imagery are deliber-
ate mutilation and natural decay of the wood.

I propose to show some of the confusing images that I have
grappled with over the years in an attempt to solve the riddles
and identify the images.

Conflicting iconography

Lucifer Expelled from Heaven

One of the misericords with conflicting iconography is at
Cartmel Priory (Cumbria) in Great Britain. It concerns
Alexander the Great.

Alexander conquered the world and then, according to legend,
attempted to conquer the heavens. His celestial journey is
described in an "exemplum ", although it is not included in the
Romance of Alexander. It is depicted on Romanesque capitals,
in tapestries, in manuscripts, and on the misericords of choir
stalls in England. The crowned king is inevitably seated between
a pair of griffins and holds a stick with tempting meat so that
the griffins, ever striving to assuage their hunger, carry him
through the skies.

The misericord at Cartmel Priory, is usually identified as the
Celestial Journey of Alexander137[Fig. 1]. However, the Cartmel
misericord is definitely not Alexander. First, the seated creature
has the face of a devil, not the handsome face of Alexander,
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although it is crowned and he carries a mace. Secondly this
monster has claws rather than human feet, although the shape of
its body is vaguely human. He has wings; partly displayed. And
finally, the animals at his side are not at all griffins, those fabu-
lous creatures half lion and half eagle. Here we have a pair of
wyverns, two-footed dragons with very bumpy spines and snake
tails. Furthermore the crowned devil is not holding meat for
these creatures to force them to carry him upward. In fact both
monsters face downward. I maintain that here we see Lucifer in
the process of being transformed into Satan, expelled from
heaven and cast into hell.

The basic iconography of this carving is definitely that of
Alexander's Flight, but it has been turned into something else.
The iconography used to identify a devil - the monster face,
wings, clawed feet - is definitely in place at Cartmel. When
considering the connection between Alexander and Lucifer one
item springs to mind: pride. Lucifer was expelled from heaven
because he committed the sin of pride. He wanted to rule the
domain of God and so was expelled from Heaven. At the time
he had wings since he was an angel. The Cartmel figure there-
fore fits the image of Lucifer.

One can also view Alexander as committing the sin of pride.
What right had the king to explore the domain of God? If this
explanation is correct, the Cartmel image represents the sin of
pride which can be illustrated by Alexander's Flight and also by
Lucifer's descent to Hell. The carver has thus combined two
images to emphasize a single meaning.

The Scales of Justice

Two misericords, very different in style, one in St. Sauveur in
Bruges [Fig. 2] and one in Gassicourt (Yvelines) show substan-
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tially the same scene; one woman blindfolded, is in the center
between two men. She holds what is left of a pair of scales. One
man holds a hand above her head and the other appears to touch
her. The figures at Bruges are elegantly dressed; the woman del-
icately holds her skirt as she walks. The figures at Gassicourt
are nude and the woman is seated.

What is going on? The three people may be playing the game of
blind man's buff where the woman is "it" and has to guess
which person touches her. However this game is not played with
a pair of scales and is certainly not played in the nude. We must
look for other meanings, although the scene is generally
described as a game. Both the blindfold and the scales are gen-
erally symbols of justice. And perhaps here the woman has to
make a decision concerning the two other people. Their gestures
might be interpreted as an attempt to influence her.

A blindfolded woman can also symbol the synagogue and this
carving may represent a witch's coven. Three nudes in a similar
composition are in an engraving, entitled "The Witch's Coven"
by Urs Graf.. The scales may also symbolize harmony, as they
certainly do on a misericord from the Château of Gaillon, now
at Saint Denis. Here a God-like figure holds a pair of scales,
now broken, while court musicians perform a concert.

The Jucensau

The judensau is an anti-Judaic motif that existed from at least
the eleventh century in Germanic countries. Some of these carv-
ings are extant on church facades and corbels in Germany,
Eastern France, Switzerland, Austria and Sweden. The image
consists of one or more Jews, recognizable since they invariably
wear the conical Jew's hats, and... they suck milk from a pig.
[Fig. 4] In some engravings the Jews also eat the pig's excre-
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ment. It is obvious that this is a very unsavory image and espe-
cially hostile to the Jews whose rituals precluded the eating of
pork. A capital at the church of Xanten in the Rhineland has a
Judensau as the base for a statue of the Visitation. One miseri-
cord of a judensau is at the cathedral of Bale in Switzerland. A
jouée, an end panel, at the Cathedral of Cologne, shows elderly
Jews holding a pig so that other Jews may suckle.

The Judensau image is quite clear and easy to recognize.
However a misericord in the Loire Valley, outside the Germanic
ring, may be related to the Judensau. A laughing figure, dressed
like a fool with a skull-cap, sits behind a pig and collects its
urine in a jug. Is this person a fool, a Jew or both? In a study of
the Jew's hat, Raphael Strauss states that, in some parts of
Europe, the Jew's hat evolved into a cap, much like those worn
by jesters. Since the misericord carvers loved jests, puns and
double meanings, it would not be surprising if this figure were
meant to be both a buffoon and a Jew. According to Wilfried
Schouwink, the expert on medieval pigs138 it is likely that any
scene of a person collecting urine from a pig is meant to be a
Jew. The source is biblical. The prophet Isaiah berated the Jews
who had forsaken their God as people who have no "pork on
their plates but have abominable bowls of soup". A Christian
would milk a cow but a Jew would collect urine from a pig.

Two Defecate through the Same Hole

A misericord at Walcourt (Belgium) shows a couple of disrep-
utable looking people sitting back to back on what may pass for
a chamber pot. [Fig. 5] The woman has raised her dress and the
man has lowered his trousers to his ankles; both figures present
bare bottoms and appear to be defecating. A proverb depicted in
Bruegel's painting, Netherlandish Proverbs shows two nude but-
tocks perched over a window sill. It represents the proverb "Two
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defecate through the same hole", meaning that these two are
glued to each other and do nothing separately.. However, on the
Walcourt misericord a pair of unexpected objects protrude
above the rim of the chamber pot. Each person is sitting on the
sharp point of one of these objects which turn out to be a pair of
eyeglasses. In the fifteenth century eyeglasses were in the form
of compasses with the lens at one end and a screw attaching the
two metal bars at the other end. The eyeglasses could be opened
or closed like a fan. The question is, why is this couple sitting
so uncomfortably on the point of the eyeglasses? It turns out to
be a pun. The word for eyeglass frame and toilet seat is not only
the same in Flemish, "brille" but also in French "lunette". The
carver thus combined the pun with the proverb.

Hobby Horses and other puns

A number of misericords show hobby horses. [Fig. 6] These are
wooden sticks with a horse head at one end, a typical child's toy.
It is even mentioned in Rabelais. Gargantua made his first
hobby horse when he was five years old. However, there is
something strange about the hobby horses on misericords. The
riders are always nude males. Sometimes there is a single hobby
horse with its rider and sometime there is a pair. If it is a single,
the nude person holds onto the reins with one hand and usually
gestures with the other. When there is a pair of riders, they may
hold onto the reins with one hand and hold a toy whirligig
which imitates the adult's lance. This is like a pinwheel at the
end of a stick; when it hits the target the wings twirl. However
the contestants do not look as if they are children playing a
game. The expressions on their faces look angry and they
pounce on their horses energetically. What is wrong?

It turns out that the slang for prostitute in the fifteenth century
was "hobby horse". There are lines in plays such as "how is
your hobby horse".139 There are also paintings of prostitutes rid-
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ing hobby horses. The naked men are therefore logical figures
and the hobby horses do not at all represent a toy, but a woman.

One rather well known proverb-pun shows a boy peeing on a
basket. He illustrates a proverb that Rabelais uses several times
in Gargantua, "small rains calm big winds". The small rain is
the "pee" but instead of the big winds we see a winnowing bas-
ket; There carver has thereby added a pun to the proverb for the
basket is a "van" and wind is "vent".

Another pun is on a jouée at Erfurt Cathedral. The entire panel
tells the story of wine: tending vineyards, preparing and selling
wine and finally shows a man in a drunken stupor. Behind the
drunken figure sits a cat. One expression for a hangover is a
"cat's head".

To Measure up

One image based on iconography largely forgotten shows a
woman seated cross-legged on a chair with a man kneeling
before her. The man places one hand under one of the woman's
shoes. The woman may hold a ladle or a spindle in one hand
while the other rests on her lap.

This scene is usually interpreted as a battling couple. The bat-
tling couples in Great Britain and Spain, however, are quite dif-
ferent. The woman generally grabs the man's hair or his beard
and raises a spindle or a paddle to whack him on the head.
However, it should be noted that the man in the "hand-foot"
image makes no aggressive movement. He touches only the
woman's shoes. The woman remains seated and does not hold
the man down so she can beat him up. In some of these carv-
ings, the woman raises her ladle but in others, still seated, she
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tosses her spindle at the man's head.

The clues to this scene are the hand and the shoe which tradi-
tionally symbolize the male and female sexual organs. The man,
placing his hand under the woman's shoe, is "measuring up" the
woman or testing their sexual compatibility. He is proposing a
place in his bed. If the woman accepts, she does at Fairford,
England and at Rouen Cathedral (Seine-Maritime) [Fig. 8], she
raises her ladle from which they will share their wedding feast.
If he rejects the proposal, she tosses her spindle at him; as she
does at Hereford and Malvern.

A recent thesis compared this iconography to Cinderella and the
glass slipper. The prince kneels before many women and tries
this slipper on many feet before it fits the foot of Cinderella..140

The symbolism of the foot can be carried further. In several
scenes of the battling couple the man has lost his shoe, for
example at Fairford and Tewkesbury.fFig. 9] This may mean that
he is impotent or that he has lost his sexual partner. In other bat-
tling scenes the husband's shoes are obviously worn or full of
holes.

A current French proverb describing the attainment of sexual
compatibility is "prendre le pied". The move Les Valseuses is
famous, at least in part, for this the use of this expression.

The Pig and the World Upside Down

The poor pig is often a symbol of gluttony and lust. Pigs eating
acorns represent an autumn month, usually November; killing a
pig represents the month of December. Other pig images inhabit
English misericords: sows suckle their young and pig musicians
inhabit the world upside down. The humanized pig in Spain is
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most likely an anti-Judaic image. [Fig. 10] The confusion
depends on a pun, for the word "marranos" means pig and also
refers to the Jew who converted overtly to Catholicism but who
continued to practice his religion in secret. The pigs on Spanish
misericords are intellectual. They not only stand on their hind
legs like the pig musicians in England, but they read and write.
The Jew and the pig remain connected in other countries, such
as at Erfurt where a Jew mounted on a sow jousts with a
Christian knight.

These pigs also depict the world upside down since the Jews
allegedly believe the words of the devil while the Christians
allegedly believe the word of God.

Mutilated Carvings

A number of misericords, not surprisingly, were deliberately
mutilated; others were totally destroyed. We have a clue to the
nature of the carving for the subject must have been distasteful
to the clergy or to the congregation. We know, for example; that
several misericords at Malvern Priory were destroyed in the
early twentieth century since they were deemed "unchurchly".

In order to identify the subject of the mutilated carvings it is
necessary to find others like them either in manuscripts, engrav-
ings, or on other choir stalls. It is also sometimes possible to fill
in the outlines and recreate an approximation of the original.
The subject is usually, but not always, lusty.
The misericords at St. Johns in Utrecht are in miserable shape
but they are similar to a number of sets in the Rhineland. One
outline is obviously a bird or a chicken. Another form may be a
fox.

One scene at St. Gervais in Paris has been reconstructed to
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show an apothecary administering a clyster to a nude woman on
a bed. Another misericord in the same church has been merci-
lessly hacked away. What we see is a seated woman, deprived of
breasts, arms and lower torso. Her legs are spread apart and it is
possible that she is giving birth; whether to a human or monster
we will never know.

At St. Martin-aux-Bois (Oise) the misericords are in good
shape, except for one which has been deliberately hacked away.
We see the outlines of two men who seem to be rather intimate-
ly connected. They must be doing something bad since a man
following them is swinging a weapon, preparing to strike a blow
to their heads. Obviously this is not a churchly subject. Yet
another scene, just as unchurchly, of a pair of nudes figures
coupling, survives in the Cathedral of Astorga (Spain). Spain
seems to have accepted, or perhaps did not notice these carvings
under the seats of their choir stalls. There are quite a number of
them.

A carving from the Gaillon choir stalls, now at the Basilica St.
Denis, is composed of several interacting figures. [Fig. 11] We
can see a woman at work; possibly cutting leather for shoes,
hats or books. An assistant works at her feet. A man in a niche
to the left seems to be pulling a rope. Is he constructing a tower,
or hanging a prisoner? At the right three men seem to be leav-
ing the shop; perhaps in a hurry. There are too many missing
links to identify the story. Perhaps it represents a local incident
or illustrates a fabliaux.

An adjoining seat of the Gaillon choir stalls tells a popular
story, the Ordeal by Fire. Such judgements stopped about the
twelfth century but the stories remained. A person charged with
infidelity or heresy could be judged by fire. Here, the judge sits
by a boiling casserole. The accused must put his hand in boiling
water and retrieve a ring or a stone. His hand is bandaged.
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Three days later, if his hand is healing;, he is judged innocent; if
not he is guilty. So here we know the story. But there is an
unknown element: the god-like figure that also appears on three
other misericords in this set. Here the figure is badly mutilated
and we cannot tell what he holds in his hand. If it is a rolled
parchment he may represent justice.

Several Perplexing Problems

The choir stalls in Najera in northern Spain have recently been
restored. That presents still another problem since we do not
know what has been added or changed. It is possible that the
fifteenth century stalls were carved by two Jewish sculptors
from a nearby town. A back panel possibly depicts the chief
sculptor; bearded and wearing a cap.

A number of the misericord carvings here are of elderly men,
most but not all of them bearded. Almost all wear rather elegant
hats, some with decorations on the brim. Most of them wear a
bell on their hat or around their neck. [Fig. 12] They do not
appear to be the bells of fools nor the bells of lepers. Why are
there so many bells on these stalls? Are these bells related to the
infant Christ with tightly curled hair or to prophets from the Old
Testament? Also portraits of Moors on the stall have bells on
their ears..

Still another mysterious image on a choir stall is an artisan on
an arm-rest at Gaillon. His fellow workers make kegs, baskets,
statues, coins, armor. This artisan might be making marquetry
since the jouées and the dorsal panels of the stalls were the first
in France to use this technique. [Fig. 13] However, when I
showed the photograph to a marquetry expert he assured me
that was not so. Perhaps this artisan is cutting wood to make
musical instruments.

265



Misericordia International

A perplexing French misericord at Les Andelys (Eure) shows a
m o n k standing by a stone with holes , while a huge sandal
stands upright on the other side. Wha t does this mean?
Benedict ines were in fact buried with their sandals. Is it also
possible that this carving is a rebus; to represent something like
"Pierre St. Dahl" .

The carving I find the mos t perplexing is a little m a n from
Kalkar in the Rhineland. H e wears a hat, tight shirt with long
sleeves and a pleated skirt, parted, which once must have shown
a piece of his anatomy; H e is probably barefoot and the posit ion
of his legs shows that he was in motion. H e has a pair of scis-
sors tucked in his belt; he has sticks in his ears and his mouth is
open as if he is singing. Wha t is going on?

In this business of studying iconography there are many myster-
ies. That is a large par t of the fascination of this business. I have
solved many problems to m y satisfaction but others still remain
intriguing and mysterious.

137 See Remnant, Catalogues of Misericords in Great
Britain, p.78.

138 W. Schouwink, ne Medieval Pig

139 The first known appearance of this term is in Shakespeare, in the
Winter's Tale in which the prince, assuming his wife is having an
affair, calls her his "hobby horse".

140 Lisa Moore,
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Photographs by Elaine C. Block

1. Cartmel Priory (Cumbria) - Lucifer Descending

2. St. Sauveur Bruges (Belgium) - (Witch s Coven ?)
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3. Gassicourt (Yvelines) - {Witch s Coven ?)

i i PHI

4. Bale Cathedral (Switzerland)- Judensau
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5. Walcourt (Belgium) - Two Defecate through the Same Hole

6. Gassicourt (Yvelines) Hobby Horses
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7. Champeaux (Seine-et-Marne) Small Rains Calm Big Winds

8. Rouen Cathedral (Seine-Maritime) To Measure Up
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9. Fairford (Gloucestershire) Beaten Husband with One Shoe

10. Ciudad Rodrigo (Spain) Marrano Writes
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11. Basilica St. Denis (from Gaillon) Women at Work

12. Najera (Spain) Jew's Head with Bell
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13. Basilica St. Denis Artisan

Paris, France
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