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ABSTRACT
This article examines a particular devotional image in late
medieval piety: the Veronica or "portrait" of Jesus said to
have been created when Jesus wiped his tace on Veronica's
cloth on the way to Calvary. The analysis addresses how
lay women in particular may have related to this image,
acknowledging that their religious experience was shaped
not simply by religious instruction but also by instruction
in manners and bodily comportment offered in conduct
literature. The larger context for examining this devotion
to the Veronica is medieval Passion piety in which strong
emotional response was stimulated by text and image, and
this emotional experience was often iinked with hostility
against Jews as perpetrators of the crucifixion. The devotional
possibilities offered by Books of Hours, a piety mediated by
gazing at pictures, is compared to evidence for extremely
emotionai Passion devotions. The essay highlights seeing and
relationships to objects as problems for the understanding
of religion; it also emphasizes the possibilities of diverse
appropriations of symbols {such as the Passion) within a
religious context.

Keywords: Middle Ages. Veronica, Book of Hours,
crucifixion, women, courtesy literature, anti-Semitism,
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The recent controversies surrounding Mel Gibson's The
Passion of the Christ raise many questions for scholars of
religion. One of the most insistent questions has been the
role of imagery that focuses on the bloody torture and death
of Jesus. Anti-Semitic hostility associated with detailed
attention to Passion imagery makes this question even more
compelling. Complex traditions of Passion meditations,
plays, images, sermons, visions, and prayers can be traced
back to medieval sources, but the medieval reception of the
plethora of Passion expressions has not been fully explored,
due at least in part to the elusive quality of response to these
expressions.

Some insight into devotion to the suffering Christ may
be gained by considering images that became popular in
the later Middle Ages. There v^as no single type of Passion
devotion, and no analysis can foreclose the possibility of
divergent appropriations of or reactions to an artifact by the
people who encountered it. But these caveats should not
preclude an attempt to understand what medieval Christians
may have done in engaging with representations of the
Passion.

In order to contribute to the discussion of Passion piety
and the role of material objects in that piety, I will explore
the devotional place of a late medieval visual image, the
so-called Veronica. My picture of its reception will focus on
how women, especially lay women, may have encountered
and responded to this image of Christ, particularly as it was
materialized in painted prayer books. A rich body of research
in recent decades has explored the religious practices of
late medieval women, but much of it has focused on nuns,
beguines, anchoresses, vowesses, or other "professional"
or professed religious women, women who because of their
convent life, or special relationships with confessors or other
clerics, composed or were written into textual records. In
focusing on lay women, I am turning thus to the silent, yet
ven/ evocative, testimony of images. Some of the dynamics
1 trace here may have been part of men's piety as well, but
that remains to be argued by others. In focusing on women
and treating their beholding or handling of a devotional object
as part of performing gender, this picture of late medieval
practice becomes even more substantially about materiai
religion.

"Veronica" refers to a particular style of image of Christ
that was visually linked to a relic in St. Peter's Basilica
in Rome.' The relic in Rome, known as the sudarium—
sweatcloth, or as it is more felicitously rendered, handkerchief,
cloth, or veil—was considered an effigy of Christ, a miraculous
image of his face on a piece of cloth, a relic produced by
contact with him and not by the work of human hands.^
Its place in Christian cultic life became significant in the
early thirteenth century when Pope Innocent III instituted
a procession in which the relic was to be carried from St.
Peter's to the hospital of Santo Spirito as a commemoration
of the Feast of the Wedding at Cana. Innooent endowed
the procession with an indulgence for those who piously



participated and gave alms to the hospital, one ot his most
important charitable foundations. During the procession,
the relic was said to have turned itself upside dov̂ n̂ —and in
worried response. Innocent wrote a prayer dedicated to the
relio.-'̂  Although it is quite likely that Innocent did not intend
to propagate a new cult devoted to this object, another
induigence became associated with venerating the relic
that dispensed with the requirement of participating in the
procession or even coming to Rome.'' In Rome, the new
cultic attention to the relic responded to the competition from
Byzantine icons v̂ îth their own claims to miraculous origins
that were being imported and venerated in Rome.̂  And
beyond Rome, the cloth could now participate in the new or
intensified religious experience enabled by relating to images
(Belting 1990: 133). For in the thirteenth century, a more
intensely visual religious culture was developing in Western
Christianity.

Seeing, Passion, and Compassion
Seeing had always had a significant place within Christian
religious experience.*^ Before the twelfth century, the seeing
of religious objects was interpreted theologically as having
a pedagogical role, particularly for the unlearned, and a
devotional role, to stir up emotions. And undergirding this
theological understanding ot the limited role of objects was
the Augustinian hierarchy of vision. For Augustine, physical
seeing was the lowest rung on a progression to intellectual
vision, and since the imago Del was to be found in the
soul, seeking God entailed turning away from the physical
vtforld to direct a spiritual gaze inward.' But an incarnational
anthropology developed by the twelfth-century Victorines
enabled new ways ot thinking about the role ot seeing
external objects.^ Richard of St. Victor, who was to have a
profound influence on Bonaventure and other Franciscans in
the later Middle Ages, retained a hierarchy in which seeing
material objects is only the tirst stage of contemplation; but,
for Richard, the physical is not dichotomous with the spiritual.
Reason itselt is dependent upon the imagination to produce
representations ot material objects seen with the bodily eyes:

Reason can never rise to the contempiation of invisible tilings
unless the imagination were to siiov\/ it visible things by means of
representing them, from which reason could receive a likeness

. „-, to those things and fashion the means of its investigation. ...
Therefore it is certain that the soul could not arrive at knov\/ledge
beyond itself except through the exterior senses. (Richard of St.
Victor 1855: 96)

This understanding of the human faculty of imagination,
grounded in sensory experience and creating images of
visibie, seen things for the soul to use in its approach to God,
made iegitimate space for a different kind of relationship to
religious objects. In the later Middle Ages visual experiences
of the divine—newly enabled by many ritual and material
developments ranging from the promulgation of the doctrine
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of transubstantiation where the divine was truly seen in the
Eucharist to the new style of transparent reliquaries that
allowed their valuable contents to be seen in glass or rock
crystal vessels—were being ottered and sought in ways much
more prominent than at least can be documented for the
earlier history of the Christian tradition.^

Participating in this rich visual environment is the
proliferation of representations of the Veronica in painting and
sculpture throughout much of western Europe. Iconographic
studies of Veronica images often distinguish between two
different ways of representing the face of Jesus on Veronica's
cloth (Chastel 1978; Pearson 1887; Pfeiffer 1984; Smeyers
1995). The more widely diffused style of image portrays a
face of Jesus that is unmarked by suffering, as seen here
in the Playfair Hours, a late fifteenth-century Book of Hours
(Eigure 1) (Watson 1984). The other type shows the head
of Christ crowned with thorns and sometimes even with
blood dripping from the head wounds, as seen here in
the early sixteenth-century Book of Hours now at Cornell
University, probably originally made for a nun (Figure 2).
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These two representative examples of the countless extant
images are from the same genre—Books of Hours—and
reflect comparable "mid-market" (as compared to deluxe)
productions of the late fifteenth/early sixteenth centuries. They

169 also represent the geographic spread of Veronioa images;
the Cornell Hours is an example of the numerous surviving
prayer books from Flanders, and the Piayfair Hours, made
in Rouen for a patron in Scotland, represents the product
of a "commercial environment" producing books in bulk "to
satisfy the demands of a market that largely preferred ...
competent versions of common images to invention not
sanctioned by generai usage" (Watson 1984: 12)."^ Scholars
have emphasized the lateness of the explicitly suffering image
and have attributed it to different causes: the appearance
of Veronica as a character in Passion plays {Male 1931: 64),
or the more general development of artistic representation



of the Passion (Smeyers 1995: 202-3). Yet it is clear that by
the fifteenth century at least, both styles were being created
(the Playfair Hours is an example of a late fifteenth-century
nonsuffering type), and certainly older, nonsuffering images of
the Holy Face continued to circulate. So a neat dichotomy of
early giorious images and iate suffering images fails to capture
the complexity of the circulation of Veronica images.

The origin of the veil is narrated in the Legenda Aurea
of Jacobus de Voragine (c. 1260), which, with its more than
1,000 manuscript copies, was unquestionably the most
widespread version of the Veronica story. Jacobus drew
upon an apocryphal text, the Mors Pilatl. to tell of Veronica,
one of Jesus' companions. Veronica, missing Jesus terribly
when he traveled about preaching, decided to have his
picture painted so that "when I was deprived of his presence.
I could at least have the solace of his image." While carrying .. |.
a cloth to the painter, she encountered the Lord, who . | |
asked about her errand. He then asked her for the cloth ' ? o
"pressed it to his venerable face, and left his image on it" "i S =
(JacobusdeVoragine1993: voi. 1, 2^2\ Mors Pilati ^872: 1 ^
456-8). In Mors Pilatl. the Legenda Aurea. and many other I
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elaborations of the legend, the cloth is brought to Rome 1 1 "̂
where it cures an emperor (or emperor's son), who takes > > £ <
vengeance upon Pilate (and in later versions, the Jews of
Jerusalem) for the death of Jesus. In the Legenda Aurea.
the story is placed in the chapter of materials assembled for
the annual celebration of the Passion of the Lord, which, not
surprisingly, emphasizes that the "passion of Christ was bitter
in its pains, [and] scornful in the mockery it laid upon him"
(Jacobus de Voragine 1993: vol. 1, 203). Thus even without
an explicit Calvary setting, the story of Veronica's cloth, with
its miraculously produced true image of Christ, was explicitly
imbued with Passion associations. Also, since at least the
late twelfth or early thirteenth century, other texts began to
place the encounter between Veronica and Jesus on the road
to Calvary where, in his pain at being whipped as he carried
the cross, he asked Veronica to wipe away the sweat running
down his face. When she later inspects the cloth, she finds an
image of his face imprinted upon it."

To understand how devotion to Veronica's veil participated
in the wider phenomenon of Passion piety, I would like first
to highlight two particularly relevant aspects of late medieval
Passion devotion. The first is the keenly emotional quality of

170 much of the textual and graphic reflections on the Passion.
Almost half a century ago Erich Auerbach pointed to the
deeply entwined meanings oi passio in medieval devotional
writing. The Passion of Jesus—his suffering —must stir up in
Christians the passion of love. Exemplifying this connection,
Auerbach quotes Bonaventure, the immensely influential
thirteenth-century spiritual writer and Franciscan minister
general, as he writes to a nun:

Therefore, draw near with the feet of thy affections. O
handmaiden, to Jesus wounded, to Jesus crowned with thorns,
to Jesus nailed tc the gibbet of the cross; and with the blessed
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apostle Thomas, do nol merely look at the marks of the nails in
his hands, do not merely put your finger into the place of these
nails, do not merely place your hand into his side, but enter
wholly by the gate of his side right into the very heart of Jesus.
And there transformed into Christ by the most burning love of the
Crucified, fastened by the nails of the divine fear, transfixed by
the lance of a heartfelt love, pierced by the sword of the deepest
compassion, seek nothing else, wish for no ottier thing, and seek
no other consolation than to die with Christ on the cross. '̂

For Bonaventure, the wounding of Jesus opened his body
for the Christian to enter it, and the nun would be driven by
her "burning love of the Crucified" not simply to draw near
to the one she loved, but to be "transformed into Christ"
{in Ciiristum transformata). Not all Passion devotions are
quite so overtly mystical, but the hallmark of many of these
texts is succinctly expressed in Bonaventure's call for the
Christian to be "pierced by the sword of compassion" [iancea
praecordiaiis diiectionis transfixa). She is herself to experience
what Jesus experienced (being pierced by a sword) through
her compassion —literally, her "suffering with" Jesus. The
late thirteenth-century Franciscan Meditations on the Life of
Christ, with its numerous vernacular translations, is but one
example of the kind of devotional text that exhorted readers
to passionately experience the passion of Christ, by recreating
it mentally or observing it physically in art (Biernoff 2002:
137-40; Merback 1998: 44-8; Newman 2005).

As Rachel Fulton has demonstrated, compassion, the
emotional experience of suffering with another, should not
be naturalized or taken for granted as a universai human
experience. Rather, in Western culture, the now familiar
articulation of compassion as an emotional practice
developed within the context of Christian practices of prayer
and meditation in the late eleventh and twelfth centuries.
Bonaventure himself was heir to an already rich tradition
of prayer and devotion that called upon Christians to cast
themselves imaginatively into the past, specifically, the pain of
the past, the pain of Jesus in his Passion. And their model for
this compassion was the Virgin fviary, for her pain, like theirs,
was fundamentally imaginative. "Hers was the appropriately
human response to Christ's sacrifice, the fullest expression
of love of which a human being was capable in thinking on
and gazing upon the face of the God-man" (Fulton 2002:
195-203, quote at 199-200). Whereas Christians were not
expected to experience bodily the pain of being scourged,
crowned with thorns, of stumbling under the weight of
carrying the cross, of dying an excruciating death, they
were, like Mary, to feel the grief of seeing one's beloved
tormented in this way. Thus it is not surprising that a
fourteenth-century Passion narrative. The Compiaint of Our
Lady, couid take the form of a speech of Mary, who describes
the brutal torture of "my sweet son" as weil as her own
extreme pain in beholding it:

I looked to my sweet son and saw how that the wicked Jews had
set him in a chair and put a reed in his hand in token of a king's



scepter, and afterwards they came with a sharp crown of thorns
and set that same sharp crown upon his head so hard that the
thorns pierced into the bone of his head. And they said, "God
save you, king of the Jev\/s." And when they had done this they
scratched his sweet face so foully that the blood ran dov^n his
head and that same scratching did away VJWU all the fair sight of
his sweei visage. And then I had so much sorrow that I thought
that each thorn went through my heart.'^
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Typical of the Passion literature is the detail of the torture,
eiaborated far beyond the terse descriptions in the canonical
Gospels. Less typical is the use of the first-person voice to
articulate the emotional response of Mary, but it is a rhetorical
choice that enabled a goal common to Passion narratives;
the evocation ot a strong emotional response of compassion
in the reader or hearer of the text.''̂  And while this was the
stated agenda ot so many Passion texts, it has also been
argued that it was the (unstated) agenda of late medieval
Christian art. Analyzing how Mary's posture precisely mirrored
that of her dead son in Roger Van der Weyden's Descent
from the Cross. Otto von Simpson saw in this painting the
crystallization ot late medieval art whose primary function
is emotive. For Simpson, "The Christian artist must seek to
approach God through the affect of compassionate love.
He must seek to awaken these affects in others in order
to establish the bond ot similitude between God and the
contemplator of His image. This is the religious mission of
the emotionalism of all Gothic art" (von Simpson 1953: 16).
Thus both Passion image and Passion text used their own
distinctive aesthetic tools to move the reader/hearer/beholder
to experience the sorrow that Mary, so perfectly united with
her Son, felt as she swooned in grief at the foot of the cross.'^

Caroline Bynum has persuasively argued that the glorious
possibilities of contemplation, liberation, and even union with
the divine enabled by the profuse outpourings of blood in
Passion texts and images were also inextricably enmeshed
with a sense of guilt triggered by the themes of judgment
and retribution that were also powerfully present in these
representations. "Something nagged at the heart of this
spirituality: a blaming of self that could oh so easily become
a blaming of other." The reverberations of this guilt had many
targets since ultimately no one was free from the sin that
was the reason for Christ's redeeming sacrifice, but it was
aimed "most of all at Jews as violators of God" (Bynum 2002:
26-9). Thus it is not surprising that the emotional stimulation
of these texts and images is directly related to another
significant aspect of late medieval Passion expressions: the
elaboration of the role of Jews in the torture and death of
Jesus. This dimension of Passion meditation can be seen in
the passage from The Complaint of Our Lady quoted above.
The Jews are designated as wioi<ed and their brutality is
emphasized by creating vivid details of their actions and the
bodily effects of those actions. This text is tar from unique, as
the survey provided in Thomas Bestul's analysis of Passion
texts shows. In these texts, the grief that is to be felt by the
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reader or hearer is stoked by the piling up of details of horrific
mortification, and the agents of those acts of mortification
are repeatedly identified as Jews. BestuI analyzes the social
and cultural dynamics informing the lives of known authors
of some of the most influential Passion meditations (as
both Marrow and BestuI emphasize, there were also many
pseudonymous and anonymous texts whose provenance
cannot be precisely located), and demonstrates how the
tensions about Jews in the local settings of these Christian
authors were refracted in the brutal and sometimes grotesque
portrayals of the Jews as torturers of Jesus (Bestu11996:
69-110). Visual images of the Passion also came to reflect
the heightened emphasis on Jews as tormenters of Christ.
Eor example, characters in the Gospel narratives, such as
the Roman floggers and unidentified passersby who mooked
Jesus, were portrayed with stereotypical Jewish hats and
gamients. These images not only enlarged the role of Jews in
the visual Passion imagery but also, in the anachronistic use
of Jewish forms of dress, "burdenfed] ail Jews collectively with
the guiit of their forefathers.""^

This brief characterization of Passion piety does not
exhaust the symbolic resources at play in the vast repertoire
of textual and visual expressions. But in describing the
emotional stimulation and the caricatured portrayal of Jews,
it points to two salient features of the devotional materials
widely available to Christians in the later Middle Ages.

Veronica among Nuns
How does the complex of Veronica legends and images fit
into this fervid scene? The most significant analysis of the
Veronica in terms of its devotional role (in contrast to its place
in art history) is a briliiant study by Jeffrey Hamburger, who
examines the place of the Holy Face in the religious lives of
nuns (Hamburger 1998). Examining artifacts associated with
convents as well as spiritual writings by nuns, Hamburger
concludes that the Veronica was not necessarily a point of
entry into Passion devotion. The very sophisticated writings
of Gertrude of Helfta. Mechthild of Hackeborn, and Julian of
Non/yich are not expositions of actual ocular experiences of
Veronica images, although the nuns were familiar with and
referred to such objects. The vision that is foregrounded in
their texts is not the gaze upon the material representation of
the Veronica but the extraordinary vision of divine revelation.
Their writings, as interpretations of their visionary experience,
offer sophisticated theological meditations on the nature of
the imago Dei within the soul, and the soteriological process
of its reformation to enable the eschatological communion
between human bearer of the divine likeness and the divine
creator himself. This analysis alerts us to how some cf the
most theologically sophisticated members of late medieval
Christendom meditated on the Holy Eace with little need
of the visual stimulation offered by a material object. And,
because those sophisticated meditations were committed
to writing, we can know much more about the dynamics of
subjective response.



Yet not all nuns wrote highly sophisticated theological
meditations on visionary experience and some nuns seemed
in fact to be engaged in direct relationships to material
representations of the Veronica. Hamburger offers an
astonishing collection of Veronica artifacts from convents,
including this amazing image (c. 1501) from a prayer book
from the Brigittine convent of Marienbaum (Marienboom) in
Xanten {Figure 3).'' This bloody image may have spurred its
viewer to a meditation on the imago Del within the human
soul, but it seems at least as likely to be a striking example
of a Passion representation aimed at eliciting compassion for
the sufferings of Jesus. A textual representation of a nun's
passloryate response to the Veronica can be seen in the vita of
Juliana of Mont-Corniilon (in Liege), written several years after
her death in 1258. The narrator tells a story of Juliana's visit to
her beloved friend, the recluse Eve, who showed Juliana her
(Eve's) Veronica:

When the Recluse [i.e., Eve] opened her Veronica [probably a
diptych], the virgin of Christ [i.e., Juliana] fixed her eyes on the
image of the Savior. Immediately seized by great grief at the
memory of the passion of Christ, she lost all strength and fell to
the ground. But the recluse took her in her arms and laid her in
a little bed. And wanting to banish or soften her grief, she said to
her: "Be quiet, my lady because the grief of the passion of Christ

FIG 3
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is already over and gone." And Juliana replied. "It is true that it is
over, but he did suffer that passion."'^

So even a hagiographer writing to extol Juliana's ecstatic
experiences as evidence of her holiness could portray her
potential overreaction, or at least extreme emotional reaction,
at seeing the Veronica.

Juliana's swoon at the sight of the Veronica fits within
a larger pattern of women's reiigious practice so vividly
characterized by Caroline Bynum: a devotion to the
humanity of Christ, represented by his wounded and dying
body enacting a compassionate response of emotional
and sometimes physical pain (Bynum 1987). It conforms
to the kind of response envisioned by Bonaventure and
other authors who call for a compassionate experience of
suffering at the sight of the suffering body of Christ. It parallels
portrayals of devotion found in many other texts by and about
medieval nuns, such as this from the revelations of Margaret
Ebner (1291-1351):

The suffering continued in the same way as in previcus Lents ...
I was then given the greatest anguish I had ever suffered in all my
lite and I was drawn by strong love into the Holy Passion cf my
Lord Jesus Christ. I was enwrapped in it with much mysterious
suffering ... strong thrusts hitting against my heart so violently
that three sisters had to hold me up using all their strength.. .'^

If the theological meditations of Gertrude of Helfta,
Mechthild of Hackeborn. and Julian of NonA îch, the bloody
Veronica of the Brigittine prayer book, and the swoon of
Juliana of Mont-Cornillon suggest that nuns had a spectrum
of responses to the Veronica, we should not be surprised to
see a diversity of possible responses beyond convent walls.

From Clerical to Lay Circles: Veronica in Books of Hours
The path of the Veronica, from Rome and into countless
Books of Hours for lay people, is known in outline. The
earliest extant visual representation of the veil is found in the
Gulbenkian Apocalypse, an illustrated commentary on the
Book of Revelation (1260s).̂ ^ The Veronica image appears in
an iliustration that draws upon a version of the Mars Pilati and
shows the emperor in the center. To his right is the sudarium.
clearly portrayed as a cloth imprinted with the Holy Eace,
which has been brought to him from Jerusalem and which
has cured his leprosy. To his left are women weeping at the
Roman massacre of the Jews of Jerusalem, while God looks
down from above.

The illustration evokes the legendary origins of the
Veronica, its transfer to Rome to cure an emperor, and the
ensuing vengeance upon —not Pilate—but the Jews of
Jerusalem. This is not an isolated representation of Jews in
the Gulbenkian Apocalypse, and most of the other images of
Jews are also openly hostile. Suzanne Lewis suggests that
the manuscript was created "for a reformist secular bishop or
high cleric, and reflects the anti-Jewish prejudices of a small
but influential group of English churchmen in the 126O's"



(S. Lewis 1986: 564). Thus the first visual representation of
the cloth of Veronica is found in a setting that is explicitly anti-
Jewish, and the Veronica itself is part of a story of violence
against Jews. Although the Gulbenkian Apocaiypse has a
clerical provenance, Lewis documents that the illustrated
Apocalypses were quickly adopted by the lay readers, usually
of very high social status (S. Lewis 1995: 235-42). Another
contemporary illustrated Apocalypse—this one owned by
a lay woman—also inciuded an image of Veronica's veil
(S. Lewis 1995:239,293-6).

Another witness to the thirteenth-century migration of
Veronica images into lay books is Matthew Paris, the English
chronicier who wrote about the famous procession of Pope
Innocent ill and the Roman cloth. In this account, there was
a popular response to Innocent's indulgence for saying the
prayers in honor of the sudarium:

Many people therefore commit this prayer and its relevant items
[i.e., the psaim and versicles] to memory and, so ttiat a greater
devotion may enfiame tiiem, tiiey fashion pictures in this way
[emphasis added: ut eos major accenderet devotio. picturis
effigiarunt hoc modo]. (Matthew Paris 1872: vol. 3, 7)

Without specifying audience or context, Matthew Paris
notes the popular impulse to make and use images of the
sudarium to stoke devotion.^' In fact. Innocent Ill's office of
the Holy Face made its way into the major devotional texts
that were increasingly being sought by lay people: first the
Psalter, and from the fourteenth century on, the Book of
Hours. With this adoption into the most popular books for lay
devotion, images of the Veronica began to proliferate. The
linkage to Innocent's office is important, not simply for the
coupling of prayers and image, but for the coupling of image
with indulgence. Greater indulgences, not easily authenticated
as papally authorized despite their claims, were created in the
fourteenth century and circuiated with the images.

The proliferation of Veronica images in Books of Hours is
thus linked to the rise of lay literacy and the expansion of the
book market in the later Middie Ages. We can draw several
preliminary observations from this. First, increasing literacy
did not lead to the diminished significance of images, which
a simplistic view of images as the "bible of the illiterate" might
suggest (Kamerick 2002). New reading practices evolved
that encouraged the movement of the eyes between text and
picture, and which encouraged the lingering of the eyes over
the image as contemplative focus (Saenger 1985).

Second, Books of Hours were material objects that
enabled particular kinds of religious experiences perhaps not
so readily availabie to previous generations of lay Christians.
These books were often not created in clerical or monastic
settings but by professional book makers; thus they were
ritual texts not created by the authorized ritual specialists.
They were books that could be used in private devotion,
or that could be used privately in communal rituai (Saenger
1985).
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Precisely delineating the nature of those reading/gazing
experiences is impossible, but there are some clues. The
most obvious is to see a meaningful connection between the
images and the words that accompany them. The Veronica
images in Books of Hours usually appeared in conjunction
with prayers to the Holy Face, as can be seen in the Playtair
Hours (Figure 1). The most frequent of these was Salve
Sancte Fades. The prayer is composed ot a varying number
of verses, but the overall theme is praise of the Holy Face:

Hail holy face of our redeemer
In which the beauty of divine splendor shines
Impressed on the cloth of snowy whiteness
And given to Veronica as a sign of love...
Hail our glory in this hard lite.
Fleeting and mournful, quickly gone.
Lead us to our homeland, c happy form (figura)
To the living face, the undefiled one ot Christ...
Hail noble gem, true pearl
Fully guarded by celestial powers.
Not painted by hands, nor sculpted nor embellished
The high artist vi/ho made you knows this... (Corbin 1947; 32-4)

Even without a full comprehension of the Latin poetry in
this prayer, a reader might appreciate the cumulative effect of
the individual phrases of praise, with nothing here to suggest
the Passion context of the suffering Christ. Other prayers
accompanying paintings of the Veronica in prayer books more
explicitly evoked the suffering visage:

Hail beautiful face, who on the altar of the cross,
was totally deformed for us, blackened with anguish
stiffened with bloody sweat, and wan with the dread of death.
You v*/ove the cloth in which your form remains;
this is the pattern of compassion that outshines all else.

But even here, the emphasis quickly shifts from the Passion
context to the beatific vision: "After this life may I be with the
saints to contemplate the face of your divinity in everlasting
glory" (Mone t853: 154-5).

Where the Veronica is not embedded in a series of
prayers to the Holy Face, the issue becomes more complex.
In the Corneil Hours (Figure 2), the image of Veronica is
integrated into a sequence ot Passion pictures that have been
integrated into the Hours of the Virgin. In the fifteenth century,
the practice developed in Flanders of substituting Passion
images for the standard Marian pictures that usually formed
the visual apparatus ot the Hours of the Virgin (Wieck 1997:
66ff.). Here it is worth remennbering, as Christopher de Hamel
forcefully asserts, that miniatures in Books of Hours do not
generally illustrate the text. They offer a more complicated
relationship to the text, often portraying a moment of human
contact with the divine, an experience understood to be
the goal ot the sentiments expressed in the Old Testament
psalms and canticles that formed the texts of prayers (de
Hamel 1998: 139). With the Veronica image in the Cornell



178

Hours, then, several possibilities emerge. The standard
prayers of the office of Sext are on the page facing the
painting. Psalm 122 gives voice to the desire to see God: "To
you I lift up my eyes... Cur eyes are unto the Lord God / untii
he has mercy upon us." Using de Hamel's insight, the visual
representation of the encounter between Veronica and Jesus,
memorialized torever in the imprinted veil, is a pertect example
of the fulfillment of the goal of devoutly reading the texts in
the Book of Hours, the experience of a direct encounter with
God. In fact, in this light, the Calvary setting of the encounter
may even somewhat recede if the focus is on Veronica's
experience of Christ. Eor a woman using this book, Veronica
could model her aspiration of seeing the Lord (cf. Hamburger
1998: 322). And Veronica models her experience of holding
the miraculous image, as the woman holds in her own hands
the book with its image of the miraculous image. Or perhaps,
given the great familiarity of the text—in this case, the psalms
and prayer to be repeated daily at the hour of Sext—and of
the image, concentrated focus on one might not be required
for meditation on the other. Thus the user of the book can
allow either the text or image to be foregrounded mentally
while still holding the other in peripheral vision.

Harder still to imagine is any role of the physical
disposition of the Books of Hours and their use, but here I
will follow the lead of Michael Clanchy (Clanchy 2005). The
use of a Book of Hours may have allowed the experience
of a space apart, whether literally in a bedroom or private
oratory withdrawn from the business of the outside world
or domestic life, or metaphorically in a space apart within a
communal ritual such as the Mass. The focus on the book to
which the individual's gaze is directed can create a subjectivity
different from that focused on hearing a priest's words and
joining with others in a collective gaze upon ritual action.^^
The clean, ordered beauty of the page, with its ruled lines of
script and white parchment, can offer an aesthetic puil into a
world (or subjectivity) apart from the bustle ot the world of the
household or the church. Should we then assume that the
high voltage emotionalism commonly associated with Passion
piety (and its drift toward expressions of hostility to those
"perpetrators" of the Passion) would appeal to those who
finally escaped such turmoil into the world of the book?

An Alternative Piety
Lay women with the means to own a Book of Hours, if not
of courtly rank, would at least be of the social station that
had aspirations to gentility. And these women were the target
audience of another kind of literature, the conduct book.
Examining one example of this literature. "How the Good
Wife Taught Her Daughter," Eelicity Riddy points to the lack
of interest in interiorized piety (Riddy 1996). Furthermore,
restraint in gesture and comportment, signaling both class
identity and sexual purity, are emphasized in courtesy cr
conduct literature for women (Phillips 2000). In the Livre du
Chevalier de la Tour Landry, written in 1371/72 by a knight
for his three daughters, which circulated in Erench and was



translated into Engiish and German, the author devotes
several chapters to presenting the Virgin Mary as a model for
lay women. Mary is extolled for her discerning questions to
the angel Gabriel (good women should not believe too easily
when men speak to them of intriguing matters). She was
meek, she took care of her cousin Elizabeth while they were
both pregnant, and she worried about her son when she lost
track of him on the way home from Jerusalem. Mary's grief at
the future sufferings of her infant son hinted at by Simeon is
offered simply as "a lesson to every good lady and to every
good woman how they should not be dismayed or surprised
when they suffer any hardship, seeing that the queen of
heaven suffered in this world so much pain and grief."̂ •̂  The
Virgin Mary as discreet, courteous homemaker and family
member, and model for patient acceptance of everyday
hardship, is quite a different figure than the paradigm of
compassionate suffering constructed in devotional texts.

In Le Mesnagier de Paris, a late fourteenth-century
treatise offering guidance to the matron of a household,
attendance at religious services is to be marked by the same
modest comportment as other activities:

When you have oome to church, choose a secret and solitary
place before a fair altar or image, and there remain and stay
without moving hither and thither, nor going to and fro, and
hold your head upright and keep your lips ever moving saying
orisons and prayers. Moreover, keep your glance continually on
your book or on the face of the image, without looking at man or
woman, picture or else, and without hypocrisy or feint, keep your
thoughts always on heaven and pray with your whole heart. {The
Goodman of Paris 1928: 52}

Although the passionate expression of religious feelings is
not explicitly equated with hypocrisy, the lay woman is clearly
being encouraged to maintain a controlled presence, using
her visual focus on her book or on the church image as the
means of maintaining control, not as a trigger for dramatic
engagement.

In trying to understand religious practice, it is inevitable
that we look at religious instruction (and hence see, e.g.,
exhortations to compassionate. Passion piety). Yet religious
expression is also shaped by forces outside the domain of
reiigious treatises. The encouragement in conduct literature
for women to cultivate a restrained self and even the vision of

179 Mary as a courteous, domestic lady may have nudged some
lay women away from the more dramatic displays of nuns like
Margaret Ebner.

With the foregoing reflections on the possible interactions
with Veronica images in Books of Hours and the insights
drawn from conduct literature, I am suggesting that perhaps
the Veronica could stage another form of Passion piety for late
medieval women, one not linked with dramatic compassion.
Another example of a Veronica image can also support this
argument. In this fifteenth-century large German altarpiece
from Cologne (Figure 4f we see many of the typical features
of this genre as it developed in northern European painting
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from the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries: "Expressive
faces and gestures, sympathetic interactions between the
mourners, the shuffling and jockeying of witnesses and
gawkers, parents and children, gloating bailiffs and posturing
magistrates, the grotesque ugliness of the tormentors, the
richly described costume, the cruelty of the executioner's
work." Yet, as Mitchell fvierback has argued, this profuse
anecdotal detail was not intended to sate the viewer's need to
see, but to stimulate the imagination, to enable and even to
propel the viewer to engage in "mystical witnessing" {Merback
1998: 41-64; quote at 64).

In the midst of this profusion of bodies stands the
crucifixion and its most important witnesses: Mary
Magdalene, John the Beloved Disciple, and the Virgin Mary.
The Virgin Mary is flanked by two canons, probably the
patrons of the painting, prominently offering their prayers
around that most recognized modei of compassionate
response to the Passion. And in the lower ieft corner is
Veronica, displaying her cloth, which, despite the Calvary
setting, offers an unbloodied face of Christ with no crown
of thorns.^^ As has long been recognized, such paintings
stage or model proper forms of devotion. The Virgin
Mary—overcome by her compassion — has swooned in grief,
recalling here the words of Margaret Ebner, who collapsed in
her meditation on the Passion and had to be supported by
three sisters. Mary Magdalene grasps the cross and weeps.
Veronica offers her cloth to the gaze of a lay woman, who
quietly looks at it. The swooning grief of the Virgin Mary or the
weeping of Mary Magdalene portrays the populariy exhorted
devotional responses to the Passion. But another object of
devotion can be seen in this painting. Viewers are invited
to look away from the crucified Lord and instead look at an
image of him (or an image of an image of him); perhaps with
the distance created by that emphasis on representation, an
emotional distance is enabled. And it is a style of meditation
that does not imply the status of being a betrothed of Christ,
a woman who has embraced the life of the convent as
symbolized by the special status of the Virgin Mary and Mary
Magdalene.^^ Rather, the woman gazing at Veronica's veil,
while holding her child's hand, is a signal of a kind of piety
accessible to a woman who has not abandoned the world,
even as she seizes a moment of contemplation.^'

Also striking in this painting is that the lay woman is not
the only figure in this smali corner grouping. There is a man to
her left, perhaps also gazing at the cloth. Wearing a pointed
cap, a stereotyped emblem of Jewishness, his expression is
serene. As Ruth Mellinkoff has noted, by the fifteenth century,
there was such a bewildering array of representations of
Jews' hats, that their moral valence could be ambiguous. It
is the headgear in conjunction with facial expressions and
body gestures that served to express the "unholy violence"
projected upon Jews (fylellinkoff 1993: 91-4). An example
of this coupling of Jewish headgear and other elements of
degrading representation can be seen directly to the right
of the Veronica grouping. Here stands the Beloved Disciple
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visibly mocked and roughly handled by two hatted men,
whose grimaces and gestures communicate their sin. In
comparison to their overtly cued depravity, the hatted man
beside Veronica may suggest an alternative. Just as a variety
of pious Christian responses to the Passion are modeled in
the painting, there even seems to be room for acknowledging
the possibility ot a pious, or at least not depraved, Jewish
stance enabled by the presence of Veronica's veil. And yet.
if he is depicted engaged in a quiet viewing of the veil, his
Jewishness is not fully redeemed: with his headgear slipping
over one eye, the proverbial blindness of the Jews is also
telegraphed in this representation. But partial blindness is also
partial vision. Not seeing the dying Jesus on the cross, he
beholds the eschatological vision of the unbloodied face of
the veil.

Here we see an island of quiet tucked in a small corner of
the Calvary scene crowded with saints and sinners expressing
their grief or their cruelty. The Beloved Disciple, of course,
requires no material object for his vision, neither the dying
body on the cross nor the Holy Face on the veil. But for the
lay woman who identifies neither with that level of mystical
virtuosity nor the passionate compassion of the Virgin Mary
and Mary Magdalene, there is an alternative modeled in this
painting. And it is an alternative that even offers a softening
of the frequently rigid link between Passion piety and anti-
Semitism.

Although this type of Calvan/ painting is generally
distinguished as an "altarpiece," the term can be somewhat
misleading. The original sites of many altarpieces are not
known; nor is it known whether every such piece was in fact
ever intended for or installed above an altar^^ Altarpieces
had no clear liturgical function, and their role as mirror
of sacramentai theology has lately come to be criticized
(Harbison 1990: 67-8; Williamson 2004: 347-54). As
Beth Wiliiamson has argued, even if an altarpiece offered
an explicit Eucharistic message congruent with an altar
site—and any image that includes the crucifixion would —
altarpieces could still encourage and elicit private devotional
responses.^^ Williamson emphasizes the multivalence of an
altarpiece's possible meanings and receptions, reminding us
of the problem of sharply dividing iiturglcal and devotional
responses, as well as encouraging attention to the details
of the scene that offer multiple models of devotion to the
devout beholder (Williamson 2004: 380-406). With the
compiex layering of devotional meanings in aitarpieoes, it
is not surprising that this particular Calvary should offer an
alternative to the dominantly recognized motifs of Passion
piety, even as it too expresses those conventional possibilities.

The Appeal of the Face
Jeffrey Hamburger has said that the Veronica stands pars pro
toto tor the whole body of Christ (Hamburger 1998: 333-45).
This certainly seems to be so in some cases. Yet, the Veronica
with a focus on Christ's face also offered an alternative to
the tocus on his body. Suzannah Biernotf has analyzed



how the Man of Sorrows image (and here I show one often
cited example, that of Meister Erancke [Eigure 5]), with its
insistence on the wounded body of Christ, was an image that
invited mystical, passionate—even vioient and sexualized —
communion between the viewer and the subject of the image
(Biernoff 2002: 144-9). It is a very compelling interpretation,
one that resonates well with the words of Bonaventure quoted
earlier: "Enter wholly by the gate of his side right into the very
heart cf Jesus. And there transformed into Christ by the most
burning iove of the Crucified, fastened by the nails ot the
divine fear, transfixed by the lance of a heartfelt love, pierced
by the sword of the deepest compassion, seek nothing else
... than to die with Christ on the cross."

But perhaps not everyone was drawn to such a mystical,
passionate piety. The Veronica-with its insistence on a
physical medium that bears a representation, a physical
medium offered by one lay woman (to another?)—may point
to a different style of Passion piety available to late medieval
Christians. It is harder for us to identify than the devotion
articulated by nuns and/or their hagiographers because lay
women did not generally craft literary testimonies of their
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experience. Instead, we are left with the testimony of the
objects, and with the textual evidence of the conflicting
instructions about appropriate pious or decorous behavior
for women. Yet, the tensions in these sources ailow the very
possibility of alternative conceptions and practices, and also
allow us to construct some of the dynamics at play in what
late medieval lay women may have thought or felt, or even
just why they may have been drawn to holding a book and
looking at a woman offering them the face of Christ.
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Kuryluk 1991: 124.
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