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CHAPTER 12

ORNAMENTAL DEFACEMENT AND PROTESTANT ICONOCLASM

Christopher P. Heuer

n 1566, the chronicler Marcus van Vaernewijck found

himself in Ghent during an iconoclastic riot. Watching

image-smashing mobs from a distance, van Vaerne-

wijck marveled at certain attackers’ specificity. Calvin-
ist vandals “scratched away the eyes” of painted saints,
leapt upon sculptures, and “hammered away” at them
with picks. Only certain parts of the images were tar-
geted: “Mainly, they went after the faces,” van Vaerne-
wijck observed.’ As in iconoclasms past, faces seemed to
present the most “figuring” part of the image, everything
that was not auxiliary, was not ornamental—all that por-
tended animation and potential idolatry—and hence
most in need of neutralization.* Long before Kant or Der-
rida, that is, northern iconophobes distinguished between
ergon and parerga, or between more or less potent aspects
of an image. For the smashers in Ghent, the artwork
seemed almost like editable text.

As in moments of image-breaking before and after
1566, the events in the Low Countries hinged on a fun-
damentalist reading of the Second Commandment
(along with urban unrest), but also on a modern-
seeming assumption of aesthetic cleave between struc-
ture and supplement. Traditionally, however, northern
iconoclasm has been read by scholars as an all-or-
nothing affair—a question of the image's absence or
presence, rather than, as this chapter will suggest, its
alteration or ruin. For as much as sixteenth-century
Reformers trafficked in the language of negation, they
(like their modern-day examiners) were often entranced
by rhetorics of comparison: churches true and false, acts
versus words, seen and unseen gods. Yet the stuff lat-
ticing, garlanding, and polychroming chipped faces
(fig. 12.1) was often allowed to stand in the sixteenth
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century—not because it no longer bracketed a figure,
but because, post-attack, it now framed—indeed,
ornamented —mutilated evidence of that figure’s cri-
tigue. Only a few scholars have explored this process,
generally in broader contexts.? This chapter delves more
deeply into the ambivalent status of physical and dis-
cursive ornament within some sixteenth-century
debates. As something that was visual without being an
image, ornament on its own was—if not entirely harm-
less—a challenge to clear antinomies of representation
and matter; even after faces—textual and physical—
had been angrily hammered away.

Outside and Inside

Consider a panel from the village church of Schwanden
in the Swiss canton of Glarus (fig. 12.2).* Painted in Swa-
bia sometime in the 1460s, it shows an Annunciation
scene. The Virgin is flanked by two red curtains. There
is tooled punchwork and simulated brocade and, on an
opposite side, an unidentifiable saint, holding a sacra-
mental wafer next to a banderole. We know that these
paintings, along with several other artworks in the same
locale, including an altarpiece wing of Catherine and
Barbara (fig. 12.3), were attacked on St. Thomas Day,
December 21, 1528.5 Scores and cuts appear across the
panel. The iconoclasts were very specific in what they
targeted. Materializations of the divine—the host, the
dove—seem to have invited particular anger, with
seven deep gougings now visible on the panel. We know
that the paintings were stripped and cut with tools, and
were even thrown into the Linth River, later fished out
downstream at the nearby village of Mitld.¢



Fig. 12.1. Retable of 5t. Anna, Netherlandish, ca. 1500, attacked March 7, 1580, polychromed sandstone. Domkerk,

Utrecht. Photo: Gert Jan Kocken.

Huldrich Zwingli, the fiercely image-opposing
reformist pastor, was actually based in Glarus between
1506 and 1518.7 A correspondent of Erasmus, Zwingli
had offered one of the most sustained defenses of
image-removal in public disputations in Zurich in Octo-
ber 1523. “Images are not to be tolerated,” he argued
simply, “For anything which God has forbidden is notan
indifferent thing.” It was sculpted images adorned with
cloth or jewels—in visual ways the originary species of

the Byzantine cult images that made their way to
Europe (fig. 12.4)—that were presented as most appall-
ing in such discourses, because of their associations
both with the sensory and the accumulative. Physical
adornments augmented votive images’ potential for
entrapment; in the village of Hiill near Betzenstein, in
1561, for example, a preacher declaimed against a
statue covered in baubles like “a lure, with which one
attracts birds.”™ A 1470 treatise on superstition by the
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Fig. 12:2. Annunciation, Upper Swabia, attacked December 21,1528, oil and tempera on panel. Museum des Landes

Glarus, Nafels, Switzerland. Photo: Gert Jan Kocken.

Erfurt theologian Johannes Wuschilburgk, meanwhile,
described a town near Bamberg where locals prayed
every day to an old wooden cross dressed with silk and
linen tunics. Such cloths ensured that the object could
work miracles; the removal of the drapery was regarded
by the locals as blasphemous.” In late medieval Tour-
nai, wealthy women donated clothing to the Virgin,
often with the stipulation that they be allowed to re-
wear the vestments at certain times of the year.®
Dressed effigies were common attractors of preachers’
ire and became particularly problematic in southern
German lands with the rise of Virgin cults in the late
fifteenth century. Functionally, these object additions
were anything but supplementary; within them the tal-
ismanic and the ornamental overlapped. Here, adorn-
ment seemed—as it would be in the ironic lament of
modernist critics—an ethical issue, which spurred the
crassest forms of emotionalism (rather than misidenti-
fication) in both its devotees and revilers.

Luther used the word ornament in two senses: tzy-
erd—to mean the actual items in churches, like bells
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and candles, and auffsetz, in the figurative sense (ironi-
cally) of embellishments or superfluities to religious
thinking.”* Zwingli’s dynamic acolyte, Leo Jud (1482-
1542), was more specific, targeting three-dimensional
sculptures for the cult of St. Anne at Oberstammheim:
“... people accord such images great honor, and entreat
them with ornaments, silver, gold, precious stones, with
sacrifices and with reverence . . . all of which, however,
God has forbidden.™ Art works, in effect, made surface
the incarnation of material, summoning tactile as well
as optical allure. Even Emser, writing a few years later
in defense of images, chastised such excess in terms of
desire: “whorish and rougish” were the layers of gar-
ments placed on sculptures.* Affect, in such a case,
occluded an appropriate sensory denial. Notably, cog-
nates of the word “ornament” (Luther had used the
word geleyssen [glitter]) appear in almost every
sixteenth-century eyewitness account of iconoclastic
violence to describe the garments and the additions to
images that were attacked.’ Back in Antwerp in 1566, in
fact, a sculpted Virgin on a staff was pelted with rocks



Fig. 12.3. Saints Catherine and Barbara, Upper Swabia, mid-fifteenth century, attacked December 21

1528, oil and tempera on panel. Museum des Landes Glarus, Nafels, Switzerland.
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Fig. 12.4. Virgin of Nicopoia, ca. 1280. Basilica of San Marco, Venice.

and stones at her yearly ommeganck (a medieval pageant
procession)—it was her ornamental garments, particu-
larly, that were ripped and despoiled.*

The power of clothing was often distinguished from
that of images proper, for iconodules and iconomachs
alike. Particularly in the textile-driven economies of
Netherlandish cities, actual brocade could become a cru-
cial component of a local cult statue—indeed, woven
decor often became, locally, the image itself.” Nether-
landish Madonna “figures” became increasingly doll-
like, bearers solely of seasonally changing vestments,
as in a miracle-working fourteenth-century figure
from 's-Hertogenbosch (fig. 12.5).” In the first part of
the sixteenth century the iconography of the Schutz-
mantelmadonna—literally, the Madonna of the Shelter-
ing Cloak—became extremely popular in the Upper
Rhine.* To pray, in this metaphorics, was to place oneself
under the Virgin's magisterial garment of grace; each
devotional act made the holy mantle that much more
elaborate: “for every prayer uttered to me will you find a
flower upon this cloak” spoke the Virgin in a mystical
German homily, first published in 1539.2° Period altar-
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pieces resonate with this imagery, often picturing the
Virgin's mantle as protective cape and contour, a wall
between worlds (fig. 12.6). These architectonics extended
to three dimensions; the figure of the Virgin herself was
presented as a highly ornamented “shell,” its surface an
easy fit with theological readings of Mary as a simple ves-
sel. The light weight of dressable sculptures when un-
ornamented (where they were often little more than a
wood stalk beneath silk robes) meant that they were
extremely portable—in fact in Spanish America it was
imdgenes de vestir that became the hegemonic type of
devotional and proselyting image.* Yet in northern
Europe, dressed beelden (images) had become so elabo-
rate by the end of the century that in a place like Leuven,
for instance, the arms and legs of a sculpture had to be
removed to allow heavy textiles to fit.** Protestant icono-
clasm, unexpectedly, seems to have aided the spread of
such dress-as-statue effigies, in very material terms:
sculptures destroyed in waves of violence were replaced
not with new bodies, but with more-economical heads
atop huge dresses.

Fig. 12.5. The Zoete Moeder of 's-Hertogenbosch, before
1320, polychromed oak, silk brocade. St. Janiskathedraal,

s-Hertogenbosch, Netherlands.




Fig. 12.6. Schutzmantelmadonna, Hamburg, early sixteenth century,

oil and tempera. Kunsthalle St. Annen, Libeck.

A New Distinction

For Luther, Bild could mean almost anything conven-
tionally visual, language as well as objects; figuration
was any of the “adornments [tzyerd] that God does not
need.”* And yet artworks and ornaments were not syn-
onymous concepts for Luther; when he spoke of “glitter
[geleyssen],” notably it was as a register not of shine of
dimming, obscuring. This was a rhetorical inversion of
the image/not image antithesis, which associated
adornment with withdrawal and concealment. For
Luther, ornament was paradoxically that which renders
indistinct (he uses the verb verdunkeln, “darkening”)
rather than reveals. Luther actually went on to idealize

this realm of austerity in Islam, as he decried local icon-
oclasts in a pamphlet of April 1529, Vom Kriege wider die
Tiirken (On war with the Turks). “It is part of the Turks'
holiness,” he wrote, “that they tolerate no images.”
(There are actually letters from the Ottoman sultan,
Murad III (r. 1574-94), to Queen Elizabeth I underlining
similar parallels between the two faiths, Islam and
Protestantism.)*

Zwingli’s rhetoric of iconomachy (hostility to
images as objects of worship), meanwhile, was singular
in relation to earlier reformers like Karlstadt and par-
ticularly Luther. It pivoted on argumentative antitheses
between internal/external elements of worship. Zwing-
li's acolyte Jud would later radicalize this antipodal
approach. Jud followed on earlier arguments published
by Swiss reformers like Ludwig Haetzer to defend
image-removal through a contrast between the Old and
New Testament ideas of image. As Jud put it at public
disputes in Zurich in 1523, the Annunciation had
brought about the idea of the internal cults; figural like-
nesses of the holy were redundant, since God existed in
real bodily form on earth.?® Iconodules countered that
images were (in fact) sanctioned by the Old Testament—
consider, they said, those sculptural encrustations
described in Exodus 25:18, adorning the Ark of the Cov-
enant: the “two cherubs of gold.” As the disputation was
recorded, Jud replied that such cherubim were but
“ornamentation and decoration on the cornice [sunder
ein gldns und gezierd am kranzwerk]” and hence ordained
by God. The cherubim, that is, were not images (“Dise
cherubim sind ghein bilder”).”” They were superadded
and were something else.

Misuse of Matter

What, then? In practice, of course, iconoclasm was
rarely a theology. In 1522, again in Zurich, not far from
Schwanden, a local resident named Lorentz Meyger
heard a lay sermon and then entered a local church, St.
Peter's. He approached the church warden and said “...
that it would please him very much if the chaplain
would knock all the idols off the altar with the candle-
sticks, because there were so many poor people who sat
in front of the churches and elsewhere, and had very
little but must suffer great hunger and drudgery, who
could easily be helped with such decorations; for one
can easily find in Ambrose that such decorations are

food for the poor.”
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While the pastor did not, we know from trial records,
do anything, a preacher advised the town council in 1523
to ban “the silver, gold, or otherwise bejeweled images™**
in that same church. In many Swiss cities, it was worry
over this kind of conspicuous consumption that fueled
iconoclasm proper. In 1524, a Zurich weaver actually
broke into the Fraumiinster church to smash liturgical
oil lamps—a contemporary pamphleteer called them
dlgotzen (oil-idols)— countering that while in the liturgy
such lamps were adornment, for the poor their contents
provided warmth.* The charge of cancelled fungibility
became a frequent vector for discussions of, and actions
toward, “ornament” specifically. In Miinster in 1534,
iconoclasts made a point to break only sculptures that
could not be repurposed within the cathedral, and to
carry off others specifically for use as building materi-
als. The year before, in Augsburg, Zwingli’s follower
Michael Keller had taken off “two large wagonloads of
ornaments [2 gross geladen wigen mit ornat] and pre-
cious instruments . . . to be bought and sold for worldly
purposes.” This kind of recycling represented the most
concrete example of ornament being turned into some-
thing else. During Elizabeth’s reign in England, preach-
ers sold scrap lead and tin culled from “the roofs of
ecclesiastical buildings, old bells and broken metals
statuary” to the Ottoman forces fighting the pope; we
know that they were actually used for casting canons
and ammunition.* And even in the Schwanden piece
(see fig. 12.2), the Annunciate's garment is scarred with
adifferent kind of stroke than the faces, hands, and host
above. This is because after the altarpiece was attacked
and temporarily drowned, the valuable blue ultrama-
rine was carefully stripped off and sold.

In such cases, interaction was stirred by luxuri-
ously decorated surfaces. As much as the “faces” in
images were the bits needing theological neutralization
and punishment, the “ornamental” areas, by being so
unspecific, were the easiest to get at and convert. Prot-
estants sought not the annihilation of the artwork so
much as a defusing of its status as sensory entreaty,
often deliberately leaving scars and signs of removal on
the surface as a powerful reminder of transformation.
Specifically crucial to Swiss theology was the Old Testa-
ment idea of the Deus abscondis, the hidden God, who
can be dealt with “only as clothed and displayed in his
word."”* Describing later English iconoclasm, a visiting
Dutch Calvinist summed up how iconoclastic acts did
not so much cancel ornament as subtractively leave it
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behind to create a new idol, a god of sheer material:
“popish ornament of all remaineth but is utterly defaced,
broken in pieces and put to profane uses,”* he wrote.
The punished and hammered faces, as van Vaernewijck
had detailed, were scrubbed back into supplementarity,
and God's hiddenness was thereby restored.

Not Broken but Gone

Reformation images were rarely attacked outright but
more commonly stowed, displaced, and put away. Per-
haps the most notorious condemnation of images,
published by Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt in
1522, spoke not (just) of images being obliterated but
of their Abtuhung— their banishment or prohibition.*
This is an important distinction. In many ways Karl-
stadt was recalling late-medieval liturgical drama’s
“burials” of Christ—rituals that, too, aimed to point to
the deadness of an image of God, rather than of God
himself.” In January 1529 in Augsburg, a cleric
described iconoclasts laying images in a cathedral
crypt and “covering them with planks.” As his chroni-
cle lamented, “[T]hey took away from us what else
belonged to us in the way of vestments, books, chalices
and so on and had it shut away.”**

Crucial, in fact to Karlstadt's theology was the
ambiguous idea of Gelassenheit, a quiet “letting-be” or
“yielding” or “detachment.” Gelassen, in one sense,
bespoke that notion of self-annulling and surrender
familiar from numerous faiths. Yet for Karlstadt, gelas-
sen was an active, ongoing process of severing—one
which, if stopped to reflect upon, was faultily pursued:
“You must cut away (abschneyden) everything from your
heart and you must sweep your house clean.”® And fur-
ther: “You must not concern yourself with your detach-
ment. .. you must not stand still when you ought to flee.
If you were yielded in an active manner, you would not
desire and love either your suffering or your works, so
that nothing might be seen or noted in your mind.”*

Iconoclastic acts, we can recall, are anything but a
tranquil letting-go. But Gelassenheit for Karlstadt—as the
term was for earlier German mystics like Master Eckhart,
and later mystics like Heidegger and Schopenhauer—
mandated disengagement from bodily schemes of image-
formation, from modes of vision hinging on the restaging,
the re-presentation, of the known or seen.* Images, Karl-
stadt writes in a gloss on Isaiah, “are nothing,” The sec-
ond edition of a Karlstadt pamphlet, printed at Augsburg



Fig.127. Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt, title page from Was gesagt ist: Sich

gelassen, und was das Wort gelassenhait bedeut . . . , 1523. Zentralbibliothek,

Zurich.

in 1523, even pictured this with a design on its cover page
(fig. 12.7); beneath the letterpress title, three disembodied
right hands encircle a little void, pointing at, literally,
nothing. The hands summon the letting-go urged by the
tract itself, and almost suggest the condition of sensory
blankness at the center of true faith.

Defusion through Reuse

Beginning in the 1540s, there even developed a curious
practice in certain Swiss locales of publically displaying
defaced statues or incorporating them in walls. A sand-
stone sculpture from Bern made in about 1480 (fig. 12.8)
was used as building material in a mid-sixteenth-
century house. Such an object functions as symbolic
evidence of idols vanquished. And yet mutilated—but
not destroyed—this mitred figure seen now, with part of
its cope untouched while its face and hands are cut

away, tacks inconsistently between depiction and mate-
rial, effigy and stone. It upends the presumed hierarchy
of material transformed over material qua stuff. As spol-
lia, the attacked sculpture shows this not, as is often
said, by replacing the figural with the “abstract” or by
shutting down the idea that conventional vision is of
any use in the appreciation of the divine.* The icono-
clast submerges—not destroys—figuration, hides it,
puts it away; what remains becomes no longer auxiliary
but the cipher for what is unseen, a god only dimly
apprehended, and who can only be perceived through
fragments, a god who no longer “glitters.”

For polemicists this was often not an idealist ques-
tion of essence versus appearance, or of sign and refer-
ent, but the theatricalizing of the dimly visible. In this,
what now seems like adornment may—in subsisting in
an eclipse from conventional visibility (in ways Gott-
fried Semper once articulated*)—have suggested to
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some Reformers what a visuality untethered from
“image” might be. The process is best summarized by
Siegfried Kracauer (writer not just on ornament
but also on Luther), who spoke of “the revelation of
the negative.”

In this light, then, Luther’s most significant contri-
bution to the image debate might have been his shrug-
ging indifference to it: his ruling that images are neither
evil nor necessary, intrinsic nor extrinsic, inside nor
outside, up nor down, supplement nor core. This was far
more damaging to the traditional priority of images in
the cosmic hierarchy than outright bans. And yet
Luther's lack of any detailed commentary on material
shapes, or figurae, spelled a dangerous separation of
words and things in Reformed thought.* Luther, that is,
felt that images were so self-evidently artificial that he
need not even address their potential danger; for him,
figuration was purely a matter of language. In this,
Luther and many followers neglected the mysterious
and fearful facets of the art-image, opening space for
others to have their say on the matter of figurae’s poten-
tial enchantment by ornament. And this they did, often
with picks, chisels, and hammers.

Rarely is the “portability” of ornament underlined so
emphatically as in early modern iconomachy, where deco-
ration, like images, was almost never completely annihi-
lated, and far more frequently stashed or carried away.
Today, many of the artworks that survived iconoclasm are
endlessly reproduced, enfolded into a larger spectacle cul-
ture. Image defacement hinged on the idea of a difference
between two functional registers—the superadded and

the magical—registers inextricably cohabiting in the
same image, and to the quixotic and ultimately architec-
tonic idea that devotion was increased around vacuums.#
The defaced image was no longer an entreaty. Seen adja-
cent to gouges of wood, ornament was permitted to stay,
because it got closer to one truth of painting; its flatness.
Indeed, subsequent English Reformers—among the most
vehement of iconoclasts—revived Jewish law’s old distinc-
tion between protuberant and flat images: “the worse and
more flat the work is,” wrote Thomas Tenison in the sev-
enteenth century, justifying earlier image-breaking, “the
less danger there is of its abuse.”™* Tenison’s contempo-
raries cited Maimonides, the twelfth-century philosopher,
by name on this point.*

Ornament produced marks closer to physical
inscribing, which, seen now, neatly allegorize the sup-
posedly Protestant conversion of image to language. But
laid bare with this was not some prescient critique of
representation, but the illegitimacy of universally read-
able art/ornament or original/modified taxonomies.
These are the hierarchies that Loos's “Ornament and
Crime” essay resonantly established as ones of enmity
or, more precisely, illegality, casting back in time a dis-
course that was, and is, rightly political. Image breakers
are historically stunning image-makers and are consis-
tently beguiled by those specters they claim to abhor.
Yet as Marx’s teacher Feuerbach stated, negation is
never absolute; even fundamentalist fantasies of cen-
sorship or art-historical myths of objectivity will always
be just that much ornament, undetachable from the
real-world materiality of the thing that, once deface-
ment is complete, always remains.
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Chapter 13

AUTHOR’S NOTE: | presented this study at
the conference “Ornament: Between
Globalism and Localism,” Harvard
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noted, all translations are my own; I would
like to thank Alina Payne for reviewing
this work.
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