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DEATH, TORTURE AND THE BROKEN BODY
IN EUROPEAN ART, 1300-1650

Bodies mangled, limbs broken, skin flayed, blood spilled: from paintings to
prints to small sculptures, the art of the late Middle Ages and early modern
period gave rise to disturbing scenes of violence. Many of these torture scenes
recall Christ’s Passion and its aftermath, but the martyrdoms of saints, stories
of justice visited on the wicked, and broadsheet reports of the atrocities of war
provided fertile ground for scenes of the body’s desecration. Contributors
to this volume interpret pain, suffering, and the desecration of the human
form not simply as the passing fancies of a cadre of proto-sadists, but also as
serving larger social functions within European society.

Taking advantage of the frameworks established by scholars such as
Samuel Edgerton, Mitchell Merback, and Elaine Scarry (to name but a few),
Death, Torture and the Broken Body in European Art, 1300-1650 provides an
intriguing set of lenses through which to view such imagery and locate it
within its wider social, political, and devotional contexts. Though the art
works discussed are centuries old, the topics of the essays resonate today as
twenty-first-century Western society is still absorbed in thorny debates about
the ethics and consequences of the use of force, coercion (including torture),
and execution, and about whether it is ever fully acceptable to write social
norms on the bodies of those who will not conform.

John R. Decker is Associate Professor of Art History at Georgia State
University, USA, and author of The Technology of Salvation
and the Art of Geertjen tat Sint Jans (Ashgate, 2009).

Mitzi Kirkland-Tves is Associate Professor of Art and Design
at Missouri State University, USA.



VISUAL CULTURE IN EARLY MODERNITY

Series Editor: Allison Levy

A forum for the critical inquiry of the visual arts in the early modern world,
Visual Culture in Early Modernity promotes new models of inquiry and new
narratives of early modern art and its history. We welcome proposals for both
monographs and essay collections that consider the cultural production
and reception of images and objects. The range of topics covered in this
series includes, but is not limited to, painting, sculpture and architecture
as well as material objects, such as domestic furnishings, religious and/or
ritual accessories, costume, scientific/medical apparata, erotica, ephemera
and printed matter. We seek innovative investigations of western and non-
western visual culture produced between 1400 and 1800.
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Introduction: Spectacular Unmaking:
Creative Destruction, Destructive Creativity

John R. Decker

The purpose of this volume is to explore the uses of the imagery of violence,
death, and torture in Western Christian culture in the late Middle Ages and
early modernity (c. 1300-1650). The contributions assembled here straddle
conventional period divisions, which is understandable given that the broken
body as a theme is not containable to an isolated era but surfaces again and
again throughout the history of Europe and its social, religious, and political
institutions. Artists and their clients created and consumed an impressive array
of images in which people of all ages and genders are pulled apart, pierced,
twisted, burned, and violated in the cruelest possible terms. Narratives of
martyred saints, criminals brought to justice, reports of the atrocities of war,
and propaganda trumpeting the triumph of Western Christianity over heretics
and heathens provided fertile ground for the desecration of human bodies.

Such scenes emphasized extreme forms of suffering and misery. The various
types of physical, spiritual, and emotional deformations and wounding
on display were capable of eliciting responses ranging from sorrow and
empathy to honest approval and happiness and everything in between. For
contemporary viewers, empathy and approval were not mutually exclusive
but were critical for making sense of the disassembled body. The tension
between them facilitated an extended contemplation of scenes that by their
very nature were repulsive.'

Empathy encouraged viewers to share, at least mentally, in the physical and
mental sensations enacted and embodied before them. Such philopassionism,
to use Esther Cohen’s phrase, placed a premium on suffering as a means of
treating the soul’s ills.* A good example of this are scenes of martyred saints
in which viewers are asked to “feel along” with the torments on display and
understand the sacrifice depicted in painfully somatic terms. These deaths,
no matter how gruesome and unjust, were “necessary” and “proper” because
they were mirrors of Christ’s own sacrifice on the cross. Like the Passion,
saintly deaths transformed the pain of even the most shameful of torture



