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Two famous stories concerning crucifixes, featured in the 1550 and 
1568 editions of Vasari’s Vite, demonstrate how contested the relation-
ship between artistic renderings and sacred images could be in Florentine 
visual culture. The witty, maybe fictional, and certainly obscure pupil 
of Verrocchio, Nanni Grosso, was lying on his deathbed in the hospi-
tal of Santa Maria Nuova. When a very clumsy and ugly wooden crucifix  
(‘un crucifisso di legno assai mal fatto e goffo’) was brought and shown to 
him, he begged them to take it out of his sight and to replace it with one 
by the hand of Donatello. If they ‘did not take it away he would die in des-
peration (‘si morrebbe disperato’), so greatly did he love his art’.1 A mirror 
image of this story is the more famous anecdote concerning Donatello and 
Filippo Brunelleschi. According to the latter, who later in the story demon-
strated how to sculpt a proper Christ, the former would have ‘put on the 
cross a peasant and not Jesus Christ’.2 The first anecdote, circulating widely in 
Europe in various iterations, expresses the always shifting but ever-persistent 
tension between devotional objects and works of art — a tension that lies at 
the heart of artistic production, not only in the Renaissance.3 The second sto-
ry exemplifies the same tension in a subtler way, revolving instead around 
the problem of conflicting aesthetics. Both concern the potential clashes be-
tween art, aesthetics, and religion — a topic that provoked many discussions 
not only during the early modern period, but is still an extremely controver-
sial issue today. The majority of the works of art produced between 1450 and 
1650 in Europe still refer to religious subjects. Does this mean that, in that 
period, religion dominated art or that art dominated religion?

This question concerns early modern art well beyond the small world of 
the Florentine Renaissance. Global sacred images, the power of images, and 
the manifold relations between powers and images in early modern cultures 
as well as in other periods have been at the centre of intense art-historical 
investigations since the last decades of the twentieth century.4 Art historians 
have recognized topics at the border of traditional art history, visual and ma-
terial culture, and anthropology as important research fields (e.g. ex-voto, 
relics, pilgrimages etc.).5 They have especially worked on image censorship 
and iconoclasm, or Bidersturm, the ‘controversy’ and the ‘reform’ of art, as 
well as on the relations between art and emotions.6 Important scientific ex-
periments, at the intersection between art and neuroscience, have explored 
the physiological basis of emotional responses to images.7 At the same time, 
historians of religion, theology, and culture, starting with Hubert Jedin and 
Paolo Prodi and continuing with Carlo Ginzburg and Adriano Prosperi, 
have incorporated the realm of the visual into research on the function and 
scope of the Christian inquisitions, and the mechanisms of power and so-
cial control throughout Europe.8 Above all, recent developments in global 
and non-European art histories have looked at the variegating landscape of 
European art from a wider perspective, discovering new materials and shap-
ing new concepts, among which artistic mediation, artistic metissage, contact 
zones, interconnected or ‘convergent’ cultures.9 These new waves of studies 
have created the foundation on which to question the status and functions of 
the sacred image in relation to institutional and individual artistic agendas 
and affiliations, as well as in encounters and clashes of cultures, which allows 
us to comprehend the functions of images at varying distances.10 
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In dialogue with this rich and diverse production, both this new series 
and this first edited volume suggest to focus in particular on a series of three 
interconnected questions, which, as such, have not yet been at the centre of 
previous investigations: In the production and reception of art objects, which 
are the norms produced and perpetuated by the images themselves (by their 
forms, techniques, iconography, organization of space, placement, etc.)? How 
do these norms relate with norms imposed on images by external agents  
(for instance, in the process of production, use, and placement)? How does 
artistic transfer enable or activate a fluid geography of visual norms?

Visual Normativity

The question of visual normativity, that is what standards and regulations 
(visual and moral) are produced by images, has hardly been addressed in cur-
rent scholarship on early modern art. There have been important attempts at 
studying the specific rules of visual communication and image normativity, 
especially in ancient cultures.11 In addition, an established tradition has inves-
tigated the relations between law and visual culture.12 In this field, a relevant 
line of enquiry has concerned the study of the juridical efficacy of medieval 
effigies of shame in public contexts.13 This recent discussion has helpfully re-
volved around the question of ‘how did the pittura infamante work?’.14 It has 
became clear that, to fully investigate the legal power of images, it is necessary 
to analyse the differences between textual and visual communication with 
sharper tools. Nevertheless, in this cross-disciplinary discussion, art histori-
ans, historians, and theorists of law have only very recently begun to isolate 
the possibility of a visual or iconic norm, as opposed to a written norm.15

In conversation with these neighbouring fields and themes, which are 
mainly concerned with medieval and contemporary materials, one open 
question concerns which devotional and theological ‘norms’ were specifi-
cally imposed by art and images themselves, rather than by written texts, in 
early modern cultures. One starting point for this investigation is the idea 
that artists were actually entrusted with the task of giving religious notions 
a definite, and sometimes definitive, form. For example, the final choice 
about how to represent Christ’s suffering or his triumph was left, ultimate-
ly, to them.16 The limits of the ‘power of images’ in establishing normative 
visions of sacred things, and, ultimately, in conditioning social behaviours, 
poses therefore an open question. In order to analyse this perceived power 
and its limits, the strategy followed in the present volume is twofold. On the 
one hand, some of the case studies included in this volume (in particular by 
Yoshie Kojima, Chiara Franceschini, Cloe Cavero, and Mattia Biffis) regard 
how images and their aesthetics are effective in very different legal and in-
quisitorial practices. On the other hand, several contributions focus on the 
textual and visual reactions to images, which were perceived as excessive 
(Franceschini), unlawful (Kojima), not canonically acceptable (Escardiel 
González Estévez), or, even, too mild and clean, as in the case of the vari-
ations of the depiction of the suffering of Christ in the series of paintings 
studied by Piers Baker-Bates.
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A connected question concerns the relation between the set of constraints 
for sacred images imposed by religious or political powers and the visual 
normativity produced by the images themselves, often by breaking existing 
religious, ideological, or even artistic standards. For several reasons, this is-
sue has also been hardly addressed by early modernists. First, disciplinary 
boundaries between history and art history have tended to separate studies 
on images and religion from studies on style, art, and iconography. Several 
recent interventions have encouraged a closer dialogue between historians of 
theology, of art, and of literature.17 Nonetheless, disciplinary boundaries still 
tend to separate acknowledgment of institutional normativity from studies 
on the capacity of art to produce not only its own rules, but also normative 
visions of sacred things. 

Second, there is an enduring tendency (already noted by David Freedberg 
in 1989 and again by Gerhard Wolf in 2010) to impose a three-phase chron-
ological succession of visual cultures, on the basis of an over-simplified 
reading of Hans Belting’s Bild und Kult.18 Such interpretations articulate a 
succession from ‘the age of the image’ in the Middle Ages, to ‘the age of art’ 
(the Renaissance), into the beginning of the so-called ‘art of the Counter-
Reformation’, with a conventional turning point fixed on the year 1563 —
the promulgation of the Council of Trent’s decree on images and the cult of 
saints. However, as argued in this volume especially in the essay by Antonia 
Putzger, the boundaries between art and image in early modern times are 
much more ambiguous. Additionaly, such a supposed clean succession of 
eras clashes with the different temporalities we observe when we adopt a 
multicentric global perspective. 

Finally, research on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century European art 
(that is, the art of the centuries of state formation) still suffers from fragmen-
tation among various national schools, which have often proposed distinct 
and not always compatible approaches to the study of images and art. Many 
of the available stylistic studies and cultural investigations of image produc-
tion, politics, and interconnections with religious history have inevitably fo-
cused, apart from a few seminal exceptions,19 on single areas or countries. 
In this field, there have been extremely important contributions on the re-
lations between art, social behaviour, and religion, which, even if they focus 
on specific regions, provide a background for wider-scope and comparative 
studies.20 Studies on early modern iconoclasm and censorship have thus far 
focused mainly on the boundaries between different confessions within a 
country, while the variations characterizing the apparently uniform Catholic 
landscape have remained less explored, notwithstanding the richness of 
visual, textual, and archival materials available for such a project. Several es-
says in this collection aim to overcome national boundaries by mapping the 
European and extra-European diffusion of certain objects, styles, and modes. 
Particularly promising for the study of the normativity of images is, in fact, a 
focus on copies, reproductions, and adaptations of influential models as forc-
es to establish visual norms (as explained here through different examples in 
the essays of Kojima, Franceschini, Baker-Bates, Putzger, and Erin Giffin).21
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A Landscape of Competing Norms

The present collection aims to go beyond the limits imposed by these three 
old historiographic paradigms delimiting the ages of the image, art, and the 
Counter-Reformation, as well as to confront traditional top-down methods 
of analysis. As already noted above, beginning with the works of Hubert 
Jedin (1935) and Paolo Prodi (1962), historians and historians of theology 
have incorporated the realm of the visual into research on the function and 
scope of the Christian inquisitorial investigations and instruments of so-
cial control utilized throughout Catholic Europe.22 Whether discussing the 
origins of the 1563 Tridentine decree, or focusing on the activity of single 
bishops (in particular, Gabriele Paleotti and Carlo Borromeo), these authors 
have underlined the centrality of images and image regulation in theologi-
cal thinking and in the practical actions undertaken by Catholic authori-
ties and institutions in response to the crisis of the Reformation.23 This fo-
cus produced extremely important results in the editing and commenting of 
key sources (including Paleotti, Johannes Molanus, Francisco Pacheco, Louis 
Richeôme etc.), which complemented, from a different disciplinary perspec-
tive, the fundamental work undertaken on art theory and artistic literature 
from Julius von Schlosser to Paola Barocchi.24 Especially in the late 1990s 
and the early 2000s, modern mechanisms of social and cultural control were 
described in terms of ‘social discipline’ following an approach mainly deriv-
ing from Gerhard Oestreich’s notion of Sozialdisziplinierung. This notion was 
adopted and developed by various European historical schools, particular-
ly in Germany and in Italy (by historians such as Wolfgang Reinhardt and 
Paolo Prodi himself, among others).25 While this approach responded vig-
orously to sharper Weberian oppositions between Protestant and Catholic 
early modern societies, the notion of ‘social discipline’ promoted a top-down 
vision of social control. This focus on mechanisms of control was more re-
cently complemented by extensive research on the positive forces behind the 
production of political and religious imagery in the early modern era, which 
have been studied under the period notion of propaganda, which, however, 
still evokes a top-down perspective for the study of the use and diffusion of 
images.26 Focusing more on the constraints from above than on responses 
and actions undertaken from below, the aforementioned contributions have 
not fully taken into account artistic responses, adaptations, and reinterpreta-
tions of institutional standards. 

Recent contributions suggest a more nuanced vision focusing on bot-
tom-up actions and local adaptations and negotiations of social and cultural 
facts. Proposing a comparative study of the relations between religious and 
artistic normativity, this series and volume adopt and further develop this 
perspective for the production and fruition of sacred images in different 
European centres and peripheries.

 In this framework, the desired research outcomes include an attentive in-
vestigation of the specific role of early modern artists and images in orient-
ing the debate about religious subjects and hierarchies, as well as the study 
of the competition between the regulations of religions and the rules of art. 
Within the Sozialdisziplinierung paradigm, the relations between rival agen-
cies in charge of image production and control in early modern  Catholic 
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countries have remained unexplored. As is well known, after the  Council of 
Trent, the degree of intervention of the various European inquisitions in the 
matter of images was exceptional. According to the Tridentine decree on the 
veneration of relics, saints, and images (1563), local bishops were in charge 
of controling religious imagery.27 In particular, bishops had to watch over 
three categories of images: those representing ‘false dogma’, ‘provocative-
ly beautiful’ representations, and ‘unusual’ depictions (insolitae  imagines). 
However, these three image categories were vague, and the decree specified 
that, in case of doubt, bishops should refer to higher authorities. This delega-
tion to the local bishops already created a differentiated geography of norms, 
since every bishop should theoretically watch over his own local territory; 
and every geographical area or town in the very extensive Catholic world 
had its own visual and iconographic traditions.28 On the one hand, it would 
be useful to extend the research concerning image production and control 
promoted by single local bishops in Europe and beyond;29 on the other, it 
is necessary to complete, in a comparative framework, the survey of all im-
age-related materials kept in the archives of the various European inquisi-
tions.30 One partial and short survey in the archive of the Roman  Inquisition 
has confirmed that, by virtue of their exceptionality, key inquisitorial inter-
ventions in the matter of sacred images can shed unexpected new light on 
the life and efficacy of those images.31 Such an investigation would greatly 
help a comparative European survey of the different norms in place for im-
ages in the face of radical criticism of sacred iconography conducted by the 
Reformation and by other denominations and non-Christian religious mi-
norities in Europe.

Several of these documentary sources reveal that practices of denunciation 
spread effectively through Catholic territories, to the point that we encounter 
cases in which a sacred image was contested or denounced not by the com-
petent authorities (the bishops), but by common devotees, groups of observ-
ers, or even political enemies of the patrons involved.32 Sacred images became 
therefore the target of individual attacks as well as the agents of religious and 
political struggle, exactly because they had the power to establish the celebrity 
of a cult, the fame of an individual (maybe an aspirant saint, a political lead-
er), or the political strength of social groups (nations, allegiances, or cities).

While, as I have argued so far, historians and cultural historians have 
tended to focus on the constraints imposed on art by external agencies, the 
‘rules of art’ have been central to art history. The period of European culture 
conventionally labelled ‘the Renaissance’ is generally understood to be a mo-
ment of artistic freedom compared to previous and later periods.  However, 
art historians know that the so-called ‘Renaissance’ was instead a highly ‘nor-
mative’ period. According to Ernst Gombrich, most rules of art and style in 
this period are formulated negatively as a catalogue of ‘sins to be avoided’: 
‘the artist’s freedom was progressively limited and confined by these multi-
plications of norms’.33 It might be fruitful to depart from this notion of ‘nor-
mative criticism’ in order to investigate the consequences of the competing 
normativities of art, art theory, and religion in early modern Europe: when, 
how, where, and why does a formal artistic language become normative? 
Rethinking Gombrich’s definition of style as a ‘principle of exclusion’, the 
aim therefore would be to study the relation between aesthetic norm and 
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 religious images and models in the period between Leon Battista Alberti and 
Antonio Palomino.

Recent debates have ranged from positions considering art development 
in Europe between the fifteenth and the seventeenth centuries as mainly in-
spired by the religious ideals of Reform and/or Counter-Reform, to posi-
tions which argue that art became more and more autonomous from exter-
nal constraints during this period.34 Two different approaches to the study 
of stylistic change and pictorial modes have been particularly important. A 
series of studies have underlined the contrast and co-presence of ‘archaism’ 
and ‘modernity’ in Renaissance and early modern religious painting, stress-
ing in particular the active role and impact of Byzantine icons, schemes, and 
styles.35 Another strand of research, aimed at revising the previous schemes 
of interpretation regarding ‘Counter-Reformation art’ as a controlled art ‘out 
of time’ (as proposed by Federico Zeri), emphasizes the progressively strong-
er emotional and sensuous appeal of sacred images in this era.36 Beyond Hans 
Belting and David Freedberg’s pioneering studies, the early modern religious 
image increasingly emerges today as a field of tensions between tradition and 
innovation: sacred objects were highly influenced by the moods of the peri-
od, but simultaneously acted as autonomous and valid representations; they 
were senza tempo, and yet they remained dependent on the perception of 
a specific observer at a single point in time. To be able to understand these 
complex and often extremely attractive nodes of contraries which encapsulate 
Renaissance and early modern religious images, a study of the documented 
reactions (not only forensic, but also aesthetic, or emotional) can help us un-
derstand their powers, but also their limits as agents of persuasion, conver-
sion, disapproval, or reassurance.

One of the most important challenges for art historians is to frame this 
study of competing norms and forces outside and inside the image within 
a multicentric geographic dimension. Apparently, the notion of the ‘norm’ 
evokes the idea of a normative center; but how did image normativity func-
tion in the increasingly multicentric and interconnected early modern 
world? In their 1979 seminal essay on Centro e periferia, Enrico  Castelnuovo 
and Carlo Ginzburg started to investigate the relationship between norma-
tive centres, peripheries, and cultural transfer in Europe.37 According to 
them, when a strong system of forms and schemes, supported by a power-
ful group of patrons, takes over, it determines public demand and expecta-
tions. Artists who do not conform have to either give way or leave for less 
important cultural centres. Subsequent research projects, and especially the 
studies of non-European art which have developed in the last twenty years, 
have challenged this binary centre/periphery paradigm, by deepening our 
understanding of the dynamics between centres and peripheries, considering 
their variable intersections with local and global relations.38 The present study 
intends to contribute to this discussion, by focusing not only on a deeper un-
derstanding of how ‘a system of forms and schemes’ becomes normative, but 
also on the development of the geographic dimension of art in a multicentric 
direction. One strategy, which several essays in this volume employ from dif-
ferent angles (Kojima, Franceschini, Baker-Bates, and Giffin), is to map the 
transfer of stylistic modes and register local reactions, recreations, and re-ap-
propriations on a global scale. Hopefully, a reflection on the notion of the 
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 geographies of image normativity will significantly contribute to shedding 
new light, from a distinctively fresh perspective, on previously explored no-
tions such as those of ‘image censorship’, the ‘power of images’, the ‘authority 
of images’, and the ‘performance of images’.39 The overall aim would be to re-
formulate the question of the efficacy of images, contributing to a geographi-
cally differentiated and historically contextualized study of the ways in which 
art is able to impose new normative visions of sacred subjects as well as to 
produce normative reactions, which tend to vary from place to place, always 
creating new clusters of standards.

The Role of the Artist: Freedom, Sovereignty, Responsibility

At the core of the problem lies the question of the degree of freedom of the 
artist, in relation to a series of conflicting norms of aesthetic, political, and 
religious nature, which changed from place to place. Since the second half of 
the twentieth century, the theme of the ‘freedom’ of the artist has been central 
to the debate on the relations between modern art and politics, especially in 
Germany.40 However, the complexities and the constraints of art production 
in pre-modern times have led scholars to work with a more nuanced defini-
tion of ‘freedom’ and with a range of different notions, which can describe 
more appropriately the status of the artist and his work, as well as what an 
artist could and could not do in this period. The question of image normativ-
ity in sacred contexts has to do with a tension between the norm (which can 
be understood also as ‘tradition’) and the change or innovation in artwork 
created for religious contexts and uses. Artists asked to produce religious art 
had to conform to a series of instructions and traditions, but they could also 
exploit their commissions to introduce degrees of innovation, which could 
have differing levels of impact on the public. In other instances, artists who 
worked in, or for, foreign contexts could produce art that was perceived as 
‘normal’ in their place of origin, but was received as new, or even shocking, 
in the location where they were transposed. To evaluate the degree of ‘free-
dom’ of the pre-modern artist, it would be therefore necessary to observe 
and study the landscape of rules and regulations in which their work was im-
mersed, as well as the extent to which their own work contributed to create or 
perpetuate this set of rules and norms.

Two concepts originating in medieval legal contexts are helpful to de-
fine the degrees of ‘freedom’ and agency of pre-modern artists. In his essay 
on The Sovereignty of the Artist, Ernst H. Kantorowicz analysed the theo-
logical and legal roots of the idea of a creatio ex nihilo that later emerges in 
Dürer’s writings, and of a plenitudo potestas as a privilege of the poet and the 
artist.41 Echoing Kantorowicz, Horst Bredekamp has more recently analysed 
the Souveränität of the artist, and in particular of Michelangelo, in relation 
to that of the ruler and patron.42 In a motu proprio from 1549, Paul III es-
tablished Michelangelo’s unrestricted position as architect of the fabbrica 
di San Pietro and his independence from the building commission; provid-
ing  Michelangelo with the status of leading architect and with the necessary 
means to enforce the form against the fierce resistance of the commission, 
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‘led to a microcosmic focus of power of disposal, which can be defined mac-
rocosmically as sovereignty’.43 This jurisdictional faculty granted from the 
pope to the artist to be free from other building authorities gave him ‘plenam, 
liberam, et omnimodam potestatem et facultatem’ to freely destroy previous 
structures and create not only new forms and buildings, but also new build-
ing laws and dispositions.44 A different, but equally important notion, which 
proves helpful in defining the status of the early modern, is that of ‘responsi-
bility’. As Olivier Christin pointed out, the mere fact of being able to put an 
artist on trial for questions concerning his or her work (and not their behav-
iour), as happened to Paolo Veronese, is a step forward, if not towards the 
artist’s freedom, then at least in the way the artist’s status and responsibility 
were perceived. If artists can be put on trial (either by religious or lay au-
thorities) for their work, it means that they are held responsible for both the 
form and the content of their work — a completely new fact that first began 
to emerge in Europe in cases such as the charges against Veronese (1573) or 
Innocenzo da Petralia (1628-1629).45

Ultimately, while the early modern era is certainly not the moment of the 
advent of the freedom of the artist, it is the moment in which a fundamental 
question concerning the norm starts to be asked from different perspectives: 
who establishes or who is responsible for the visual norms? The artists? The 
new emerging figure of the art critic? Or the institutions, within which the 
early modern artistic work took place, such as the Church and the palaces of 
political power? The period we call the Renaissance is very important in the 
context of this discourse because it is in this period that the first conflicts arise 
around who has the right to judge art.46 The aesthetic dimension of this prob-
lem is huge, as has been demonstrated by recent investigations and studies of 
the status of sacred images in the early modern period, discussed in several 
essays in this volume, and period sources reporting about image perceptions 
and reactions: they all reveal the impossibility of disentangling the contents of 
an image from its form and style.47

Outline of this book

The fourteen chapters forming the four interconnected sections of this book 
explore from diverse angles and perspectives some of the issues discussed 
above through a series of case studies. The first section (Images and Trials) 
focuses on the normative roles and values of images for trials of various 
types. The opening essay, by Yoshie Kojima, intentionally departs from the 
European context, providing a look from afar on the use of images in pro-
cesses of abjuration of the Christian faith in Japan. The complexities and 
range of issues stemming from this first essay help us to understand the in-
trinsic ambiguity of images in the context of trials. The ‘trial’ in question 
corresponds to the specific procedure of the rejection of Christianity, which 
was imposed by Japanese authorities on Christians starting in 1628 or 1629. 
 After the prohibition of Christianity in Japan, a tribunal of officials, either 
in Nagasaki or travelling from village to village, would compel suspect 
Christians to trample on a small metal image from a limited and controlled 
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set of objects bearing crucial Christian iconography (Ecce Homo, Immaculate 
Conception, The Madonna of the Rosary, Pietà, Calvary). The form, material-
ity, and iconography of the images, of which — as Kojima reconstructs — a 
first set in bronze came from Europe, while a second set in brass was repro-
duced in Japan around 1669, refer to European standards for sacred imag-
es in metal, such as placchette and paxes. The first set of images includes, in 
fact, objects produced in Europe (in Italy or perhaps in Spain) after influen-
tial models created by artists of the second half of the sixteenth century, such 
as Jacopo Sansovino and Guglielmo della Porta. The bronze plaquettes prob-
ably formed part of a larger set of objects, which were originally imported by 
European missionaries in order to be used for their work of conversion. In 
the Fumi-e practice, the function of these same images is reversed, as they 
became agents of condemnation (as those who refused to destroy them faced 
dire consequences) or abjuration. Pointing to the precise Italian models for 
such objects, Kojima explores the possibility that the ‘aesthetic qualities of 
the Fumi-e were eloquent and powerful in the eyes of Japanese Christians’. 
Indeed, these truly appealing works of art, either brought by Christians 
from distant places or replicated in loco adapting the same foreign stand-
ards, significantly enhanced the threatening power of Fumi-e as agents of re-
nunciation. The ambivalent power of these images is confirmed by the fact 
that their reproduction was strictly controlled and even forbidden, and si-
multaneously by the existence of few cases in which Fumi-e objects (or ob-
jects which were similar to Fumi-e) were subsequently venerated by hid-
den Christians.48 The chapter also hints at the hypothesis that a European 
apostate might have been behind the orchestration of the Fumi-e practice. 
Indeed, the idea of a legal performance of abjuration of faith based on the 
powerful gesture of walking over its more essential images (a gesture that, to 
Christian eyes, might recall the many images of Christ crushing the Devil), 
attests to a deep knowledge of Christian image normativity and theory.

The interrelations between aesthetics and normativity are also at the 
centre of the second chapter. Here, I focus on a series of hyperralistic cru-
cifixes made in 1637–38 by a Sicilian lay Franciscan friar, Innocenzo da 
 Petralia. This little known artist, who was sculpting objects following a very 
 established tradition of Sicilian woodcarving and painting, was exceptionally 
active in Central Italy. For their extreme visual power, which was also at the 
origin of the artist’s success in Rome, Umbria, and the Marche, the crucifix-
es and their maker underwent an inquisitorial procedure in Rome, which, 
as the chapter will show, offers an extraordinary case study for an investiga-
tion of the normativity and varying geography of sacred images from  Sicily, 
to Malta, and into early modern Peru. By using this example, the chapter also 
proposes one possible formulation of what is an extreme example of a ‘nor-
mative image’ in the framework of this project: an image that is able to ‘de-
stroy’ all previous images, becoming the standard. In the third chapter, Cloe 
Cavero de Carondelet moves into the visual culture of an alleged practice of 
ritual murder attributed to Jewish communities through aggressive Christian 
propaganda in Europe. By focusing in particular on the cases of Simon of 
Trent and Michael of Sappenfeld, Cavero clearly demonstrates how the con-
structed visual evidence — namely, one previously little known fifteenth-cen-
tury miniature reproducing the alleged state of the corpse of  Simon, and one 
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seventeenth-century engraving after an equally forensic visualization of the 
body of Michael, both visualizing the precise map of their purported wounds 
— were used to shape the arguments in favour of the canonization of child 
martyrs. Finally, in the fourth chapter of this section,  Escardiel González 
Estévez explores the complexities of one of the image types that was most 
successful in the era, but also most subject to contestation and censorship in 
the Roman Catholic world: the image and the names of the Seven Archangels. 
The chapter discusses previously unknown censored materials and recon-
structs several lost visual connections in Rome. Furthermore, it draws links 
to the question of the different geographies of visual norms, as González 
Estévez concludes with the observation that the sharp censorship conducted 
in Rome contrasts with the large success of the Seven Archangels imagery in 
New World contexts, from America to the Philippines.

The second section (Contested Portraits) focuses on portraits as case 
 studies for image normativity. Although not technically concerned with a 
 sacred image, the opening chapter by Mattia Biffis connects with the previous 
section on trials, insofar as it offers a study of a virtually unknown judicial 
episode concerning the legal identification of a person who in 1634 claimed 
to be an individual who had gone missing from Bologna thirty years pri-
or. A portrait of the returning person was commissioned from the obscure 
 Neapolitan painter Francesco Antonio in Rome, where the trial was taking 
place, to be sent to  Bologna not as evidence but rather as a proxy or substitute 
for the claimant, in order for him to be recognized (or not) through the por-
trait in his native city. The painter and friend of the original missing person, 
Guido Reni, was involved. Although the forensic portrait has yet to come to 
light, the analysis of the legal documentation allows Biffis to develop a cogent 
argument concerning the use of portraits in legal contexts and to discuss this 
genre in relation to the establishment of personal identities in early modern 
Europe — a reflection that revitalizes, from the point of view of the history of 
art, the research questions and historiographic methods deployed in Natalie 
Zemon Davis’s classic work The Return of  Martin Guerre (1983).

The following two chapters in this section, by James Hall and Nina 
Niedermeier respectively, touch on the core of the problem of image 
 normativity and the portrait in the early modern period: the seriously 
 contested status of portraits of blessed or saints in a culture of  procedural 
standardization and visual norms for sanctity. In Chapter 6, James Hall 
 explores the background to Urban VIII’s decrees around living and dead 
persons whose sanctity had not been established by due process. The  author 
perceptively argues that a force behind this decision, which had great  
consequences on the subsequent visual culture of sanctity, brought about a 
wider crisis of decorum and semantics in portraiture, which caused a sort 
of conflation, or a blurring, between sacred and secular representations. In 
 particular, Hall focuses on and discusses three classes of objects:  ‘saintly’ 
portraits of non-saints, secular portraits furnished with what the author 
names  ‘pseudo-haloes’, and portraits ‘in disguise’. 

Nina Niedermeier approaches a comparable overlapping of genres and 
visual conventions in the portraiture of new saints from a completely different 
angle and with diverse materials. This chapter emphasizes a particular mode 
of representation regarding saints, which became more and more common in 

Chiara Franceschini
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the Counter-Reformation, and which was based on the long-standing topos of 
the humility of a saint who does not wish to be portrayed. This type of portrait 
shows the saint in a casual or informal pose, with his gaze never encountering 
that of the viewer, as if it were a portrait inadvertently ‘stolen’ by a close friend 
of the saintly person, who could catch him, without being acknowledged, in 
the most common and pious activities — while reading, for example, or while 
washing the feet to the pilgrims, as in the case of the Oratorian Filippo Neri. 
Niedermeier discusses analytically the several variations and fortunes of this 
mode of portraiture, its overlapping with profane portraiture (e.g. with the 
profile portraits of beautiful women), as well as the moral questions posed by 
these ritratti rubati. Finally, the section ends with an articulate analysis and 
theoretical discussion by Steffen Zierholz of the visual innovations and con-
ventions through which the portrayed image of Ignatius of Loyola, depicted 
through different media and in different contexts, became a ‘normative image’: 
that is, in this compelling understanding, an image which ‘prompts the Jesuit 
beholder to attempt to transform himself into a living image of Ignatius’.

The third section (The Norm and the Copy) investigates in three chap-
ters a relatively large spectrum of types of ‘copies’ as adaptations, re-crea-
tions, and agents for normativity. The theme of the ‘copy’, or multiple, as a 
source for the establishment of a visual norm is already introduced in both 
Chapter 1 on Fumi-e and Chapter 2 on Petralia’s crucifixes. The norm and 
the copy more specifically articulates the modes of replication that facilitat-
ed two- and three-dimensional recreation. Antonia Putzger reconstructs the 
new functions and meanings of a ‘substitute copy’ of an altarpiece attribut-
ed to the Augsburg painter Ulrich Apt the Elder for the Augustinian mon-
astery of Heilig Kreuz in Augsburg. By investigating the role that engrav-
ings played in this transposition, and the stylistic and iconographic changes 
that were introduced, this analysis maps the changing meanings attached 
to  altarpieces when translated from a sacred location to a princely collec-
tion, and confronts the ways in which sacred objects were reframed within 
a  secular context. Sharing Putzger’s focus on the role of prints as mediators, 
Erin Giffin presents part of her broader research on the architectonic repli-
cas of the  Santa Casa di Loreto, by focusing on a particular type of the Holy 
House visible in the church of San Clemente in Venice. This local Santa Casa 
prioritized the cult needs of the community by altering the iconography and 
hallmarks of the structural exterior. The San Clemente version effectively 
became a sub-model of the sacred structure, and a competing source of in-
formation that was circulated through prints, encouraging structural repro-
ductions across Europe. The resulting Venetian-style Santa Casa type would 
evolve again as other communities reinterpreted the San Clemente model to 
meet regional cult interests. 

Finally, Piers Baker-Bates shifts the focus from print to painting in his 
study of the different versions of the Christ Carrying the Cross by  Sebastiano 
del Piombo commissioned in Rome for Spanish churches and collections. 
These intimate paintings served as normative models for sacred images 
across Spain, with degrees of variation and intensification stemming from 
Sebastiano’s precedent, especially in the representation of blood droplets con-
veying Christ’s suffering. Details augmented or removed from copies based 
on Sebastiano del Piombo’s multiple Christ Carrying the Cross paintings  
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attest to regional empathetic priorities in Spanish communities and patron-
age circles, while simultaneously marking the artist as an authoritative paint-
er of sacred imagery.

The fourth and final section on Pictorial and Material Depths builds 
from Baker-Bates to further discuss the theme of artist ‘authoriality’ in the 
redefinition of sacred images, and the effect of material referents upon sa-
cred subject matter. In the section’s opening essay, Josephine Neil explores 
the theological depths of Hendrick ter Brugghen’s Crucifixion with the  Virgin 
and Saint John, a painting of uncertain original context now on display in 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. For its subject, and specifi-
cally the analysis of the forms and the meanings of the wounds and blood of 
Christ in Ter  Brugghen’s painting, this essay reconnects with the discussion 
of varying normativities of the represented lacerations of Christ as analysed 
in Chapters 2, 3, and 11. In the section’s second essay, Livia Stoenescu sets 
forth Alonso Cano as the brilliant inventor of a new type of sacred art, in 
which different temporalities, materialities, and styles are combined in novel 
visions. By exploring the ‘indexical capabilities of seventeenth-century paint-
ing’, Stoenescu reveals the archaism invested in Cano’s new compositions 
that encapsulate generations of cult worship oriented around one of the civ-
ic sculptural iterations of the Virgin in Madrid. As the first two chapters of 
the final section address the effect of materiality of Christ’s blood and archaic 
forms in cult contexts respectively, the concluding essay by Todd Olson com-
bines the two by suggestively plunging into the depths of the ‘incendiary and 
 geological narrative’ introduced by Jusepe de Ribera and Cosimo Fanzago in 
the monastic church of the Certosa di San Martino in Naples — a visual nar-
rative, which, at first sight, is in striking contradiction with the Carthusian 
principles of a contemplative life, austerity, humility, and retreat. As Olson 
seductively puts it, the material tensions between Ribera’s painted figures and 
Fanzago’s excessive marble ornamentation simulating flowers and geological 
formations reduce the human figure ‘as hostage to the lithic’ in a metamor-
phic world, in which artists and their imagination take the lead.

The varieties of the subjects treated in this volume revolve around a 
cluster of common questions. The different academic provenances and 
 individual methods employed by each of the contributors will hopefully 
demonstrate that the combination of a plurality of methods and cross-na-
tional academic traditions is instrumental to any fruitful attempt at 
 scratching the surface of the still numerous open questions in the global field 
of the early modern visual cultures and art histories.

Chiara Franceschini
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theme are included in a forthcoming article: 

Chiara Franceschini, “Giudizi negativi e 
stime d’artista nel mondo di Vasari”, in 
Bad Reception: Negative Reactions to 
Italian Renaissance Art, ed. by Diletta 
Gamberini, Jonathan Nelson, Alessandro 
Nova, and Samuel Vitali, Mitteilungen des 
Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 

(planned publication: 2021).

47 Cf., for example, Hall, The sacred 
image.

48 See also Akira Akiyama, “Similarities 
between Buddhist and Christian cult 

images: on statue dressing and relic 

insertion”, in Synergies in Visual Culture 
– Bildkulturen im Dialog: Festschrift für 
Gerhard Wolf, ed. by Manuela De Giorgi, 
Annette Hoffmann and Nicola Suthor, 
Munich: Fink, 2013, 71-81.
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