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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Demons as a Cultural Species in Fifteenth-Century Northern European 
Art 

 
by 
 

Layla Seale 
 

In the later European middle ages, demons were a constant and pervasive 

presence. They appear in illuminations, paintings, prints, sculpture, songs, literature, and 

liturgy. Demons are represented as irreverent, beastly, murderous, sexually aggressive, 

miserable, or gleeful diabolical figures that evoke fear, revulsion, laughter, meditation, 

atonement, or pity. Their only constant is their mutability. I argue the visual complexity 

of these representations evoke multivalent interpretations and thus demands closer 

examinations. The unique forms and inventive iconographic contexts for demon imagery 

in late medieval and early modern art reveal alternative modes of viewing the infernal 

non-human. My dissertation is the first art historical study exploring demons–beings at 

the core of Christianity–as a type of species with complex bodies, behaviors, and 

sexualities. 

 In particular, I examine miniatures in richly illuminated manuscripts–hand-held 

texts that invited close looking and intense contemplation for the late medieval devotee. I 

focus on devils that appear in luxury objects designed for noble or wealthy patrons in 

order to analyze how these liminal beings embody the concerns of elite institutions and 

viewers. Specifically, those produced within the shifting milieus of fifteenth-century 
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France, Burgundy, and the Netherlands reflect distinct socio-political fears. Demons 

indicate not only how dominant cultures define and visualize evil, but also whom they 

decide to literally and figuratively demonize. 

Overall, this project fuses and expands medieval and early modern disciplinary 

and theoretical boundaries. My arguments synthesize visual analysis and historical 

context with literature, monster theory, animal studies, critical race theory, 

posthumanism, Marxism, and feminism.  I examine images of demons as intricate 

portrayals of a distinct category of beings – a cultural species– with jobs, genders, 

emotions, and procreative abilities that reveal structural anxieties regarding race, labor, 

gender, and sexual violence.  
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PREFACE 
 

Big Mom and the Demon 

 

Stories describing the close proximity of demons have circulated in my family for 

generations. They started with my great-grandmother, Margie Mae Patton Selvage, 

affectionately known as Big Mom. As her nickname implies, Big Mom was a powerful 

matriarch with a larger than life presence and a no-nonsense attitude. She was the first 

generation of Jehovah’s Witnesses in my family, and her conversion established a 

religious heritage that remained unbroken until I left the faith 10 years ago. The 

following story was retold by my mother and grandmother for years, and it is my favorite 

from the Big Mom canon.  

One night while Big Mom was trying to sleep, she felt her blanket slipping off the 
bed. She tried to pull it back up, but there was unexpected resistance. She kept 
tugging and tugging, but she couldn’t hitch up her blanket any higher. When she 
sat up to see what was happening, she saw a little old man perched at the end of 
her bed. Now, Big Mom was a savvy lady and she knew a demon when she saw 
one. She was not afraid because, as a faithful Jehovah’s Witness, she knew that all 
she had to do was call out the name of Jehovah and any demon would vanish in 
terror.  She decided to let the demonic little old man have the blanket. Curiously, 
the demon then properly folded the blanket in midair and laid it back down on the 
end of the bed. Big Mom then yelled “Jehovah!” and the little man vanished, 
confirming that he was, indeed, a demon.  Big Mom went back to sleep because 
she had a lot of work to do the next day and it wasn’t going to do itself.  
  

 The tale of Big Mom and the demon not only emphasized the stern work ethic of 

the women in my family (demons are no excuse for slacking off), it also advocated for 
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constant vigilance against devils. For Jehovah’s Witnesses, demons are everywhere. They 

see satanic influence in anything they deem abnormal or outside their Christian faith: 

unexplained physical pains/nausea, psychics, lust, The Smurfs, etc.1 

I am no longer one of Jehovah’s Witnesses nor do I share their beliefs about 

demons, but my intense religious education continues to influence the way I see the 

world. I grew up learning that demons were uniquely intelligent and relentlessly 

threatening beings who lived in close proximity to humanity. Turns out, medieval and 

early modern theologians and artists thought the same.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
1 As far as I know, there is no official statement condemning Smurfs from the 
Watchtower Bible and Tract Society (the governing organization for Jehovah’s 
Witnesses). However, it was considered a well-known fact amongst the families in my 
congregation that Smurfs were demons. I was forbidden to watch The Smurfs television 
program or own any Smurf merchandise.  
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INTRODUCTION2 

 

We must relinquish the quest for a neatly interlocking network of symbolic 
readings and be prepared to settle instead for an untidy web of imperfect and 

multiple interpretations and meanings. 
– Ruth Mellinkoff3 

 
 
 Ruth Mellinkoff’s insightful statement describes not only her study of outcasts in 

northern European art, but also an inquiry into fifteenth-century demonology.  In visual 

representations and theological writings, demons and devils are spiritual variables. Late 

medieval Europeans were constantly reminded of the threatening proximity of demons. 

They appear in fifteenth-century illuminations, paintings, prints, sculpture, literature, and 

liturgy. They are represented as irreverent, beastly, murderous, despairing, sexually 

aggressive, or gleefully diabolical figures that elicit fear, revulsion, meditation, 

atonement, or pity.  Their only constant is their mutability.  Though texts seek to codify 

and define demons, works of art broaden and complicate cultural perceptions for how 

these liminal spirits looked and behaved. The complexity of these beings and their impact 

on visual culture of the late Middle Ages demands closer examination.   

																																																								
2 This dissertation was finalized and submitted during the Covid-19 pandemic. For safety 
and to comply with CDC guidelines, the Rice University Library, along with many other 
institutions across the United States, was closed (including ILL services) to all staff, 
faculty, and students in March 2020 and remained closed at the time this dissertation was 
filed.  
 
3 Ruth Mellinkoff, Outcasts: Signs of Otherness in Northern European Art of the Late 
Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 1:L1. 
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 My dissertation is an in-depth study investigating imagery that expresses the 

complex bodies, behaviors, and sexualities of devils in the art of fifteenth-century 

Northern Europe.  Their unique forms and inventive iconographic contexts reveal 

alternative modes of viewing the non-human in early modern art. By exploring images of 

demons through visual analysis, historical context, and recent theories from 

posthumanism, monster studies and feminism, I shed new light on the role of demons 

within the late medieval and early modern imagination. I examine devils as a cultural 

species: a distinct category of beings with jobs, genders, and procreative abilities. This 

chapter introduces my project in further detail by examining the key words of my title: 

Demons, Cultural Species, Fifteenth Century, Northern Europe, and Art.  

 

Demons 

  
 What is a demon? In the fifth-century, Augustine of Hippo’s De Civitate Dei (The 

City of God Against the Pagans) redefines daemons (aerial beings ranked below the Gods 

of ancient Greece) as demons.4 In order to defend Christianity from ‘Pagan’ criticism and 

influence, Augustine further explains that all polytheist spirits are actually demons: rebel 

angels who were cast out of Heaven alongside their leader, a fellow angel alternatively 

known as Satan, Lucifer, The Devil, or Beelzebub.5 Hebrew scripture refers to this 

																																																								
4 Walter Stephens, Demon Lovers: Witchcraft, Sex and the Crisis of Belief (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002), 61. See also Augustine, The City of God Against the 
Pagans, ed. and trans. R. W. Dyson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), bk. 
VIII-X.  
 
5 Jeffrey Burton Russell, Lucifer: The Devil in the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1984), 66. 
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singular force directing evil as Satan, who is subsequently translated as “the adversary” 

or “slanderer” in the Christian Greek scriptures before becoming Latinized as diabolus 

and anglicized as The Devil.6  Throughout the Middle Ages, demons are also described as 

devils and both terms are used interchangeably in Christian texts.  

   

  Though devils play a leading role in medieval and early modern culture, 

historians of religion and literature focus primarily on the individual character of Satan, 

Lucifer, or The Devil. Publications from the last several decades include Henry A. 

Kelly’s Satan: A Biography, Phillip Almond’s The Devil: A New Biography, Jeffrey 

Burton Russell’s Lucifer: The Devil in the Middle Ages and Robert Muchembled’s A 

History of the Devil from the Middle Ages to the Present. Elaine Pagels’ book The Origin 

of Satan explores how early religious texts invoked the figure of Satan to demonize 

perceived enemies of Jewish and early Christian faiths. These are fascinating and useful 

books that provide vital historical overviews. However, the authors are not art historians, 

and thus visual representations are not a focal point of their analyses.  

 Luther Link’s The Devil: The Archfiend in Art from the Sixth to the Sixteenth 

Century (also published under the title The Devil: A Mask without a Face) offers an 

overview of the author’s personal journey examining imagery of the devil. Link, a former 

professor of literature and Elizabethan drama, claims that “from the ninth century to the 

sixteenth, most paintings and sculptures of Satan are artistic failures.” 7  Given that 

																																																								
6 Darren Oldridge, The Devil: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), xiv. 
 
7 Luther Link, The Devil: The Archfiend in Art from the Sixth to the Sixteenth Century 
(London: Reaktion Books, 1995), 15.  
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definitions of artistic success and failure are often subjective and vary by century, region, 

patron and audience, this is a bold claim. Unfortunately, Link does not provide specific 

visual analyses, historical contexts, or social historical evidence to back up these 

arguments. 

  Several scholars discuss the role played by demons in the expanded definition of 

witchcraft. These include Dyan Elliot’s Fallen Bodies, Walter Stephens’ Demon Lovers, 

and Nancy Caciola’s Discerning Spirits.8 Again, these works provide key historical 

contexts and foundational theoretical approaches, but visual media is not their primary 

focus. My dissertation builds upon the historical and literary analysis of these scholars 

and asks new questions of the demon life form as it appears in fifteenth-century 

illuminations. 

 Demons are often viewed as an anonymous collective, so they rarely get the same 

attention as individually named life forms. Devils do not get top billing as principle art-

historical subjects of single-author books.  Admittedly, there are difficulties, ambiguities, 

and paradoxes associated with analyzing demons and devils. For instance, one 

challenging aspect of the current study is unpacking the demonic paradox: a phenomenon 

addressed frequently in medieval and early modern theology that analyzes the continued 

existence of evil permitted by a perfect, omniscient God.9  Theologians wrestled with 

																																																								
 
8 Dyan Elliot, Fallen Bodies: Pollution, Sexuality and Demonology in the Middle 
Ages (Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999); Walter Stephens, Demon 
Lovers: Witchcraft Sex and the Crisis of Belief. Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2002). 
 
9 Phillip Almond, The Devil: A New Biography (London: Cornell Univ. Press, 2014), 54. 
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seemingly contradictory discourses that described demons and the Devil as permanent 

residents of a hellish abyss, but also as earthly tormentors who repeatedly influenced and 

interfered with human daily lives. In the sixth century, Pope Gregory the Great explained 

that heavenly spirits were given free will, and demons chose to follow Satan in his 

heavenly revolt.  Gregory claimed that devils must still exist in the world allegorically.10  

Twelfth-century theologian Peter Lombard explains that rebel angels lived in the air 

between heaven and earth but asserts:  “this was done to test us, that it should be for us a 

source of training.”11  Thereafter religious authorities admitted that demons were 

perpetually in conflict with God but lived among humanity as holy enforcers of divine 

judgment. As Phillip Almond explains in his biography of The Devil, “It was a paradox 

that saved the omnipotence and justice of God, but perhaps at the cost of divine 

goodness.”12   

 An untidy web of writings also emerges from university theologians who 

reexamine and redefine the corporeality of demons. The scholastic study of demons 

(demonology and angelology) arose from debates amongst elite scholar-theologians at the 

University of Paris in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.13 Thomas Aquinas, 

thirteenth-century Dominican and University of Paris theologian, claimed in De Malo 

																																																								
10 Gregory, qtd. in Russell, 95. 
 
11 Peter Lombard, The Sentences: Book Two, On Creation, trans. Giulio Silano (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2007), 25. 
 
12 Almond, 56. 
 
13 See Ruys, Demons in the Middle Ages, 61–86. 
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(On Evil) that the question of the demon body has no relevance to the Christian faith.14 

However, this does not stop him from meticulously outlining the facets of devil 

physicality and definitively stating human-demon interaction is possible. Aquinas forges 

a middle ground between biblical accounts of demon-angel-human interaction on earth 

and theological attributions of these beings as pure spirit. In short, they are both spirit and 

body. According to Aquinas, angels/demons assume a body in order to oblige the limits 

of human understanding; however, they do not eat, drink, or sense the world as humans 

do.15   

 For art historians, the theological oscillations regarding demon embodiment 

challenge attempts at iconographic interpretation for demonic imagery. Similar 

ambiguities are also seen in popular folklore and theatre, which often blurred the cultural 

and spiritual role of the Devil. Russell insightfully states:  

 It is no coincidence that the period in which the Devil was most horribly 
 immediate during the witch craze of the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries is 
 the period in which he commonly appeared on stage as a buffoon. Because of 
 the contradictory nature of these traditions, popular opinion about the Devil 
 oscillated between seeing him as a terrible lord and seeing him as a fool.16  
 
  Geert Grote, a fourteenth-century Dutch theologian and devotio moderna 

spiritual leader,  describes the variety of ways the sacred appears: “Note, if you will, the 

forms taken by angels: lions, cattle, sheep, eagles, beaks, wings, chariots, thrones...And 

again, the forms and fictions by which the Almighty has expressed himself to us: fire, air, 

																																																								
14 Thomas Aquinas, On Evil, trans. Oesterle and Oesterle (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2001) 445. 
 
15 Stephens, 62. 
 
16 Russell, 65. 
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water, earth, gold, human and animal.....”17  Conversely, similar ‘forms and fictions’ are 

also used to embody demonic evil. Animals used to symbolize the devil and demons in 

the Middle Ages also include lions, sheep, and birds such as eagles, gulls, hawks, or 

owls.18 

 For the modern art historian, finding a single iconographic source for all demon 

representations is impossible. However, recent scholarly analyses of monsters can help 

analyze the cultural impact of the shifting visual forms of demons. For instance, Asa 

Mittman acknowledges the hybrid and inchoate nature of monstrous bodies and argues 

that “by definition, the monster is outside of [taxonomic] definitions; it defies the human 

desire to subjugate through categorization.”19  According to Mittman:  

 A monster is not really known through observation; how could it be? How could 
 the viewer distinguish between “normally” terrifying phenomena and abnormally 
 terrifying monstrosity? Rather, I submit, the monster is known through its effect, 
 its impact.20  
 
Mittman’s statement highlights an important facet of studying both modern and 

premodern monsters when he writes, “A monster is not really known through 

observation; how could it be?” 21 Of course, this assumes modern readers do not believe 

																																																								
17 Geert Grote “A Treatise on the Four Classes of Subjects Suitable for Meditation” in 
Devotio Moderna: Basic Writings (New York: Paulist Press, 1988), 100. 
 
18 There is a longer list of animals used to describe demons in Russell, 66. 
 
19 Asa Mittman, “Introduction: The Impact of Monsters and Monster Studies” in The 
Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous, ed. Mittman and Peter 
Dendle (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012), 7. 
 
20 Mittman, Introduction, 6. 
 
21 Mittman, Introduction, 6. 
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monsters physically exist because they cannot be seen or directly observed by natural 

scientists.   

 But, are demons monsters? In short, no. Unlike monsters, demons are strictly 

defined and subject to divine taxonomies within Christian theology.  For Medieval 

Christians, demons were known, in part, through religious and spiritual observation. They 

appear across regions and class divides via intense mental visualization in private 

devotion, dramatic or comic performances on stage, as infernal torturers on church 

architecture or within guild halls, and by the groups of textile workers, sculptors, 

manuscript illuminators, or artists workshops that produced demonic imagery on frescos, 

altarpieces, tapestries, or manuscript miniatures. In that sense, demons were the most 

‘normal’ and familiar non-human life form. For devils, the observational – the visual 

experience of demonic imagery– cannot be separated from their impact and their spiritual 

contexts.22  

 Demons are not monsters, but they can be monstrous.23  Demons are portrayed 

with visual motifs often used to pejoratively categorize monstrous beings: deformity, 

vulgar expression, animal similitude, or nudity.24 Monster studies unpack the ‘othering’ 

process of constructing the monster and offers key methodological frameworks for my 

discussions of the transgressive nature of demonic bodies. In “Monster Culture: Seven 

Theses,” Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues that monsters represent an amalgamation of 

																																																								
22 Mittman suggests we locate the monstrous “(indeed, perhaps primarily) in its impact” 
and I am gently pushing back on the “primarily” aspect of his statement.  
 
23 I am grateful to Mittman for this reminder.  
 
24 Mellinkoff, LI. 
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anxieties; the monster body is a cultural body, equipped with the power to evade and 

undermine normative laws and boundaries.25 Asa Mittman writes that monsters “...break 

and tear and rend cultures, all the while constructing them and propping them up.”26 My 

project builds upon these ideas and highlights the specific systems of exclusion and 

inclusion inherent to demons as a species. The demon outcast is continually placed in 

close proximity to humankind visually, spiritually and intellectually.  

 
 
Cultural Species 
 
 Initially, my use of the word “species” was inspired by Posthumanist scholarship 

and definitions of species-ism. Oxford’s Dictionary of Critical Theory explains: 

“Generally speaking, the charge of speciesism is made wherever and whenever the rights 

humans enjoy are not extended to other species.”27 Cary Wolfe defines speciesism as the 

fundamental idea underlying (and undermining) cultural and animal studies. He describes 

speciesism as  “an institution that relies on the tacit agreement that the full transcendence 

of the human requires the sacrifice of the animal and the animalistic.”28 However, 

Wolfe’s distinction focuses on the binary between two types of species: human and 

																																																								
25 Jeffrey Cohen, Monster Theory: Reading Culture (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1996), 4–6. 
 
26 Mittman, Introduction, 1. 
 
27 Ian Buchanan, "speciesism" in A Dictionary of Critical Theory (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2010). 
 
28 Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites : American Culture, The Discourse Of Species, and 
Posthumanist Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 6. 
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animal. This seemingly precludes premodern beings that assimilate, decentralize, and 

threaten both humans and animals.  

 Critical posthumanism is often defined as the radical decentering of the human in 

order to demonstrate that they evolve with and are constituted by other forms of life.29 In 

many cases, posthumanism positions itself as a rethinking of humanism. However, as 

Joseph Campana and Scott Maisano explain in the introduction to Renaissance 

Posthumanism, both posthumanist and humanist thought dissect conceptions of the 

human.30  My dissertation reframes and challenges assumptions of the demon but also 

acknowledges that devils only exist as human constructions. Thus my project is not 

entirely humanist or posthumanist, it is demonist. While recent trends in critical theory 

offer “the animal turn” or “the material turn,” I suggest the demon turn. My dissertation 

appropriates language from posthumanism and animal studies in order to pose new 

methodological questions. How do we designate demons as a non-human species? Using 

the terminology of posthumanist scholar Giorgio Agamben, I ask, what form of life is a 

demon in the fifteenth century, and how does visual imagery help answer that question? 

 In my title, I use “cultural” as a qualifier since demons are life forms that are 

formulated, embodied, and shaped by cultural practices. They do not develop genetically, 

as biological species, but emerge and grow culturally.31 To be sure, science does not have 

																																																								
29 Pramod K. Nayar, Posthumanism, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014), 2. 
 
30 Joseph Campana and Scott Maisano, “Introduction: Renaissance Posthumanism,” in 
Renaissance Posthumanism, ed. Campana and Maisano (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2016), 2–3. 
 
31 For a general overview of scientific explanations of the term cultural species and how 
they develop see J. Henrich, “A cultural species: How culture drove human evolution,” 
Psychological Science Agenda. Science Brief (2011); and Steven Heine and Ara 
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a monopoly on the word “species.” For example, in medieval Christianity, “species” was 

an ecclesiastical term referring to the physical form of the eucharistic bread and wine.32  

 The original Latin word is broadly defined as a sight, appearance, or view, while 

the verb spĕcĭo/specĕre means “to look at” and “to behold.”33 This definition of species 

as an act of looking lies at the core of this project. My chapters on devotion, race, gender, 

sex, and violence stem from close looking and formal analysis of color, composition, 

gesture, and facial expression. Overall, my designation of demons as a cultural species 

constitutes an art historical call to action, to look more closely at devils.  

 
 
Fifteenth-Century Northern Europe 
 

 Alain Boureau asserts that by the end of the fifteenth century “all of Christendom 

was obsessed with demons.”34 The threat of devils’ influence and possession penetrated 

every level of society and inspired the persecution of anything deemed abnormal or 

heretical. Demonic imagery in northern Europe in particular incorporates distinctive 

social and political contexts, especially in fifteenth-century France and Flanders.35  

																																																								
Norenzayan, “Toward a Psychological Science for a Cultural Species,” Perspectives on 
Psychological Science 1, 3 (September 2006). 
 
32 OED online, s.v., "species, n." 
 
33 Charlton Lewis and Charles Short, “species” and “specio,” in A Latin Dictionary 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1879). 
 
34 Alain Boureau, “Demons and the Christian Community,” in The Cambridge History of 
Christianity: Volume Four: Christianity in Western Europe 1100-1500, ed. Miri Rubin 
and Walter Simons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 432. 
 
35 Flanders incorporates areas of present-day Belgium and the southern part of the 
Netherlands. For most of the fifteenth-century, this region was ruled by the Dukes of 
Burgundy.   
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Significant historical events are ending as others are intellectually and emotionally 

brewing. The fifteenth century witnesses the end of both the Hundred Years War and the 

Papal Schism, but frustrations with the church continue to build, culminating in Martin 

Luther and his 95 theses.36 The alleged assassination of John the Fearless, Duke of 

Burgundy, in 1419 and the establishment of Henry V of England as heir to the French 

crown in 1420 engulfed Paris in civil wars between Armagnac and Burgundian courts.37 

Furthermore, dominant Christian institutions in the fifteenth century sought the 

destruction of heretical ‘others.’ Joan of Arc is burned in France in 1431.38 In 1460, city 

officials in Arras wrongly convicted and executed dozens of “Waldensian heretics” for 

witchcraft.39  The Malleus Maleficarum (The Hammer of Witches) was published in 

Germany in 1487, and its wide translation facilitated the explosion of witch-hunting and 

Inquisitorial trials throughout Europe.40  

As humanity suffers the destabilizing effects of war, famine, and political unrest 

demons take on increasing cultural and social significance. 41  Still reeling from the first 

																																																								
 
36 Louis Bouyer, et al., The Spirituality of the Middle Ages, vol. 2 of History Of Christian 
Spirituality (New York : Seabury Press, 1963), 481. 
 
37 Walter Prevenier and Wim Blockmans, The Burgundian Netherlands (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986). 
 
38 Bouyer, 481.  
 
39 Andrew Colin Goy, Robert B. Desjardins, and Francois V. Pageau, eds., The Arras 
Witch Treatises (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2016). 
 
40 Christopher S. Mackay, introduction to The Hammer of Witches (Malleus 
Maleficarum), trans. Mackay (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
 
41 Roger Wieck, “The Visions of Tondal and the Visionary Tradition in the Middle 
Ages,” in The Visions of Tondal: From the Library of Margaret of York, (Malibu: J. Paul 
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bouts of the plague, the 1400’s are consumed by death, hell, and the afterlife.42  For 

example, a good death became a macabre preoccupation as evidenced by the proliferation 

Ars Moriendi, or The Art of Dying Well. The woodcuts that accompany the text 

demonstrate why urgent spiritual preparation was needed;  A fifteenth-century example 

shows a dying man surrounded by demons that tempt his pride and vanity by offering 

crowns (Fig. 0.1).  Christians believed that devils presented a constant threat of sinful 

temptation and challenged the human quest for a good death. Geert Grote, one of the 

founders of the Devotio Moderna movement, compassionately urges a worshipper, “Once 

again, dearest, tremble before an evil will, since your life is so unsure, your death and its 

hour so uncertain, since the day of the lord is like a thief that comes in the night.”43 He 

advises the newly converted to keep a watchful eye for “evil spirits who are much worse 

for you and seven times more devious in keeping you in evil than they were before your 

conversion.”44 

 Indeed, for the devout worshipper, fervent belief in demon existence and 

proximity led to a corresponding need for spiritual protection during the Middle Ages.  

St. Bonaventure famously wrote that the air was so full of demons “that a needle dropped 

																																																								
Getty Museum, 1992), 6. See also William Chester Jordan, The Great Famine: Northern 
Europe in the Early Fourteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996) 
 
42 See Johan Huizinga, The Autumn of the Middle Ages, trans. Rodney J. Payton and 
Ulrich Mammitzsch (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); Wieck, introduction 
to The Visions of Tondal, 6.  
 
43 Geert Grote, “Letter 29,” in Devotio Moderna: Basic Writings, ed. and trans. John van 
Engen (New York: Paulist Press, 1988), 81. 
 
44 Grote, 81 
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from heaven must strike one, that they swarm in the air like flies.”45 The Christian 

language of salvation was couched in demonology, making the eradication of evil spirits 

its primary mission.46 In particular, demons were believed to seek the destruction of 

sacred objects within cathedrals as well as torment the human souls worshipping 

alongside them.47 The demonic motifs used in gargoyles may have been meant to 

confuse, distract, fool or otherwise frighten devils.  Ruth Mellinkoff argues that 

talismanic and apotropaic motifs on medieval charms, amulets, architectural capitals and 

pilgrim badges were designed specifically for an ever-present demon audience. These 

threatening or offensive images were placed in obscure or concealed locations in order to 

combat, distract, confuse, or frighten armies of devils.48  Her argument also applies to the 

roof bosses, corbels and gargoyles that are obscured to human eyes but clearly seen by 

malevolent aerial forces. Mellinkoff quotes E. H. Gombrich’s writings on apotropaic 

charms which state that: “the unexpressed assumption in this type of charm is that the 

demons are probably very much like us and will therefore be frightened by what 

whatever frightens us. On this assumption it is quite rational to carve or paint menacing 

features on any object.”49  

																																																								
45 Bonaventure qtd. in Russell, 75. 
 
46 Mellinkoff, Averting Demons, 43. 
 
47 Mellinkoff, Averting Demons, 44. 
 
48 Mellinkoff, Averting Demons, 42 and 46. 
 
49 Gombrich qtd. in Mellinkoff, Averting Demons, 42. 
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Though the realities of history often confound strict periodization, the fifteenth 

century exhibits a unique liminality and resists temporal labeling. Scholars view northern 

European art of the fifteenth century as both late medieval and early modern. However, 

the confusion over periodization also stems from the privileging of Italy over northern 

Europe. For instance, literature published in Italy in the early 1300s, such as Dante’s 

Divina Commedia, is considered proto-Renaissance. However, French writers from the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (such as Guillaume de Machaut and Christine de Pizan) 

are deemed medieval.  Religion is a key component to this discussion.  Scholars that 

privilege modernity often view religious art through the lens of the so-called Age of the 

Enlightenment, as if scientific thinking did not live in tandem with spirituality. However, 

regardless of burgeoning philosophical movements, religion was inherent to the lived 

experience of medieval/renaissance/early modern society. Ignoring spirituality limits the 

possibilities for interpretation and further marginalizes northern European art. I place 

“fifteenth century” in my title instead of late medieval or early modern to be historically 

specific.   

 

Art 
 

Due to the explosion of manuscript production in the fifteenth century, James 

Marrow describes this period as the “Golden Age” for innovative and provocative 

illumination.50  Books of hours – described as the medieval bestseller– functioned as 

tools of private devotion, offering a more intimate and accessible relationship to the 

																																																								
50 James Marrow, The Golden Age of Dutch Manuscript Painting (New York: Braziller, 
1990), 9. 
 



 

	

16	 

divine through prayer.51 A fifteenth-century illumination from the Hours of Mary of 

Burgundy illustrates how these texts functioned as a conduit for spiritual imagination, 

meditation, and devotion (Fig. 0.2). The owner, Mary of Burgundy, is shown with her 

manuscript absorbed in prayer and visualizing the image of the Virgin and Child 

illustrated in the window behind her. Text and image work together to create, as Virginia 

Reinberg describes, “a physical and psychic space for solitude and contemplation.”52 I 

examine demons as beings that also occupy, challenge, and inflame this psychic space.  

Demons and devils permeate the pages of books of hours, visions of hell and 

purgatory, scholarly treatises, and vernacular Romance. Located within handheld objects 

of study, these demons invited and encouraged prolonged meditation by individual 

viewers. Individual characteristics of devils on a large public altarpiece or triptych were 

often viewed from a distance and only on specific days within the liturgical calendar. For 

this reason, I focus on privately owned objects designed for close looking and reading, 

specifically illuminated manuscripts.  

Given their popularity amongst privileged bibliophiles in the fifteenth century, 

illuminated manuscripts also functioned as luxury objects and symbols of status for 

noble, wealthy patrons. Thus, my dissertation also examines how demonic imagery may 

reflects the concerns of elite viewers in fifteenth-century France, Burgundy, and the 

Netherlands. 

 

																																																								
51 Roger Wieck, “Introduction” in Time Sanctified: The Book of Hours in Medieval Art 
and Life (New York: George Braziller, 1988), 27. 
 
52 Virginia Reinberg, “Prayer and the Book of Hours” in Time Sanctified, 44.  
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Chapter Outline 
 

 Chapter One explores representations of demons within the context of private 

devotional practices and major religious movements of fifteenth-century northern Europe, 

such as the Devotio Moderna.  James Marrow asserts that the Devotio Moderna was a 

primary motivator for the explosion of rich manuscript painting from the fourteenth 

through the sixteenth centuries.53 However, the ongoing devotional impact of the 

illuminated devils within manuscripts such as The Hours of Catherine of Cleves and 

Getty Tondal deserves closer examination.  I also examine key Devotio Moderna texts 

such as Gerard Zerbolt of Zutphen’s De Spiritualibus Ascensionibus (The Spiritual 

Ascents).  I argue the spiritual tenor of fifteenth-century northern Europe advocated a 

close devotional relationship with demons. My subsequent chapters on labor, 

embodiment, and sexuality build upon these religious and spiritual foundations of 

demonic imagery. 

 Chapter Two thinks critically about visual constructions of the demon body and 

explicitly outlines the issues of race and gender they exhibit. Geraldine Heng, Ruth 

Mellinkoff, and Debra Strickland establish theoretical and iconographic frameworks for 

analyzing the marginalized and outcast human body. Demon imagery propagates and 

intensifies these ideological structures, and I argue that constructing the infernal body is a 

racial and gendered practice. This chapter analyzes understudied French and Flemish 

illuminations of falling rebel angels that highlight the complex intersection of religion, 

politics, race, animals, and gender in the late European Middle Ages. I look at 

																																																								
53  James Marrow, The Golden Age of Dutch Manuscript Painting (New York: Braziller, 
1990), 9. 
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illuminations from La Cité de Dieu (French translations of St. Augustine’s City of God), 

Miroir du Mort (Mirror of Death), two Bibles Moralisées, and Nicholas of Lyra’s 

Postillae litterales et morales in testamentum vetus (Literal and Moral Commentary on 

the Old Testament). 

 Chapter Three investigates demon labor by examining illuminated visionary texts 

that depict devils who wield tools and operate machinery. Fifteenth-century northern 

Europe witnessed a rapid increase in urban centers, merchant economies and the rise of 

middle classes of artisans and tradesman. In this age of shifting social boundaries images 

of the demon working class, Hell’s proletariat, further destabilize both class and species 

limits and expectations.  This chapter offers an iconography of demon labor and 

demonstrates how examinations of the demonic daily grind complicate traditional art 

historical analysis of the working classes and highlight the interpretive possibilities 

offered by images of demons and devils. I examine illuminations from the Livre de la 

vigne nostre Seigneur (Book of the Vineyard of our Lord), Traité des quatre dernières 

choses (Treatise on the Four Last Things), Getty Tondal, and La Cité de Dieu (French 

translations of St. Augustine’s City of God). I also unpack the demonic laborers on the 

right panel of Bosch’s Haywain triptych.  

  Chapter Four analyzes demon sexuality and images of demonic rape within two 

L’Estoire de Merlin manuscripts, currently in the collection of the Bibliothèque nationale 

de France: BnF Mss. fr. 96 and fr. 91. My arguments address two central questions: What 

do these images tell us about fifteenth-century demonology? How do they interact with 

discourses of rape, both pre-modern and modern? I argue these images reveal the late 

medieval preoccupation with demon sexuality and build upon patriarchal structures that 
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portray women as spiritually weak and easily violable. Rape functions as a pivotal device 

– both narrative and visual – to emphasize the existence of demons and highlight their 

threatening, physical proximity. 

Overall, this project fuses and expands medieval and early modern disciplinary 

and theoretical boundaries. My arguments synthesize visual analysis and historical 

context with literature, monster theory, animal studies, critical race theory, 

posthumanism, Marxism, and feminism.  I examine images of demons as intricate 

portrayals of a distinct category of beings – a cultural species– with jobs, genders, 

emotions, and procreative abilities that reveal structural anxieties regarding race, labor, 

gender, and sexual violence.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

 

Devotional Demons 

 

  “Demons and Devotions: The Hours of Catherine of Cleves” opened at The 

Morgan Library and Museum in January 2010. Though the exhibition consisted of 93  

miniatures from the recently unbound manuscript, one illumination in particular emerged 

as a primary marketing tool advertising the show: Three Mouths of Hell (Fig. 1.1).54  The 

Morgan issued a press release featuring the illumination and its brightly painted and 

expressive demons which states, “The title of the exhibition derives from the dramatic 

juxtaposition of numerous demonic creatures ‘lurking’ within the pages of a book that is 

otherwise filled with devotional prayers.”55 In conjunction with the exhibition, the 

museum also released a publication entitled The Hours of Catherine of Cleves: Devotion, 

Demons, and Daily Life in the Fifteenth Century with contributions by well-known art 

historians such as James Marrow, Kathryn Rudy, Eberhard König, and Jos Koldeweij.56  

On the surface, demons appear as a crucial subject for the exhibition and its scholarly 

materials. However, the 426-page catalog does not analyze the manuscript’s many devils 

																																																								
54 Morgan Library, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 168v; 
http://www.themorgan.org/exhibitions/demons-and-devotion. 
 
55 Morgan Library and Museum, November 2009;  
https://www.themorgan.org/sites/default/files/pdf/press/CatherinePressRelease.pdf. 
 
56 Rob Dückers and Ruud Priem, ed., The Hours of Catherine of Cleves: Devotion, 
Demons and Daily Life in the Fifteenth Century (New York: Abrams, 2010). 
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in the context of fifteenth-century daily life nor does it examine “the dramatic 

juxtaposition” of demons and devotions. The abundant demonic imagery of Three 

Mouths of Hell, and those of other manuscripts, demands closer attention.   

This chapter examines the role of devils within two fifteenth-century spiritual 

texts: The Hours of Catherine of Cleves (Cleves Hours) and Les Visions du chevalier 

Tondal (Getty Tondal). Both manuscripts are widely praised for their innovative 

diabolical illuminations and frequently appear in major museum exhibitions. George 

Braziller, who produced the first facsimile of the Cleves Hours in 1966, credits the 

manuscript as the inspiration to publish more medieval art volumes. Indeed, Braziller’s 

media promotion for the facsimile conveyed his enthusiasm for the work. In 1966, it 

appeared in full-page ads in the New York Times, a window display at Macy’s 

department store, and in the January 1967 issue of Playboy Magazine.57   

The Museum Het Valkhof in the Netherlands featured the manuscript in a 2009 

exhibition named Catherine’s World.  However, though the Three Mouths of Hell was 

again cited and highlighted as an example of the manuscript’s glorious innovations, 

curators did not examine the demons as part of Catherine’s world. 58  Though much is 

written on the intense spiritual art of late medieval northern Europe, images of demons 

have yet to be fully analyzed as significant devotional figures, particularly within Flemish 

																																																								
57 Wieck, “Preface” in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves: Devotion, Demons and Daily 
Life in the Fifteenth Century (New York: Abrams, 2010), 15. 
 
58The Cleves Hours was exhibited in “Medieval Monsters: Terrors, Aliens, Wonders” at 
the Morgan Library in 2018 which traveled to the Blanton Museum in Austin, Texas in 
2019. Curators Asa Mittman and Sherry Lindquist highlighted the portrayal of disabled 
human figures on fol. 65r. The Getty Tondal appeared at the Prado Museum’s “Bosch: 
Fifth Centenary Exhibition” in 2016.  
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and Dutch illuminated manuscripts. I argue the multifaceted representations of demons 

demonstrate their complex function within major religious movements of fifteenth-

century Northern Europe, such as Devotio Moderna. Furthermore, effective religious 

contemplation in Northern Europe was inextricably linked to emotion. This chapter also 

analyzes how demons–crucial figures in Christianity– evoke and embody penitential 

feelings such as fear and pain. Overall, demonic imagery within the Getty Tondal and 

Cleves Hours suggest multiple layers of meaning and thus broadens the interpretive 

possibilities for late medieval spectatorship. 

 

Devotio Moderna 
 

Influenced by fourteenth- and fifteenth-century writers such as Geert Grote, 

Thomas à Kempis and Gerard Zerbolt, spiritual practice in Northern Europe became 

independent, personal, and self-reflexive.59  Known as the Devotio Moderna (Modern 

Devotion) this religious movement advocated emotional meditation on the life and 

suffering of Jesus Christ through private devotional reading. Placing oneself within the 

violent events of Christ’s passion was meant to evoke sympathy and empathy: emotions 

that sparked the spiritual regeneration and renewal that was required for ideal communion 

with sacred figures.60   

																																																								
59 Eugène Honée,“Image and Imagination in Medieval Culture of Prayer: A Historical 
Perspective,” in The Art of Devotion in the Late Middle Ages in Europe, ed. Henk van Os, 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 143.  
 
60 Hermina Joldersma, “Alternative Spiritual Exercises for Weaker Minds? : Vernacular 
Religious Song in the Lives of Women of the Devotio Moderna,” Church History and 
Religious Culture 88, 3 (2008): 372. 
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 The growing popularity of this movement influenced the increased production of 

devotional manuscripts in the fifteenth century.61  Prayer books organized around the 

canonical hours of the day, known as books of hours,  offered an intimate and accessible 

relationship to the divine through prayer.62 Methodical prayer alongside vibrant – and 

often violent – illuminations was intended to inspire and inflame religious experience.63  

 
The Cleves Hours (Ms.M.917/945) 
 
 The spiritual imagination privileged by the Devotio Moderna movement is 

visualized within the devotional imagery of the Cleves Hours, completed c.1440 in 

Utrecht by unknown illuminators known only as the Master(s) of the Hours of Catherine 

of Cleves.64 Curators argue that Catherine of Cleves, Duchess of Guelders and Countess 

of Zutphen, was the sole patron of the manuscript on the basis of date and visual cues that 

link the Duchess to the manuscript: Cleves heraldry, the initials CD for Catherina duxissa 

(Catherine Duchess), and three portrait-like representations.65  

																																																								
61 See James Marrow, The Golden Age of Dutch Manuscript Painting (New York: 
Braziller, 1990). 
 
62 Roger Wieck, “Introduction,” Time Sanctified, 27. 
 
63 Hermina Joldersma, “Alternative Spiritual Exercises for Weaker Minds? : Vernacular 
Religious Song in the Lives of Women of the Devotio Moderna,” Church History and 
Religious Culture 88, 3 (2008): 372. 
 
64 Marijke Brouwer, “Preface” in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves: Devotion, Demons 
and Daily Life in the Fifteenth Century, ed. Dückers and Priem (New York: Abrams, 
2009), 10. Sometime in the nineteenth century, the manuscript was separated into two 
volumes. Upon acquiring both manuscripts, curators and conservators at the Morgan 
Library and Museum rebound the two texts (Ms.M.917 and Ms.M.945) together in their 
original fifteenth century order (Ms. M. 917/945).  
 
65 Bert Thissen, “Catherine of Cleves (1417-1476), Duchess of Guelders and Countess of 
Zutphen. A Biographical Sketch,” in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 121. 
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The manuscript opens with a full-page illumination depicting a fashionably 

dressed woman who holds a book and kneels before the Virgin Mary and Christ child 

(Fig. 1.2). James Marrow argues that this illumination demonstrates the primary purpose 

of the manuscript as a whole: “to forge a link between an earthly petitioner and the 

sanctified figures.”66 Her drapery crosses the threshold of the sacred space, which further 

visualizes how prayer bridges the worlds of the material and the divine.67  Catherine also 

appears as pious witness to the crucifixion in Virgin as Intercessor (Fig. 1.3). An open 

codex, perhaps her book of hours, rests on a green and red stool in front of her and the 

Duchess imagines herself as witness to the Crucifixion, praying for the salvation possible 

through the Virgin’s intercession. Roger Wieck describes books of hours as offering a 

medieval reader “an intimate conversation” with the Virgin Mary.68 Both miniatures of 

Catherine and her manuscript before the Virgin demonstrate this conversation and 

visualize what Reinberg describes as the “gestures, feeling, and interiority of perfect 

prayer.”69  

 The manuscript is dated c.1440 due to analysis of the painted coins surrounding 

the suffrage illumination of Saint Gregory the Great (Fig 1.4). One of the coins, identified 

as a “Hollandse Groot,” is imprinted with the date of its minting: 1434. Scholars believe 

																																																								
 
66 Marrow, “Multitudo et Varietas,” in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 29. 
 
67 Marrow, “Multitudo et Varietas,” 20. 
 
68 Roger Wieck, introduction to Time Sanctified, 27. 
 
69 Virginia Reinberg, “Prayer and the Book of Hours,” in Time Sanctified, 41. 
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that this coin wasn’t widely disseminated until the 1440s.70 This dating overturns the 

previous scholarship that assumed the manuscript was commissioned for Catherine’s 

marriage to Arnold of Egmond, Duke of Guelders in 1430.71  

Scholars assign the source for the manuscript’s unique program of Latin texts (its 

use) to the congregation of Windesheim, founded in the northern Netherlands and closely 

associated with the religious reforms of Grote and the Devotio Moderna movement.72 In 

the fifteenth century, these congregations and the religious movement as a whole 

experienced a period of expansion and growth leading to an increased presence in the 

area.73 If the textual program of the Cleves Hours aligns with the institutions of Devotio 

Moderna, it is not surprising that the accompanying illuminations also follow their 

spiritual tenets of contemplation and prayerful meditation.  

 

Devotio Demons 

 Alongside meditation on the life of Christ, Devotio Moderna writers advocated  

intense contemplation of sin, vice, and eternal punishment before embarking on the path 

																																																								
70 Marrow, The Golden Age of Dutch Manuscript Painting (New York: Braziller, 1990), 
157. Marrow cites the iconographic groundwork done by A. Baumeister and F. Gorrisen.  
 
71 Rob Dückers, “The Hours of Catherine of Cleves as an Object: A Codicological 
Approach” in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 76. 
 
72 Brouwer, “Preface,” The Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 10.  
 
73 R. R. Post, The Modern Devotion: Confrontation with Reformation and Humanism 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968), 502–3. 
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to virtue.74 Worshippers devoted four days to the four last things: death, judgment, hell, 

and heaven.75  Specifically, genuine fear and remorse evoked from envisioning the pains 

of devilish torment, was deemed essential in restoring the purity and rectitude of 

humankind.76  

 Death and hell are key factors in the purification of the soul in Gerard Zerbolt’s 

Van geestelijke opklimmingen/De spiritualibus ascensionibus (The Spiritual Ascents). 

The original Dutch and Latin text circulated heavily amongst houses of the modern 

devout, reformed contemplative orders, and quickly spread into the lay population in the 

fifteenth-century.77 Considered a primary text of the Devotio Moderna movement, 

Zerbolt’s text demonstrates the importance of demons and hell within private devotional 

practice in northern Europe.78 Considering the intellectual and religious climate of the 

Catherine’s court, it is possible this text was known amongst the clerics and scholars who 

visited the court. Zerbolt died in Windesheim and was buried in a spot of honor at 

Windesheim monastery, which followed the same program of texts found within the 

																																																								
74 Wybren Scheepsma, Medieval Religious Women in the Low Countries: The Modern 
Devotion, The Canonesses of Windesheim and their Writings, trans. David F. Johnson 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2004), 17.  
 
75 Rudolph Th. M van Dijk, “Towards Imageless Contemplation—Gerard Zerbolt of 
Zutphen as Guide for Lectio Divina,” in Spirituality Renewed: Studies on Significant 
Representatives of the Modern Devotion, ed. Hein Blommestijn (Leuven: Peeters, 2003), 
16. 
 
76 John van Engen, “Introduction” in Devotio Moderna: Basic Writings (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1988) 57. 
 
77 John van Engen, 56. 
 
78 Post, The Modern Devotion, 327 and 331. 
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Cleves Hours.79 While we cannot definitely state if Catherine, her advisors, or the 

illuminators read this text, it is a vital context for such imagery in this time period. 

 In the section titled Fear, the First Step in this Ascent, and How it Removes our 

Heart from Harmful Affections, Zerbolt encourages extreme emotional responses when 

meditating on divine punishment: “your heart must feel bitterness, shocked with fear, 

troubled with terror and so violently pulled away from pleasures that it forgets them.”80 

As the tormenting tenants of Hell, demons are essential characters in these meditations.  

Throughout the text, Zerbolt advises that authentic spiritual emotion involves visualizing 

the actions of demons and devils. Worshippers are advised to “Imagine, occasionally, the 

image of a dying man...Then consider how the demons will rise, full of expectation like 

roaring [lions], focused on their prey, on what they could find of their liking in his soul.81 

Further in this section, Zerbolt again invokes specific aspects of hell, demons, and painful 

tortures: 

 Then focus your eyes on the area of the damned and on the dungeon of the 
 wicked; carefully examine what is being done there…Therefore, behold hell, the 
 most terrible underworld…It is a big city, dark and gloomy, all fire and flame, full 
 of an infinite crowd…Think of the most horrible company of demons and the 
 cruelty of the executioners, because they are without compassion, the torture is 

																																																								
79 Gerard Nijsten, In the Shadow of Burgundy: The Court of Guelders in the Late Middle 
Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 396. 
 
80 “Door deze en dergelijke zaken moet je hart bitterheid voelen, door vreze geschokt en 
door schrik verontrust worden en zo met geweld van zijn geneugten weggetrokken 
worden, totdat het deze vergeten is.” Gerard Zerbolt van Zutphen, Geestelijke 
opklimmingen. Een gids voor de geestelijke weg uit de vroege Moderne Devotie, ed. 
R.Th.M. van Dijk (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011). Unless otherwise 
noted, all english translations of cited Dutch texts are my own. 
 
81 “Stel je ook af en toe het beeld van een stervende mens…Overdenk hierna hoe de 
demonen zullen opkomen, vol verwachting als brullende [leeuwen], gespitst op het aas, 
op wat zij van hun gading in de ziel zouden kunnen vinden” (Zerbolt, 231). 
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 tireless, they cannot be moved to mercy, but will increase the pain in every 
 possible way…82  
 
 Therefore, as evidenced by Zerbolt’s repeated urgings to “focus your eyes” 

“behold” and “think” demons provided potent mental images for spiritual meditation, and 

this is a vital context for depiction of Hell in the Cleves Hours.   

 

Three Mouths of Hell 

 Curators describe Three Mouths of Hell as a “nocturnal vision of the gate of hell” 

and an “infernal cathedral of death.”83 In a full-page miniature facing the Office of the 

Dead, leonine hell mouths emerge from a monumental castle (Fig. 1.5). At the top, an 

open bestial mouth creates an ogive archway revealing a glowing red entrance and two 

demons holding rocks or skulls.  Two cylindrical towers with shortened flying buttresses 

and topped with fiery cauldrons appear on either side. Above the cauldrons, demons 

torture sinners, rending them in half and tearing away body parts. Another hell mouth 

with whiskers, yellow eyes, fire-breathing nose and yellow scalloped lips tipped with bat-

like claws serves as a lower entranceway into the structure (Fig. 1.6). The lips splay 

outwards to reveal a ring of teeth and the innermost eyes, nose, and mouth of the third 

																																																								
82 “Richt daarna je oog op het gebied van de verdoemden en op de kerker van de 
onzaligen; onderzoek nauwkeurig wat daar gedaan wordt… Aanschouw daarom de hel, 
die allerverschrikkelijkste onwereld, die plaats onder de aarde die peilloos diep en 
aardedonker is, een bodemloos diepe put vol vuur, een oven die allesverzengend is en 
vervaarlijk vlamt. Het is een grote stad, donker en duister, één en al vuur en vlam, vol 
van een oneindige mensenmenigte…Denk aan het allerverschrikkelijkste gezelschap van 
demonen en de wreedheid van de beulen, want zij zijn zonder erbarming, worden 
hetfolteren niet moe, zijn niet tot barmhartigheid te bewegen, maar zullenop alle 
mogelijke manieren de pijn opvoeren” (Zerbolt, 234–35).   
 
83 Dückers, 366.  
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hellmouth. Within this fleshy, blood-red maw lies another cauldron filled with sinners 

and surrounded by torturing demons. 

 Gary Schmidt describes Three Mouths of Hell as the pinnacle of hell mouth 

imagery in the Middle Ages, incorporating three centuries of infernal iconography into an 

innovative and unique depiction.84 Marrow groups the Three Mouths of Hell with other 

innovative illuminations within the manuscript and describes them as “sheer fantasy at 

play” with “disneylike backgrounds.”85  However, a medieval viewer would have 

recognized the threat symbolized by an open demonic mouth, even if it appears in a 

fantastical architectural setting. Medieval churchgoers faced dire warnings of deadly sin 

and divine punishment through the silent screams of the damned in monstrous hell 

mouths on cathedral tympanums. For example, worshippers entering Autun Cathedral 

faced open-mouthed sinners and their diabolical tormentors on the Last Judgment 

tympanum (Fig. 1.7). On the south transept of Chartres Cathedral, demons lead sinners 

into a gaping, animalized hell mouth (Fig. 1.8). The threat of being swallowed or inhaled 

by a diabolical mouth was also propagated by visionary literature of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, such as The Visions of Tondal.  As Thomas Dale argues, a 

swallowing or devouring mouth becomes a metaphor for the unknown horror and 

damnation awaiting unrepentant sinners.86  

																																																								
84 Gary Schmidt, Iconography of the Mouth of Hell (London: Associated University 
Presses, 1995)148. 
 
85 Marrow, “Mutitudo et Varietas,” 20. 
 
86 Thomas Dale, "Monsters, Corporeal Deformities, And Phantasms In The Cloister Of 
St-Michel-De-Cuxa," The Art Bulletin 3 (2001): 408. 
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Three Mouths of Hell reveals and materializes this unknown horror with demons 

employed as torturers of the human soul.87 They are vibrantly defined in bold expressive 

shades of blue, green, red, black, purple and orange with bodies that resemble bears, cats, 

insects, dogs, bats and pigs. They have clearly distinguished spikes, wings, whiskers and 

horns and claws that wield pitchforks, hammers, sticks and chains.  On the grounds of 

hell, armored demons pull naked human forms into the innermost cauldron of a leonine 

hell mouth or poke at them from a crack in the earth (Fig. 1.9).  Floating in the air or 

resting on the inner lip of an outer mouth of hell, they chew human feet, entrails and 

heads (Fig. 1.10).  Those not torturing a human soul face the viewer directly, pulling their 

mouth open to show teeth and tongue, or dancing and throwing rocks from a crenellated 

balcony (Fig. 1.11). Smiling and snarling, these demons present a visually energetic and 

compelling vision of Hell. According to Roger Wieck, this image has an unambiguous 

purpose: “to scare the living.”88  However, neither Wieck nor any other scholar provides 

further description or explanation for the interaction between fear and demons within a 

book of hours.   

 Three Mouths of Hell introduces the Office of the Dead, with prayers and psalms 

performed publicly at a funeral mass or privately at home to lessen the amount of time 

the dead spent in purgatory (Fig. 1.12). Lying in State, a half page miniature above the 

opening text displays clergy offering holy water and incense over a coffin as figures 

dressed in black robes process into the space. The powerful representation of hell on the 

																																																								
87 Wieck, Time Sanctified, 124. 
 
88 Wieck, Time Sanctified, 132. 
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facing page presents a horrifying reminder of death in the state of mortal sin, without last 

rites or communion.89  

 The medieval fear of an improper death and its infernal consequences is given full 

artistic fruition in Three Mouths of Hell. According to medieval theologians, the fear 

evoked from diabolical imagery had a moralizing or didactic spiritual purpose. For 

instance, in the sixth century, Gregory the Great distinguished fear as the first step 

towards divine love and repentance: 

There are two main kinds of compunction because the soul (anima) thirsting for 
God is first pieced with fear and later with love. She first is overcome with 
weeping because she remembers her sins and fears eternal punishment for them.90  

   

 Instead of instilling paralyzing anxiety, fear was a vital catalyst to repentance.91 

Recalling the need for spiritual renewal through extreme emotion, I assert that the 

demons of Three Mouths of Hell are a potent source of penitential information in keeping 

with the devotional program of the manuscript.  For instance, the violence of ravaged 

bodies in hell aligns with image of the battered bodies of Jesus and the two thieves in the 

illumination of the Crucifixion at Calvary. (Figs. 1.13, 1.14). Christ’s wounds bleed 

dramatically onto the faces of his tortured companions and the figures standing below. To 

the right and left of Christ hang the two thieves whose arms bend backwards over the 

																																																								
89 Wieck, Time Sanctified, 124. 
 
90 Gregory the Great’s Dialogues, qtd. in Kimberly Rivers, “Mnemonic Images as a 
Guide to Conscience,” in Fear And Its Representations In The Middle Ages And 
Renaissance, ed. Anne Scott and Cynthia Kosso (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), 80. 
 
91 Scott and Kosso, “Introduction” in Fear And Its Representations In The Middle Ages 
And Renaissance, xxiii. 
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cross. Their contorted fingers, toes, flexed feet, and bunched muscles convey pain, and 

tormented energy. Here, each grisly detail of the crucifixion is brilliantly illuminated for 

devotional viewing.  As Thomas à Kempis invoked placing oneself in Christ’s Passion, 

and to empathetically imitate his life, so Gerald Zerbolt of Zutphen petitioned the modern 

devout to recall the pains of hell.92 

 Truly, each formal aspect of the Three Mouths of Hell aids the viewer in focusing 

on demonic torture as Zerbolt advocates. For example, scholars often discuss the unique 

and perplexing marginalia and border imagery throughout the manuscript. Marrow 

describes them as possessing “purposeful strangeness” that inspires “conflicting 

processes of thought and intuition that such...pointedly contradictory images 

unleashes.”93  However, beyond a standard floral border, no paradoxical border imagery 

surrounds Three Mouths of Hell.  Nothing distracts or jars the reader away from the 

horrifying imagery presented. The visual syntax is clear and focused on tormented souls 

and diabolical tormentors. The only addition to the framed miniature is a small green 

demon that vomits scrolls listing the seven deadly sins and serves as an additional 

reminder of the perils of sin (Fig. 1.15). Facing the Office of the Dead, the terrifying 

demons of Three Mouths of Hell had a specific devotional purpose and would motivate 

the viewer to meditate on this horrifying fate.  These images fall neatly in line with 

Zerbolt’s urgings to the Modern Devout to “Think of that most miserable society of 

demons and their cruel tortures.”94   

																																																								
92 Post, 327 and 331. 
 
93 Marrow, “Multitudo et Varietas,” 24. 
 
94 Gerard Zerbolt, “The Spiritual Ascents,” 263. 
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 Punished Demons 

However, similar to tortured human souls, demons on other folios also experience 

divine judgment.   In the miniature preceding the prayer to St. Michael, the Archangel 

stands on two demons while a third lies beside him (Fig. 1.16). A fourth watches the 

action from a cave in the middle ground as if “trying to hide,” as the catalog describes.95    

Appearing to anticipate the archangel’s blow, a green demon with raised knees covers or 

touches its head and bulging eyes.  With a heavy-lidded expression, another devil gazes 

out at the viewer from beneath St. Michael’s robes.  These demons present a stark 

contrast to those who torture and maim in the Three Mouths of Hell. The green demon 

exhibits traditional gestures of fear, pain and despair: raised arms covering or touching 

the eyes or face.96  This gesture is reminiscent of those human souls in the midst of hell 

or purgatory in other fifteenth-century works such as those in Dieric Bouts’ Hell  as well 

as images of purgatory in the Cleves Hours (Figs. 1.17, 1.18). Within the same 

manuscript, therefore, the viewer is faced with demons who both give and receive 

punishment. The devils appear to suffer as they experience the same fear and pain as 

human souls in hell and purgatory. In the twelfth century, Peter Lombard argues that the 

fall of rebel angels activated their  corporeal shift from the subtle spiritual form of angels 

to the inferior bodies of demons. At this point, Peter argues, these evils spirits now 

																																																								
 
95 “Cat. 360,” The Hours of Catherine of Cleves. 
 
96 Moshe Barasch, Gestures of Despair in Medieval and Early Renaissance Art (New 
York: New York University Press, 1976), 11–12, and n.15  
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acquire bodies suitable for feeling pain, torment and suffering.97 As he explains it, 

demons developed bodies for the sole purpose of experiencing physical punishment.  

 In the Cleves Hours, the dichotomy of tortured and torturing demons would have 

created complex levels of interaction for the viewer.  Would these images have 

sometimes inspired pity or sympathy for demons? Permanently alienated from the divine 

as heavenly outcasts, these unrepentant demons appear as exempla of despair similar to 

criminals sentenced to death.98   

Mitchell Merback argues that medieval spectators of capital punishment often 

sympathized with the battered criminals and urged them to repent in order to experience a 

‘good’ death.99 The audience’s communal compassion was supported by clerics and 

priests who offered confession and other atonement rituals to those punished.100 Merback 

offers these tantalizing questions: “Did the religious consciousness of the late Middle 

Ages uncover the very foundation of human community in the shared realization that we 

can, and do all suffer?...Were physical pain and suffering the basis for an intersubjective 

form of Christian communitas in the later middle ages?”101  

 If we shift Merback’s questions to the non-human, would an image of demon 

punishment and pain have inspired communal feelings of compassion in the viewer? 

																																																								
97 Peter Lombard, 34. 
 
98 Mitchell Merback, The Thief, the Cross and the Wheel: Pain and the Spectacle of 
Punishment in Medieval and Renaissance Europe (London: Reaktion, 1999), 19. 
 
99 Merback, 147. 
 
100 Merback, 148. 
 
101 Merback, 154. 
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Perhaps they served as a reminder that no being escapes divine judgment. Zerbolt’s 

Spiritual Ascents encourages the Modern Devout to meditate on demons and “Remember 

that they are eternally damned and cast out from that heavenly and glorious Jerusalem 

above, never will they return,” which invokes the demon’s status as Heaven’s original 

outcast.102  Furthermore, Zerbolt seemingly echoes Augustinian sentiments found in the 

City of God, “And if we seek the cause of the misery of the wicked angels, it rightly 

occurs to us that they are miserable because they have forsaken Him Who supremely is, 

and have turned to themselves, who have no such supreme existence.”103  

 Certainly, these illuminations would have demonstrated that demons have similar 

abilities to suffer as humans. In the Cleves Hours, the viewer is presented with penitential 

visions of suffering and punishment of both human and non-human. Each illumination of 

pain and torture is offered to the reader for pious contemplation.  

 

Devil and the Duke 

 However, not all the demons and devils portrayed in the manuscript carry a 

straightforward devotional interpretation. For instance, a devil appears opposite a man in 

the illumination of the Seventh gift of the Holy Ghost (Fig. 1.19). The demon/devil is 

painted with hooves, bat-like wings, an exposed abdomen with yellow crosshatching, 

glowing yellow eyes, and a large nose, mouth, and ears.  Catalogued as Duke Arnold 

																																																								
102 “Bedenk dat zij eeuwig verdoemd en uit die verheven en roemrijke stad Jeruzalem 
geworpen zijn; nimmer zullen zij er terugkeren” (Zerbolt, 235). 
 
103 “Cum vero causa miseriae malorum angelorum quaeritur, ea merito occurrit, quod ab 
illo qui summe est aversi ad se ipsos conversi sunt qui non summe sunt” (Augustine City of 
God, XII:6 and 24–25).  
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before the Judge of the World and the Devil by the Morgan Library, a man prays to Christ 

of the Last Judgment, seen with the Sword of Justice and Lily of Mercy. His prayer is a 

variant of the Latin vulgate Psalms 118:120: “Confige timore tuo carnes meas.” (Pierce 

thou my flesh with thy fear). The second half of the verse, which is not included in the 

banderole, is “a judiciis enim tuis timui” (for I am afraid of thy judgments). 

Facing him is a devil who makes a scriptural counterargument, perhaps vying for 

the Duke’s soul.104 The devil cites Psalms 35:2: “no(n) e(st) ti(m)or d(e)i ante oculos 

eius.” (there is no fear of God before his eyes). Above the two figures, Christ 

enigmatically declares: “d(eu)m ti(m)e (et) ma(n)data ei(us) obserua hoc e(st) om(ni)s 

h(om)o.” (Fear God, and keep his commandments: for this is all man).105 Morgan 

curators identify the male figure as Catherine’s husband, Arnold of Egmond Duke of 

Guelders. However, the catalog does not provide further evidence beyond its contrast to 

the previous illumination of the Sixth gift of the Holy Spirit: Piety (Fig 1.20); Catherine 

appears as pious and charitable Duchess, giving alms to the deserving poor: the disabled, 

children, and the elderly. A banderole floats above the scene with text from Luke 11:41, 

“Date eleo(mo)sina(m) (et) o(mn)ia mu(n)da s(un)t uobis” (give alms; and behold, all 

things are clean unto you).106 This presents a stark contrast to kneeling male figure 

pleading for his soul at the Last Judgment.  

																																																								
104 Dückers, 296. Wieck also notes this figure in red as Arnold of Egmond in “Part 5: 
Catherine’s Husband, Arnold” in the multimedia lectures on the Book of Hours of 
Catherine of Cleves, http://www.themorgan.org/collections/multimedia/cleves/default.asp 
 
105 Latin transcription: http://corsair.themorgan.org/vwebv/holdingsInfo?bibId=335633. 
 
106 Latin transcription: http://corsair.themorgan.org/vwebv/holdingsInfo?bibId=335632. 
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 The designation of the male figure as Arnold is also influenced by the infamous 

political battle between the Duke and his wife, Catherine of Cleves. At the time of the 

commission of her Book of Hours, documentation shows that Catherine was already 

highly independent from her husband. By the 1440s, Catherine was affixing her own 

seals to Arnold’s deeds and working personally with the Bishop of Utrecht and the 

Provost of the Utrecht chapter of Saint Mary to renew the treaty between Guelders and 

Cleves.107 Although lacking a dowry, Catherine’s position as a daughter of Cleves and 

niece to Philip the Bold, Duke of Burgundy was politically advantageous. Indeed, her 

marriage contract to Arnold is a testament to the low ‘bargaining’ position of the Duchy 

of Guelders. It gave Catherine dower rights to the Castle and all of its belongings and 

mandated that Arnold maintain it for her use at all times. However, negotiations snagged 

when it became clear the Duke had also promised the castle to other peers of the realm 

with whom he sought political favor.108 Catherine may have been aware of Arnold’s 

untrustworthy handling of her dower arrangements and the political machinations of their 

marriage contract negotiations.109  

 In the preceding decades of financial and political turmoil, Catherine usually 

sided with her Burgundian family which led Duke Arnold to disinherit their only living 

son (and his heir), Adolf. In 1465, the Duchess and her son had Arnold imprisoned and 

forced him to abdicate control of the Duchy to Adolf. In 1471, Arnold was freed by his 

																																																								
107 Bert Thissen, “Catherine of Cleves (1417-1476), Duchess of Guelders and Countess of 
Zutphen, A Biographical Sketch” in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 111. 
 
108 Thissen, 110. 
 
109 Thissen, 122.  
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supporters, regained his title and then imprisoned his son. Upon his death in 1473, both 

Duchess Catherine and Adolf were completely disinherited.110  

 Scholars examining the Cleves Hours find seeds of marital unhappiness and 

political tumult in the coats of arms painted in the opening miniature of Catherine with 

the Virgin and Child (See Fig. 1.2). Surrounding the image are heraldic symbols 

displaying Catherine’s ancestry which includes those of her grandfather, John the 

Fearless, Duke of Burgundy (d. 1419). Below the lower border, is the Duchess’ coat of 

arms; however, the heraldic crest painted above it does not signify her husband’s house 

(Fig. 1.21).  Instead, it is the red ox of the House of Cleves. Bert Thissen describes this 

break from the traditional rules of heraldry as “a deliberate choice” on behalf of 

Catherine.111  Wieck goes even further and interprets this heraldic substitution as an “act 

of defiance.”112 Does such defiance extend to the illumination of the Duke on his knees 

before Christ and a demon? 

 Visualizing her husband trembling with fear and arguing for his soul in front of a 

devil may inspire Catherine’s appreciation for the Holy Ghost, fear of the Last Judgment, 

																																																								
110 The struggles of the Duchy of Guelders are well documented. See Friedrich Gorissen, 
“Historisch-heraldische Betrachtungen über ein Studenbuch der Katharina von Kelve, 
Herzogin von Geldern,” Bijdragen en Mededelingen Gelre 57 (1958): 201–18; Das 
Stundenbuch der Katharina von Kleve: Analyse und Kommentar, (Berlin, 1973); Thissen, 
“A Biographical Sketch,” 111–21; and Gerard Nijsten, In the Shadow of Burgundy: The 
Court of Guelders in the Late Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2004). 
 
111 Thissen, 122.  
 
112 Wieck, “About this Page: Fol. 1v” Morgan Library Online exhibition, Demons and 
Devotion: The Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 2009, 
http://www.themorgan.org/collections/works/cleves/manuscript.asp?page=1. 
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or perhaps sympathy for the male figure. However, given the politically fraught 

relationship between Catherine and Arnold, perhaps this demon was also emotionally 

satisfying for Catherine’s spiritual imagination.113 

Regardless, this illumination continues to align with Devotio Moderna writings. 

The motif of a devil as witness and ‘prosecutor’ is also found in Zerbolt’s description of 

the Last Judgment:   

 The Devil will be a witness there. He will show us the sin that we have 
 committed, and the time and place where we have sinned, and he will say:  "Most 
 equitable Judge, judge that this person is mine based on his guilt; he did not 
 want to belong to you out of pride.114 
 

It is worth mentioning that none of the women shown in the Cleves Hours are 

pictured next to a demon,  but there are three illuminations that include male figures (who 

are identified as neither saint nor angel) alongside a devil. For instance, a small demon 

appears alongside a kneeling man in the illumination of “Worthy and Unworthy 

Communion” (Fig. 1.22). Thin black lines allude to a demonic body, head, and limbs 

which hover in front of a man’s eyes or possibly at his ear (Fig. 1.23). Though nearly 

indistinguishable from the tapestry in the background, the demon’s position suggests evil 

influence over the figure and marks him as an example of unworthy communion. 

Stylistically subtle, but a powerful warning against demonic influence nonetheless.  

																																																								
113 The tumultuous nature of Arnold and Catherine’s marriage is well documented, see 
Thissen, “A Biographical Sketch.” 
 
114 “Getuige zal daar de duivel zijn. Hij zal ons de zonde voorhouden die wij begaan 
hebben, het moment waarop en de plaats waar wij gezondigd hebben, en hij zal zeggen: 
‘Allerrechtvaardigste Rechter, oordeel dat deze persoon van mij is op grond van zijn 
schuld; hij heeft uit hoogmoed U niet willen toebehoren’” (Zerbolt, 233). 
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Similarly, in the depiction of the Last Supper, a small demon hovers at the mouth 

of Judas who sits on the opposite side of Christ and is the only male figure without a 

halo. (Fig. 1.24) The devil is thinly drawn in black with only faint suggestions of wings, 

legs, and a curved tail (Fig. 1.25). However, two formal components highlight the figure: 

the juxtaposition of black figure with the white tablecloth, and the direction line of 

Christ’s arm which continues through the tip of his outstretched finger. It is unclear 

whether the demon is emerging from or flying into the mouth of Judas, however, its 

position between Christ’s fingers and Judas’ mouth highlights the demon as a threatening 

intermediary figure. Though the devil is not well defined or brightly colored it conveys a 

spiritual warning and an allusion to the sin and betrayal of Judas. 

 

The Devil and St. Augustine 
 
 Still more devils within the Cleves Hours reveal the complexity and variety of 

theological thinking about demons.  For instance, demons and angels hold together a 

chain with bleeding hearts and curving gold and white banderoles that frames the 

miniature of Saint Augustine (Fig. 1.26). The demons are illuminated in shades of gray 

and black with tufts of hair on the arms or tail and bulging yellow eyes. The bottom left 

demon opens its mouth widely and shows two rows of teeth, while the top right exhibits 

curled lips and gritted teeth (Fig. 1.27). With elbows that bend and flex as if to show 

strain and effort, these devils present an unambiguous contrast to the calm and serene 

angels. Though the grimacing expressions and contracted postures of the demons contrast 

with the tranquility of the angels, the beings remain connected by the chain surrounding 

Augustine.   
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 The Morgan Library describes the inclusion of angels and devils as surprising; 

however, Augustine’s copious writing on supernatural figures makes these figures an 

obvious, though still thought-provoking choice.115 According to Steven Stowall, the heart 

and binding chains stem from Augustine’s Confessions 9:2.116 Stowall argues the demons 

represent the opposing forces of the saint’s spiritual will and help demonstrate the 

“abstract movements of Augustine’s mind.”117  However, given the popularity and wide 

translation of Augustine’s writings in the fifteenth century, these demons may 

simultaneously refer to De Civitate Dei (City of God), a text that discusses devils at great 

length.118 Given that the Hours are for Windesheim use, an Augustinian order, it is 

plausible that both reader and illuminator were familiar with Augustine’s writings.119 

These demons may thereby allude to complex theological and intellectual ideals and the 

foundations of Christian theology.  Instead of overt fear, they may also provoke scholarly 

thought and philosophical contemplation.   

 

 

 

																																																								
115 Wieck, “Cat. 360,” in The Hours of Catherine of Cleves. 
 
116 Steven Stowell, “Reading the Margins in the Hours of Catherine of Cleves,” Word and 
Image, 24 (2008): 378–92, 386. 
 
117 Stowell, 286. 
 
118 Sharon Off Dunlap Smith, Illustrations of Raoul de Praelles’ Translation of St. 
Augustine’s City of God Between 1375 and 1420, New York University, Ph.D. 
dissertation, 1974.  
 
119 Marrow, “Mutitudo et Varietas,” 19. 
 



 

	

42	 

Getty Tondal (Ms. 30) 

 Alongside the Book of Hours, tales of purgatory and hell were popular spiritual 

texts during the fifteenth century.120 The intense narratives described hell and eternal 

torment in violent detail and were powerful inspirations for demonic imagery within 

illuminated reproductions. Perhaps the most widely known of these is Les Visions du 

chevalier Tondal, commonly known as the Getty Tondal, completed for Margaret of 

York, Duchess of Burgundy in 1475. Richly illuminated, it contains a French translation 

of the twelfth-century Visio Tnugdali. Led by an angel, the soul of a wealthy knight 

experiences bestial devils, demons and evil fiends (diables, démons, ennemis 

diaboliques) who taunt and torment him during a visionary journey through the spaces of 

the afterlife.  Similar to a Book of Hours, the Vision of Tondal functioned as an 

instructive religious guide, and a meditative “performance of penance” was inherent to 

these texts.121 Thus far, however, the aesthetic qualities of the Getty Tondal, and its 

stylistic references to other fifteenth-century artists, have dominated scholarly 

interpretation and museum publications. The devotional context of the many demons and 

devils is rarely considered alongside formal analysis of the images.  

Indeed, the illuminations accompanying the text present expressive and 

stylistically subtle depictions of demons and devils. Dagmar Eichenberg describes these 

miniatures as  “eerie pictures of the underworld” that emphasize natural phenomena such 

																																																								
120 Weick, “The Visions of Tondal and the Visionary Tradition in the Middle Ages,” in 
The Visions of Tondal, 4. See also N. F. Palmer, "Visio Tnugdali": The German and 
Dutch Translations and Their Circulation in the Later Middle Ages (Munich and Zurich, 
1982); and A. Wagner, Visio Tnugdali, lateinisch und altdeut Erlangen, 1882.  
 
121 Wieck, introduction to The Visions of Tondal, 6. 
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as fire, smoke and ice.122  The images with demons also display atmospheric qualities.  

For example, in “Tondal Enters Hell, Accompanied by his Guardian Angel” the text 

describes lively devils who accuse, assail, and blaspheme (Fig. 1.28).123 In the 

illumination, the demonic figures are nearly indistinguishable from the dark, painted 

background. Subtle hints of red, gold and blue create a faint outline of body and form and 

only mouths, fingers and claws are fully realized.  

  A closer look at the miniature’s composition reveals the central role of devils. A 

blue-winged angel with rosy cheeks and blonde shoulder-length hair stands in the center 

of the scene. The unclothed soul of Tondal stands to the right of the angel. The angel’s 

left arm and open palm points towards the demons. Tondal raises both hands, palms 

facing outward at the level of his chest. Both gestures function as a visual clue that 

demons are the subject of the unspoken glance between Tondal and the Angel. Even 

though the visual appearance of the devils blends into the background, the gestures of 

Tondal and the Angel promote a dramatic narrative that places demons as a central 

antagonist. 

 The translucent and atmospheric qualities of demonic bodies also appear in “The 

Gates of Hell and Lucifer” (Fig. 1.29). The text describes a large man-shaped devil 

																																																								
122 Eichenberg, 138. 
 
123 I use titles given by McDermott and Wieck, “The Visions of Tondal,” in The Visions 
of Tondal,  40. For an examination of the original French text, see Kren, Thomas, and 
Maria Colombo Timelli. “Reproduction des miniatures et transcription du passage 
original du texte qu’elles illustrent.” Art de l’enluminure 45 (June-August, 2013), pp. 38-
65; Yolande de Pontfarcy, L'au-delà au Moyen Age: Les visions du chevalier Tondal de 
David Aubert et sa source la Visio Tnugdali de Marcus (Bern: Peter Lang publishers, 
2010). 
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stretched over a burning gridiron with a spiky tail, ten thousand hands, twenty fingers, 

and nails longer than spears and sharp as needles. 124 In the illumination, hands, fingers, 

nails and spikes become overlapping, branch-like appendages that appear both solid and 

transparent. Lucifer’s open mouth and exposed tongue allude to the inhalation and 

exhalation of souls described in the text: “Then he exhaled his breath and ejected these 

forlorn souls into Hell’s torments. That very cruel beast then inhaled, and together all the 

soul that he had cast into Hell returned into his jaws.”125 Thin gold lines of flame curve 

upwards out of the smoky infernal space. Animalized demons watch on either side of a 

glowing fiery gridiron as others hover like ghostly apparitions on or near two large open 

doors.  Similarly, devils in “The Torment of Unbelievers and Heretics” are barely visible 

against the dark mountainous background. Only demonic eyes, mouths, tufts of hair, and 

instruments of torture are highlighted with gold and clearly visible to the viewer. 

Shadowed tails, wings, horns and claws are shadowed and not overtly distinguished (Fig. 

1.30).   

 In short, the demons and devils that are richly detailed in the text, are illuminated 

in visually provocative ways. Getty curator Thomas Kren notes that such depictions 

entrance the reader with an adventure through the underworld and inspire awe with their 

																																																								
124 “Elle avait, en fait, dix mille mains: chacune mesurait bien cent aunes de long et dix 
d'epaisseur, possedait vingt doigts dont chacun avait cent paumes de long et dix de 
grosseur, et dont les ongles d'acier fin etaient plus long que ne sont les lances des 
chevaliers, et plus effiles que ne pourraient etre aiguilles ou alênes.  Elle avait aux pieds 
tant d'orteils et d'ongles que leur nombre en etait incalculable” (de Pontfarcy, 100-101; 
McDermott and Wieck, 52). 
 
125 McDermott and Wieck, 52.  
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vibrancy and glow. 126 However, Kren claims that the vision of Hell in the Getty Tondal 

is “too alluring and fantastic” to inspire fear in the mind of the viewer.127  This statement 

glosses over the complex relationship between text and image within a spiritually 

edifying treatise, and assumes that our contemporary reaction would be the same as that 

of a medieval viewer.  Commissioned for private reading, the handheld manuscript 

invited close inspection and contemplation. The glowing eyes that eerily float against a 

dark background may have inspired fear or spiritual uneasiness as effectively as the 

brightly defined demons of the Cleves Hours.  

  Furthermore, a devout reader who privileged private and meditative prayer would 

have easily recognized the spiritual properties of these images. Margaret of York, the 

manuscript’s owner, commissioned and cultivated a sophisticated private library of 

devotional works that included instructional treaties on private prayer and meditation by 

Jean Gerson, as well as writings by Thomas à Kempis.128  Alongside her active support of 

local religious communities, Margaret’s piety and commitment to devotional reading is 

well documented.129 Margaret’s library includes other illustrated commentaries on hell 

and judgment such as the Apocalypse, La purgatoire de saint Patrice and La Vision de 

																																																								
126 Thomas Kren, “Some Illuminated Manuscripts of The Vision of Lazarus from the 
Time of Margaret of York,” in Margaret of York, Simon Marmion, and the Visions of 
Tondal, ed. Thomas Kren (Malibu: J. Paul Getty Museum, 1992), 149. 
 
127 Kren, 149. 
 
128 Nigel Morgan, “Texts of Devotion and Religious Instruction Associated with 
Margaret of York,” in Margaret of York, Simon Marmion, and the Visions of Tondal, 69. 
 
129 Wim Blockmans, “The Devotion of a Lonely Duchess,” in Margaret of York, Simon 
Marmion, and the Visions of Tondal, 42. 
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l’âme de Guy de Thurno.130 Wim Blockmans suggests the Duchess used these texts 

within a weekly program of devotional reading that appears in a copy Jean Gerson’s 

writings; The Vision of Tondal was assigned to Fridays.131  This interpretation is plausible 

since weekly meditations on hell, death and the afterlife are particularly reminiscent of 

the scheduled meditations by the Modern Devout on the Four Last Things.  

 Given her spiritual interests, education, and devotional activities, it is likely that 

Margaret understood and internalized images of demons as inspirations for penance and 

contemplation. Text and image together create powerful spiritual experiences for the 

devout reader. The intricacy of the demonic imagery within the Getty Tondal presents a 

wider context for exploring fifteenth-century meditative experience.  Focusing only on 

style limits our understanding of late medieval spirituality.   

 

Gendered Objects 

 This chapter calls for a more nuanced approach to demonic imagery, but also for 

the objects themselves. For instance, amongst museum curators, the Cleves Hours is 

specifically gendered with female/feline affections and sexist language: 

Kitty is what we call her. Within the walls of the Pierpont Morgan Library, Kitty 
is the affectionate nickname for the Book of Hours of Catherine of Cleves. To 
curators and staff, the manuscript is like a favoured pet. Her name (for the 
manuscript is, like the first owner, a female) suggests a beautiful if aloof cat who 
demands special attention and care. And she gets it. Were she a competitive 
feline, she would certainly always win ‘best in show’ because she is – by far – the 
most frequently reproduced and cited of all the Morgan’s manuscripts…132 
 

																																																								
130 Morgan, 67. 
 
131 Wim Blockmans, 42. 
 
132 Wieck, “Preface” Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 14. 
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 This passage doesn’t appear in the late 60’s Playboy ad for the facsimile where 

one might expect to read such gender stereotypes. Instead, these are Roger Wieck’s 

opening lines of the Demons and Devotion catalog published in 2009. According to the 

catalog’s acknowledgments, this ‘nickname’ quickly spread to the international scholars 

and curators associated with the show. Rob Dückers and Ruud Priem write: 

Kitty, as the manuscript is affectionately called, first only by our colleagues at the 
Morgan Library & Museum, now by us too, is a demanding lady. What Kitty 
wants, Kitty gets. And for the past years, she has required our continuous 
attention and affection…Hopefully, [our loved ones] will understand why Kitty 
doesn’t share. 

 
Describing the manuscript as beautiful and aloof yet demanding male attention is 

problematic. It perpetuates sexist stereotypes of a coy yet flirtatious woman who plays 

hard to get and says no when she really means yes.  Calling the manuscript “Kitty” “a 

favoured pet” and a “competitive feline” simultaneously animalizes and marginalizes 

both the manuscript and its female patron as a domesticated object.  

Wim Blockmans, a well-known manuscript scholar, claims that the Getty Tondal 

–at its core – is a manifestation of Margaret of York’s childless state. He asserts that 

Margaret saw the text as a “subtle message” admonishing her husband, Charles the Bold, 

for neglecting her during his campaigns against France.133 He writes, “The Visions of 

Tondal may thus have functioned as an ultimate attempt by lonely Margaret, at least in 

her prayers, to persuade her spouse to leave his belligerent life full of false appearances 

and to turn to spiritual values, as she did herself.”134 Though he initially describes the 

																																																								
133 Blockmans, 44.  
 
134 Blockmans, 44. 
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manuscript as a sophisticated reflection of the patron’s religious education, Blockmans’ 

concluding statements reduce a powerful Duchess and art patron to “lonely Margaret” 

because her husband was frequently absent and, thus, their marriage produced no 

children.  

Of course, gender cannot be ignored as a potential source of meaning in late 

medieval spectatorship. Books of hours often functioned didactically with the aim of 

teaching aristocratic women ideal spiritual comportment.135  The intensity of infernal 

imagery in manuscripts owned by women may allude to broader hegemonic ideologies 

that described them as weaker of mind and spirit, inherently evil and thus more likely to 

end up in fiery hell.136  However, the images of demons would inspire multifaceted 

reactions in the mind of any devotee that followed the tenets of fifteenth-century spiritual 

practice in the northern Netherlands and Flanders, regardless of gender.  

Susan Groag Bell asserts that the Cleves Hours demonstrates “how one item of 

devotional literature could cover the whole range of human experience.”137 The visual 

mutability and emotional range of the demons within the Book of Hours of Catherine of 

Cleves and the Getty Tondal also demonstrates a wider range of devotional experience 

with demons. 

																																																								
135 Susan Groag Bell, “Medieval Women Book Owners: Arbiters of Lay Piety and 
Ambassadors of Culture,” in Women and Power in the Middle Ages, ed. Mary Erler and 
Maryanne Kowaleski (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1988), 161. 
 
136 See entries for “Soul,” “Gender Ideologies,” and “Misogyny” in Margaret Shaus, ed, 
Women and Gender in Medieval Europe: An Encyclopedia (New York, Routledge, 
2006). 
 
137 Bell, “Medieval Women Book Owners,” 161. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

The Incarnation of Damnation:  

Demon Embodiment and the Fall of the Rebel Angels 

 

Species reeks of race and sex; and where and when species meet, that heritage 
must be untied. – Donna Harraway138 

 

Late medieval demons and devils are products of multiple social and religious 

ideologies. Their bodies are transgressive, violent, and bestial, and deserve further study. 

Geraldine Heng, Ruth Mellinkoff, and Debra Strickland establish theoretical and 

iconographic frameworks for analyzing the marginalized and outcast human body. 

However, in medieval Christian theology, the original outcasts were in fact demons--

rebel angels permanently banished from Heaven after a failed revolt. Late medieval 

images of this demonic expulsion visualize the physical transformation of divine (angel) 

into damned (demon) and dynamically reveal the hegemonic structures inherent in demon 

embodiment, yet these depictions receive only cursory art historical interpretation. This 

chapter analyzes understudied French and Flemish illuminations of falling rebel angels 

that highlight the complex intersection of religion, politics, race, animals, and gender in 

the later European Middle Ages. Since they appear in luxury objects designed for noble 

or royal patrons, I examine how these demonic bodies reflect the concerns of the ruling 

classes.  For the aristocratic viewer, they may offer righteous confirmation of the 
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consequences of failed rebellion in a period that saw multiple uprisings and revolts 

against institutional authorities. 

On one level, this is a study in religious duality and visual oppositions (light vs. 

dark, human vs. animal, unsexed vs. sexed, clothed vs. unclothed).  However, I argue that 

the hybrid angel/demon form offers unique perspectives on the effects of sin and 

punishment on the non-human body. These mutating forms symbolize the introduction of 

evil into the human world and the first manifestation of divine judgment: the incarnation 

of damnation.  

 Overall, the aim of this chapter is to think critically about visual constructions of 

the demon body and explicitly outline the issues of race and gender they exhibit. I will 

build upon the scholarship of Mellinkoff and Strickland who argue that the unpacking of 

the outcast body unravels the appropriation –and demonization– of features perjoratively 

associated with Jews, Africans or Muslims.139 Representations of these so-called enemies 

of the Christian faith are found throughout medieval art and share common iconography: 

dark skin, large noses that are wide or hooked, and contorted bodies with exaggerated 

facial expressions.  

Physiognomic theorists believed outward physical traits were markers of inward 

deficiencies or evil.  Such philosophies translate into visual codes that artists use to easily 

																																																								
139 See Ruth Mellinkoff, Outcasts: Signs of Otherness in Northern European Art of the 
Late Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), vol. 1; and Debra 
Higgs Strickland, Saracens, Demons and Jews: Making Monsters in Medieval Art 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003). Africans and Muslims were often 
mistakenly described as Ethiopian or Saracen, both terms heavily laden with racist 
history. 
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identify good and evil by opposing skin color, posture, or facial features.140  Demon 

imagery propagates and intensifies these ideological structures, and I argue that 

constructing the infernal body is a racial practice, as well as a gendered one.141 My use of 

the word race is intentional and inspired by Geraldine Heng’s warning: 

Not to use the term race would be to sustain the reproduction of a certain kind of 
past, while keeping the door shut to tools, analyses, and resources that can name 
the past differently.... Or, to put it another way: the refusal of race destigmatizes 
the impacts and consequences of certain laws, acts, practices, and institutions in 
the medieval period, so that we cannot name them for what they are, and makes it 
impossible to bear adequate witness to the full meaning of the manifestations and 
phenomena they install.142  

 

Religious Origins 

 The account of the fall of the rebel angels appears prominently in Jewish and 

Christian writings.  Its original appearance in biblical text is brief and spawned differing 

interpretations in early exegetical literature. The book of Revelation describes an 

apocalyptic war:   

And there was a great battle in heaven, Michael and his angels fought with the 
dragon, and the dragon fought and his angels/And they prevailed not, neither was 
their place found any more in heaven/ And that great dragon was cast out, that old 
serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, who seduceth the whole world; and he 
was cast unto the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him (Revelation 
12:7-9).143  

																																																								
140 Strickland, 83–84. See also Sherry C. M. Lindquist and Asa Mittman, Medieval 
Monsters: Terrors, Aliens, Wonders (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 2018), 
82.  
 
141 For a thorough examination of the term ‘monstrous races’ see Mittman “Are the 
‘monstrous races’ races?” Postmedieval 6 (2015): 36–51. 
 
142 Geraldine Heng, The Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018), 23. 
 
143 Unless otherwise stated, all quoted bible scriptures are taken from the Douay-Rheims 
Bible, http://www.drbo.org. 
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 A fallen morning star, Lucifer, is mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures in Isaiah: 

“How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, who didst rise in the morning? How art 

thou fallen to the earth, that didst wound the nations?” (Isaiah 14:12).  Early church 

fathers conflate the apocalyptic battle in Revelation with Isaiah’s fallen morning star and 

shift the narrative earlier to Genesis. Jewish literature from the third to first centuries 

BCE interprets the “sons of God” from Genesis 6:2 as rebel angels.144  Upon seeing the 

beauty of human women, disobedient angels (the sons of God) descended to earth to have 

sex with human women, which resulted in giant, violent children. Displeased, God brings 

a catastrophic flood and destroys humanity, except for the family of Noah. The archangel 

Michael wages war against the rebel angels and they are cast out of heaven forever.145 

Many Jewish and Christian theologians eventually reject the interpretation of the “sons of 

God” as rebel angels, but a narrative of disobedient angels continues to be associated 

with Genesis.  

 In the fifth century, Augustine of Hippo defines demons as rebel angels that 

engaged in a prideful war with the angel Lucifer.  Though “adorned with every precious 

stone,” Lucifer succumbs to pride and wages a war in heaven, recruiting fellow angels in 

a campaign to supplant God and seize divine power.  The rebellion is subsequently 

defeated by God and the archangel Michael and the rebel angels are banished from 

																																																								
 
144 Christoph Auffarth and Loren Stuckenbruck, introduction to The Fall of the Angels, 
ed. Auffarth and Stuckenbruck (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 1.  
 
145 For more on fallen angels in early Jewish literature see Stuckenbruck, “The Origins of 
Evil in Jewish Apocalyptic Tradition: The Interpretation of Genesis 6:1-4 in the Second 
and Third Centuries B.C.E.,” in The Fall of the Angels, 87–118.  
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heaven, cast down to the earth below. During the fall, they transform into demons and 

emerge as the embodiment of evil and damnation.  

 Peter Lombard’s twelfth-century text The Sentences (Sententiarum) the 

preeminent theological textbook in the medieval and Renaissance eras, specifies that this 

transformation was physical. Lombard argues the fall of rebel angels activated a 

corporeal shift from the subtle spiritual form of angels, to the “grosser” and inferior 

bodies of demons. 146  According to Lombard, this is the moment demons acquire bodies 

suitable for feeling pain and torment.  

 Representations of the demonic expulsion visualize the precise narrative moment 

that demons acquire their unique bodies. The visual framework for images of the fall has 

remained relatively stable since the early Middle Ages.147 Angels transform into demons 

as their bodies fall headlong into a dark hole, fiery hell, or a leonine hell mouth.  

 

Light vs. Dark / White vs. Black 

From the fifth century onwards, exegetical commentaries on the book of Genesis 

place the heavenly battle before the creation of Adam and Eve, coinciding with the 

separation of light and darkness during the first day of creation. In fact, the demonic 

rebellion happened so early in the creation narrative that fourteenth- and fifteenth-century 

middle Dutch texts, such as the Spieghel der liefhebbers (Mirror of lovers of the world), 

																																																								
146 Peter Lombard, The Sentences: Book Two-On Creation, trans. Giulio Silano (Toronto: 
Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 2007), 34. 
 
147 For an analysis of the fall of the rebel angels in old English manuscripts see Asa 
Mittman and Susan Kim, “Locating the Devil “Her” in MS Junius 11,” Gesta 54, 1 
(2015): 3–25. 
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claim that Lucifer’s actual time in heaven lasted “als een oghenblic” (as the blink of an 

eye).148   

Augustine’s The City of God Against the Pagans (De Civitate Dei) is perhaps the 

most widely influential text that conflates the separation of light from dark with the 

punitive creation of demons. He explicitly relates the earthly opposition of light and dark 

with the spiritual and moral qualities of angels and demons:  

But the separation between that other light, which is the holy fellowship of angels 
spiritually radiant with the illumination of truth, and the darkness which is its 
opposite and resides in the foul, loathsome hearts of the bad angels who have 
turned their backs on the light of righteousness... 149 
 

The work was incredibly popular in late fourteenth and fifteenth-century France 

and Flanders after its translation into vernacular French in 1380.150 An illuminated La 

Cité de Dieu (City of God), created in Paris c. 1480 for the French royal court, includes 

framed vignettes of the days of creation with the separation of light from darkness in the 

lower right (Figs. 2.1, 2.2). Instead of highlighting one of the perfect acts of creation, the 

illumination emphasizes the fall of the rebel angels in a large central miniature. The 

																																																								
148 The Spieghel was a Dutch interpretation of the Speculum humanae salvationis (Mirror 
of Human Salvation). For its influence on late medieval artists, see Dirk Bax, 
Hieronymus Bosch and Lucas Cranach: Two Last Judgement Triptychs: Description and 
Exposition (Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing, 1983), 22. 
 
149 “Inter illam vero lucem quae sancta societas angelorum est inlustratione veritatis 
intellegibiliter fulgens, et ei contrarias tenebras, id est malorum angelorum aversorum a 
luce iustitiae taeterrimas mentes” Augustine of Hippo, City of God, Volume III: Books 8-
11, trans. David S. Wiesen. Loeb Classical Library 413 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), 498 and 499. 
 
150 See Sharon Off Dunlap Smith, Illustrations of Raoul de Praelles’ Translation of St. 
Augustine’s City of God Between 1375 and 1420, New York University, Ph.D. 
dissertation, 1974. 
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viewer is drawn into a swirling whirlpool of falling devils, tumbling down from the 

heavenly sphere and into a fiery pit.     

Here, the duality between light and dark is visually reiterated as angels with bright 

white robes, gleaming armor, and feathered wings transform into dark, spiky creatures 

with horns and bat-like wings. Their bodies twist and contort, and their angelic robes 

darken before they completely vanish. As the stark white robes dematerialize, the 

blackened monstrous features of the newly embodied demon are revealed.  

The image does not simply contrast light and dark, but makes a powerful 

distinction between white and black/brown bodies. Whiteness thus emerges as a socio-

religious marker for divine favor, goodness and purity as evidenced by the white-skinned 

angels wearing bright, crisp robes. As punishment for their rebellion, angelic bodies lose 

their whiteness as they lose divine favor. A last vestige of privileged status, a white 

supernumerary face emerges from the lower torso of the demon at top center. A black 

curved line suggests the white face is smiling, as if mocking the devil, before being 

leached away. Now damned and cast out from heavenly society, black, brown, and dark 

gray bodies fall into smoke and flame.  

The relationship between dark skin and a hot, fiery environments is also racially 

inspired. Bartholomeus Anglicus’s De Proprietatibus Rerum (On the Properties of 

Things), written in Latin in the thirteenth century and translated into French in the 

fifteenth, argued that colder climates produced white-skinned people and hotter climates 

produced black-skinned people, such as Africans.151  
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In early Christian hagiography, demons are often described as black, at times 

specifically Ethiopian. For instance, Saint Margaret is tempted by a black demon after 

emerging from a dragon.152 The exempla recorded by Herbert of Clairvaux and Caesarius 

of Heisterback describe demons as black Ethiopians.153 In Cassian's account of the 

Temptation of Saint Anthony, devils appear to the monk as a black boy.  David Brakke’s 

chapter on Ethiopian demons cites several examples in which early Christian desert 

fathers were confronted by a black demon that is specifically categorized as an Ethiopian. 

However, instead of describing the racism underlying these portrayals, Brakke calls race 

an anachronistic “modern notion.”154 Instead, he says the Ethiopian demon merely 

“reflected the Romans’ more general ethnocentric reactions to foreignness in bodies and 

cultures.”155 However, by not discussing race limits Brakke’s analysis of demons and 

precludes their role in race-making practices of the early Christian era.  

To be sure, the interpretation of blackness as evil shifted and retracted depending 

on the context. Throughout the middle ages, depictions of dark-skinned holy figures, such 

as St. Maurice, the Queen of Sheba, and the black magus, offer a vision of sacred 

																																																								
152 See Juliana Dresvina “The Significance of the Demonic Episode in the Legend of St 
Margaret of Antioch,” Medium Aevum 81, 2 (November 2012): 189–209. 
 
153 Caesarius of Heisterback, The Dialogue on Miracles, trans. H. von E Scott and C. C. 
Swinton Bland, 2 vols. (London: Routledge Pub, 1929). See also Pierre du Bourget, “La 
Couleur noire de la peau du demon dans l’iconographie chrétienne a-t-elle une origine 
precise?” in Actas del VIII Congreso Internacional de Arqueologia Cristiana (Barcelona: 
Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 1972), 1:271–72.  
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blackness.156 However, in the City of God miniatures, the context makes the meaning 

clear: black/brown skin is demonic and damned, the physical and spiritual result of 

turning away from God.  

 

Facial Features 

Alongside darkened skin color, falling demons also emerge with oversized noses 

and enlarged eyes. In a Biblia Pauperum (Pauper’s Bible) produced in Amiens c. 1470, 

devils are clearly identified by their large, popped-out eyes that stare out at the viewer 

(Fig. 2.3).157 Though other figures are outlined using lighter gray/black lines and 

shadows, the illuminator draws visual attention to the devils’ eyes by marking the iris 

with an opaque black dot. It is the most prominent feature of the demons, remaining 

visible even as their bodies fade into the flames.  

As Mellinkoff demonstrates, enlarged and bulging eyes are often used as a 

pejorative marker for Jewish figures.158 In images of the passion, persecutors of Christ 

frequently appear with large, wide-open eyes. The eyes of Synagoga, a female 

personification of Judaism, are typically shown covered or blindfolded. These 

																																																								
156 See Paul Kaplan, The Rise of the Black Magus in Western Art (Ann Arbor: UMI 
Research Press, 1985); Heng, “An African Saint in Medieval Europe: The Black Saint 
Maurice and the Enigma of Racial Sanctity,” in Sainthood and Race: Marked Flesh, Holy 
Flesh, ed. Molly H. Bassett and Vincent W. Lloyd (London: Routledge, 2014); and Jean 
Devisse and Michel Mollat, Africans in the Christian Ordinance of the World 
(Fourteenth to the Sixteenth Century), vol. 2, part 2 of The Image of the Black in Western 
Art: From the Early Christian Era to the “Age of Discovery,” trans. William G. Ryan. 
(New York: William Morrow, 1979). 
 
157 Hague, RMMW, 10 A 15, fol. 29v. 
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representations point to the denigration of Jews, who (from the Christian perspective) 

failed to see that Christ was the true messiah. Similarly, as demons of the Biblia 

Pauperum fall deeper into darkness, their eyes growing bigger as if their sight is forever 

limited by their sinful rejection of divine light.  To a Christian audience, these devils are 

as nearsighted as the Jews who rejected Jesus.159 

Similarly, large, pointed, or crooked noses are also negatively associated with 

enemies of the Christian faith and spiritual weak persons. A passage in Leviticus outlines 

the bodily deformities preventing someone from entering the priesthood and specifically 

mentions differently shaped noses.160 This relationship between demons and deformed 

noses is reiterated in the illumination of Saint Nicholas and the moralization of defective 

persons in the Rohan Hours where dark, furry demons ride on the shoulders of human 

figures with large, long, or pointy noses (Fig. 2.4).161  Representation of Jewish faces are 

often portrayed stereotypically with an oversized or hooked nose.162   

																																																								
159 I thank Diane Wolfthal for pointing out that large eyes of demons may reference 
Christian descriptions of the spiritual nearsightedness of Jews.   
 
160 “If he be blind, if he be lame, if he have a little, or a great, or a crooked nose” 
(Leviticus 21:18). 
 
161 Paris, France,  BNF MS. Lat. 9471, Fol. 224r. 
 
162 For more on the progression of anti-Semitic iconography, see Sara Lipton, Dark 
Mirror: The Medieval Origins of Anti-Jewish Iconography (New York: Metropolitan 
Books/Henry Holt and Company, 2014); Eva Frojmovic, Imagining the Self, Imagining 
the Other: Visual Representation and Jewish-Christian Dynamics in the Middle Ages and 
Early Modern Period (Leiden: Brill, 2002); and Diane Wolfthal, “Complicating Medieval 
Anti-Semitism: The Role of Class in Two Tales of Christian Violence against Jews,” 
Gesta 55, 1 (Spring): 105–27. 
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Given their pejorative functions, it is no surprise that the disproportionately large 

or differently shaped noses scorned by religious writers appear on the demon body. In a 

late fifteenth-century illumination of the fall of the rebel angels in the Miroir du Mort 

(Mirror of Death), the small and ethereal facial features of the angel are transformed into 

an oversized demonic visage (Fig. 2.5). A falling angel/demon hybrid in the lower left 

wears a darkly outlined face that is almost completely hidden by a large bulbous nose, a 

stark contrast to the petite nose of the transforming angel in the center.   

The demon body thus becomes another tool for the monstrous propagation of 

racial and religious stereotypes. The evil character of devils and demons is linked to the 

physiognomy of ‘Ethiopians’ and Jews, as race-making practices visually develop and 

shift through the middle ages. As recent critical race scholarship attests, Christian 

hegemony used racial markers as physical signposts for human difference in the middle 

ages.163 However, as demonic imagery demonstrates, these same signifiers also 

communicate non-human difference and, in this case, the stark physical differences 

between angels and demons. 

 
Human vs. Beast 
 

Alongside dark skin and distorted facial features, images of rebel angels reveal 

bestial bodies comprised of various creaturely forms. For example, another mid fifteenth-

																																																								
163 SeeHeng, Invention of Race in the European Middle Ages; Cord Whitaker, 
ed., “Making Race Matter in the Middle Ages,” special issue, Postmedieval 6, 1 (2015); 
Eva Frojmovic, and Catherine Karkov, ed., Postcolonising the Medieval (London: 
Routledge, 2017); and Debra Higgs Strickland, “Monstrosity and Race in the Late Middle 
Ages” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters and the Monstrous, ed. Mittman 
and Peter Dendle (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2012).  
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century City of God manuscript reveals different amalgamations of animal form in the 

representation of rebel angels (Fig. 6). Subtle gold highlights draw visual attention to 

long horns, furry bodies, spiky whiskers, webbed torsos, and sharp talons. Tumbling into 

the sharp teeth of a hell mouth, angelic heads transform into those of a wild boar, pig, 

toad, or ape as graceful and delicate hands shift into sharp claws and bird-like talons. In 

short, to become demon is to become bestial.   

Jeffrey Burton Russell provides a partial list of animals used to symbolize the 

devil and demons in the middle ages: 

Adder, ape, asp, basilisk, bat, bear, bee, swarm of bees, boar, bull, camel, 
cat, centaur, chimaera, crocodile, crow, deer, dog, dragon, eagle, fish, fly, 
fox, gnat, goat, goose, griffin, gull, hare, hawk, horse, hyena, leopard, lion, 
lizard, mole, ostrich, owl, phoenix, pig, raven, rooster, salamander, 
serpent, sheep, sparrow, spider, stag, swallow, tiger, toad, tortoise, vulture, 
wasp, whale, wolf, worm.164 
 
 Medieval theologians and philosophers saw animals as lacking reason, intellect, 

and an immortal soul.165 As a marker for humanity, the animal body becomes a sign of 

subhuman tendencies and subsequently a marker for sinfulness. Thus, the animalized 

demon is an ever-shifting index for the conflation of animals and deadly sin. 

The Christian bible associates various animals with uncleanliness, death, or 

demons.  For example, the books of Psalms and Revelation associate lions, serpents, 

dragons, beasts, toads and other animals specifically with the devil and death.166 
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Conversely, Lombard clarifies that sin is not inherent to animals, but a consequence of 

human sinful behavior. The Sentences, Distinction XV offers an explanation: 

For they began to be harmful in order to punish vices and scare their 
practitioners, or to test and perfect virtue. And so they were created 
harmless, but were made harmful because of sin.167 
 
Lombard thus confirms the belief that animals represent punishment and fear. 

With this theological precedent, medieval artists combine beastly forms to create the 

bodies of demons and devils on altarpieces, stained glass, sculpted facades, and 

illuminated manuscripts. In medieval literature, the symbolic relationship of beasts with 

deadly sin is developed most fully in the Physiologus (The Naturalist), a second-century 

moralizing animal treatise. This influential text provides the allegorical and 

iconographical foundation for the associations of specific animals with sin and heavily 

influenced later medieval bestiaries.168   

Illustrated bible commentaries of the thirteenth-century, or Bibles Moralisées, 

popularized the shifting conflation of animals with deadly sin. The increasing 

dissemination of such texts bears rich iconographic fruit throughout the fifteenth, 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as the stark boundaries between human and animal 

begin to blur.169 For example, a fifteenth-century French Book of Hours in the Morgan 

Library includes illuminations of the seven deadly sins accompanying the Penitential 
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Psalms (Fig. 2.7).170  Each sin is personified by a male human figure riding an animal. In 

the lower register, the allegory translates to contemporary genre scenes featuring multiple 

figures and a demon.  

The bestial shape shifting of demons is introduced as early as the fourth-century 

in Athanasius’ Life of Saint Anthony. Sent by the Devil, demons attack Anthony in the 

shape of lions, bears, leopards, bulls, serpents, vipers, scorpions and wolves.171 Devils 

“strike fear, [and change] their shapes, taking the forms of women, wild beasts, creeping 

things...”172   Martin Schongauer’s 1470 engraving depicts Anthony tormented by 

innovative conglomerations of beastly demons (Fig. 2.8). These figures have wings, 

horns, scales, whiskers, feathers and appear as amalgamated cats, fish, toads, birds and 

goats.  

 In addition, Caesarius of Heisterbach’s widely read Dialogue on Miracles 

(Dialogus miraculorum) contained several accounts of demonic cats, pigs, monkeys and 

toads who terrified monks and nuns.173 Although certain animals are repeatedly used to 

represent evil, they are not fixed iconographic symbols. Depending on the context, 

animals may evoke opposing symbolic interpretations. The lion, for example, may 

																																																								
170 Athanasius qtd. in William M. Voelkle, “Morgan Manuscript M. 1001: The Seven 
Deadly Sins and the Seven Evil Ones,” in Monsters and Demons in the Ancient and 
Medieval Worlds, ed. Ann E. Farkas, et al. (Mainz on Rhine: Phillipp von Zabern, 1987), 
101. 
 
171 Ingvild Saelid Gilhus, Animals, Gods and Humans: Changing Attitudes to Animals in 
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represent Christ, the evangelist Mark or the devil. However, with the prevalence of 

animal-demon visual motifs, a medieval viewer would easily recognize and internalize 

the appropriation of animal forms to represent evil. 

 
The Sexed Body   

 The newly damned bodies of rebel angels also display signs of human 

sexuality.  For instance, the frontispiece for a manuscript of Nicholas of Lyra’s Postillae 

litterales et morales in testamentum vetus (Literal and Moral Commentary on the Old 

Testament), created in Bruges in 1467, displays dark skinned, animalized demons falling 

towards earth and into the moat surrounding the Garden of Eden (Fig. 2.9). Of particular 

note is the demon with a large pig-like snout and cloven hooves that also has identifiable 

pendant breasts. None of the other demons have obviously sexed bodies so why does the 

illuminator single out this devil?  

James Paxson is one of the few scholars who attempts to interpret demon bodies 

with reproductive organs. 174 Though trained as a literary historian, he examines the visual 

motif of the monstrous face as demon genitalia, which he terms the ‘nether-faced’ 

demon. He argues supernumerary demonic faces are built upon the “cultural poetics of 

misogyny” and allegorize the polarization of gender and sexuality.175 He claims that 

																																																								
174 James J. Paxson, "The Nether-Faced Devil and The Allegory of Parturition," Studies 
in Iconography 19 (1998): 139-76.  On sex, gender, and the monster body, see essays by 
Sarah Alison Miller and Dana Oswald in The Ashgate Research Companion to Monsters 
and the Monstrous; Sarah Alison Miller, Medieval Monstrosity and the Female Body 
(New York: Routledge, 2010); Jeffrey Cohen, Of Giants: Sex, Monsters, and the Middle 
Ages (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999).  
 
175 Paxson, “The Nether-Faced Devil.”  
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devils with breasts evoke the maternal, childbirth and the common human experience. 

However, his arguments are semiotic in nature, and not concerned with visual analysis, 

material context, or proving what the ‘common human experience’ entailed for a 

medieval or early modern viewer. 

Instead, likely explanation for the female breasted demon in Postillae litterales 

lies in its proximity to the figure of Eve who emerges from the side of Adam in the 

Garden of Eden.  In representations of the creation of Eve, God is typically painted next 

to an emerging female body, as if captured in the act of creation. However, in this 

miniature God does not interact with the humans but raises a hand in blessing from 

above, far removed from the activity below.176 Though ostensibly Eve is praying to God, 

as evidenced by her clasped hands, her gaze points towards a crowned falling demon, 

most likely a representation of the prince of devils, Lucifer.177 In addition, a green demon 

in the lower register appears to cover its genital area which prefigures the pose of Adam 

and Eve after partaking of the forbidden fruit and realizing they are naked. Adam and Eve 

are banished from Eden as humiliated outcasts just as rebel angels are expelled from 

Heaven.  

This iconographical pairing finds precedent in the Speculum Humanae Salvationis 

(Mirror of Human Salvation), a fourteenth-century spiritual treatise that was reproduced 

and translated into French, Dutch, German, and English throughout the fifteenth century. 

In the Speculum, for the first time, the fall of the rebel angels is explicitly described as a 
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prologue to human expulsion from paradise, and draws a direct correlation between 

Lucifer, demons, and Eve. 178 Humankind was therefore brought into a world that was 

already corrupted by Lucifer and his rebel angels. In fact, according to the text, the 

offspring of Adam and Eve were meant to fill the gap in heaven created by the expulsion 

of the rebel angels. However, Eve commits her own act of rebellion and eats from the 

forbidden tree, believing the Devil’s lies that she would become equal to God. In her 

arrogance and pride, Eve is therefore akin to Lucifer himself.179 

 Illuminated Speculum manuscripts further associate the female body with 

sinfulness and judgment by painting the fall of the angels side-by-side with the creation 

of Eve. For example, a mid-fifteenth century Speculum manuscript produced in Bruges 

neatly juxtaposes the two scenes and visually conveys a direct relationship between the 

inception of demonic evil and the emergence of Eve. (Fig. 2.10) 

 Similar to Nicholas of Lyra’s Postillae litterales, fifteenth-century Bibles 

Moralisées (moralized bible) demonstrate the lasting influence of the Speculum’s 

gendered text and iconographical program. Originally developed in thirteenth-century 

France, Bibles Moralisées contain short excerpts from the Bible paired with 

contemporary moralizations and illustrated with small vignettes that provide a visual 

																																																								
178 Adrian Wilson and Joyce Lancaster Wilson, A Medieval Mirror, Speculum Humanae 
Salvationis, 1324-1500 (Oakland: University of California Press, 1984), 10.  
 
179 For an excellent analysis of the relationship between the fall of the rebel angels and 
the creation of Eve in Bosch’s The Garden of Earthly Delights see Yona Pinson, “Fall of 
the Angels and Creation in Bosch’s Eden: Meaning and Iconographical Sources” in 
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commentary alongside the text.180 Their popularity increased throughout the Middle Ages 

and several illuminated reproductions are produced in fifteenth-century France and 

Flanders. Two manuscripts created in Bruges c. 1455-1460 for the Burgundian court 

place the fall of the rebel angels in large central miniatures and include devils with 

pendant breasts.  

 The frontispiece of a Bible Moralisée made for Louis de Bruges (also known as 

Lodewijk van Gruuthuse) reveals a large crowded scene filled with a chaotic jumble of 

falling rebel angels (Fig. 2.11).181  Their dark-skinned bodies are starkly bestial with 

leonine noses, spiky webbed wings, and tails ending in furry tufts. However, one devil in 

the lower right corner has rounded human looking breasts. Though some demon bodies 

hint at male genitalia with supernumerary faces and tongues, this body is explicitly sexed 

with large female breasts with rounded nipples. Again, the relationship between the 

female body and evil devils is made explicit by its visual alignment with the creation of 

Eve, which appears in a framed vignette to the right. Thus, the emergence of a gendered 

demon body typologically anticipates the newly formed, bare-breasted body of Eve.  

 Demons with breasts are also seen in a Bible Moralisée completed for Antoine de 

Bourgogne, also known as the Bastard of Burgundy (Figs. 2.12, 2.13). A central 

depiction of falling demons reveals delicate white faces of the angels above transforming 

into darkened bodies with pointed noses, fangs, tails, and webbed wings. Here again, 

																																																								
180 John Lowden, “The Bible Moralisée in the Fifteenth Century and the Challenge of the 
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pendant breasts become a signifier of a fallen and outcast body. The illuminator uses 

shadow and light orange highlights to suggest the presence of breasts on the falling body 

of the central devil.  This suggestion is fully realized on the figure towards the bottom left 

with extended orange wings and clearly outlined female breasts that hang heavy from the 

devil’s chest. Furthermore, while the limbs and torso are slim, the abdomen is rounded 

and swollen which implies that this demon is not only female but fertile. This is further 

emphasized by its juxtaposition with the rounded belly of Eve in the representation of 

sacred marriage to the right. Her small high breasts and swelling abdomen align with the 

idealized female bodies represented in medieval literature and artworks.182  Perhaps, the 

female demon with lower hanging breasts and curved torso is a subversion of ideal 

beauty while also mockingly foreshadows the pains of childbirth bestowed upon Eve as 

punishment for original sin.  

However, not all bare breasts carry negative connotations.183 In the context of 

devotional imagery, the breasts of the Virgin Mary in Madonna Lactans imagery signals 

her salvific role as intercessor.184 Nevertheless, when placed on the body of a devil, 

																																																								
182 See D. S. Brewer, “The Ideal of Feminine Beauty in Medieval Literature, Especially 
"Harley Lyrics", Chaucer, and Some Elizabethans,” The Modern Language Review 50, 3 
(1955): 257-69; Margaret R. Miles, Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and Religious 
Meaning in the Christian West (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989); and Madeline H. Caviness, 
Visualizing Women in the Middle Ages: Sight, Spectacle, and Scopic Economy 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 2001). 
 
183 For analysis of the secular breast see Margaret R. Miles, A Complex Delight: The 
Secularization of the Breast, 1350-1750 (Oakland: University of California Press, 2008). 
 
184 See Miles, “The Virgin’s One Bare Breast: Female Nudity and Religious Meaning in 
Tuscan Early Renaissance Culture,” in The Female Body in Western Culture: 
Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Susan R. Suleiman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
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exposed breasts more obviously allude to the spiritually weak and sinful nature of 

women.  

 

Clothed Vs Unclothed 

 The process of becoming demon is marked not only by the changing of skin and 

physical form but by the exposure of these bodies through the removal of clothing. Does 

this mean that the demon body is naked or nude? Much has been written on the 

naked/nude/unclothed body but perhaps the most famous and contested is Kenneth 

Clark’s The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form, published in 1956.  For Clark, nakedness 

signified embarrassment or shame while the nude body is “balanced, prosperous, and 

confident.”185 Clark’s polarizing and limiting definitions of “naked” and “nude” continue 

to be deconstructed and expanded through feminist and post-colonial scholarship.186 Still, 

however, these arguments rarely extend beyond the human species and no scholar has 

analyzed images of demons and devils within these methodological structures.187  

 In each of illuminations of the fall of the rebel angels described in this chapter, the 

																																																								
Milk: The Lactation of Saint Bernard and the Flemish Madonna Lactans (Ca. 1430–
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Fine Arts 1953 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), 3. 
 
186 Of particular note are Margaret Ruth Miles, Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and 
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medieval priestly alb, commonly adorned by rank and file clergy, fades and disintegrates 

from the angels as they transform into demons.  Since its removal is highlighted so 

frequently in images of the fall of the rebel angels, clothing must be significant to the 

process of demon damnation.  

 How and when a human body is covered is connected to its social identity; 

clothing thus becomes a potent signifier for the civilized or uncivilized nature of the 

figure.  As Sherry Lindquist explains in the introduction to The Meaning of Nudity in 

Medieval Art, “...dressing and undressing therefore figure prominently in rituals that 

govern changes of status in societies...Rituals use undressing and dressing to create and 

channel the emotional tenor of this state.”188 If we consider the removal of angelic robes 

as ritualized undressing denoting the transformation of angel to demon, perhaps we may 

also analyze these representations as demonic rites of passage. 

 Arnold van Gennep’s famous anthropological study on human rites of passage 

outlines three phases or sequences that are repeatedly performed at a special time and 

place. The first are rites of separation, symbolizing the removal of a person from their 

previous station or identity. Second are the rites of transition, or the liminal phase, which 

captures the participant between two states of being or identities. The postliminary phase 

is last, during which a person emerges into their new identity or status and brought into 

the community.189   
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See also Edward Muir, Ritual in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 21. 
 



 

	

70	 

  Most relevant for this discussion is the liminal phase, the rites of transition which 

most often feature clothing. Illuminators of the fall of the rebel angels freeze frame the 

demon body as it transitions and presents the viewer with hybrid beings, not angel, but 

not quite yet demon. For example, a Dutch book of hours, known as the Croesinck 

Hours, produced in Utrecht in the 1490’s, dramatically portrays fused angel-demons in 

the midst of their transformation (Figs. 2.14, 2.15). The scene occurs in a wide, colorful 

margin surrounding the opening of the Hours of Eternal Wisdom. The visual narrative is 

continuous from top to bottom, as if the text block was simply laid onto a full-page 

miniature. In the upper register, angels in white, orange, and green-blue robes raise their 

hands in prayer towards God, who floats in a seated position in the top right corner. 

Beneath him the archangel Michael, identified by his shield and prominent position near 

God, raises his sword above a falling demon. On either side of the text block, demon-

angel creatures gaze out at the viewer. On the left, the figure’s hands, wings, and lower 

half are fully transformed into those of a dark hairy creature with sharp claws and 

webbed feet. However, the upper torso is still angelic. The face and hair are beginning to 

darken, but retain a distinctly white face with delicate, human facial features. Though cut 

off at the waist, the white robes are the same as those worn by the warrior angel floating 

above him. On the right side, a bullish devil with outstretched arms falls towards the 

dark, fiery mass of demon bodies below. Though its upper torso resembles a fully 

realized demon, the lower half is still adorned with white angelic robes.   

 For both of these devils the removal of angelic robes serves as a potent rite of 

transition within the ‘ritual’ of becoming demon. These moments of the demonic body 

betwixt and between two states of being allude to the liminal phase which anthropologist 
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Victor Turner describes as subversive, anarchic, abnormal and symbolized a world turned 

upside down. With bodies falling headlong into damnation, the world of these devils is 

quite literally turned upside down.  

 During the liminal phrase in medieval European coronation ceremonies, the 

monarch would remove their outer garments and ceremonial robes before being anointed, 

a practice which continues in modern-day ceremonies.190  For rebellious demons, 

however, a ritualized removal of robes does not invest them with sovereign authority. 

Instead, the formerly divine angelic body is transformed through punitive disrobing. The 

newly created demon body is not simply unclothed, it has been forcibly stripped by 

divine judgment. The ritualized undressing of a damned and punished body is more 

closely aligned to the public stripping of criminals on their way to execution. The demons 

are de-vested and exposed as a means of punishment and humiliation.  

As Lindquist explains, the designation of a body as naked denotes exposure and 

shame and depictions of the unclothed body “invite a particular frisson of identification 

and discomfort.”191  Shame and nakedness as signifiers of divine judgment emerge in key 

narrative moments in the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, as seen 

in the lower left scene of the Postillae litterales (Fig. 2.9). After disobeying God’s 

commandment and eating from the Tree of Knowledge, Adam and Eve suddenly realize 

they are naked and hide themselves in shame. Genesis 3:7-10:  

(7) And the eyes of them both were opened: and when they perceived themselves 
to be naked, they sewed together fig leaves, and made themselves aprons. (8) And 
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when they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in paradise at the afternoon 
air, Adam and his wife hid themselves from the face of the Lord God, amidst the 
trees of paradise. (9) And the Lord God called Adam, and said to him: Where art 
thou? (10) And he said: I heard thy voice in paradise; and I was afraid, because I 
was naked, and I hid myself. 

 
Punitive stripping finds biblical precedence in both the Hebrew scriptures and 

Christian gospels. In the New Testament, Roman soldiers punish and mock Christ by 

forcibly removing his robes before the crucifixion. 192  He is stripped, mockingly dressed 

in fine robes, stripped again, and then re-clothed in his original tattered garments. An 

account in Exodus 32:25 also describes: “… Moses saw that the people were naked, (for 

Aaron had stripped them by occasion of the shame of the filth, and had set them naked 

among their enemies).” 

 
Transgressing the Border 

 Therefore, late medieval illuminators draw from ideological and iconographical 

precedents that negatively portray dark skin, animality, women, and nakedness and create 

the ultimate transgressive body: demons and devils. So transgressive, in fact, that they 

breach the visual threshold separating scenes in two Bible Historiale manuscripts made in 

Paris in the early fifteenth century. 

The compositions follow existing models from Bibles Moralisées which enclose 

narrative elements within roundels or square and rectangular frames keeping each figure 

within their delineated space. However, two manuscripts deviate from this model and 

reveal rebels angels breaking through the frame and crossing into the scene below,  
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For example, a Bible Historiale (Historical Bible) completed c. 1415 shows a 

falling angel breaching the frame between the middle and lower vignettes (Fig. 2.16).193 

The figure’s bent knees, folded torso, and outstretched arms surge forward from the 

picture plane, crossing the boundary separating Heaven and Hell as if diving into hell 

mouth waiting below. The almost completely blackened drapery of another falling demon 

lingers on the frame above. No doubt completed by the same workshop, a Bible 

Historiale completed c. 1415 for Jean Chousat, maître des comptes to the Duke of 

Burgundy also experiments with boundaries and space (Fig. 2.17).194 As angelic hands 

cross over the boundary, they physically transform: white and graceful fingers mutate 

into black bestial paws. 

 In her analysis of class structures in late medieval Netherlandish painting, Lynn 

Jacobs argues that painted frames and boundaries create zones of socio-cultural 

meaning.195 Illuminators consciously play with spaces above and between thresholds and 

borders to convey the cultural status of figures within the composition. The layering of 

space backwards and forwards is a key strategy to create meaning alongside typological 

visual narrative and “communicate[s] an intricate nexus of ideas about sin and death.196 
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Thus, the sinful nature of demons is heightened and emphasized as their falling bodies 

transgress the framed boundaries. The mutating devils exist in the undefined liminal 

spaces above the borders and thrust their threatening outcast bodies out of the picture 

plane and towards the viewer.  

 

Rebel Angels and Political Power 

 While imagery of fallen angels functions as a religious narrative, it may also 

allude to class conflicts and serve as an affirmation of political power structures. For 

instance, Tine Luk Meganck argues Pieter Breughel’s monumental painting of the Fall of 

the Rebel Angels, completed in 1562, reflects building political tensions in the Southern 

Netherlands (Fig. 2.18). 197 That same year, the local rhetorician (rederijkers) competition 

centered on the theme of achieving and maintaining peace. An association of merchants, 

writers, artists, and craftsmen, rederijkers played an important role in Netherlandish 

culture since they were responsible for organizing official government events, 

competitions, civic performances, and festivals. These events also functioned as a forum 

for social criticism. Many of the submissions for the competition in 1562 conflated 

contemporary political turmoil with spiritual rebellion by using the fall of the rebel angels 

as an example for how disobedience and pride lead to war. Lucifer and his followers did 

not have a healthy fear of God, which resulted in violence and unrest.198   
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 One hundred years earlier, political unrest and civic rebellion were also a concern 

for artists and illuminations. The fifteenth-century in Flanders was a time of political 

machinations, civil war, and shifting alliances. The alleged assassination of John the 

Fearless, Duke of Burgundy in 1419, and the establishment of Henry V of England as 

heir to the French crown in 1420, engulfed Paris and the surrounding areas in civil 

conflicts between Armagnac and Burgundian supporters.  

 As the scholarship of Peter Arnade, Wim Blockmans and Walter Prevenier 

argues, the political theatre that characterizes the Burgundian peripatetic courts under 

Phillip the Good and Charles the Bold were strategic exercises to establish and affirm 

institutional authority and social order amidst shifting power dynamics between the 

classes.199   Violent uprisings and revolts occurred in Bruges (1436-1438), Ghent (1449-

1453,1467), Utrecht (1455-1456),  Dinant (1466), and Liège (1465-1468).200  During the 

ducal reign of Charles the Bold from 1467-1477, ambitious state policies more forcefully 

curtailed the power of urban centers and feudal lords and  he publically punished 

guildsmen who rebelled against him in Ghent and Liège.201 

 Each of the manuscripts discussed in this chapter was commissioned and viewed 

by elite members of French or Burgundian courts with close connections to the French 

King or the Dukes of Burgundy. While their illuminations of falling rebel angels function 
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as a warning against sin, it ultimately also demonstrates the dire consequences of 

rebelling against higher authorities.202 The defeat of the angelic revolt was an affirmation 

of divine order and authority and visualized those who challenged institutional hierarchy 

as sub-human demonic enemies. In his book on secular justice iconography and the 

medieval penal imaginary, Robert Mills argues that “dominant power structures in 

medieval society were partly sustained through the deployment of representations of 

punishment and pain.”203  It’s tempting to imagine that a noble viewer would view images 

of punished rebel angels as private affirmations of their own authority. 

 A direct correlation between rebel angels and fighting human classes can be found 

in an illuminated copy of L’arbre des batailles (The Tree of Battles), made for Phillip the 

Good c. 1461. A full-page miniature depicts violent fighting amongst different states of 

society (women, soldiers, merchants, popes and royalty) on the branches of a tall tree 

(Fig. 2.18). However, above the tree, a heavenly battle is defeated, and horned rebel 

angels fall towards earth. On the surface, the image functions as a reminder that God’s 

authority is supreme. Symbolically, however, it creates a relationship between rebel 

angels and battling humans and makes the heavenly rebellion immediately relevant to 

contemporary viewers, particularly the richly dressed and crowned figures atop the tree.  

Indeed, Burgundian dukes were closely aligned with the power structures of the Christian 
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church. Phillip the Good was styled as a Christian sovereign and champion of the faith. 

Papal bulls issued in 1453 and 1458 by Pope Nicholas V and Pope Calixtus II endowed 

Philip the Good as “fervent athlete and intrepid champion of the Christian religion.”204  

 Furthermore, the court of Charles the Bold celebrated the Duke’s dominance over 

rebellious townsmen. Georges Chastellain, court historiographer and chronicler for the 

Burgundian Dukes, wrote eleven “magnificences” praising the activities of Charles the 

Bold. For Chastellain, the first of these defined the Duke’s excellence: the punishment 

and humiliation of the alderman and guild deans of Ghent in 1469:  

“The first [magnificence] was at Brussels, where, seated on his throne, his sword 
unsheathed and held by his Marshall, he gathered the men of Ghent arranged 
kneeling before him and at his pleasure and in their presence cut and tore up the 
political charters they bore. Done for permanent record, this action was without 
parallel”205  

 
 This context adds another layer of meaning for the monstrous rebel angels in the 

Miroir de Mort written by Georges Chastellain c.1450 and reproduced in 1470 for 

Charles the Bold (See Fig. 2.5).206 As described earlier in this chapter, the angelic bodies 

mutate and transform as they fall from heaven. However, one of the demons retains a 

decidedly human face, though its features are enlarged and distorted.  Shadowed lines 

atop the demon’s head suggest a receding hair line which further characterizes the demon 
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as a human male. Throughout his reign, Charles the Bold led brutal campaigns against 

civic uprisings of middle classes. In 1467 and 1468, as punishment for resisting 

Burgundian rule, nearly 1000 rebellious burghers in Liège were bound together and 

drowned, the militia driven into a church and burned alive, and the entire town was twice 

burnt to the ground. Perhaps Charles the Bold reflected on such acts while gazing at 

falling rebel angels with human faces and reminded that a rebellion against a Christian 

sovereign was a revolt against God and easily defeated. 

Therefore, when placed in the context of social and political turmoil, depictions of 

a failed demonic rebellion function as illuminating case studies analyzing the devil body 

as a reflection and (re) production of socio-political ideologies. Overall, the dominant 

visual discourse of the demonic body reaffirmed and propagated Western Christian 

hierarchies that privileged white over black, human over animal, male over female, and 

the powerful over the disenfranchised. 

 
The Demon Body as Cultural Lens  
 
 In the thirteenth century, theologian Thomas Aquinas claimed that devils are both 

spirit and body and assume a virtual body only to oblige the limits of human 

understanding.207 Following his logic, humans ‘inherently’ understand that a dark 

skinned, unclothed, and animalized body is evil and demonic. Debra Strickland writes 

that demons “...embody abstract and fundamental concepts to Christian belief. That is, 

demons represent an attempt to visualize the nature of evil itself, an evil in which 
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virtually all non-Christians were believed to participate, either as leaders or as 

followers.”208 The demon body functions as a locus for racist and misogynistic ideologies. 

By endowing rebel angels with human breasts and black skin, these images reaffirm a 

hegemonic order where perceived enemies of the Christian faith are cast down, punished, 

and humiliated.  

Fifteenth-century demons are represented with features stereotyped as Jewish, 

African, or female. Though twenty-first society may think of itself as modern and 

enlightened when compared to the so-called dark ages, has the demonizing process 

changed?  Can examining medieval demons help us understand why 600 years later a 

white man walks into a Pittsburgh synagogue and murders eleven congregants 

proclaiming that “all Jews must die”209; why large groups of brown-skinned men, women 

and children seeking asylum are vilified as an invading horde of gang members, rapists, 

and terrorists210; why fifty Muslims in New Zealand were brutally gunned down by a 

white supremacist211; why twenty-two people were killed in El Paso, Texas by a domestic 
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terrorist who feared an Hispanic invasion212; why hundreds of unarmed black men are 

killed by police,213 or why uncounted transgender women of color are viciously attacked 

and murdered every year?214 

Caroline Walker Bynum astutely writes, “It is not only possible, it is imperative to 

use modern concerns when we confront the past...the present will help us see past 

complexity and the past will help us to understand ourselves.”215  Identifying systemic 

racism, sexism, and classism in works of art is a continuous and increasingly relevant 

project. The stability and longevity of demonic iconography is a powerful indicator of 

structurally pervasive racial practices. Analyzing representations of the demon body 

reminds us there is more to learn about how dominant cultures define and visualize evil 

and – more importantly – who it decides to literally and figuratively demonize. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

Hell’s Proletariat: Images of Demons at Work 

 

9 to 5, whoa what a way to make a livin' 
Barely gettin' by, it's all takin' and no givin' 

They just use your mind and they never give you credit 
It's enough to drive you crazy if you let it 

 
9 to 5, yeah they got you where they want you 

There's a better life, and you dream about it, don't you? 
It's a rich man's game no matter what they call it 

And you spend your life puttin' money in his wallet 
– Dolly Parton216 

 

 

In the nineteenth century, Frederick Engels argued that labor is the central 

identifying factor for the evolution of humans as a species. He states, “It is the primary 

basic condition for all human existence, and this to such an extent that, in a sense, we 

have to say that labour created man himself.” 217  Engels goes on to argue that the 

development of tools, what he calls the instruments of labor, also characterizes the 

progressive sophistication of humans.218 Marxist theories of human evolution, such as 

those offered by Engels, become particularly interesting when discussing the non-human. 

																																																								
216 Dolly Parton, “9 to 5,” Musical Recording, RCA, 1980.  
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trans. by  Accessible online: https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1876/part-
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More specifically, defining a species by its labor–its work, tools, and social organization– 

is a provocative approach to liminal or otherworldly beings, such as demons and devils.  

Throughout the medieval period we see depictions of demonic heavenly outcasts that 

echo human society, and in particular, the working classes. Artists and illuminators 

challenge species boundaries and blur the distinctions between a human and devil 

laborer.   However, in spite of this rich tradition of imagery, modern scholars, such as 

George Duby and Paul Freedman, focus only on the human worker. 219 I argue that labor 

is a pivotal yet unexamined facet of visualizing infernal beings. 

This paper is the first to analyze the industriously working demons who 

demonstrate knowledge of trade and craft in late medieval French and Flemish 

illuminations and panel paintings. Tools of the blacksmith and mason emerge as 

instruments of demonic labor as devils stoke furnaces, pump bellows, lay bricks and 

climb scaffolding. Given the lack of scholarship in this area I will build upon analyses of 

peasant workers and contextualize devils and the material conditions of the infernal 

workforce within attitudes towards labor in the late Middle Ages. Fifteenth-century 

northern Europe witnessed a rapid increase in urban centers, merchant economies and the 

rise of middle classes of artisans and tradesman. In this age of shifting social boundaries 

images of the demon working class, Hell’s proletariat, further destabilize both class and 

species limits and expectations.  This chapter offers an iconography of demon labor and 

																																																								
219 See Georges Duby, The Three Orders: Feudal Society Imagined (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1982); Jacques le Goff, Time, Work and Culture in the Middle Ages, 
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demonstrates how examinations of the demonic daily grind complicate traditional art 

historical analysis of the working classes and highlight the interpretive possibilities 

offered by images of demons and devils.  

 

Modern and Pre-Modern Labor  

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the verb labor as “..to exert oneself 

physically or mentally; to work, esp. hard or against difficulties (frequently at or on some 

task); esp.to do (usually manual) work, particularly in order to earn a living.”220 In short, 

to labor is to work. Though the OED’s definition includes mental exertions, this chapter 

focuses on theories and representations of physical work. 

According to Engels, physical work stimulated the development of the early 

human brain and prompted mental and social complexity and the development of 

language.221 Though continually debated within Marxist and anthropological fields, 

historian Charles Woolfson defends these claims and formulates a labor theory of 

culture.222 Woolfson reiterates that  

...the identification of the aims of labour..and the division of tasks within the 
labour process, slowly came into being within an increasingly social and co-
operative context. Earliest man became humanized through labour.223  

 

																																																								
220OED Online, s.v., "labour, v." 
 
221 Modern scientific studies solidify the relationship between physical exercise and brain 
development. For example see: Sérgio Gomes da Silva & Ricardo Mario Arida, “Physical 
activity and brain development,” Expert Review of Neurotherapeutics 15, 9: 1041-1051. 
 
222 Charles Woolfson, The Labour Theory of Culture: A Re-Examination of Engel’s 
Theory of Human Origins (London: Routledge, 1982).  
 
223 Woolfson, 7.  
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 Progressive sophistications of humans and work thus further separate men from 

animals as society and culture develop.224  However, transferring these structures to the 

non-human realm subverts the species-contingency of labor inherent to Marxist 

methodologies. Ground-breaking anthropological studies by Jane Goodall and Benjamin 

Beck provide countless examples of animals and birds that make effective use of tools.225   

Theories that tool-making in particular defines a species offer a provocative approach to 

devils portrayed with human implements of trade and craft.  

How did pre-modern society view labor and how do we situate demons within 

that discourse? In medieval theology, the concept of labor vacillates between valorizing 

hard work and decrying its punitive character. Jacques le Goff astutely summarized, 

“…the Judeo-Christian [legacy] was to offer medieval man an ideological arsenal 

containing weapons for the defense of every position, in favor both of labor and non-

labor.”226  Many Jewish and Christian theologians approached labor as positive, 

honorable and the divine purpose for mankind. The creation narrative of  Genesis 

portrays God as a great worker who takes pleasure in his labors.227 The frontispiece of a 

thirteenth-century Bible moralisée presents God as an architect holding a compass over a 
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swirling cosmic sphere (Fig. 3.1).228  Human labor was mankind’s participation in the 

divine act of creation.229  First-century rabbi Eleazar ben Azariah wrote, “Great is work, 

for every craftsman walks out with the implements of his calling, and is proud of 

them…God speaks of his work; how much more should man.”230   Benedictine rule 

viewed manual labor as vital to spiritual wellbeing since idleness invited evil into the 

soul.231  Work was a form of worship though eventually monastic labor focused more on 

mental efforts, such as meditation, over physical, agricultural exertions.232  On the other 

hand, later Christian discourses highlighted stark differences between Edenic (idealized) 

work and postlapsarian (grueling) labor. As punishment for the sins of Adam, manual 

workers led painful and humiliating lives filled with earthly toil.  To labor was to 

suffer.233   

As early as the ninth century, medieval thinkers divided society into three orders: 

those who pray (oratores), those who fight (bellatores) and those who labor 

																																																								
228 For more on this image and the characterization of the sciences see, Katherine H. 
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(laboratores).234  For much of the middle ages,  laboratores referred almost exclusively 

to agricultural peasant workers (agricolari-laborare, rusticus) who farmed land in 

support of their feudal lords and soldiers, or as tenth-century English abbot Ælfric of 

Eynshan defined: “those who by their labor provide our means of subsistence...”235  As 

the urban economy flourished in the high and late middle ages, this category expanded to 

include tradesmen, merchants and craftsmen, such as masons and blacksmiths.236 In 

return for their service, laboratores received spiritual and physical protection from the 

oratores and bellatores, respectively. These idealized (and subsequently unrealistic) 

expectations of mutuality amongst the three orders fueled the discourse on labor for 

centuries, eventually contributing to uprisings and revolts. 237  

 If medieval labor is defined, in part, by ideals of communal support and necessary 

service, what do demons provide and for whom?  Hell´s workers torture human souls that 

are judged and sentenced by God. Humans on earth are tempted or terrorized by the Devil 

and his demons with the explicit permission of God. Fifth-century theologian Augustine 

of Hippo declared that “...no demon or man acts unrighteously except by the permission 

of the same Divine and altogether righteous judgment.”238 In the sixth century, Pope 
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(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015). See also Duby, The Three Orders: 
Feudal Society Imagined (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982). 
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Gregory the Great admitted that Satan and his demons were perpetually in conflict with 

God and the pursuit of piety, but remained enforcers of Holy judgment.239 Peter Lombard 

explained in his highly influential twelfth-century text, The Sentences “That each soul has 

a good angel to watch over and an evil one to train it.”240 Covering all theological bases, 

Lombard clarifies, “...although the number of humans is greater than that of angels, if we 

add together all men who were, who are, and who will be, nevertheless it is possible that 

all men, while they are in this life, may each have an angel, good or evil, assigned to 

watch over and train him...”241  

 Similarly, in the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas explained that demons were 

deputized by God, who was ultimately responsible for demonic assaults.242  Sixteenth-

century French demonologist Jean Bodin reiterated that the Devil was sent by God and 

that all infernal punishment stemmed from heavenly judgment.243  Though they are 

irredeemable heavenly outcasts and a lower ‘class’ of being, demons perform labor that is 

assigned by Heaven and spiritually necessary. In this sense, demons’ labor is both 

damned and divine. 

 

Peasants 
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Similar to the paradox of demonic labor, the discourse on medieval peasants is 

characterized by social and spiritual contradictions. Paul Freedman argues that peasants 

are often marginalized and portrayed as monstrous sub-humans despite the fact that 

“peasantry was a pervasive and familiar presence in the medieval European landscape.” 

244 Spiritual discussion alternated between praising the pious (and mutually beneficial) 

peasant work ethic, and condemning the vulgar, uneducated coarseness of the lower 

classes.  Satirized as dull, ridiculous, violent or evil, they are contemptible rustics yet 

necessary contributors to medieval society and piously expiating the sins of Adam.245 The 

vulgar and bestial ‘nature’ of the peasant class was partially redeemed through arduous, 

penitential labor. 

 These fluctuating perceptions of the working classes appear in late medieval 

artworks. Given their aristocratic audience, many richly illuminated manuscripts portray 

idealized conceptions of labor and maintain the hierarchical bias of elite viewers.  Within 

Des profits ruraux des champs, a late fifteenth-century French translation of the Liber 

Ruralium Commodorum, the workers are well dressed in tidy doublets, belts, purses and 

brightly colored hose (British Library: Additional MS 19720, f. 27) (Fig. 3.2). The dirt, 

sweat and struggle of a ragged workforce is purposefully absent.246  Idealized and 

socially controlled peasants are found within the calendar pages of the Très Riches 

Heures, begun before 1416 by the Limbourg Brothers for Jean duc de Berry and 
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completed by Jean Colombe c. 1482 for Duke Charles of Savoy.247  In her analysis of the 

“March” illumination, Lynn F. Jacobs argues the peasants exist within clearly defined 

limits illustrated by the architectural and agricultural boundaries visible in the miniature 

(Fig. 3.3). The broad expanse of the landscape and the heavily fortified castle in the 

background convey physical and social dominance over the diminutive and roughly 

dressed peasants.248  Their bare feet and hunched posture brings them physically closer to 

the soil and visually reinforces the ideological association of peasants with the land.  

Pejorative representations of peasant vulgarity also appear within the Très Riches 

Heures.  “February” highlights agricultural workers chopping wood and driving animals 

into town but draws particular attention to three peasants warming themselves by the fire 

(Fig. 3.4). Lifting their clothes, they expose genitals and undergarments, which alludes to 

vulgar peasant life and the elitist (and erotic) gaze of the patron.249  

  On the other hand, positive depictions of peasants are found in the Portinari 

Altarpiece, painted by Hugo van der Goes for the Portinari family c. 1470 (Fig. 3.5). As 

Diane Wolfthal argues, the painting emphasizes pious poverty and aligns with Portinari’s 

support of Franciscan Observants, a religious order that espoused ideals of poverty.250 In 
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the center panel, the Virgin Mary is unadorned, wearing a modest blue dress, and the 

infant Christ lies on the rough earth in front of her. On the right, a raggedly dressed 

peasant directs the Magi towards the birth of Christ and the contrast between their visual 

presentation is clear (Fig. 3.6). The Magi’s fine boots, hose and hat oppose the peasants 

roughshod and tattered shoes and shirt. Yet, despite their poor appearance, he and the 

group of paupers behind him, know the way to Christ, and his demeanor and apparel echo 

the shepherds adoring the child in the center panel. 251  Within the central panel, the 

figure of the kneeling shepherd is the most fully realized of the trio and the artist 

highlights large, rough hands and a weathered, wrinkled face (Fig. 3.7). This is 

undoubtedly a man who physically labors for a living particularly when juxtaposed with 

the smooth ivory faces of the angels and wealthy patrons on either side. Yet the poor 

shepherd is prominently positioned in the center panel, closer to the Christ child than the 

elite figures. The virtue, humility, and piety of shepherds and peasants are emphasized 

rather than the stereotypical vulgarity portrayed in the Trés Riches Heures. 

Dissonant views of peasants in the late middle ages were thus held simultaneously 

and such ideological slippage is inherent to medieval spectatorship. Jonathan J.G. 

Alexander complicates the cultural construction of peasant labor in illuminated calendar 

cycles and argues that “the process of visualization thus adds gender and class specificity 

to the verbal indeterminacy of laborantes.”252  If we combine this interpretive elasticity 
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with the richness of demon iconography, we may expand traditional conceptions of the 

three orders and transfer feudal mentalities from human to non-human. Indeed, both 

peasant and demon are subservient figures who provide necessary labor for a higher 

power. Cast out of heaven to the earth below, devils are lower class figures both 

spiritually and physically. In this sense, we can also envision hell as a feudal society.  

Mark Bloch defines feudalism as “the rigorous economic subjection of a host of humble 

folk to a few powerful men."253 Although medieval devils may not be “humble folk,” 

they are imaged as a laboring mass that is subject to a few powerful figures: God/Christ 

or Satan, sometimes called the Prince of Devils. For example, groups of working demons 

surround a crowned devil standing atop a crenelated tower in a fourteenth-century La 

Cité de Dieu illumination (Fig. 3.8). The figure’s elevated position and crown imbue the 

figure with authority while the arm and hand gesture convey speech as if directing the 

action of the demons below.254   

In the fields of Hell, devils’ labor reaps pain, suffering and eternal torment but 

this emotional and physical commodity (Hell’s harvest) is ultimately paid to God. 

Heaven exploits the labor-power of Hell in order to fulfill divine sentencing.  However, 

unlike human workers, devils cannot buy their freedom or redeem their sins through 

earthly toil, nor do they fall under the protection of higher powers. In many ways, the 

demon working class aligns more closely to slavery or bonded serfdom than feudal 
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peasant life. 

 

Tools of Torture 

Identifying demon labor with human professions follows in the tradition of late 

medieval visionary literature, which paints a picture of Hell by outlining specific 

demonic tasks. A fifteenth-century vision of purgatory by an anonymous English nun 

provides an elaborate simile comparing demon activity to specific trades. 

and these devils cast oil and grease on them and blew vigorously with powerful 
bellows, so that I could see nothing of them. And then soon after, it seemed these 
devils laid them on anvils, as smiths do burning iron, and struck them with 
hammers… 
 
and the devils were ever raking on them with strong hooks, the way, it seems, 
women draw wool with combs… 
 
and then it seemed the devils took long iron goads, all aflame, and put them 
through the barrels, and as fast as they could, they turned them about as men do to 
clean metal gear in barrels of sand.” 255 

 
  An Irish seventh-century text, Saint Patrick’s Purgatory, describes souls that are 

“basted by the demons with liquid metal, while others were baked in ovens and fried in 

frying pans.”256 The Monk of Evesham’s Vision, from late twelfth-century England, also 

																																																								
255“...And pese deuelles keste oyle and greishe to ham and blew fast with stronge belyes 
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specifies bodies were roasted, fried, and tortured by devils who use “fiery prongs to melt 

sinners like metals.”257 Heavily inspired by earlier vision tales, Dante’s Inferno, written 

in Florence in the fourteenth century, compares the diligent activity of demons to 

scullery boys shoving meat into a cauldron and Venetian shipyard laborers, plugging 

leaks with pitch.258   

Close analysis of late medieval imagery reveals a critical component of the 

infernal workforce: tools. Here, the immaterial world of the afterlife is materialized 

through detailed representations of the instruments of human labor. The most common 

tools that appear in demonic hands are sticks, clubs, flails, pitchforks, and wheels. The 

richly illuminated Livre de la vigne nostre Seigneur is a brightly colored catalog of devils 

and their implements of torture. For example, in one half page miniature, two demons 

hold long pitchforks in front of a two-level furnace, their upturned mouths and exposed 

teeth conveying diabolical pleasure and satisfaction in their work (Fig. 3.9). Demons on 

fol. 99r also face the viewer directly, striking a pose with double pronged flesh hooks 

(Fig. 3.10). These tools were commonly used by cooks to grab and transfer pieces of 

meat in or out of a cauldron as seen in a lower margin of the Luttrell Psalter, a 

fourteenth-century English manuscript (Fig. 3.11).   

The wheel is arguably the most common form of capital execution during the late 

middle ages and also makes an appearance in the Livre de la vigne nostre Seigneur.259  
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On fol. 83r, a devil cranks a wheel with naked humans impaled along each spoke (Fig. 

3.12).  The demon’s body position corresponds to depictions of humans as evidenced by 

The Wheel of Fortune and Death below the Tree of Life, a fifteenth-century engraving 

from the Northern Netherlands (Fig. 3.13). Similar to the devil in the Livre, Fortuna 

stands alongside the wheel and grasps the crankshaft with both hands.  

Other French and Flemish illuminations of hell resemble infernal workshops with 

tasks and tools assigned accordingly. Eternal torture is divided into stations within the 

Traité des quatre dernières choses, c. 1455-67; devils use sticks, knives, pitchforks, and 

cauldrons to torment and punish the damned on tables, grills, and stone blocks (Fig. 

3.14).260 Here again the demons resemble human cooks or kitchen workers. In the lower 

right quadrant, a devil wields a large knife and stands before a bleeding human on a long 

table. The pose echoes that of a kitchen worker in the margins of the Luttrell Psalter: 

both figures raise a large knife in one hand and hold onto their fleshy target with the 

other. (Fig. 3.15). 

 

Demon Blacksmiths 

 Beyond more common implements of violence such as knives or hooks, late 

medieval artists portray demons with blacksmith tools: bellows, hammers, anvils, and 

furnaces. 261  For example, within the Getty Tondal, a manuscript completed for Margaret 
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of York, Duchess of Burgundy in 1475, demons wield hammers and prongs, 

communicating with fellow devil workers (Fig. 3.16). The Forge of Vulcan, The Pain of 

Those Who Add Sin to Sin, describes devils that stoke a burning fire “and pumped the 

bellows of the furnace in the same way as one melts iron for casting.”262 These demon 

blacksmiths brandish large hammers, forge souls on anvils and “tormenting them, the 

devils would say, one of the other, are they forged enough?”263 The manuscript thus 

presents a hellish labor force enjoying workplace camaraderie with their demon 

colleagues. They successfully employ tools in a process of ‘socially cooperative 

production,’ to borrow a phrase from Marxist theory.264 

 Original Latin translations of Tondal’s vision include longer and more descriptive 

accounts of demon workers:  

The torturers ran out to meet with them with burning forceps....they threw him 
into the burning forge, its flames fanned with inflated bellows. Just as iron is 
usually weighed, these souls were weighed, until the multitude that were burned 
there was reduced to nothing. When they were so liquefied that they appeared to 
be nothing but water, they were thrown with iron pitchforks. Then placed on a 
forging stone they were struck with hammers until twenty or thirty or a hundred 
souls were reduced into one mass...The torturers spoke to the conquered saying, 
“This is enough, isn’t it?” And others in another workshop answered, “Throw 
them to us and let us see if it is enough.”265 

																																																								
 
262 De la peine a ceulz quy au monde maintenent et font male sur mal seat en la vallee 
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Madeleine McDermott in The Visions of Tondal: From the Library of Margaret of York, 
(Malibu: J. Paul Getty Museum, 1992), 50.  
 
264 Woolfson, 26. 
 
265 “Vision of Tundale,” in Visions and Heaven and Hell Before Dante, 172. 
“Appropinquantes autem occurrerunt eis tortores cum ignitis forcipibus et angelo nihil 
dicentes ceperunt animam , que sequebaturj  et tenentes projecerunt in caminum ignis 
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 The description echoes the forging process performed by human metalworkers 

and smiths. Freshly mined materials required smelting before manufacturing or 

craftwork; ore was washed in a sieve, burned in a kiln, and then placed in a furnace with 

charcoal. The material was weighed and transferred to an open forge adjacent to the 

smelting house where it was hammered on anvils and repeatedly heated in a burning 

furnace. Bellows, operated either manually or mechanically, stoked the fires with puffs of 

air.266  Forging iron into quality products required a complex process of heating, 

hammering, and reheating. Within a busy forge, smiths likely consulted each other during 

the process.  

 

La Cité de Dieu 

 Fifteenth-century French translations of Saint Augustine´s De civitate Dei (La 

Cité de Dieu)  reproduce illumination cycles that also visualize hell as an infernal 

workshop. Demons are discussed at length in Augustine’s text and appear frequently 

within fifteenth-century illuminated reproductions. Brightly colored devils dance around 

																																																								
ardentem, et sic follibus sufflantes, sicut solet examinari ferrum, ita examinabantur, 
donec ad nihilum redigeretur illa multitudo animarum, que ibi urebantur. Gumque ita 
liquefierent, ut nil aliud nisi aqua apparerent, jugulabantur tridentibus ferreis, et positi 
super incudem percutiebantur malleis, donec vicene vel tricene vel centene anime in 
unam massam redigerentur, et tarnen, quod est gravius, non ita perirent; desiderabant 
enim mortem et invenire non poterant. Loquebantur vero tortores ad invicem dicentes:  
Nonne eufficit? Et alii in alia domo respondebant: Proicite nobis, ut videamus, si sufficit” 
(Albrecht Wagner, ed., Visio Tnugdali lateinisch und altdeutsch [Erlangen: Deichert, 
1882], 81). 
 
266 Patricia Basing, Trades and Crafts in Medieval Manuscripts (London: British Library, 
1990), 62. 
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city walls, sit with philosophers, tempt humans, and carry off recently judged sinners. 

The infernal hell forge is one of the last illuminations in these cycles and represents the 

culmination of the demonic threat visualized throughout the manuscript.  

La Cité de Dieu was a highly popular text within French late medieval courtly 

society. The first French vernacular translation and commentary was completed by Raoul 

de Presles for Charles V in 1371 and also included a full cycle of illuminations for the 

twenty-two books of Augustine’s text.267 As its popularity spread through the court, this 

initial set of miniatures was reproduced with little variation until the mid-fifteenth 

century when independent illumination cycles emerged from Parisian manuscript 

workshops.268 The hell forge motif appears in a reproduction purportedly created for 

Charles de Gaucourt, governor of Paris. In a letter to the governor, Robert Gaguin, 

French humanist and a ministre général of the Ordre des Trinitaire, writes that he 

completed his project of devising a new set of illustrations for the La Cité de Dieu which 

will be painted by Maître François. 269  Unfortunately, Gaguin's project notes and 

guidelines are lost and it is impossible to know if the demon blacksmiths were outlined 

by Gaguin or an artistic invention of Maître François and his workshop.  

 Two of these manuscript cycles remain in Paris collections: one in Bibliothèque 

nationale de France, Ms. fr.18-19 (Fig. 3.17) and the other in Bibliothèque Sainte-

																																																								
267 Sharon Off Dunlap Smith, Illustrations of Raoul de Praelles’ Translation of St. 
Augustine’s City of God Between 1375 and 1420, New York University, Ph.D. 
dissertation, 1974, 13.  
 
268 Smith, 4. 
 
269 Smith, “New Themes for the City of God around 1400: The Illustrations of Raoul de 
Presles' Translation,” Scriptorium 36, 1 (1982): 68–82, 79. 
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Geneviève, Ms. 246 (Fig. 3.18). These brightly illuminated miniatures display groups of 

demon workers that hammer human souls on anvils, pump bellows into a furnace, and 

roast intertwined bodies on a turning spit. However, missing from these depictions is the 

physical obscenity and vulgarity often associated with demons and devils.  Though their 

ostensible purpose is violent, their body language, expression and gestures are 

significantly more muted than the humans. Their facial expressions are neutral, if not 

somewhat satisfied, and focused on the task at hand and raised arms convey physical 

exertion instead of emotional distress. Only one demon in the Sainte-Geneviève 

manuscript appears demonstrably fatigued under the weight of the human bodies that it 

carries to a fiery cauldron (Fig. 3.19). Eye cast towards the ground, its furrowed brow and 

bent back allude to the rigorous physicality of demon labor. However, even this level of 

distress is minor compared to the wretched expressions of the damned. The emotional 

focus is the pain and despair of human souls, demonstrated by their wide-open mouths, 

outstretched arms, clawing hands, and bulging eyes.   

Both Paris miniatures highlight a demon that is not actively working and instead 

shown at rest. In the BnF manuscript, a demon sits on the edge of a fiery furnace, bent 

over with one hand resting on its knee and the other holding up the pitchfork.  Similarly, 

the Sainte-Geneviève devil sits against a furnace with both hands on knees and a 

pitchfork leaning against one shoulder (Fig. 3.20) Neither figure interacts with other 

devils or humans and thus appears disengaged from the work and activity surrounding 

them.  Again, we can compare these images to those of peasants sleeping or resting their 

head in one hand. As Alexander demonstrates, these gestures of sloth and idleness imbue 
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the lazy peasant worker with sinfulness and the subversion of God’s natural order.270  

Though the demons sit with eyes open and hands resting on knees they still visually 

contrast with the working figures that surround them. Even the devils sitting on the 

ground remain physically engaged, roasting humans and stoking fires underneath the spit. 

The sin of acedia (sloth) was commonly referred to as the noonday demon and 

considered the most pervasive affliction within early monastic societies so perhaps these 

resting devils are caught in their eponymous afternoon slump. The ‘lazy’ demon may 

reference the sinful nature of idleness and simultaneously create visual interest by 

disrupting the narrative composition of working demons.   

 Hell and eternal torment are discussed in the last chapters of Augustine’s text, 

Books XXI and XXII, but it does not specifically describe hell as a busy forge, nor the 

demons as smiths. These sections are concerned primarily with answering questions 

regarding how and why bodies of the damned are burned and suffer but do not die. He 

devotes several chapters to the miraculous phenomenon of fire: “Who can explain the 

wonders of fire itself? Everything it burns turns black, though fire itself is bright. Though 

beautiful in colour it discolours nearly everything that its flame envelops or licks.”271 

Augustine’s eternal fires are both corporeally and psychologically painful, causing 

																																																								
270 Alexander, “Labeur and Paresse,” 445-447. See also Siegfried Wenzel, The Sin of 
Sloth: Acedia in Medieval Thought and Literature (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1960). 
 
271 Augustine of Hippo, City of God, Volume I: Books 1-3, trans. George E. McCracken, 
Loeb Classical Library 411 (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), 17.   
“De ipso igne mira quis explicet, quo quaeque adusta nigrescunt, cum ipse sit lucidus, et 
paene omnia quae ambit et lambit colore pulcherrimus decolorat atque ex pruna fulgida 
carbonem taeterrimum reddit?” 
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material and immaterial suffering.272 In order to convey unquenched and enduring fires of 

torment, illuminators look to the fire-stokers of late medieval society: smiths.  

  Indeed, bellows, the life breath of the blacksmith, are perhaps the most widely 

used tool by demons, occurring frequently in images of infernal torture. Single bellows 

appear not only within City of God miniatures, but also in the Getty Tondal,  Pèlerinage 

de l'âme,  and illuminated books of hours. (Fig. 3.21).   The single bellows is pumped by 

hand, similar to an accordion, and funnels small blasts of air in between pieces of wood 

or coal in order to stoke the fire. The more mechanically complex double-bellows appears 

in the hell forge within the Strasbourg Cité de Dieu (Fig. 3.22), and within the Traité des 

quatre dernières choses (Fig. 3.23). These are larger structures that require one or two 

person to stand on the bellows in order to pump them. However, the demonic bellow 

blower is not restricted to late medieval illuminations. They are also found on public 

altarpieces; for example, a late fifteenth-century triptych in St. Michael Schwäbisch Hall 

in Stuttgart, Germany (originally produced in Antwerp).  In the lower foreground, an 

open mouthed devil stokes the cauldron fires with clearly defined bellows (Fig. 3.24).   

 Human blacksmiths and metalworkers were prominent urban figures and integral 

to the medieval social landscape.  Jacques le Goff asserts that early medieval cultures and 

their “barbarian legacy” privileged the labor of ironworkers since they provided weapons 

and implements of war. They were also sacred craftsmen with social prestige and 

elemental prowess.273  In the twelfth century, Hugh of St. Victor describes smithing and 

																																																								
272 Augustine, 65. 
 
273 Jacques le Goff, 76. 
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forging as one of the seven mechanical arts bestowed by the ancients and lauds Vulcan, 

Tubal-Cain and Prometheus as the first practitioners. 274  In medieval daily life, smiths 

provided vital services to royal courts and urban centers, fashioning armor, shoeing 

horses and forging arms. Especially given the crusading culture of the French courts, 

swords, weapons, and armor were in high demand. With the rise of a merchant economy, 

the social landscape for manual labor shifted as trade and craftsmen gained importance. 

Metalworkers and smiths recognized and celebrated patron saints; Saint Eloi 

(alternatively known as Eloy, Eligius) was popular in France with a well celebrated feast 

day during which the Dukes of Burgundy reportedly gave gifts of silver to the court’s 

blacksmiths.275   

 Visual representations of blacksmiths further complicate a straightforward 

iconographic association of these tools with evil. For instance, a fifteenth-century Roman 

de la Rose depicts a female personification of nature who holds a hammer above her head 

as if preparing to strike the object lying on the anvil in front of her (MS. Ludwig XV 7, 

fol. 101) (Fig. 3.25). Yet another example appears in a Calvary illumination by Jean 

Fouquet in the Hours of Etienne de Chevalier (Musée Condé, Chantilly Ms. 71) (Fig. 

3.26). The lower register depicts a female blacksmith, identified by Emile Mâle as 

Hedroit, who hammers nails on an anvil next to a burning furnace.276 Both demon and 

																																																								
274 Hugh of Saint Victory, Didascalion, trans. Jerome Taylor (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1961). 
 
275 Ronald Webber, The Village Blacksmith (London: David and Charles Publishers, 
1971) 25. 
 
276 Emile Mâle, L’Art religieux de la fin du moyen âge en France, 2nd edn. (Paris: 
Armand Colin, 1931), 60–61. 
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human smith pose as skilled workers: one arm holds a hammer overhead and the other 

holds an object steady on the anvil in preparation to strike. A depiction of the god Vulcan 

in Êchecs amoreux also displays an anvil, furnace, hammers and double bellows (BNF 

Fr. 143, fol. 148) (Fig. 3.27). In addition, individualized portraits of smiths appear in the 

Hausbuch der Mendelschen Zwölfbrüderstiftung, 1425.  

 Each illumination presents the tools of blacksmith in different contexts. Indeed, 

bellows alone carry both sacred and diabolical meanings. They are described as 

increasing the devil´s fire and, conversely, as a means to enflame the fires of devotion 

and purity within private meditation.277 A passage in the Hebrew Scriptures uses bellows 

as a metaphor for the exhausted efforts of the prophet Jeremiah as he warns Israelites of 

the impending destruction of Jerusalem: “The bellows have failed, the lead is consumed 

in the fire, the founder hath melted in vain: for their wicked deeds are not consumed.”278 

Ironworkers used lead to purify precious materials, such as silver. If the lead is fully 

consumed, the raw material remains ‘slag,’ unpurified metal waste. The founder and his 

bellows therefore symbolize the wasted efforts and sacred labor of the prophet, or God. 

Furthermore, when discussing divine prophesies of Malachi, Augustine explains, “For he 

comes as a refiner’s fire and as a fuller’s herb; and he shall sit, refining and purifying as it 

were silver and gold.”279 Tubalcain, a descendent of Cain, is described in the book of 

																																																								
277 See Margery Kemp, The Book of Margery Kemp, trans. Anthony Bale (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015), 249n83. 
 
278 “Jeremiah 6:29,” The Vulgate Bible: Douay-rheims Translation 
(Defecit sufflatorium, in igne consumptum est plumbum: frustra conflavit conflator, 
malitiae enim eorum non sunt consumptae). 
 
279 Augustine, 415.  
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Genesis as a “hammerer and artificer in every work of brass and iron”  and often 

illuminated in medieval manuscripts as a blacksmith with anvil, hammer, bellows and 

furnace (Fig. 3.28).280 

 

Demonic Construction 

 The diabolical hybrids of Hieronymus Bosch perform a wide variety of human 

and infernal activities. Of particular interest for this study is the right panel of The 

Haywain triptych, c. 1515, which depicts the infernal fate of the avaricious humans 

chasing the hay cart in the center (Fig. 3.29). Curiously, the right panel displays a group 

of demons constructing a stone building (Fig. 3.30). Two devils stand atop the structure 

on wood scaffolding; one holds a trowel and lays bricks while the other bends over a 

shallow mixing barrel, or hod. A third stands on a windlass that lifts additional materials 

to the demon bricklayers, as a fellow devil climbs a ladder carrying a bag of mortar or 

sand (Fig. 3.31).  

 The tools and activities of these demons are strikingly similar to those seen in 

images of the construction of cathedrals and elite homes in late medieval illuminated 

manuscripts. For example, a fourteenth-century illustration of St. Albans Abbey in The 

Lives of the Offas shows two laborers lifting materials using a windlass rope and pulley 

system (BL, Cotton MS Nero D I)(Fig. 3.32). Secular architecture under construction is a 

common motif in historical chronicles such as the Chronicle of the Bouquechardière, c. 

1450-75 (Fig. 3.33). Similar to the Bosch panel, the miniature of “The Construction of 

																																																								
280 Genesis 4:22, The Vulgate Bible: Douay-rheims Translation  
(Sella quoque genuit Tubalcain, qui fuit malleator et faber in cuncta opera aeris et ferri). 
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Venice, Sycambria, Carthage and Rome” features workers laying stone bricks onto a 

circular tower with double lancet window. Masonry blocks are hoisted from the ground 

using a pulley, and a worker on the ground shapes materials with a pickaxe.  

 Scaffolding, hoisting contraptions, and bricklayers are also seen in Des profits 

ruraux des champs, a late fifteenth-century French translation of the Liber Ruralium 

Commodorum (See Fig. 3.2).281  Analogous to demon workers in The Haywain, a figure 

climbs a ladder, while another worker mixes building materials, most likely mortar, in a 

shallow basin.  Des profits also features a man carrying a jug of water up a ladder, 

possibly for keeping brickwork and mortar damp before setting.282 A similar jug appears 

next to the trowel wielding demon atop the structure in the Haywain (Fig. 3.34). Both 

human and demon workplaces contain an array of both skilled and unskilled laborers. 

Workers tasked with carrying heavy loads convey more arduous physical labor, while 

those using specialized tools for cutting stone or laying bricks exhibit skills of a trained 

builder, mason, or blacksmith. 

Depictions of the biblical Tower of Babel also provide notable visual 

comparisons. Found in Genesis 11:1-9, the narrative explains that speech was first 

divided into separate languages in order to thwart man’s prideful attempt to build a tower 

high enough to reach the heavens. Confused and unable to communicate, the workers are 

scattered amongst different lands and the tower is never completed.283 First century 
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historians identify the tower’s sinful patron as Nimrod, a tyrant ruler seeking to lead men 

away from God.284  The “Tower of Babel” miniature within the Bedford Hours shows 

industrious workers mixing mortar, carrying materials in a hod, cranking the windlass, 

and cutting stones and wood (Fig. 3.35). In the left foreground, a group of figures surveys 

the scene and point towards the tower, drawing attention to the activity above. As the 

angels descend onto the scene a worker falls to his death,  exposing his tightly fitting 

undergarments in the process. Here, the tools and activity of masons and carpenters help 

visualize the exploitation of lower class labor and the sinful hubris of a wealthy ruler for 

which the peasant workers ultimately pay the price.  

  Images of buildings under construction convey the patron’s power, class and 

civic achievement.285 To further emphasize their wealth and influence, the patrons of Des 

profits, Chronicle, and “Tower of Babel” stand in the foreground and gesture towards 

their respective architectural achievements. Bosch’s Haywain presents an infernal 

subversion of such traditional patronage iconography.  In the central and right panels, a 

group of devils usher humans into the scene. Center right, a long beaked devil extends an 

arm pointing towards Hell where outstretched arms and open palms proudly present the 

structure to the damned as they encourage them to move deeper into hell (Fig. 3.36). The 

right panel is tall, but the extended  arms help draw attention to the ladder leaning against 

the building. In a crowded and visually cacophonous composition, the ladder’s strong 

diagonal line and central position draws the eye and focuses attention on the work of the 

																																																								
284 See section 1.4.3 in Flavius Josephus “Antiquities of the Jews” in The Works of 
Flavius Josephus, trans. William Whiston (Buffalo: John E. Beardsley, 1895). 
285 Sciacca, 1.  
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demons.  

 The ladder also visually echoes the one leaning against the haystack in the central 

panel. The greedy desperation of the humans climbing the hay presents a stark contrast 

with the diligent demon worker carrying essential supplies. Scholars generally agree 

Bosch´s Haywain presents the pitfalls of human follies, vanitas, and the fleeting nature of 

earthly possessions. Specifically, the center panel references a Flemish Proverb: “The 

world is like a cartload of hay and each grabs what he can.”286  

 Modern Bosch scholarship is notoriously contradictory and inconsistent. Charles 

Dempsey famously said, “the search for a single ´key´ that will unlock the chamber of 

Bosch’s imagination is a will o´the wisp.”287 Still,  scholarship on the  Haywain  has not 

examined these demons as skilled laborers or fully considered the social and religious 

complexities they evoke.  Yet presenting devils building contemporary structures with 

modern tools brings an immediacy and proximity to judgment and hell.  The hard-

working devils focused on construction are visually opposed to the greedy and crazed 

behavior of humans in the center panel. It offers a commentary on the incessant sinful 

nature of humans; hell is a growing metropolis in need of sufficient housing for the 

damned.  Bosch´s realistic portrayal of building materials and tools contrasts with the 

dark, smoldering ruins seen in the background. While the follies of mankind led to 

apocalyptic destruction, industrious demons efficiently construct the architecture of Hell.  
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Similar to those of blacksmiths, tools of construction and carpentry again defy 

easy interpretation. The Christian gospels describe Jesus Christ as the carpenter’s son and 

Joseph is often depicted as a medieval carpenter. Perhaps the most notable example is the 

depiction of Joseph at his workbench in the Merode Altarpiece by Robert Campin (or his 

workshop) c. 1427-32.  Masonry tools appear in representations of sinful buildings, such 

as the Tower of Babel, and for those depicting sacred projects, such as the building of  

the Temple of Jerusalem and Noah’s ark. Even within the same illumination, construction 

hammers are used by prideful humans to construct the Tower of Babel and also by divine 

angels to destroy it. 

Masons and builders were held in high esteem, particularly by clergy leaders who 

sought the construction of grand cathedrals.288  Their cultural personas were closely 

linked to instruments of their trade. For example, a twelfth-century German chronicle 

describes the memorial stone of an honored mason as featuring a trowel and hammer.289 

The rise of the architect-designer in the later Middle Ages, however, distinguished 

between the lofty artistry of design and the manual labor of physical construction.290  

 

Division of Labor 

Working devils create an ordered vision of hell’s society, alluding to division of 

labor and a social economy of eternal torment. Georges Duby attempts to connect the 
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abstract theological and social formulations of the three orders to the realities of medieval 

social organization.291  Medieval theologians supported an inherent hierarchy within the 

orders and used heavenly orders of angels as proof. As Duby succinctly writes, “This was 

the order God had wanted. And so it was the order that existed.”292  Lower angels 

respectfully submit to the power and authority of higher angels, or archangels, and thus 

human order should follow that of the divine.293 Earthly orders must echo the perfection 

of heavenly organization and would thus lead to an ideal urban system.294 As 

demonstrated earlier in this chapter, infernal torture also submits to heavenly organization 

and hierarchies. Tortures are visually divided into stations and demons assigned specific 

tools and duties. Though Hell and its demons are often described as a chaotic subversion 

of divine order,  images of devils as blacksmiths and masons organize and systematize 

infernal torment, situating them within the theological discourse of the three orders. 

 Furthermore, as in daily medieval life, each composition presents an array of both 

skilled and unskilled laborers. Workers tasked with carrying heavy loads convey more 

arduous physical labor, while those using specialized tools for cutting stone or laying 

bricks exhibit skills of a trained builder, mason, or blacksmith.  
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Social Context 

 Despite a visual catalog of demonic labor, postulating viewer reception presents a 

challenge. The tools of trade (hammers, bellows, anvils) were often repeated, and 

possibly stemmed from intellectual exchange among workshops or commonly used 

models. Much was indirectly or unconsciously understood by the viewer because of the 

repetition of these motifs and the prevalence of demonic imagery in Northern Europe at 

this time.295 When placed in devotional texts, such as books of hours, objects of labor 

contribute to purposeful spiritual meditation and prayer.  These detailed images bring an 

immediate materiality to the otherworldly nature of demons and eternal punishment. 

Dense theology is thereby translated and clarified into a visual vernacular, a common 

theme within late medieval patronage.  

 Devils in luxurious books of hours and illuminated histories were viewed by elite, 

well-educated viewers. Though the state of merchants and craftsmen was rising, these 

richly illuminated manuscripts were commissioned by wealthy bibliophiles of the French 

and Burgundian Court.  The French translation of the Getty Tondal especially stresses the 

social status of the main protagonist, referencing his position as a noble Knight 

throughout the text.296 Appealing to a courtly viewer (Margaret of York), Tondal is of a 

higher social class, as opposed to nuns or monks, the traditional recipients of hellish 

visions. The audience for these images would not have known firsthand the struggles of 

labor. A human worker was just as alien to the upper class audience as a demon one. A 
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precise rendering of blacksmith tools likely resonated with a working class illuminator 

rather than an elite noble. 

But these images offer complicated networks of class identification and the 

question of how wealthy patrons interacted with images of demon workers remains, 

especially since these depictions develop during a tumultuous period of uprisings and 

revolts. The establishment of Henry V of England as heir to the French crown in 1420, 

engulfed Paris and the surrounding areas in civil wars between Armagnac and 

Burgundian courts.  Emerging middle classes of skilled craftsmen and merchant guilds, 

each with their own economic and social priorities, chafed against the restrictive policies 

of Burgundian rulers. These revolts were not the beginning of economic turmoil, but 

eruptions of built up class tensions. 297  The tumultuous class warfare that erupted 

between tradesmen and the nobility, as well as amongst laborers themselves, provides 

another layer of meaning for images of devils who violently wield instruments of 

working class labor. 

 After waves of the black death decimated the workforce throughout Western 

Europe, economic measures sought to minimize the cost of labor and to mobilize the 

laborers left standing.298 In the mid-fourteenth century, the French monarchy passed a 

restrictive ordinance limiting the freedom of day laborers and requiring them to accept 
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any job offered at the official daily wage. Though local councils regulated labor markets, 

the royal ordinance responded to an increasingly vocal merchant class who complained 

that the wage requests of day laborers were too high. Claiming the moral high ground, the 

merchants claimed that the freedom to refuse work led to lazy men filling the tavern.299 

Such restrictive policies continued throughout the fifteenth and into the sixteenth 

centuries.  

 Regulating labor laws in Flanders was more difficult due to the shifting economic 

and political issues of landowners, urban elites, and guilds.300 Merchants and artisans in 

urban areas advocated for wages based on skill, rather than the uniform wage favored by 

agrarian noblemen. Neighboring cities competed economically by enticing skilled 

workers from other areas and thus rarely agreed on blanket labor regulations. Councils 

wanted to function as a symbolic unifier of burger and guild concerns, but the guild deans 

didn’t always represent a united front. Some championed the local market, whereas 

others focused on the needs of export industries. 301  Furthermore, the power and 

autonomy of late medieval Flemish cities weakened considerably under the rule of Philip 

the Good and his son, Charles the Bold. 302 When Charles died in battle in 1477, revolts 

continued against Mary of Burgundy. Middle class artisans, merchants and patrician 
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families demanded the restoration of city privileges that were undermined by the Court´s 

attempt to unify the Burgundian province. 303  After Mary of Burgundy died in 1482, 

Maximilian I faced escalating protests and revolts as he sought to secure Flemish 

territories for the heir, Philip the Handsome, and was eventually taken hostage by 

protesters in Bruges in 1488.304  

An attitude of civic discord permeated French and Flemish society and is 

illustrated by the  frontispiece for Des ca des nobles hommes et femmes malheureux 

(British Library: Additional MS 18750, f. 3) (Fig. 3.37).  The manuscript is one of several 

fifteenth-century copies of Laurent de Premierfait’s French translation of Boccaccio, 

originally commissioned by Jean duc de Berry. Described as a “catalogue of laments,” 

Laurent’s text outlines the tragic fall of man and specifically the demise of contemporary 

French society. Conflict amongst the three orders propagated a moral collapse of virtue, 

disregard of God and perpetual civic unrest.305  The frontispiece is divided into four 

sections: the three estates of the realm (Clergy, Nobles, and Laborers) and the 

manuscript’s presentation to the patron. The lower right quadrant depicts two groups of 

laborers and craftsmen facing each other from either side of an enclosed room (Fig. 3.38). 

They hold the tools of a shearer, tailor, mason, metalworker, smith, farmer and carpenter. 

The center figures are posed in a standoff with sharply protruding elbows and knees; the 

																																																								
303 Dumolyn, 375. 
 
304 Thomas Kren and Scott McKendrick, introduction to Illuminating the Renaissance: 
The Triumph of Flemish Manuscript Painting in Europe (Los Angeles: Getty 
Publications, 2003), 4-6. 
 
305 Nigel Mortimer, John Lydgate’s Fall of Princes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 36. 
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left leaning onto his shovel and pointing towards the blacksmith opposing him who holds 

a hammer and forging tongs in front of his torso in a posture of self-defense.  

Tied to peasant revolts was the perception of their own value and the belief that 

one level of society should not depend on the suffering and toil of another, so it is 

tempting to extrapolate a subversive attempt by the illuminators to satirize the imagined 

horrors of wealthy patrons. 306 For a pampered aristocracy, work is hell. Echoing the 

violent loosening of class structures, demon blacksmiths and masons enjoy a hierarchy 

over formerly elite souls now damned to eternal torment. On the other hand, these images 

may further dehumanize and demonize lower class workers by placing their tools in the 

hands of violent and evil devils. Do demons as laborers somehow lessen their ability to 

inspire penitence and fear? 

Elizabeth Honig attempts to resolve similar interpretive problems associated with 

class and sixteenth-century peasant market scenes:   

When the peasant is removed from the world of commerce and inserted into a 
comic situation, the beholder is no longer challenged to resolve any economic or 
sexual dilemma…Separated from the urban marketplace, peasants with produce 
fit comfortably into contemporary stereotypes.307  
 

Similarly, when tools are removed from the human world of labor and inserted 

into a hellish landscape, perhaps the beholder is no longer challenged to resolve any 

economic or spiritual dilemmas. Separated from the human world, demons with tools fit 

																																																								
306Andre Leguai "Les  revoltes rurales dans la rouyamme de France du milieu du XIVe 
siecle a la fin du XVe,” Le Moyen Age 88 (1982): 49–76. 
 
307 Elizabeth Alice Honig, Painting and the Market in Early Modern Antwerp (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 95. 
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comfortably into late medieval stereotypes of Hell. In the hands of a devil, spades, 

hammers or bellows evolve into trans-species objects, neither human nor non-human.  

Perhaps it is easier to argue that depicting demons with tools was an artistic 

strategy to visualize the unseen, in line with the trend towards realism and naturalism in 

early Netherlandish painting in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The familiar 

materiality of bellows, furnaces, hammers, scaffolding and construction helps 

demonstrate the proximity and reality of eternal torture in hell. What strikes the modern 

viewer as comic and out of place, may have resonated with a late medieval audience, 

regardless of class.  

However, I argue images of demons are not merely an exercise in realism. They 

are also ideological presentations that culturally interpret and contextualize a liminal 

otherworldly figure. Though texts seek to codify demons and devils, visual images 

convey a broad ideology that describes how these beings looked, behaved, and thought. 

They are not simply evil, unknowable beings; they are the everyday tradesmen of an 

infernal marketplace.  Images of peasants working within their socially mandated place, 

such as those in the Trés Riches Heures, represented natural and divine law for elite 

viewers.308  Swap human for demon, however, and the spectatorship of labor becomes a 

thorny and complex interpretive space.   

 

Demonic imagery appeared in a multitude of forms to a wide array of the 

medieval population, and Christian doctrine decreed that hell awaited both prince and 

																																																								
308 Jacobs, 37. 
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pauper. Ignoring social and religious divisions, Augustine described the shared 

experience of both devils and humans: “..the life of the demons in our heaven of air and 

the life of men on earth is most wretched..”309  As Martha C. Howell describes,  the late 

medieval socio-political environment complicated class hierarchies and eroded “imagined 

boundaries between workers and fighters.”310   Images of the demon working class, 

Hell’s proletariat, further destabilize both class and species limits and expectations.  

Labor offers another avenue to define what it is to be a demon and allows art historians a 

more complex understanding of late medieval conceptions of Hell and its workers. 

Tortured human souls were always in season and devils engaged in a perpetual infernal 

harvest.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
309 Augustine, Book XX:xxv, 251.  
 
310 Martha C. Howell, “Gender in the Transition to Merchant Capitalism,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Women and Gender in Medieval Europe, ed. Judith M. Bennett and Ruth 
Mazo Karras (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 562. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 Demon Sexual Violence and the Power of Demonic DNA 

 

Massive fleshy hands squeeze thin streams of milk from oversized breasts in The 

Witches Room (after l’Estoire de Merlin), a life-size painting completed in 2018 by 

Louise Bonnet, a Swiss surrealist artist based in Los Angeles (Fig. 4.1).311 Referencing 

the painting, Bonnet explains that “Women are expected to hide unseemly bodily 

functions…We can’t show that we might leak milk because we had a baby.”312  Brian 

Boucher, a well-known arts journalist in New York, attempts further interpretation in a 

review of Bonnet’s 2019 Armory Show exhibition: 

The subtitle of the breast milk painting refers to a 13th century illuminated 
manuscript page in which a demon comes to a woman in her sleep, reproduced in 
one of Bonnet’s favorite books, Umberto Eco’s On Ugliness. Such women, 
Bonnet points out, are branded as witches. The very mention of a witch hunt leads 
us to our disturbed current moment, when women are subjected to an insurgent 
misogyny whose tribune has reached the highest office in the land, and when 
attempts to constrict women’s bodies are anything but metaphorical.313  
 
Neither Boucher nor Bonnet accurately describes the painting’s inspiration: a 

fifteenth- (not thirteenth-) century L’Estoire de Merlin illumination of a demon sexually 

violating and impregnating Merlin’s mother (who was accused of fornication not 

																																																								
311 The painting was first exhibited in a solo show at the Galerie max hetzler in Berlin, 
September 14 – October 27, 2018. 
 
312 Louise Bonnet qtd. in Brian Boucher, “The Cyclops in a Bikini,” Damn 75 (June 
2019), https://www.damnmagazine.net/2019/06/28/louise-bonnett-armory-nino-mier-
2019/. 
 
313 Boucher, “Cyclops,” 1. 
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witchcraft) (Fig. 4.2). Boucher is a “veteran art journalist…[who] covers the intersection 

of art and politics.”314 His focus is clearly modern art rather than medieval. Still, if he had 

paid closer attention to the premodern, he could have made a more obvious connection to 

American political power and misogyny: a powerful figure that boldly grabs a woman 

“by the pussy” and goes unpunished since “when you’re a [demon] they let you do it. 

You can do anything.”315   

Scholars of late medieval art also have not fully explored the interpretive potential 

of Merlin’s violent conception. For instance, Irene Fabry-Tehranchi provides a thorough 

codicological account of the existing corpus of Merlin manuscripts, but the images of 

demons receive perfunctory description. Most notably, the French words for rape (râpé, 

viol, colza, rapt) are conspicuously absent.316  This chapter is the first study of demonic 

rape imagery within two L’Estoire de Merlin manuscripts, currently in the collection of 

the Bibliothèque nationale de France: Ms. fr. 96 (the inspiration for Bonnet’s painting) 

and Ms. fr. 91. Both contain images of a demon sexually violating Merlin’s mother, 

however, no scholar describes these illuminations as depictions of rape. Why?  My 

arguments address two central questions: What do these specific images tell us about late 

medieval demonology? How do they interact with discourses of rape, both pre-modern 

																																																								
314 Andrew Goldstein, “Veteran Art Journalist Brian Boucher Joins Sperone Westwater 
Gallery as Creative Director” Artnet, 25 May 2018, https://news.artnet.com/art-
world/brian-boucher-joins-sperone-westwater-1293026. 
 
315 Adapted from Donald Trump’s recorded statements. See “Transcript: Donald Trump’s 
Taped Comments on Women,” New York Times, 8 October 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/08/us/donald-trump-tape-transcript.html. 
  
316 Irene Fabry-Tehranchi, Texte et images des manuscrits du Merlin et de la Suite 
Vulgate (XIIIe-XVe siècle) (Belgium: Brepols, 2014). 
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and modern?317  I argue these images reveal the late medieval preoccupation with demon 

sexuality and build upon patriarchal structures that portray women as spiritually weak 

and easily violable. Rape functions as a pivotal device – both narrative and visual – to 

emphasize the existence of demons and highlight their threatening, physical proximity.  

 

 

Merlin’s Diabolical Origins 

The latter half of the twelfth-century in France witnesses a cultural surge in 

literary Romance and Arthurian legends.318 Influenced by Geoffrey of Monmouth’s text, 

Robert de Boron composes his L’Estoire de Merlin (hereafter referred to as Merlin) in the 

thirteenth century and links it to the legend of King Arthur. According to Stephen Knight, 

Robert de Boron is the first author and poet to connect these two figures. 319 The 

attribution of the Merlin text to Robert de Boron is based primarily on alleged 

biographical statements and manuscript inscriptions. 320 In the thirteenth century, the tales 

of King Arthur are compiled into the Lancelot-Grail Cycle, also known as the Vulgate or 

Post Vulgate cycles.  These include L’Estoire del saint graal, L’estoire de merlin, 

																																																								
 
318 Norris J. Lacy, “Preface” in Lancelot-Grail: The Old French Arthurian Vulgate and 
Post-Vulgate in Translation Volume 1, ed. Norris Lacy (New York: Garland Publishing, 
Inc., 1993), xi. 
 
319 Stephen Knight, Merlin: Knowledge and Power Through the Ages (Ithaca: Cornell 
University, 2009), 49. 
  
320 See E. Jane Burns, introduction to Lancelot-Grail: The Old French Arthurian Vulgate 
and Post-Vulgate in Translation Volume 1, ed. Norris Lacy (New York: Garland 
Publishing, 1993), xi, xxii, and xxiv.  
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Lancelot, La queste del saint graal and La mort le roi artu. Robert de Boron’s Merlin is 

reproduced in Vulgate and Post Vulgate cycles from the thirteenth through the sixteenth-

centuries. Amazingly, scholars who have analyzed the many reproductions of the literary 

cycle confirm that Robert’s prose is included with few textual differences.321 Merlin 

appears in fifty-three extant manuscripts and literary scholars confirm that the prose is 

included with few differences.322  

 The text of Merlin’s demonic conception and early childhood consumes nearly 

half of the account reproduced in fr. 96 and fr. 91. The tale begins with a large council of 

demons that gather to lament the redemptive power of Jesus Christ. The devils are 

enraged because they have lost their diabolical control over the fate of humankind. 

Feeling duped, the council devises a plan to bring forth their own human representative 

on earth–an antichrist–who will champion evil. The demons specifically address their 

physical procreative abilities:   

I do not have the power to conceive or to put seed in a woman; but if I had, I 
could do it well. Because I know a woman who gladly does everything I want. 
Another replied immediately: There is one among us who has the power to 

																																																								
321 Knight, 59. 
 
322 In this chapter, I cite medieval French text first and then its translation into present-
day dialect. Both are published in the Pléiade critical edition: Daniel Poirion, Philippe 
Walter, Irene Freire-Nunes and Anne Berthelot, Le livre du Graal. I, Joseph d’Arimathie, 
Merlin, Le premier faits du roi Arthur (Paris: Gallimard, Pléiade, 2001,). See also 
Corinne Pierreville, Le roman de Merlin en prose : roman publié d’après le ms. BnF. 
français 24394 / édition bilingue établie, traduite, présentée et annotée par Corinne Füg-
Pierreville (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2014); and  Robert de Boron, Merlin: Roman du 
XIIIe Siècle, ed. Alexandre Micha (Genève: Librairie Droz, 1979). English translations 
are mine, but are comparable to those found within Norris J. Lacy, ed. Lancelot-Grail: 
The Old French Arthurian Vulgate and Post-Vulgate in Translation, 5 vols. (New York: 
Garland, 1993–96); and Rupert T. Pickens, “The Story of Merlin,” in the Lancelot-Grail 
Reader: Selections from the Medieval French Arthurian Cycle, ed. Lacy (New York: 
Garland, 2000).  
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assume the appearance of a man and sleep with a woman. Let him do it, as 
privately as possible.323 
 
A demon with abilities to take a man’s shape and conceive a child is 

commissioned with the task and directed to a wealthy farmer’s wife that is under control 

of a fellow devil. The demon constructs a long and detailed plan to terrorize and 

spiritually corrupt each family member until one of the daughters is left heartbroken and 

alone. Under demonic inspiration, the family falls into death and dysfunction: cattle are 

slaughtered, the son is strangled, the wife commits suicide, the father (Merlin the Elder) 

dies of grief, the eldest sister is convicted of adultery and buried alive, and the youngest 

sister leaves home with multiple sexual partners.  

Devastated, the remaining sister seeks council from her confessor. He warns that 

she must make the sign of the cross every evening before retiring and every morning after 

waking up in order to combat demon possession. She faithfully follows his advice and 

remains untainted by demonic influence for two years.  Undaunted, the demon then 

inspires the youngest sister to return home with a retinue of lovers. The faithful sister 

argues with her younger sibling and is then physically beaten by her sister’s lovers.  

																																																								
323 “Je n'ai mie pooir de concevoir ne de faire semence en feme, mais, se je en voire pooir 
je le poroie bien faire. Car je sai une feme qui fait a devise quanques je voel. Et uns 
autres dist: Il a tel de nous qui bien puet prendre samblance d'ome et habiter a feme. Mais 
il le face au plus priveement qu'il porra.”  (Pléiade, Merlin, 574). 
 
 “Je n'ai pas le pouvoir de concevoir ni de deposer ma semence dans une femme; mais si 
je 'avais, je pourrais bien le faire. Car je connais une femme qui fait absolument tout ce 
que je veux.  Un autre repliqua aussitot: Il y en a un parmi nous qui a le pouvoir de 
prendre l'apparence d'un homme et de coucher avec une femme. Quil le fasse, le plus 
discreetement possible!”  
(Pléiade, Merlin, 574). 
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Emotional and distraught, the faithful sister retires to her chamber, locks the door, and 

weeps in anger. For the first time, she falls asleep without making the sign of the cross. 

Finally, after several years of careful planning, the demon seizes this opportunity. 

According to the text, the devil saw that she was sleeping, went to her bed, knew her 

carnally and she conceived.324 This is the moment the demon impregnates Merlin’s 

mother without her knowledge.  

 

The Illuminated Merlin 

Arthurian texts were actively collected by the elite bibliophiles of fifteenth-

century France and Flanders, among them are Jean, Duc de Berry, the Dukes of 

Burgundy, Jacques d’Armagnac, and Chancellor Rolin.325  By 1373, thirty versions of the 

Lancelot-Grail cycles appear in French royal inventories. After the death of Philip the 

Good in 1467, Burgundian inventories list over thirty different manuscripts.326  

According to Fabry-Tehranchi, seven Merlin illuminated texts were completed in the 

fifteenth century. Out of those seven manuscripts, three contain significant miniatures but 

																																																								
324 “Lors fu tous apareillies et vint a li, si conchut et jut a li charnelment.” “Il vint à son lit, 
la connut charnellement et elle conçut” (Pléiade, Merlin, 585). 
 
325 Keith Busby, “The Manuscript Context of Arthurian Romance,” in Handbook of 
Arthurian Romance: King Arthur’s Court in Medieval European Literature, ed. Leah 
Tether and Johnny McFadyen (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2017), 104. 
 
326 Bart Besamusca “Readership and Audience” in Handbook of Arthurian Romance, 
128. See also Glyn S. Burgess and Karen Pratt, eds., The Arthur of the French. The 
Arthurian Legend in Medieval French and Occitan Literature (Cardiff: University of 
Wales Press, 2006). 
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only two (Paris Bib. nat., Mss., fr. 96 and fr. 91) illuminate Merlin’s diabolical 

conception. 327 

 

Fr. 96 

 The original patron of fr. 96 is unknown, however it appears in the inventories of 

Gaston d'Orléans, third son of King Henry IV of France, in the late seventeenth century. 

Thus, it is highly plausible the original patron was a member of the French royal court. 

Based on the style of illumination, François Avril and Nicole Reynaud attribute the 

miniatures to Maître d'Adélaïde de Savoie and date it c. 1450-1460.328  In the manuscript, 

Merlin (f.61-177) is sandwiched between Histoire du saint Graal (f. 1-60v) and Lancelot 

en prose (f. 178-331v).329 

The opening page of text includes a half page illumination of the demonic 

council, hell, and purgatory (Fig. 4.3). The lower and middle scenes are set within an 

animalized frame filled with beastly eyes and teeth. However, the smaller vignettes in the 

upper register are surrounded by a simple architectural border. This demonstrates that 

these scenes do not occur in the same infernal space. The top middle image depicts two 

winged figures with clasped hands facing four souls that stand in flames. On either side, 

naked human forms sit calmly, arms resting in laps, in a dark, cave like alcove. Their 

																																																								
327 Fabry-Tehranchi, Texte et images, 27. 
 
328 François Avril and Nicole Reynaud, Les manuscrits à peintures en France, 1440-1520 
(Paris: BN 1993), 123–24. 
 
329 “Fr. 96” Bibliothèque nationale de France, Département des Manuscrits, 
https://archivesetmanuscrits.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/cc51219h. 
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posture and demeanor contrast sharply with the limp, tortured figures flopping over hell’s 

cauldron below. The visual juxtaposition of praying angels and waiting souls alludes to 

the salvation available to those in purgatory. A shadowy demon spy behind the wall 

witnesses this angelic power which causes the infernal fervor below (Fig. 4.4). The two 

lower registers depict the eternal tortures of hell and a council of devils. In the middle, 

demons perform their infernal tasks; they lead souls into a cauldron with chains and 

double pronged meat hooks or attend to the fire by pumping bellows. The council scene 

in the lowest register is crowded with demons that are individualized with different 

colors, animal body parts, and facial expressions. They turn their heads towards each 

other as if in conversation.  An enthroned devil in the center is significantly larger than 

each of the demons within the space. Three crown-like appendages that emerge from the 

head and the scepter held in the figure’s hand allude to infernal royalty or authority: 

Satan, Lucifer, or The Devil.  In addition, a fleur-de-lis sits atop the scepter but is 

demonized with horns and ears (Fig. 4.5). This small detail strengthens the manuscript’s 

association with the French royal court and offers satire and critique of earthly authority. 

Fabry-Tehranchi argues the crown, throne, scepter create a visual inversion and parody of 

the royal council.330 

  To Lucifer’s right, a red winged demon opens its mouth as if speaking. Perhaps 

this figure represents the demon that volunteers to take a man’s shape and enact the 

council’s plan. The next illumination in Fr. 96 depicts the culmination of their diabolical 

scheming: the insemination of Merlin’s mother while she sleeps. (See Fig. 4.2). A horned 

																																																								
330 Fabry-Tehranchi, Texte et images, 58. 
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demon with brown skin highlighted in gold, defined bones and muscles, and webbed feet 

lies on a sumptuous red bed next to a sleeping woman in a blue dress. The devil’s left 

hand reaches towards the woman’s genitals and the left leg is slung over her lower body. 

The illuminator indicates that woman is sleeping through her closed eyes and her gesture 

of resting her head in her hand. 331 Fabry-Tehranchi argues this hand gesture also suggests 

a worried and preoccupied state of mind.332 In order to convey that Merlin’s mother was 

unprepared to fall asleep, she is fully clothed and lays on top of the bedding.  

The illuminator further implies her innocence and piety through her garments, 

since most of her body, including her head, is chastely covered. The gold embroidered 

bedding, long hallway, and gold decorative urn allude to an elite family home. The bed, 

in particular, is richly draped with a long canopy, which also signals a wealthy 

dwelling.333   

 

Fr. 91 

Fr. 91 contains Merlin (fols. 1-52) and the Suite Vulgate (fols. 52v-266) and was 

																																																								
331 François Garnier, Signification et Symbolique, vol. 1 of Le langage de l'image 
au Moyen- Âge (Paris: Leopard D'or, 1982), 181–84. 
 
332 Fabry-Tehranchi, Texte et images, 64. 
 
333 Diane Wolfthal, In and Out of the Marital Bed: Seeing Sex in Renaissance Art (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 23. 
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commissioned in 1480 by Jean-Louis de Savoie, Bishop of Geneva.334 The illumination 

cycle is unfinished most likely due to the patron’s death in 1482.335   

The artist depicts Merlin’s entire pre-history as a continuous visual narrative (Fig. 

4.6). Starting at the top and moving counter-clockwise, the scenes illuminate several 

textual details but with specific Christological references. The upper middle scene in the 

far background appears to be an image of Calvary depicting the crucifixion of Christ and 

the two thieves. Three human figures are crucified atop a hill and surrounded by several 

others that are standing or on horseback. The central body hangs downward, hands 

stretching above the head and attached to the cross beam. To either side, the arms of the 

other figures are bent backwards over the crossbeam causing the heads and chest to arch 

upwards. This composition of bodies follows traditional religious scenes of Christ’s 

crucifixion next to the two thieves.336  Though the text does not describe the death of 

																																																								
334 The first half of the commission was later rebound and is currently in the collection of 
the Royal Library of Belgium (KBR, 9246). Alison Stones argues both manuscripts are 
based on an early-fourteenth-century manuscript completed in Paris (BnF fr. 105) and 
names the illuminator the Sub-Fauvel Master. See Alison Stones, “L’Estoire del saint 
Graal dans la version adaptée par Guillaume de la Pierre pour Jean-Louis de Savoie, 
évêque de Genève : sources et traitement pictural,” Bulletin de la Société nationale des 
Antiquaires de France 2013, 1 (2015): 109–125. 
 
335 Fabry-Tehranchi, Texte et images, 27; and Avril and Reynaud, Les Manuscrits, 163. 
 
336 For more on the visual iconography of Calvary see Mitchell Merback, The Thief, the 
Cross and the Wheel (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Achim Timmerman, 
“Locus calvariae: Walking and Hanging with Christ and the Good Thief, c. 1350-1700,” 
in Artibus et Historiae 69 (2014): 137–62; Merback, “Golgotha, Now and Then: Image 
and Sacrificial Topography in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe” in Räume der 
Passion: Raumvisionen, Erinnerungsorte und Topographien des Leidens Christi in 
Mittelalter und Früher Neuzeit, ed. Hans Aurenhammer and Daniela Bohde (Vestigia 
Bibliae: Jahrbuch des Deutschen Bibel-Archivs Hamburg) (Frankfurt a. M.: Lang, 2014), 
151–78.  
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Christ, the illumination of divine sacrifice refers to the possibility of forgiveness and 

salvation bestowed upon mankind. Christ’s redemptive power therefore ultimately 

weakens the death grip of demons over humankind and sparks the frustrated dialogue 

within the demon council.   

Moving counterclockwise and slowly into the foreground, rain and dark, horned 

figures fall from a cloud. Though unclear, this may represent the fall of rebel angels onto 

earth. As discussed in Chapter Two of this dissertation, early Christian theologians place 

this event prior to the crucifixion, which makes its placement here a bit confusing. 

Perhaps these two scenes juxtapose eternal damnation with divine redemption. As 

permanent outcasts from heaven, these fallen angels do not benefit from the salvation 

referenced by the Calvary scene. 

 Closer to the foreground, below the fallen angels, is a herd of horses, bulls and 

other animals. Three men accompany the herd but do not interact with the animals. 

Instead they recline on the grass and lift their arms and legs. Below the animal herd and 

closest to the viewer, is a large jagged rock formation upon which demons sit, play 

music, converse or listen attentively to the demon council. Similar to fr. 96, a variety of 

animalized demons surround a central figure that is significantly larger than the devils on 

either side. Crown-like appendages emerge from the head and the figure holds a three-

pronged scepter or trident. However, in this scene, the seated devil and a few surrounding 

demons face the viewer directly. Most notably, two smiling demons on a rocky ledge in 

the bottom left corner display obviously sexed bodies. Though the other devils are also 

unclothed, these demons are the largest figures with identifiable male and female body 

parts.  A ‘male’ demon with a penis and testicles squats with widely splayed knees 
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behind a ‘female’ devil that lies on her side displaying a curved body and full, rounded 

breasts.  

To the right of the demon council, horned devils slaughter a flock of animals. 

Within the text, this is the first act of violence planned by the demon. Each demon 

plunges their knife into an animal’s neck, spilling steady streams of blood onto the grass. 

Above this scene, demonic violence is now directed towards the human family. Here, the 

illuminator combined several narrative details into one dynamic scene.   To the left of a 

small house, a bearded man wearing a brown monk’s habit holds the elbow of a blonde 

woman in a blue dress who clasps her hands in a gesture of prayer. The clasped prayer 

hands of the woman in blue allude to the figure’s piety. Her interaction with the monastic 

figure throughout the composition points to the figures as Merlin’s pious mother and her 

confessor.  Another blonde woman (one of the sisters) stands beside her and stretches out 

her arm. The father, Merlin the Elder, is most likely represented by the bearded man 

wearing a red overcoat that stands before the open door with arms raised in alarm. The 

addition of two demons lurking behind them emphasizes a threatening demonic 

influence.  The figures face the door and watch the demons strangle the brother and hang 

the mother.  A demon grabs the head and neck of young man in a blue canopied bed 

while the other devil stands on a small table next to a blonde woman hanging from the 

ceiling. Though the text relates that the mother hung herself in grief, the illumination 

shows a demon grasping her wrist and hair. Again, its visual presence denotes that her 

suicide was explicitly caused by demonic influence. Diane Wolfthal demonstrates that 

these gestures were often used by medieval artists to convey rape and sexual assault.  For 

instance, the rapes of Tamar and the Levite’s wife in The Morgan Picture Bible are 



 

	

128	 

denoted by their grasped wrists (Fig. 4.7).337  In the context of the Merlin, this gesture 

conveys physical power over women and also alludes to the sexual violence which occurs 

in the scene above.  

The visual narrative skips forward to the moment a demon forcefully inseminates 

Merlin’s mother. Though the text specifies this occurs after two years, the artists present 

a quick and engaging succession of events which holds the attention of the viewer and 

presents an immediate demonic threat. An opening in a large castle reveals Merlin’s 

mother in the same blue dress, lying on her back on a red bed. A smiling demon with 

brown skin and clearly outlined buttocks lies on top of her with arm and legs draped 

across her body.   

Both fr. 96 and fr. 91 allude to sexual activity by showing the demon’s legs slung 

over a sleeping woman in a private bedroom.  Leo Steinberg argues that the ‘slung leg 

motif’ is resuscitated by Renaissance artists to signify not only sacred union but also 

sexual contact, either consensual or aggressive.  This gesture became so legible in the 

sixteenth century that it was used to convey “unconventional couplings” such as those 

between a nymph and a horse.338  Though the Merlin manuscripts were completed in the 

fifteenth century, the motif is clearly seen in both depictions of sexual contact. Here, the 

slung leg motif helps visualize the “unconventional coupling” of a human woman with a 

demon.  Furthermore, these scenes are subtle inversions of the chaste marital bed; an 

overt sex act is not represented, yet both figures lie on a bed (which was designated as the 

																																																								
337 Wolfthal, Images of Rape (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 39. 
338 Leo Steinberg, “Michelangelo’s Florentine Pietà: The Missing Leg,” The Art Bulletin 
50, 4 (1968), 343. 
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proper place for sexual intercourse) and the demon’s intent was procreation, not sexual 

gratification.339  

 

Demon Sexuality and Procreation   

How then can we relate the text and images of Merlin’s violent conception to the 

demonology of the late middle ages? Theological texts subsequently written by Peter 

Lombard and Thomas Aquinas circulate intricate details of the intellectual and physical 

nature of demons and devils. For example, though castoffs of heaven, theologians argued 

demons retained powerful abilities of perception and knowledge. They are “made 

shrewder” from “age-old experience.”340   To be sure, the demon antagonists of fr. 96 and 

fr. 91 are portrayed as watchful and devious beings that communicate as an organized 

group and then patiently enact a long and complicated plan. 

However, this plan hinges on the sexual abilities of demons. In medieval writings, 

theologians debate the asexual nature of demons; Do they feel lust or sexual desire? 

Thomas Aquinas, in particular, questions Augustine’s claim that demons find pleasure in 

carnal sins and offers his own clarification:  

The demons do not take pleasure in the lewdness of carnal sins in the sense that 
 they themselves are drawn toward carnal pleasures. Rather, the fact that they take 
 pleasure in all the sins of men, insofar as those sins are impediments to the human 
 good, stems entirely from envy.341 

																																																								
339 Wolfthal, In and Out of the Marital Bed, 23. 
 
340 Isidore of Seville and Augustine of Hippo qtd. in Peter Lombard, The Sentences 
Translated By Giulio Silano (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 2007), 
30.  
 
341 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 1a, Q. 63, Article 2, Reply to Obj. 1. 
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This is an interesting distinction from perceptions of the sexuality of other non-

humans, namely animals. For medieval theologians, animals were more lustful than 

humans due to a perceived lack of reason and ability to moderate their behavior. Thomas 

Aquinas wrote that “Beasts are without reason. In this way man becomes, as it were, like 

them in coition, because he cannot moderate concupiscence.”342 Aquinas, along with 

other religious writers, referenced animal sex acts in order to highlight “proper” human 

forms of sex.343 This was another way to separate human from animal and warn 

Christians away from behaviors they deemed bestial. For example, certain sexual 

positions were deemed inappropriate because they were too similar to those performed by 

animals.  However, other sex acts–namely, those associated with homosexuality–were 

prohibited because animals did NOT practice them and, thus, the were unnatural.344   

 So, what precisely is the nature of the demonic sexuality mentioned in these 

manuscripts? The text states that the demon readied itself, knew the woman carnally, and 

she conceived.  This lack of specificity points to the complicated and often convoluted 

debate surrounding demon insemination and procreation from the thirteenth century 

onwards. The late medieval discourse of demon corporeality focuses on a few important 

questions: Can they procreate? If so, how? 

																																																								
342 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. the English Dominican Fathers (New 
York: Benzingen Brothers, 1947) Q. 98, 2, Reply to Objection 3. https://www.sacred-
texts.com/chr/aquinas/summa/sum108.htm (Accessed, March, 2020). 
 
343 Salisbury, 77 
 
344 Salisbury, 82.  
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 Early in the L’Estoire de Merlin, a demon claims that while he does not have the 

power to impregnate a woman, another demon does. This devil, who has the ability to 

assume male form, corresponds to the medieval and early modern belief in incubi.  

However, the specifics of insemination by demon incubus is debated throughout the 

Middle Ages. For example, varying procreative roles are outlined by Thomas Aquinas in 

the Summa Theologiae:  

But let us suppose that occasionally an offspring is born from copulation with a 
devil. In such a case, the semen would not come from the devil himself, properly 
speaking, nor from the body he had assumed; it would be taken from a man for 
that purpose; and the same devil would receive semen from a man and impart it to 
a woman...and the child so begotten would not have the devil for its father, but the 
man whose semen had been used. 345 

 

Aquinas’ theory of appropriated demon semen reaches a fever pitch in the 

fifteenth century after its enthusiastic adoption by witch hunters.  Walter Stephens argues 

that “without this explanation, the concept of witchcraft as corporeal interaction with 

demons could not have evolved as thoroughly, or influenced society as profoundly, as it 

did.”346 

The Malleus Maleficarum, written by Heinrich Kramer and Jacob Sprenger, 

quickly became the most well-known witch hunting manual in the late fifteenth 

																																																								
345  “Si tamen ex coitu Daemonum aliqui interdum nascuntur, hoc non est per semen ab 
eis decisum, aut a corporibus assumptis, sed per semen alicuius hominis ad hoc 
acceptum, utpote quod idem Daemon qui est succubus ad virum, fiat incubus ad 
mulierem;ut sic ille qui nascitur non sit filius Daemonis, sed illius hominis cuius est 
semen acceptum” 
(Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, ed. and trans. Kenelm Foster (Cambridge: 
Blackfriars, 1968), 9:42–43.  
 
346 Walter Stephens, Demon Lovers: Witchcraft, Sex and the Crisis of Belief (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 65. 
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century.347  Though this text is published slightly after fr. 96 and fr. 91, it compiles and 

summarizes elite demonological thinking which circulated throughout western Europe 

since the seventh century. Most notably, the text debates and reformulates the sexual and 

procreative abilities of devils. The authors return to Aquinas’ theory, but with a 

heteronormative and homophobic twist.  The appropriation of semen and subsequent 

insemination by a single demon who first takes the form of a woman (succubus) and then 

of a man (incubus), is now carried out by two separate demons: one incubus, one 

succubus.  

 When it is concluded that the demon can both receive and pour in seed invisibly, 
this is true, but he instead does this work visibly as a succubus and incubus... 
Perhaps the demon delegated to the woman received the seed from the other 
demon delegated to the man....another reason is the foulness of the act, which one 
demon balks at committing, since…the nobility of their nature causes certain 
demons to balk at committing certain actions and filthy deeds.348  
 

Demons are therefore afforded more discretion and nobility than the carnal and 

insatiable female witches they ensnare while also endowing demons with heterosexual 

preferences. According to the Malleus authors, even a ‘male’ incubus demon considers 

sex acts with other men as foul or filthy.  However, as Dyan Elliot astutely highlights: 

“these efforts at hetero-normalization are ultimately defeated by the fact that the demons 

themselves have no fixed gender. Even so, the division of labor between two demons 

																																																								
347  Jacob Sprenger’s involvement in the writing of the Malleus is debated. See 
Christopher S. Mackay, introduction to The Hammer of Witches (Malleus Maleficarum), 
trans. Christopher S. Mackay (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). Mackay’s 
translation is considered the critical English translation of the original Latin text.  
 
348 Hammer, 129  
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eschews any bisexual role for either entity.”349  

Other demonological theories argue demons were only able to impregnate women 

with sperm taken from dead bodies. Sixteenth-century French magistrate and witch 

hunter Nicolas Remy judged this theory “as ridiculous as the proverbial dead donkey’s 

fart.”350  His Demonolatry denies the possibility of demon insemination entirely because 

of the coldness of a succubus vagina and the icy nature of demon semen.351 

However, the Merlin manuscripts ignore such debate and adopt a simple, 

straightforward scenario: the demon made himself ready, knew the woman carnally and 

she conceived.   Later in the text, Merlin claims demonic parentage without mentioning a 

human sperm donor. In fact, the magician goes so far as to champion his diabolical DNA 

and claims that he hasn’t lost the demons’ craft and cunning but inherited from them 

some useful things.352 In fr. 96, the infant Merlin is brown, bestial, and covered in hair 

which visually suggests a demonic heritage (Fig. 4.8). However, the exact source for the 

demon seed and how it is inseminated is left to the imagination of the viewer. This allows 

subsequent generations of readers to pick and choose their own theory of demon 

procreation from those that were currently popular.  

  

 

																																																								
349 Dyan Elliot, Fallen Bodies, 154. 
 
350 R.E.L. Masters, Eros and Evil: The Sexual Psychopathology of Witchcraft (New York: 
The Julian Press, Inc 1962), 36. 
 
351 Masters, Eros and Evil, 36. 
 
352  Mais je n’ai pas perdu lor engine ne lor art, ains tieng d’aus cou que tenir en doi.  
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Demons and Women 

Though the mechanics of Merlin’s conception are not specified, text and image 

powerfully demonstrate a physical threat to the female body. With that in mind, the 

Merlin manuscripts fall neatly in line with theological and social ideologies about women 

and demons.  For example, spiritual writers argued that women were emotional, unstable 

and lacked a strong identity.353  Similarly, female reproductive organs were deemed 

“open” and easily violable as opposed to the “closed” nature of the male body.354  

Though their soul was protected, women lacked the divine imprint and the innate ability 

to ward off demons.355  

 According to the Malleus Maleficarum, women are more carnal, better liars with 

weaker memories, and have bodies that impressionable by nature and prone to possession 

and influence.356  Overall, women are categorized as faithless creatures: “All this is also 

demonstrated by the etymology of the noun. For the word “femina” is spoken as “fe” and 

“minus,” because she has and keeps less faith.”357  

Similarly, each woman featured in Merlin’s early history is eventually controlled 

or sexually violated by a demon. Their identities are so tenuous, the women are not even 

given proper names. Only the men, Merlin the Elder and his namesake Merlin, receive 

																																																								
353 Nancy Caciola, Divine and Demonic Possession in the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2003), 132 
 
354 Caciola, Divine and Demonic, 132. 
 
355 Caciola, Divine and Demonic, 132. 
 
356 Hammer, 164. 
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names.  Likewise, the images of women also lack a dynamic visual presence. Instead, 

devil activity dominates the illuminations, which emphasize the large gatherings and 

violent behavior of demons. Ms. fr. 96 dedicates a vibrant, half page miniature to 

representing purgatory, hell and the demonic council.  Similarly, the demons of Ms. fr. 91 

also occupy nearly half the composition. Even the rape of Merlin’s mother is much 

smaller and less defined when compared to the destruction of the cattle below. In both 

manuscripts, demon bodies are delicately colored with different conglomerations of 

animal and human form. With their varied expressions and ruthless displays of violence, 

they are easily the most compelling figures. 

On the other hand, both Merlin manuscripts highlight the piety and innocence of 

the hero’s mother in subtle ways. In fr. 96, she appears fully clothed with her hair 

covered. In fr. 91, she is seen kneeling before her confessor seeking council and 

redemption. The scene’s placement in front of Christ’s crucifixion also relates her 

prayerful supplications to the hope of divine salvation. Again, her piety is visually 

reinforced through her clasped hands. In both compositions she wears a deep blue dress, a 

color that is closely associated with the Virgin Mary. Some literary scholars attribute 

agency to Merlin’s mother since it is her pre-natal repentance and faithfulness to the 

church that saves him from demonic influence.358 The infernal project of the demon 

council ultimately fails because the conceived child, their hoped for anti-christ, uses his 

inherited infernal power to help humanity rather than bring about its demise.  

However, Merlin’s mother is far from a proto-feminist model; her perceived 

																																																								
358 Stephen Knight, Merlin, Knowledge and Power through the Ages (Ithaca: Cornell 
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agency stems from her complete surrender to the commands for ritualized repentance 

from her male confessor; repentance that was required because she forgot to make the 

sign of the cross before bed. In the illuminations, she is never pictured alone but instead 

is shown under close watch or physically touched by her confessor or a demon. Merlin’s 

mother is easily influenced by outside forces, even though she is portrayed as pious.  

Furthermore, later in the text, Merlin’s mother does nothing to prevent her 

execution, but is instead saved by her infant son. The town judges find her guilty of 

fornication and sentence her to death once her baby is born and weaned. However,  

Merlin (though still a toddler) defends his mother and protests her death sentence in front 

of the judge. He proclaims: “If all men and women who committed adultery were put to 

death, more than a couple of the people here would be burnt, for I know the ways of these 

women as well as they do themselves!”359 Baby Merlin defends his mother by exposing 

the folly of the local authority and forcing the judge’s mother to admit that she committed 

adultery with a priest. Though saved in utero by his mother’s piety, Merlin’s speech again 

highlights the carnal and deceptive nature of women by exposing the exploits of the 

Judge’s mother.  

In short, all of the women in the narrative of Merlin’s conception, especially 

Merlin’s mother, demonstrate the ideological weaknesses proffered by theologians and 

witch hunters in the late middle ages. Demons repeatedly and easily manipulate women 

and their sexuality. Even when thwarted, a demon is quick to employ another woman 

																																																								
359  Car se on faisoit justice de tous caus et de toutes celes qui ont este en avoltere a autrui 
qu’a lor femes Il en i aroit ja ars plus de deus parties de cest peule, et de celes don’t je sai 
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under his command. Though Merlin’s mother is initially faithful, she eventually 

succumbs to emotion and forgets her spiritual ritual, which subsequently leaves her 

vulnerable to demonic influence.  The narrative’s sexist trajectory dramatically escalates 

and cautions that one moment of emotional distress and memory lapse results in rape.   

 

Defining Demon Rape 

This gendered ideology is deeply encoded in these manuscripts and thus 

seemingly complicates attempts to categorize the act of Merlin’s conception as rape. In 

the middle ages, the words for rape, ravishment, and abduction (rat/raptus/rapuit, 

ravissement, abducere) convey overlapping (sometimes conflicting) meaning depending 

on the context.360  Kathryn Gravdal argues that medieval French dialects reveal a 

preference for “slippery lexematic exchanges, as opposed to a clear and unambiguous 

signifier of sexual assault.”361 She argues that “forcing a woman…fame esforcer” appears 

frequently and was originally defined by thirteenth-century jurist Philippe de 

Beaumanoir:  

Forcing a woman is when one has carnal knowledge of a woman against the will 

																																																								
360 For a recent examination of these terms and their historiography, see Carolyn Dunn, 
Stolen Women in Medieval England: Rape, Abduction, and Adultery, 1100-1500 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). Her work builds on the numerous 
scholarly examinations of pre-modern rape. Of particular note for my examination are 
Wolfthal, Images of Rape; Kathryn Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens: Writing Rape in 
Medieval French Literature and Law (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1991); Corrine Saunders, Rape and Ravishment in the Literature of Medieval England 
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001); Suzanne M. Edwards, The Afterlives of Rape in 
Medieval English Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016); and James A. 
Brundage,  Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1987). 
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of that woman and despite the fact that she does everything in her power to resist 
him. 
 
Femme efforcier si est quant aucuns prent a force carnele compaignie a feme 
contre la volonté de la feme, et sor ce qu’ele fet tout son pooir du deffendre soi362 

 
 

The words fame esforcer, rat, or raptus do not appear in the Merlin text, but does 

this mean we should not describe these scenes as rape? Few art historians analyze fr. 96 

and fr. 91, and only one appears in English. Roger Sherman Loomis claims fr. 96 is “one 

of the finest French Arthurian MSS of the fifteenth century” and describes the 

manuscript’s “great, canopied beds” but does not mention the illumination of Merlin’s 

mother and a demon.363  Avril and Reynaud’s catalog entry for fr. 96 highlights the 

demon council but again does not reference the miniature of Merlin’s conception.364 

However, their description of fr. 91 does include partial summary of the text and states 

that Merlin’s mother is impregnated (or fertilized) without her knowledge (fécondé à son 

insu par le démon).365  

Fabry-Tehranchi provides the most comprehensive analysis of Merlin 

manuscripts, but still only labels the demonic act as conception, abuse366, or a union 

																																																								
362 Phillipe de Beaumanoir, Coutumes de Beauvaisis, ed. A. Salmon (Paris: Picard, 1899), 
qtd. in and trans. Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens, 3. Also cited in Wolfthal, Images of Rape, 
3.  
 
363 Roger Sherman Loomis, Arthurian Legends in Medieval Art (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1938), 108-109. 
 
364 Avril and Reynaud, Les manuscrits, 123–24.  
 
365 Avril and Reynaud, Les manuscrits, 163. 

366 “La mère de Merlin est abusée par le diable” Fabry-Tehranchi, Texte et images, 334. 
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between an incubus and the daughter of Merlin the Elder.367  In a brief visual analysis of 

fr. 96, she describes the hand of the devil posed at the level of the woman’s sex (“la main 

posée par le démon au niveau du sexe de la jeune femme”) but only as an indicator of the 

suggestive parallel between the two bodies (“Le parallèle suggestif formé par les deux 

corps étendus”).368   She goes on to argue that the bright red bedding alludes to the fault 

of the woman as well as the eroticism of the scene, but she does not include a substantive 

citation explaining why red equals lack of consent.369   

Despite the complexities of defining rape, scholarship that avoids the term 

entirely misses crucial interpretive possibilities. If we consider Merlin’s conception in the 

context of de Beaumanoir’s definition of fame esforcer, text and image clearly portray a 

demon that has “carnal knowledge of a woman against the will of that woman.”370 The 

text in fr. 96 and fr. 91 explicitly state that the demon knew her carnally (la connut 

thermoelement). Non-consensual sexual activity is conveyed through the demon’s hand 

gesture and the body position of Merlin’s mother. Lying on her side asleep, she faces 

away from the demon. Previously, the demon council planned to inseminate a human 

woman as discreetly and privately as possible (plus priveement qu'il porra). Since the 

demon specifically waited until she was asleep, perhaps we can surmise that ‘privately’ 

meant when she was vulnerable and unable to give consent. The text repeatedly 

																																																								
367 “…l’union entre l’incube et la fille de Merlin l’Ancien..” Fabry-Tehranchi, Texte et 
images, 337. 
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emphasizes that Merlin’s mother was sleeping in a locked room and unaware of demonic 

intent. Her reaction upon waking further indicates her confusion: 

When I awoke I found myself shamed and deflowered. My room was closed as 
fast as when I locked it myself, and I did not find a soul there, so I do not know 
who did this to me.371 
 
Visually, the miniature in fr. 96 emphasizes the room’s closed door through the 

perspectival lines of the floor pattern. She is also portrayed fully clothed on top of the 

bedding with closed eyes. In the text, she immediately calls for two women to attend her 

and reports the event to her confessor. She abandons herself to pain and grief and entreats 

God to protect her from shame.372 Later in the text, this initial verbal alarm is repeated as 

evidence of her lack of consent: “As soon as she felt that she had been ensnared, she 

confessed and cried out…she had not wanted or willed what had happened to her.”373 As 

Wolfthal notes, under biblical law, oral communication (“hue and cry”) from the victim 

																																																								
371 “Et quant je m’esveillai si me trouvai hounie et despucelee et trouvai ma chambre bien 
fermee, tout ensi come je l’avoie fermé. Ne onques n’I trouvais riens nee, ne ne soi qui ce 
m’ot fet.” 
 “Et quand je me réveillai, je me trouvai abîmée et dépucelée; je fouillai ma chamber et 
trouvai ma porte bien close comme je l’avais laisse. Je ne découvris personne et je ne pus 
savoir qui m’avait fait cela” (Pléiade, Merlin, 587). 
 
372 “Lors se dolousa et reclama molt doucement Nostre Signour et li proia qu’il ne sousfre 
qu’ele soit honnie en cest siecle.” 
 “Alors elle s'abandonna a la douleur, est elle invoque tres doucement Notre Seigneur, le 
priant de ne pas souffrir qu’elle soit déshonorée aux yeux du monde” (Pléiade, Merlin, 
587). 
 
373 “Et aussitôt qu'elle s'était sentie prise au piège, elle s'était reprise et avait crié… que ce 
qui s'était produit ne lui était pas arrivé de son propre gré ni par sa volonté.”  “Et il avoit 
celi engingnie par decevement et par enging et en dormant et, si tost come cele se senti 
engingnie, si se reconnut et cria…. et par la bone reconnoissance et par lavement des 
confessions et par la bone repentance que il sot qui en son cuer eštoit que par son gré et 
par sa volenté n'estoit avenu ce que avenu li eštoit” (Pléiade, Merlin, 593–94). 
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was crucial to classify assault as rape.374  

On the other hand, portrayals of supernatural rape in medieval romance are often 

ambiguous and legal precedents for proving human rape may not apply to victims of 

demonic rape. 375  Merlin’s mother is portrayed with tidy clothing and bound hair which 

differs from the unkempt hair and torn clothing required by medieval courts.376  

However, her clasped hands and modest appearance allude to her Christian piety 

and an unwillingness to cavort with demons. In the fr. 91 illumination, Merlin’s mother 

appears in the middle of the composition kneeling in front of her confessor with a bent 

head. Still, though pious, Merlin’s mother is arrested and convicted of fornication. The 

town judges are unconcerned with finding or prosecuting a rapist, demon or otherwise. 

Both fr. 96 and fr. 91 depict Merlin’s mother imprisoned in a tower with two female 

attendants (Figs. 4.8, 4.9). However, the illuminator of Fr. 91 also portrays the infant 

Merlin and his mother facing a judge before a public execution. To the right, men place 

bundles of sticks around a stake and figures sit on a wall, as if waiting for the show to 

start (Fig. 4.10).  In the late middle ages, death by fire was reserved for convicted 

heretics, sorcerers, sexual crimes such as sodomy or bestiality, and women convicted of 

adultery, fornication, theft, murder or other crimes.377 If not for her son’s prophetic 

																																																								
374 Wolfthal, Images of Rape, 42 and 46. See also Wolfthal, “A Hue and a Cry: Medieval 
Rape Imagery and its Transformations” The Art Bulletin 75, 1 (March 1993): 39–64.  
 
375 Corinne Saunders discusses rape by fairy or giant. See: Corinne Saunders, Rape and 
Ravishment in the Literature of Medieval England (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001), 5. 
 
376 Wolfthal, Images of Rape, 43. 
 
377 Barbara Morel, Une iconographie de la répression judiciaire. Le châtiment dans 
l’enluminure en France du XIIIe au XVe siècle (Paris: Éditions du Comité des travaux 
historiques et scientifiques, 2007); and Fabry-Tehranchi, 340. 
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abilities and persuasive speech, Merlin’s mother would have suffered a painful and public 

death.   

 

The Power of Demons 

Text and image emphasize acts of demonic violence, and I argue demon rape has 

a specific spiritual purpose.  Rape functions as a powerful reminder that devils were 

corporeal beings and physically violent.  In the late fifteenth century, demon skeptics 

were a pressing concern for theologians and witch hunters. In his discussion of the 

Malleus Maleficarum, Stephens argues that the misogyny embedded within the witch 

hunting manual–though evident–was not the primary motive for its publication.378 The 

authors of the Malleus focus on devils and vehemently reject any definition of witchcraft 

that denies the existence and power of demons. Those who claim devils are only a 

figment of imagination are heretical since “these ideas are rejected by the True Faith, by 

which we believe that angels fell from Heaven and that demons exist.”379 Gendered 

ideology was used to defend the existence of demons and highlight their threatening, 

physical proximity.  Similarly, the rape of Merlin’s mother within L’Estoire de Merlin is 

a literary and visual device that emphasizes the proximity, sexual abilities, and evil power 

of devils.  

																																																								
 
378 Walter Stephens, Demon Lovers: Witchcraft, Sex and the Crisis of Belief (Chicago: 
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Unlike the books of hours, religious texts, or moral treatises discussed throughout 

my dissertation, fr. 96 and fr. 91 are not overt devotional or theological manuscripts. 

Instead, literary scholars argue Merlin texts functioned as didactic literature which recast 

biblical themes into a vernacular medium.380  For this reason, I argue the underlying 

messages of demonic sexual power over women are more insidious because they are set 

within a less formal (and more far reaching) setting.  E. Jane Burns argues that legends of 

Merlin in the thirteenth century offered feudal lords “a social model that 

combined...earthly chivalry and military conquest with the spiritual quest for peace.”381 

However, these fifteenth-century illuminated texts more obviously highlight a social 

model of misogyny that translates demonological thinking and gendered ideology into 

infernal quest for power.  

Indeed, the narrative of Merlin’s demonic beginnings is ultimately a story about 

the loss of power and the struggle to regain it. Demons see Christ’s salvific powers as an 

encroachment on their ability to eternally torment human souls. Humans, and especially 

women, are their property. Rev. Marie Fortune, a theologian and ethicist, argues that 

religious portrayals of rape reveal that “the assaults against women are only the dramatic 

backdrop for the struggles between men over their power and property.”382 Similarly, 

Jeffner Allen writes: “men, as sexual terrorists, utilize rape as a weapon of revenge 

																																																								
380 Laura J. Campbell, “The Devil's in the Detail: Translating Merlin's Father from the 
‘Merlin En Prose’ in Paulino Pieri's ‘Storia Di Merlino,’” Arthuriana 23, 2 (2013): 36. 
 
381 E. Jane Burns, xvi. 
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against men, as an infringement on other men’s property.”383 In late medieval Merlin 

manuscripts, rape is a demonological weapon of control and Merlin’s mother is unnamed 

collateral in a power battle between devils and the divine. The infernal plan to regain 

power from Christ was to violently intimidate, coerce, rape, and inseminate a human 

woman. In their quest for an anti-christ, demons emerge as sexual terrorists.  

 

Modern (Mis)conceptions 
 

Unfortunately, the complex power dynamics of late medieval demonology and 

sexual violence are lost when these miniatures are reproduced without their historical or 

material context. For example, in his 2007 book On Ugliness, Umberto Eco includes the 

fr. 96 illumination in a chapter on witchcraft without explanation.384 It appears only as a 

glossy reproduction with a short caption providing the title of the manuscript and the 

date. Eco does not explain the illumination’s art historical or literary context as an image 

of rape and its placement alongside representations of witches and their demonic 

ceremonies skews the reader’s perception and interpretation. Thus, when it inspires 

Louise Bonnet to paint The Witches Room (after l’Estoire de Merlin), an image of demon 

																																																								
383 Jeffner Allen, Lesbian Philosophy: Explorations (Palo Alto CA: Institute of Lesbian 
Studies, 1986), 41. For more on rape as an ideological and colonial weapon see Zoë 
Brigley Thompson and Sorcha Gunne, “Feminism without Borders: The Potentials and 
Pitfalls of Re-theorizing Rape,” in Feminism, Literature and Rape Narratives: Violence 
and Violation, ed. Thompson and Gunne (New York: Routledge, 2010), 6; and Nancy 
Paxton, Writing Under the Raj: Gender, Race and Rape in the British Colonial 
Imagination, 1830-1946 (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1999). 
 
384 Umberto Eco, On Ugliness, trans. Alastair McEwan (London: Harvill Secker, 2007), 
203 and 206.  
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rape mutates into a surrealist comment on witches and modern breastfeeding (See Fig. 

4.1).  

Of course, contemporary artists may interpret their inspirations however they 

choose.  However, like a perverse game of Telephone, the painting and illumination take 

on problematic meanings as it is repeatedly shared on social media. Art critics and 

exhibition attendees post Bonnet’s painting on Instagram without its title, and public 

comments devolve into: “Piscean lust”385 “Twisted I like it” “Tits up” and “Just came to 

say, “Titties!”386  

The responsible art historian highlights historiographical distortions, identifies 

patterns of misinformation, and educates their audiences in the classroom and in their 

published works. We attempt to train modern viewers to see these images through a 

“period eye,” which recognizes specific historical and cultural contexts.387  Such an ethos 

informs this chapter, in particular. The rape of Merlin’s mother in Fr. 96 and Fr. 91 is 

coded, at times ambiguously, with late medieval ideologies and visual strategies. 

Depending on their education and class, a fifteenth-century manuscript owner was 

accustomed to recognizing these codes in both art and literature. On the other hand, a 

modern viewer scrolling through Pinterest will have a different set of visual expectations. 

Digitally extracted from the Bibliothèque nationale de France website, the fr. 96 

																																																								
385 Comment by @findingcalisuper on @editorialmag, Instagram, 27 June 27 2019.  
 
386 Comments by @leatherandspice on @premierartuk, Instagram, 30 November 2018. 
 
387 The concept of the period eye was most famously developed by Michael Baxandall. 
See: Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1988). 
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miniature is shared on Pinterest or reblogged on tumblr with captions such as, “Merlin’s 

mom looks saucy.”388 Such is art in the digital age, some might say. However, these 

comments highlight the importance of a humanities education that encourages critical 

thinking and thoughtful observation, whether images are found online in a meme, or hung 

in a museum. 

 

Missing or misleading titles can further complicate the relationship between 

medieval image and modern viewer. For instance, the illuminations in fr. 96 and fr. 91 

are uniformly titled as “Merlin’s Conception.” This is not an original title found next to 

the miniatures or in a colophon within the manuscript; it was established by later curators 

and scholars. But, why “Merlin’s Conception” and not “The Demonic Rape of Merlin’s 

Mother?” Perhaps the latter was too long and cumbersome, or newer scholars wanted to 

maintain continuity with earlier publications and easily identify and discuss the images.  

Still, as Wolfthal insightfully notes: “Titles have viewpoints and so does the canon. Both 

distort our sense of early modern rape imagery.”389 Naming the demonic rape as 

“Merlin’s Conception” sanitizes the act, further erases Merlin’s mother (who remains 

unnamed), and focuses only on the Romantic hero, Merlin.390 This chapter is an attempt 

to refocus scholarly attention to the violent actions of demons, and I name the act of a 

																																																								
388 Comment by @rumpledspinster on @hrothgar, tumblr,  
https://hrothgar.tumblr.com/post/169693556337/the-conception-of-merlin-histoire-de-
merlin-bnf. 
 
389 Wolfthal, Images of Rape, 196. 
 
390 Wolfthal also describes the use of sanitized language by art historians in depictions of 
“heroic” rape scenes. See Wolfthal, Images of Rape, 33. 
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devil inseminating a sleeping woman without consent as rape. Further advocating for a 

‘Demon Turn’ in medieval and early modern studies, I argue these portrayals of demon 

rape function as a powerful interpretive lens. It highlights patriarchal tropes that held 

women to be faithless and easily violable and magnifies the dramatic, threatening 

prominance of demons and devils in fifteenth-century culture.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

Art and literature of the fifteenth century reveals an intense preoccupation and 

fascination with demons. This dissertation demonstrates how art historians may 

contribute to a better understanding of this phenomenon by embracing diverse–and 

seemingly anachronistic–methodologies. For Christian worshippers, devils were 

devotional antagonists. But, they were also well-organized and skillful laborers. They 

threatened sexual possession and rape but are also key participants in heroic origin 

stories. Each representation is infused with artistic imagination and creativity as well as 

the spiritual priorities of the time. These images suggest that late medieval and early 

modern illuminators explored different realities for demon life forms.   

Furthermore, the untidy nature of demons challenges the “hard-edged alterity” 

Kathleen Biddick astutely perceives within modern medieval studies.391 Indeed, the belief 

in demon proximity is so pervasive, the traditions they inspired carry into modern 

society. For example, saying “bless you” as a polite gesture after someone sneezes stems 

from the threat of demons entering the body through the nose after sneezing.392  The 

proximity of demons as a distinct life form contributes to a historical discipline 

“permeable to the risk of futurity.”393 Using the fifteenth-century reception of the devil as 

																																																								
391 Kathleen Biddick, The Shock of Medievalism (Durham, Duke University Press, 1998), 
4. 
 
392 Russell, 72.  
 
393 Russell, 16. 
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‘period eye,’ Biddick offers the question, “To what kind of corporeal geographies did this 

optical device give access?”394  Selfishly rotating her question towards the present 

discourse, by using images of demons as a cultural lens, scholars can survey a vast 

landscape of inclusion and exclusion. In the intellectual and spiritual imagination of 

society, demons have no boundaries. They not only symbolize “wandering semen, 

disappeared penises..[and] cooked babies” but supply vital interpretive material for 

medieval studies.395 

In particular, images of demons are rich sources for the investigation of religious, 

racial, economic, and social ideologies. The expressions, skin tone, noses, clothing, and 

sexualized bodies of devils reflect deeply embedded Christian stereotypes regarding 

Jews, Muslims, women, peasants, and the working classes.  In his essay describing the 

impact of Monster studies, Asa Mittman poses a vital question “How might we begin to 

move beyond the demonization of one another?”396 One dissertation cannot hope to 

answer this.  However, I think art historians – and medieval art historians in particular – 

can and should participate in these ongoing conversations.  

My future projects will continue this investigation and expand the regional 

borders of my dissertation by examining a transnational array of demonic imagery. I will 

analyze the appearance of racialized and sexed infernal bodies among medieval and early 

modern networks of Christian expansion and colonization. To facilitate these ambitions, I 

																																																								
394 Biddick, 120. 
 
395 Biddick, 114. 
 
396 Mittman, Introduction, 13 
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am currently working with a trained data scientist to develop a digital humanities project 

using ArcGIS technology tentatively titled Mapping the Demon Body. 

It seems fitting to end this dissertation as it began, with the words of art historian 

Ruth Mellinkoff.  She warned that in order “to achieve a more complete picture of any 

society....we must look not only at its leaders, formal institutions, great wars and 

intellectual achievements, but also at what lies below and behind the obvious surfaces of 

its history.”397  I argue that images of demons – creatures of Hell that lie ‘below’ the 

surface – simultaneously transgress and propagate institutional structures of medieval and 

early modern culture.  Yet, demons are also beings of deep time. Even in contemporary 

artworks, television programs, movies, and music, they emerge as indelible life forms 

whose cultural proximity to humans inspires complex iterations of visual form. As untidy 

transformative characters, demons and devils offer a multitude of meanings, thus 

broadening the possibilities for interpretation within both medieval and modern society.  

 
 

																																																								
397 Ruth Mellinkoff, Outcasts, L1 
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Figure 0.1: Pride: Ars Moriendi, 1460, Woodcut
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Figure 0.2: Hours of Mary of Burgundy (Vienna: Oesterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. 
Vind. 2554, Fol. 14v) 
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Figure 1.1:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 
Ms.M.917/945,  fol. 168v)
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Figure 1.2:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 
Ms.M.917/945, fol. 1v)
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Figure 1.3:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 
Ms.M.917/945, p.160)
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Figure 1.4:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 
Ms.M.917/945, p.240)
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Figure 1.5:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 
Ms.M.917/945, fol. 168v)
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Figure 1.6:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 
Ms.M.917/945, fol. 168v)
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Figure 1.7: Details: Last Judgment Tympanum, Cathedral of Saint Lazare, Autun, France 
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Figure 1.8: South Transept, Central Portal, Chartres Cathedral, Chartres, France
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Figure 1.9:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, 
Ms.M.917/945, fol. 168v)
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Figure 1.10:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 168v)
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Figure 1.11:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 168v)
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Figure 1.12:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, ff. 168v-169r)
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Figure 1.13:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 66v)

176



Figure 1.14:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 66v)
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Figure 1.15:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 168v)
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Figure 1.16:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, p. 204)
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Figure 1.17: Hell, Dieric Bouts, 1450 (Lille: Musee des Beaux-Arts)
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Figure 1.18:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 97r)
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Figure 1.19:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, p. 68)
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Figure 1.20:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, p. 65)
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Figure 1.21:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 1v)

184



Figure 1.22:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 134r)
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Figure 1.23:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. 134r)
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Figure 1.24:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, fol. )

187



Figure 1.25:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, )
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Figure 1.26:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, p.245)
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Figure 1.27:  Hours of Catherine of Cleves, c. 1440 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, Ms.M.917/945, p.245)
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Figure 1.28: Getty Tondal, 1475, (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, Ms. 30, fol. 11v)
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Figure 1.29: Getty Tondal, 1475, (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, Ms. 30, fol. 30v)
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Figure 1.30: Getty Tondal, 1475, (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, Ms. 30, fol. 14v)
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Figure 2.1: La Cité de Dieu, c. 1480 (Mâcon, France: Bibliothèque municipale de 
Mâcon, Ms. 002, fol. 2r)
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Figure 2.1: La Cité de Dieu, c. 1480 (Mâcon, France: Bibliothèque municipale de Mâcon, Ms. 002, fol. 2r)
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Figure 2.3: Biblia Pauperum, c. 1470 (The Hague, The Netherlands: Meermanno Museum, MMW 10 A 
15, fol. 29v) 
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Figure 2.4: Rohan Hours, c. 1425 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de france, MS. Lat. 9471, Fol. 
224r ) 
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Figure 2.5: Miroir de Mort, 1470 (Carpentras, France: Bibliothèque municipale, Ms. 410, fol 22v) 
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Figure 2.6: La Cité de Dieu, c. 1440 (Los Angeles: J. Paul 
Getty Museum, Ms. Ludwig XI 10, fol. 18v) 
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Figure 2.7: Book of Hours, c. 1475 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, MS 
M. 1001, fol. 94r ) 
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Figure 2.8: The Temptation of Saint Anthony, Martin Schongauer, c. 1470, 
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Figure 2.9: Postillae litterales et morales in testamentum vetus, 1467 (New York: Morgan 
Library and Museum, MS M.0535, fol. 004v)

203



 

Figure 2.10: Speculum humanae salvationis, 1440-1460 (New York: Morgan 
Library and Museum, MS M.385, fol. 3v) 
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Figure 2.11: Bible moralisée, c. 1455-60 (Paris: 
Bibliothèque nationale de france, Fr 897, fol 1r)
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Figure 2.12: Bible Moralisée, 1455-1460, (The Hague, The Netherlands: Koninklijke 
Bibliotheek, 76 E 7, Fol. 1r)
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Figure 2.13: Bible Moralisée, 1455-1460 (The Hague, The Netherlands:  
Koninklijke Bibliotheek, 76 E 7, Fol. 1r ) 
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Figure 2.14: Croesinck Hours, 1489-1499 (New York: Morgan Library and 
Museum, MS M.1078, fol. 068r) 
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Figure 15 

Figure 2.15: Croesinck Hours, 1489-1499 (New York: Morgan Library and Museum, MS 
M.1078, fol. 068r ) 
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Figure 2.16: Bible historiale, c.1414-1415 (Brussels: Bibliothèque royale de Belgique, Ms 
9001, fol 19r)
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Figure 2.17: Bible historiale, c. 1415 (Brussels: Bibliothèque royale de Belgique, Ms 9024, fol 3r )
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Figure 2.19: L’arbre des batailles, c. 1461 Brussels: Bibliothèque royale de 
Belgique, Ms. 9079, Fol. 10v ) 
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Figure 2.18: Fall of the Rebel Angels, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, 1562 (Brussels: Musées 
royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique)
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Figure 3.1: Bibl	  e moralisee,  1208-15 (Vienna: Oesterreichische 
Nationalbibliothek, ONB 2554, fol 1v) 
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Figure 3.2: Des profits ruraux des champs (London, British Library: Additional MS 
19720, Fol.  27)
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Figure 3.3: Trés Riches Heures, (Chantilly, France: Musée Condé, Ms. 65, 
fol. 3v )
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Figure 3.4: Trés Riches Heures (Chantilly, France: Musée Condé,  Ms. 65, 
fol. 2v)  
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Figure 3.5: Portinari Altarpiece, Hugo van der Goes, c. 1478 (Florence: Galleria degli Uffizi) 
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Figure 3.6: Portinari Altarpiece, Hugo van der Goes, c. 1478 (Florence: Galleria degli Uffizi) 
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Figure 3.7: Portinari Altarpiece, Hugo van der Goes, c. 1478 (Florence: Galleria degli Uffizi) 
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Fi 
	  
gure 3.8: La Cité de Dieu, 1376 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard College Library, Ms Typ 201 H, fol. 29v)   
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Figure 3.9: Livre de la vigne nostre seigneur, 1450-1470 (Oxford, Bodleian Library, Ms. Douce 134, 
fol. 82v)  
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Figure 3.10: Livre de la 	  vigne nostre seigneur, 1450-1470 (Oxford	  , Bodleian 
Library, MS Douce 134, fol. 99v)
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Figur
	  
e 3.11: Lutrell Psalter, c. 1320  -1340 (London: British Library Add Ms. 42130,  fol 207r)
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Figure 3.12: Livre de la vigne nostre seigneur, 1450-1470, (Oxford, Bodleian Library, 
Ms. Douce 134, fol. 83r)  
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Figure 3.13: The Wheel of Fortune and Death Before the Tree of Life, 1450-1475 (London: British 
Museum )
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Figure 3.14: Traité des quatre dernières choses, c.1455
(Brussels, Bibliothèque  royal de Belgique ,  ms. 11129, fol. 90)  
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Figure 3.15: Lutrell Psalter	  , c. 1320-1340 (London: British Library Add Ms. 42130, fol 207v)  
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Figure 3.16: Getty Tondal, 1475 (Los Angeles, The J. Paul Getty Museum, Ms. 30, fol. 27)
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Figure 3.17: La Cité de Dieu,1475 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de france, Ms fr. 18-19, fol. 211r)  

230



Figure 3.18: La Cité de Dieu, c. 1475 (Paris: Bibl. Sainte-Geneviève, Ms. 246, fol. 389)  
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Figure 3.19: La Cité de Dieu, c. 1475 (Paris: Bibl. Sainte-Geneviève, Ms. 246, fol. 389)  
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Figure 3.20 

Details:  Paris: BNF fr. 18-19, fol. 211r  
(upper) 

Paris: Bibl. Sainte-Geneviève, Ms. 
246  fol. 389  (lower) 
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Figure 3.21 

Detail: Getty Tondal, 1475 (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, Ms. 30 ,  fol. 27 )

Detail:  Pèlerinage de l’âme, c. 1475  
(Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de france, Fr. 376 , fol. 
124v ) 

Detail:  Taymouth Hours (London: British 
Library, Yates Thompson 13, fol. 144r)  
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Figure 3.22: La Cité de Dieu, c. 1450 (Strasbourg: Bibliothèque nationale et universitaire, 
Ms. 523, fol. 290)
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Figure 3.23: Traité des quatre dernières choses, c.1455
(Brussels, Bibliothèque  royal de Belgique ,  ms. 11129, fol. 90)  
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Figure 3.24: St. Michael Schwäbisch Hall 
Stuttgart, Germany  
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Figure 3.25: Roman de la Rose, c. 1405 (Los Angeles: J.
Paul Getty Museum, Ludwig Ms. XV.7, fol. 101) 

238



Figure 3.26: Hours of Étienne Chevalier, c.1450 (Chantilly, France:
Musée Condé, Ms. 71)
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Figure 3.27: Êchecs amoreux,  c. 1496-1498 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de france, Fr. 
143, fol. 148)
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Figure 3.28: Speculum humanae salvationis, c. 1370-1380, Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de 
france, Latin 511, fol. 23v)  
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Figure 3.29: Haywain, Hieronymus Bosch, c. 1515 (Madrid, Spain: Museo del Prado)
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Figure 3.30: Right panel, Haywain, Hieronymus Bosch, c. 1515 (Madrid, Spain: Museo del Prado)
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Figure 3.31: Right panel, Haywain, Hieronymus Bosch, c. 1515 (Madrid, Spain: Museo del Prado)
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Figure 3.32: The Lives of the Offas, (London: British Library, Cotton Ms. Nero D I, fol. 23v)  
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Figure 3.33: Chronicle of the Bouquechardière,  ca. 1450-75 (London: British 
Library, Harley Ms. 4376, fol. 150). 
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Figure 3.34

Details: Right Panel, Haywain (upper) 

Des profits ruraux des champs, Fol.  27 
(lower) 
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 Figure 3.35: Bedford Hour s, c. 1410-1430, London,  British Library, Add Ms 18850,  fol. 
17v   
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Figure 3.36: Haywain, Hieronymus Bosch, c. 1515 (Madrid, Spain: Museo del Prado)
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Figure 3.37: Des ca des nobles hommes et femmes malheureux (London: British Library, Additional 
MS 18750, fol. 3) 
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Figure 3.38: Des ca des nobles hommes et femmes malheureux (London: British Library, Additional 
MS 18750, fol. 3) 
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 Figure 4.1 
The Witches Room ( after l’Estoire de Merlin) 2018 

L ouise Bonnet 
Oil on  Linen, 7ft x 10 ft. 
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 Figure 4.2: L’Estoire de Merlin, ca. 1450-60 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Ms. fr . 96, fol. 62v) 
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 Figure 4.3: L’Estoire de Merlin, ca. 1450-60 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Ms. fr . 96, fol. 61r) 
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 Figure 4.4: L’Estoire de Merlin, ca. 1450-60 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Ms. fr . 96, fol. 61r) 
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 Figure 4.5: L’Estoire de Merlin, ca. 1450-60 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Ms. fr . 96, fol. 61r) 
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Figure 4.6: L’Estoire de Merlin, 1480-1482 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ms. fr. 91, fol. 1) 
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Figure 4.7
Detail (upper): Rape of Tamar 

Morgan Picture Bible, ca. 1240-55 
(Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, nouv. acq. Lat. 

2294) 

Detail (lower): Rape of the Levite’s Wife 
Morgan Picture Bible, ca. 1240-55 

(New York: Morgan Library and Museum, M638, fol. 16) 
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 Figure 4.8: L’Estoire de Merlin, ca. 1450-60 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
Ms. fr . 96, fol. 63v) 
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Figure 4.9: L’Estoire de Merlin, 1480-1482 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ms. fr. 91, fol. 4) 
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Figure 4.9: L’Estoire de Merlin, 1480-1482 (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, Ms. fr. 91, fol. 4) 
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