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ca. 1490
Source: National Gallery of Art

The Wounds of Christ with the Symbols of the Passion was created at the end of the fifteenth century
in what is now Southern Germany. The central, crimson form is a pictorial representation of the side
wound, the last injury received by Christ during his sacrificial death. It was the most important symbol
of his bodily suffering, which resulted in a dedicated cult to venerate the side wound over the others
maltreatments. This is because the puncture in his side was the last violent act received, which also
brought forth a new age, the Christian era. This is often depicted as the place from which the church,
Ecclesia, is born.[1] This central side wound is also the symbol around which an abstracted form of
Jesus' body has been visually constructed in this example. The nail holes in the hands and feet make
up the appendages of Christ, and his face is rendered in the "impression" of the vera icona, the true
image of Christ. This well-known passion relic was understood to display Christ's undistorted facial
image on a cloth, an appearance imprinted when Jesus wiped his face on the road to his crucifixion.[2]
Not only visually striking, perhaps the most exiting aspect of this image is the text nested within.
Expressed in either a Suabian or Franconian dialect, the print instructs viewers on how it should be
used. Translated, the text reads: "This is the length and width of Christ’s wound, which was pierced in
His side on the Cross. Whoever kisses this wound with remorse and sorrow, also with devotion, will
have as often as he does this, seven years indulgence from Pope Innocent." The opposite banderole
continues, "This little cross standing in Christ’s wound measured 40 times makes the length of Christ
in his humanity. Whoever kisses it with devotion shall be protected from sudden death or misfortune."
Now challenging to read because of the use of Blackletter and local dialect, this text would have been
the most accessible textual type for the majority of the population which is now considered largely
"illiterate."[3]Some earlier scholarship characterizes the phrase "from Pope Innocent" to be acting as a
papal signature, and certainly, indulgences were predicated on the authority of the Pope.[4] His name,
notably the only words fashioned in Latinized lettering, was absolutely one verification mark that gave
the user confidence in knowing that the correct authority had condoned this print's creation, and
therefore the salvific power of its use would indeed function. However, the stronger claim to legitimacy
came through the two forms of measurement nested within the image. Reproducing the size of relics
was popular practice for pilgrimage sites during the preceding centuries. Replicating dimension or
number of forms was seen to multiply, at least in part, the divine power of the originals to which it
referred.[5]
This small print was understood to act as a portal to the divine, a way to access the salvific powers of
God. Distinction between the thing and the image of the thing has been the source of debate in not
only the realm of visual representation, but also in physical bodies of the saints. In writing of medieval
belief about the body, Caroline Walker Bynum outlines the seemingly destructive practice of dividing
the physical remains of saints.[6] However, the understanding that each fragment not only represents
but functions as a whole, made the dispersion of relics a powerful practice that multiplied access to the
divine. These conduits were valuable points where the vast divide between earthly and heavenly was
bridged and immediate access was available. This contact could likewise have been sought through
visiting a cult site or recalling an image, perhaps aided through a personally owned prints or
pilgrimage tokens.

NOTES:
[1]The side wound has been discussed as part of the passion imagery. For more information, see The Sexuality of Christ.
[2]The image is usually talked about in similar terms as printing and was also used to defend image production in the face of iconoclasm, arguing that
Jesus replicated his image on the cloth.
[3]This is sometimes the metric by which people are judged to be able to read, since the classic and clerical texts were written in Latin, which was the de
facto universal language by which Western Europeans could communicate ideas. Other metrics by which literacy was measured was by the ability to sign
one's name on legal documents or in church registers, however, as Adrian Johns has pointed out, the act of signing was sometimes highly regulated to
notaries.
[4]Field, Richard S, Fifteenth Century Woodcuts and Metalcuts, 1965 National Gallery of Art Washington DC. Cat. 260.
[5]For more on the architectural examples of this type of replication, see Marvin Trachtenberg, "Suger's Miracles, Branner's Bourges: Reflections on
'Gothic Architecture' as Medieval Modernism," Gesta39, 2. Robert Branner and the Gothic (2000), 183-205; Wood, Forgery, Replica, Fiction.
[6]Bynum, "Why all this fuss about the body?" 1-33.

Bibliography
Courtesy of the National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.
1926
Schreiber, Wilhelm Ludwig. Handbuch de Holz- und Metailschnitte des XV Jahrhunderts. 8 vols. Leipzig: Verlag Karl W.
Hierseman, 1926-1930.

1965
Field, Richard S. Fifteenth Century Woodcuts and Metalcuts from the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.. Exh. cat.
Washington: National Gallery of Art, 1965.

1996
Hults, Linda C. The Print in the Western World. Madison, WI, 1996: 26; fig.1.7.

1998
Areford, David S. "The Passion Measured: A Late-Medieval Diagram of the Body of Christ." In The Broken Body: Passion
Devotion in Late-Medieval Culture. Groningen, 1998: 211-238.

2011
Bynum, Caroline Walker. Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe. New York, 2011: 94, 96, fig.
30.

2012
Powell, Amy Knight. Depositions: Scenes from the Late Medieval Church and the Modern Museum. Cambridge, Mass.: 179,
181, 182, fig. 50.

«

Continue to “Apocalypse of St. John”

Sarah Reiff Conell
Version 10 of this page, updated 8/20/2018 | All versions | Metadata
Powered by Scalar (2.5.15) | Terms of Service | Privacy Policy | Scalar Feedback

