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The Broken Body as Spectacle 

Something pre-social seems to link us to a strong sense of disgust 
and horror at the prospect of a body that doesn't quite look like 
one, either grotesquely deformed by accident or disorganized bv 
mayhem. · 

WILLI .Ut IA:--: :VtlLLER, The Anatomy oJDisgust ( 1997)1 

Dzslorations and improvisations 

For the late mcdie,·al painter, working to forge a realist language out 
of the idioms of country and region, and in conversation, to a greater 
or lesser degree, with modish court styles, the figure of the crucified 
Thief presented a unique aesthetic challenge. As we\·e seen, con\'en­
tional types for these figures were well disseminated through trecento 
an, International Style painting and their satellites in the north; the 
must widespread of these, by 1400, was certainly the hooked-arm 
type. For painters who sought to push their art beyond conYention, 
the crucifixion of the Thieves presented an opportunity for the free 
deployment of their in,·enti,·e powers, since no significant theological 
constraints were in force. Out of this dialectic of freedom and con­
\traint were to come a panoply of wildlv distorted figures whose gcstural 
language spoke directly of pain and, by extension, of the antithetical 
,tates embodied in the Two Thie,·es: penitence and impenitence, re­
demption and damnation sanctification and defamation. To modern 
eyes, this language of pa,in is often articulated in terms so explicit 
a, to \'ctr t<J\\ards the disgusting and atrocious, surpassing per~aps 
q~r abilit~ to see what's going on at all . .z \\'as it thus for the medie,·al 
\ lC\\ <:r~ 

1 regard it a~ a principle of the history of human sc~sibilities t~at in 
no<.:ulture is the capacity for experiencing violence, or mtenscly violent 
~rnage~~. unlimited. Thus we should not think it so for the 4r~de and 
arbant:' .\'liddk Ages. Despite ,, hat man\ historians have said about 

tht m d. . · · · · h d h' e J<:val 'coarseness of attitudes', the 'fam1hanty "tt cat or 
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rhe ' unchi lized disregard' for public displays of bodih· funcr· 1· ) 
1 • ' Th tnc 

is evidence that later medieYal people could experienct' di ,,.L ~ rt 
:-.::-- l~t •Ind 

re,·ulsion over extremes of actual or represented ,~iolenrc. In the 
d I . I I . - ' c-n text that helpe popu anze ay contemp atlon ot the grisl~ det:1il~ 

of Christ's torture during the Passion, the late-thirteenth-cenru/ 
. Weditations 0 11 the Life of Christ, one finds ,m entreaty to the reader •no.t 
[to] be repelled by those things that our lord Jesus did not hesitate 

10 
bear' . 3 \\lithout an audience capable of experiencing disgust, disgust in!! 
imagery is robbed of its antagonistic power. And without this po\\e~ 
it can have no meaningful cultural purpose ( equally culturally mean­
ingless would be imagery that was so out of line with sensibilities 
that spectators could not even bear to look at it, making its Yiolence 
practically invisible). Cultivating compassion as a spiritual ,·irtue and 
understanding that Christ's agonies begin and end with human sin­
fulness, one's own sinfulness, medieval devotional viewers no doubt 
understood the value of disciplining themselves, during meditation, to 

face the sickening spectacle of His torments squarely, to gaze upon 
them with a stoutness of heart, and even to seek solace and 'refresh­
ment' in them. 'What can be so effective a cure for the wound of 
conscience and so purifying to keenness of mind, ' asks the Cistercian 
abbot Bernard of Clairvaux in a sermon, 'as steady meditation on the 
wounds of Christ?' 4 Did the same viewers likewise make the effort to 

endure, as a cultivation of their own spiritual virtue, the shockingly 
'disorganized' bodies of the Thieves? In Chapter 7, I suggest that this 
was the case, and that the acknowledged cultural purpose of their 
image was to provide just such a chastening, if not openly antagonistic, 
experience. 

Where, then, in the long playing field of possibilities between tame 
conventionalism and ultimate abjection, between the fully legible 
body and the one which disintegrates before our vision, surpassing the. 
sensible person's capacity for horror - where did the visualizations ot 
painter and spectator meet? Was the skilled lay visualizer of the Passion 
already keen on generating such terrible spectacles for his or her o,vn 
private meditations? Or did the lack of textual direction available to the 

. . t to 
pious lay person on this matter demand that the painter ~se his ar Id 
urge spectators towards ever crueller torments for the Thieves? Wou . 
not. the ambitious painter have learned to exploit his audience's fasci­
natlOn with the body-in-pain, to keep their attention riveted upon the 
figure by crafting it with the utmost care - calibrating its effects, so to 

speak, against their capacity to visualize such things at all? Compared 
to his lit,, . . k ow was · -..rary counterparts, the late medieval pamter, as we n ' 
eloquent and precise about the punishment of the Two Thieves. 
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If the iconoiraphy of pain presented a special artistic <.:hallcngc, one 
in which :1u<licncc sensibilities had to be gauged and met at the extreme 
limits of apprehension, there was also a professional opportunity for 
,he l.ttc medieval, guilJ-sam.:tionc<l m,\stcr. To grasp fully the mental 
\:Onditions under which such men worked would require reviewing the 
changing social status antl self-definition of the professional painter 
in northern Europe. For the moment we can imagine these mostly 
pro\'incial, mostly ambitious men, casting their nets widely in search of 
compelling models to adapt, revise an<l recomhine, looking for new 
ways to make a convincing (and disgusting) Jisplay of the crucificJ 
hody, :md deploying all the auxiliary motives associated with it : crosses 
of varying shapes and sizes~ ropes, nails and other technical parapher­
nalia they <.:hose to assemhlc around the susp<.:nded figure (recall the 
weapons in Westphalian art)~ fadal expressions, clothin~, hair and, ~ 
above all, the horrendous, often gaping wounds on legs and arn1s, our ~ 

present <.:00<.:crn in this chapter. Committed as they were to providing 
their patrons, and their local audiences, with a stimulating and edifyin~ 
"isualization of how the three different executions on Calvary ma)1 

lun•e happened, the enterprising professional painter surely hoped to 

leave his own mark, so to speak, upon the bodies of Christ's 'shameful 
rnmpany' . 

lndccd, as the fifteenth century speeded towards its irresolute end, 
as the 'medieval consensus' fell under the disintegrating advance of 
nc,, ideas powered hy the printing press, painters in the north, espe­
cially in the German-speaking territories, applied thcmsch·~s with_ 
C\'cr greater stringency to the task of arranging the dislocated hmhs of 
the Thieves on, around and over their crosses in the crucllcst fashion 
possible. One even gets the feeling that these men sta~cd their O~\'n 

pc~:,I atro<.:itics competitively. Painters worked in a milieu of cscabtt_ng 
artistk self-consciousness and self-importance, and 'showcd an m­
crrasing sclf~awarcness that a major altarpiece could serve a hroa<lcr 

1 . . u k ,,, s 
ro c 111 cst.1hlishing their <.:rc<lcntials as prodm:ers of great . wor s · 
As n~orc and more painters sought aesthetic inspir.nio~ fro_m Italy. 
"nd1 111 doing so, cemented alliances of mutual respect wtrh circles of 
huin~nist scholars and poets - the twin defining features of 'Norther~ 
Rc~a1ssancc' aesthetics - thcv had to find ways to make good their 
da1_ms to being more than just ~upcrb craftsmen; they had tu assert that 
th~,r practice was mon: than wh.,t the word aru traditionally denoted: 
s~11l. Such an extension of the artis:m's practice into the impro\'isa­
t1onal can be seen in terms of hoth the sclf-distim:tion it brought the 
~l~ak_cr_ :1~1d the prestige il brought the ever compctiti~e guilds._ In this 
cnsr it•~ an important precursor of the Renaissance ideals of tt/7.'t' nlw 



,mdfantasia (sec Chapter 8), but it is not, at this time and in thh 
· · h' N ·1 Alb h .. rarr of Europe, the same t mg. ot unt1 rec t Durcr's hi(Thh ·If' 

t, , \(; -

conscious presentation of the artistic self, undertaken \\ ithin th , 
burgeoning elite humanist culture of early-sixteenth-century souther~ 
Germany, did northern European artists learn to pose the question 
of their olvn poetic powers. If late medieval artists were using their 
inuge-forming powers in roughly analogous ways, it was still, primarily 

, ' 
in the service of the cult image, for the sake of its devotional usefulness 
.md appeal. 

One of the aims of this and the following chapters, then, is to 
show how an emergent professional and aesthetic practice, lcadinc, 

b 

towards a synthesis of observation and improvisation, but still bound 
in significant ways to established models, led artists away from these 
models, and compelled them to seek new v,rays to convey the reali~J' of 
crucifixion to an audience for whom it was a distant, and even exotic, 
form of punishment. Consciously or not, painters learned how to match 
the pictorial experience of these penal horrors with the judicial realities 
with which they lived, to make one resonate with the other. 'The power 
of realism in art,' writes the critic Leon Wieseltier, 'is owed to the 
continuity between the world which it makes and the world in which, 
and for which, it is made. '6 Later medieval devotional art demanded 
such a continuity, and compelled the painter to imbue his 'rhetorics' of 
violence with all the appurtenances of the real. Nleanwhile, derntional 
culture urge<l those pursuing a spiritual path into Christ's dire suffer­
ings to seek for themselves such a continuity between past and present; 
it compelled the spectator to visualize every detail of the Passion in 
terms of what he or she knew most intimately - in other words, to 

imbue his or her own imaginary violence with all the forcefulness of 
the real. In what follows here and in the rest of this book, I hope to 

develop this idea of an experiential continuity between these three 
key spheres of experience: the sacred image, with its realist treatment 
of atrocious punishment; private devotion, with its peculiar mode of 
meditative visualization, responsive to the antagonizing directiYes of 
an art and literature designed for its cultivation; and a puhlic sp~er~ 
Of · l · l 11 · · t· h r,·eptions ntua action am co cct1ve piety, where many o t e pe ... . 
and feelings aroused by devotional art were channelled and express~J­
thc contemporary spectacle of pain, penance, expiation an<l rcdcmpt1on 
that the late :vliddle .i\ges called justice (iustitia ). 
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J~ 'Crutih\ion', Km~dom of J .con, \)rohaoh Tahara 0101-u-.tcr~. i\O <)75• 1\lu01m;1tcJ pa~c from 
,c>tus.,f I ,>th.in,', wmm,n1am~ on the A,,.c,1) psc, t cmpcra on p,rchn>cnt, 40 X ,b c,n. G irnn.,. p . 

\tu-.cu dcla Catcdr.il, \(.(., \h. 1, fol. 16,. 
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oil on nal. 13 J;,., yJ :; 1.,n '-,ljdd,lhl., 1'.u11,1 imtitur. Franlfurr. 
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40 The \faster of the Sterzinger Altarv. ings, 
f.r11(,Ji no11, C\terior of a F/tige/altar, mid- 15th 
ccntur~, painted pine panel, I 56.5 x 142 cm. 
)t.iatlichc K.un,thalle, K.trl!.ruhe. 

4
1 
Octail of illus. 40, sho,\ ing the legs of 

lh Th ~ 1
ef on Christ's left and an executioner 

"'ith a club. 
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Ea<.:h distin<.:t 'type' for the crucified Th• f . h . · 
1 

• . ic m nort ern European art 
<lisp ays a set of technical effects that dist· . h ~, . f . . . . mgms es 1t rom Its relatives· 
each directs an anxious perception to th , ~ . f , . . ' 

• . . . . c terrors o cruc1fix10n' 
accordmg to its own, d1stmct phenomenolo f . A d . . . . gy o pam. n w1thm 
each mode of body-demoht1on, each set of effects . ,· l l 

d 
. . , a spec1a p ace was 

reserve for the graphic depiction of wounds. 
Images of wounds may be the paradigmatic generators of horror 

and perha~s also disgu~t, because of the way they locate pcrceptio~ 
at the pul_s1~g b~undanes ?f the body. Once a wound appears before 
our eyes, 1t 1s as 1f a fault lme has opened up across the body's topog­
raphy, one that threatens to tear open ever wider expanses of the 
body's hidden interior. We seem to sense, in that 'pre-social' way 
evoked by Miller in his epigraph for this chapter, 'the inappropriate~ 
ness of destroying the integrity of the body's seal'.7 Instinctively we 
fear the dissolution of that literally vital distinction between interior 
and exterior. Extend the wound far enough beyond its already unstable 
boundaries and the body, as an organic whole, threatens to disappear. 
In the course of my public lectures, which have included these images, 
it has become clear to me just how profoundly the 'civilizing process' 
has made the sight of serious wounds unbearable to all but a few. The 
sight of an opened body delivers an inchoate shock, and causes such 
sympathetic perceptions of pain, because the wounded body of our 
vision somehow ceases to be that body and becomes, in an uncanny 
way, our body as well. For Julia Kristeva the wound is profoun<ll_Y 
disquieting because - like that 'utmost of abjection', the corpse - it 
'showfs/ me what I permanently thrust aside in order t~ li~·e'.

8 
When 

the wound is transformed into spectacle, we glimpse m it our own 

future disarray. 
With a macabre virtuosity unmatched in the history of art, numerous 

I . . 1. d h · ·11 · 1·sti·c skills to the problem ate medieval pamters app 1e t etr 1 us10n · 
f. . · d esomeness could expose 

o creating wounds whose seventy an gru , 
h · c h n attract the spectators 

t e perv10usness of the body and, 1or t at reaso , . . . 
. k t· the great Flemish 'pnm1-gaze like powerful magnets. In the wor o 

· , , . f Fl , malle) we find a far more 
tn'c Robert Cam pm (a.k.a. the ~1aster o e ' 
· · h h grisly leg wounds the 

rigorous attempt to come to terms wit t e · ' 
• • , tist who worked before 

result of the Roman crurifragtum, than an} ar · . . 
h. . . · f his generation, Campm 

1m. And more effectively than any painter O . . 
. . d 1- b, in direct observauon. 

grounded his 'study' of the fracture 1m s . . 
Th · . h h. . ·an of mc<l1cme Robert 

at, at least, was the conclus10n oft e i5ron 
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Hcrrlinger, who in a I<)53 article placed Campin's famous ThiLJ 
fragment, now in Frankfurt, on the examination table (illus. 39).'1 L'ndn 
Herrlinger's scientific gaze, Campin's near-photographic rendering of 
the human body revealed an astonishing exactitude. That the Tournai 
master's •anatomical-surgical' rendering of the entire figure reminded 
him of modern anatomy manuals only underscored the historic impor­
tance he attached to Cam pin's achievement: more than roo years had to 
elapse, he tells us, before its equivalent could be found in any European 
medical handbooks. 10 

Exceptionally large for its original time and place, the present painting 
in Frankfurt is but a fragment of a once larger altar panel that showed 
the Thief set in a rolling landscape, attended by two spectators stand­
ing on the ground (now visible only as bust portraits); this panel in turn 
most likely formed the right wing of a large altarpiece of the Descent 
from the Cross, the general appearance of which can be discerned from 
a copy now in Liverpool. 1 ' The figure languishes uneasily on the cross. 
Arms arc bent back in two separate but equally well-described posi­
tions, and are lashed down brutally to the neatly carpentered beams: 
the left arm stretches up to hook over the patihulum, effecting what 
appears to be a dislocation in the elbow and lea\'ing the hand to dangle; 
the right upper arm splays away from the torso but is severely locked 
back, the shoulder perhaps disjointed, and the wrist is tied down to the 
beam. Rotating like a fleshly swastika, the resulting configuration has a 
geometric logic that may have its source in older variations on the 
hooked-arm type. Combined with the tense, tormented facial features, 
the figure appears as a kind of disjointed, judicial analogue to the 
drunken sleeping satyr of Hellenistic art. Campin's soft modelling 
creates a plastic sense of flesh so evocative that it compelled his grcateSt 

pupil, Roger van dcr \Vcyden, to adapt its features for the Christ figure 
in his famous Deposition altarpiece in Madrid . 

Of pointed interest. to Hcrrlinger were the representations of tbc 
broken bones in the lower legs (illus. 48). Once again, the accuracy 
impressed him: he identified fractures in the tibia (commonly call~J 
the shinhonc) and fibula of both legs, remarked on the manner 111 

\'~ hich the dislocation causes the skin to stretch in tight folds over thc 
frnnt. edge of the tibia, and noted the indentations in the skin caused h) 
the tightened ligatures beneath the wounds. r .? There coukln't he an). 
Jouht that Campin had hascd these details on G1nJul observation °1

. 
an unclothed human hody, presumably a corpse. But neither hr 11

_"
1 

an) oth · f)J · I · · · · · · h . I roud11 
er <:mis 1 artist of his generation 1s hkdv to a\iC ) :-

corpses into the studio for observation or dissertio.n. \Ve kno\\ ot ,w 
~uch a , · I · · • . t· } , ,\lps, natom1ca mvcst1gat1ons k)' arttsls, north or south o 1 l<.: ' 



4s I >etail ol 1110,. J9, ,ho\\ mg 
ihdr:u.1un:J k"¥\ol .1 Thiel. 

until about 70 years later, when Leonardo <la Vinci ventured into this 
high-stakes arena, touching off a period of fruitful collaboration 
between artists and medical doctors during the cinquecento that 
resulted in a 'revolution in the science of anatomy'. •J Rather than using 
collectc<l anatomical specimens, which at first were always the bodies 
of executed persons who had been denied burial, 14 Cam pin's studies 
would necessarily have been focused on the bodies of judicial victims 
stilt displayed on the gallows. For Hcrr)inger, the pallid hue of the 
skin - as well as the curious fact that the ovcrtight ligatures cut into 
'bloodless, dead flesh' - could not be mistaken for anything but the body 
of a hanging victim. ' 5 In his eyes, Campin had successfuJly parlayed a 
common, observable sight, an ever)'day experience, into a masterpiece 
of anatomical truth-to- nature. 

l lowcvcr, several related aspects of l lerrlingcr's analysis don't quite 
a~l<l up. In the first place, he believes that the leg wounds shown by 
Campin were caused by a blow from a sword. Second, he casually 
ass h • c· · , · ·. uine;;s l at the dead convict who offered his body to .,ampm s proto-
Scicntific gaze was a hanging victim ( (,'ehenkter),r') ignoring the fat:t 
that han · · · h d. I · · gmg was not the only punishment int c me IC\'a rcpcrt01rr 
that in -1 .I ·d . · d' · u rh c Uuc pubhi,.: exposure as a post-mortem Hl 1gmt y. v,· y would 
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a mcdicral hangin~ ,·ictim, who died from slow strangulation, ha\'c 
such wounds inflicted on his legs at all? Ironically, the seed of a better 
explanation can he found embedded in Hcrrlinger's observations anJ 
:mal~ sis. " 'hen he attributes the appearance of the wound to a blow 
from a S\\ urd, he means that the dislocations in the tibia an<l fibula were 
J.lso I h<.~ rl'sult of this blow. He does not consider that the disjointing 
of the kg may have been caused instead by bodily movements made, 
or external pressures applied, after the blows had been struck. Yet this 
pos~ibility may well be precisely the thing Campin wants to trigger, 
and it is a surprisingly good match with what we know of the patho­
phy~iolog~ of Roman crucifixion. Several further comparisons will 
help male this clearer. 

In ,, mid~fifh:cnth-ccntury panel, now in Karlsruhe, by the painter 
lno,, n as the Master of the Stcrzinger Altarwings, macahrc virtuosit) 
with wounding reaches an unhcarablc surplus (illus. -lO). 17 This Ulmish 
pamtcr, "ho worked ,, ith the sculptor I lans Multscher and was wdl 
acquainted\\ ith rhc art of Roger ran der Weyden (the mourning figure 
dabbing her e)cS \\ith her robe is lifted from Roger's Cah a~v 1'rip~)'rh 
tn \ 'itnna), "asct·rtainl~ one of the century's greatest judicial , oycurs. 
Pl;i~ ing- across the boundaries separating one Thief type from another, 
he sho,, s the Goo<l Thief arching back, with forearms savagely broken 
dose to the clb<rn s, locked around and tied down t.o the patihu/11111 
(illus. 49). I (is counterpart also has the patibulwn shoved up under hi~ 
armpits, bur rnnnot arch bad since his wrists are tied to the sllpes 
behind his hack. Both Christ and the Good Thief wear expressions of 
death: for Chri~t it is thr impassive stare of the corpse; for the Good 
Thief it is rhc ddirium of the torture victim. Only rhe Impenitent 
Thief endures, hO\\ ling in pain as an exccutionc·r ~ercilessly batters 
his bod~ (illus. -l' ). By angling the Thieves' crosses away from us, the 
Ster 1.ing .\'laster creates a semi-profile view from behind, one '' hich 
objtcrific~ the woun<ls an<l makes them maximally visible (we see most 

of them m profile). The worst of them appear ~s grotes4uc crimson 
mouths, surrounded by massive purple-blue contusions, gaping open 
t_o show splimcrc<l bones that look like jagged teeth. The comPound 

fracture~ just abo\'e the ligatures arc bad enough to disjoint the leg 
bone and cause it to 'hin~e' outwards. 

F II h·11 · 1· C /rar>' .qua ) c I mg arc the wounds dcsnibcd in the spraw ing " · 
·iha · · I K 1ptcn ' rpiccc pa111tcd between 1460 and Lt70 by the so-callee., · en 

1
~ 

\-tas_tn, wh<, hailed from the Allgau region of Bavaria (illus. 5°!· 
.\ O'am \\C a • 1: . . 1 • h h 1· . . b J· ,,.. i·orenor. c . re ,1ccu \\ 1t mout - 1kc openings mto the o Y ~ . 
drool_ing blood and filled with shattered bone, as if trying w_~ve;:~ 
·' nd .ig,1tn m 1'11: most ,isiblc instances the artist has conve)cd 



~9 Detail of illus. ~o, 
showing tht· Thief on 
Christ ·s right. 

anatomical specificity of a compound fracture that is bad enough to 
disjoint the limb at the bone's midpoint (illus. 5 I). Unlike the Sterzing 
Master, who pictures the club-wielding executioner as the human 
agent behind these demolitions, the Kempten Master has withdrawn 
the executioners from the scene, leaving only the wounds as a visible 
index of their presence. Did this artist assume that the spectator would 
fill in the missing characters, the so-called 'men with clubs' (tortores)? 
And if so, would they come armed with their traditional clubs or 
brandish alternatives - sticks, maces, hatchets, swords - in the way 
numerous other painters and illuminators had envisioned them? 
What specific form of butchery, what 'technique', has caused these 
horrendous gashes? How did both of these artists cue their audiences 
towards a comprehension of the pain they make so palpably visible? 
~low did the infliction of wounds fit in with the rest of the torture? Was 
~t simply an added cruelty for the Thieves (in contrast to Christ), did 
It contribute to their deaths, or was it the cause of death itself? 
fl John's Gospel tells us that, after the Crucifixion, the Jews clamoured 
or thc removal of the dead bodies from Golgotha before the onset of 
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the Sabbath. Since none of the three condemned n1en hjd yet die<l, 
howeYer, they insisted that their legs be broken. Thereupon P~b~~ 
dispatched soldiers to do the job (19: 31- 2). Of the few p,ttnStll 

authors to comn1cnt on this episode, Origen ( d. 153/ +) "ritt>S th,H 
this was carried out ·according to the Roman custon1 \ II) b~ \\ hicb he 
a~parently meant a proccdur; called the crunfr,1gium. :\rcording t~ 

Pierre Barbct, \\hose 'Passion according to the surgeon' h:is_ don~ 
m~c

h 10 
illuminate the patho-ph~ siology of crucifi:\ion, the Gosr:: 

"nters \\·oul·• h ' h . , . h. h . U'' ,, i, 11 
. u a Ye I\TIO\\ n O\\ cttectn e t ts tee n 1q "' •. , 

hastening the l ' h t· . . . l l "o~ of tht: 
, . , t c~u s o crucified men. In br~almg: t 1e t::-• , 
uuc1fied on , • h • h , t )rturc 
h . ' e rcmon~s w ~H has hccon1c, in the (ours(' ot t l t , 

t e Prtman · · l B 1rht:f • . 1 . · support tor the suspended Jnd imn1ohili1t:'J bou~. · c\p ains: 
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After crucifixion lproper] ... the body sagged, and dropped to a considerable 
extent, while at the same time the knees became more bent. The victim could 
then use his two feet, which were fixed to the stipes, as a fulcrum, so as ro lift his 
body and bring his arms, which the general sagging would have dropped by an 
angle of about 65°, back to the horizontal. The dragging on the hands would 
then be greatly reduced; the cramps would be lessened and the asphyxia 
l caused by the inability of the lungs to properly expel air and thus exchange 
gases] would disappear for the moment, through the renewal of the respira­
tory movements . . . Then, the fatigue of the lower limbs would supervene, 
which would force the crucified to drop again, and bring on a fresh atrnd of 
asphyxia. The whole agony was thus spent in an alternation of saggin~ and 
then of straightening the body, of asphyxia and of respiration.1.0 

Finally, in 13arbet's opinion, the average victim of Roman auci­
fixion died not from loss of blood, thirst, starvation, fatty pulmonary 
embolisms or a l'ardiac arrest (all of which have had their diagnostic 
champions), but from asphyxiation. In John's Gospel Christ expires 
hcforc the soldiers reach Calvary, an<l is therefore span:d the crurifraKittm 
(though the exemption has a signifi<.:ance be~on<l rhis straig-htforwanJ 
narrative logic, as I'll explain). 

Barber's account can help us reconstruct one level of intentionality 
behind the wound images served up by provincial painters liLc the 

_51 I kt.iii t)f 1llu11, .~o. ~h'>"itlll'. th1.: 
1111\'f o 11 < .hn .. , \ right 
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Kemptcn an<l Sterzjng \lasta~, and h) urb:mt: m.t-.tl r, like Campin. 
But it also exposes the limits of their 'archat'<ilo1-,rit\ll' grasp of rhc 
penally. Of all of the \\'OUOUS found in IJH:ir \\<orJ.. . I ho~c whirh open up 

. in front of a fracture scn:rdy enough ro 'unhing-c ' the bone arc ihe 
most ddibcrately rendered, and the hardest to lool .tt. So let us take a 
closer look. If, consistent with the narrative loµ; ic of the Gospd, the 
fracturing blow was deli\·ercd in the midst of the up-dm, n stru~glc 
described by Barbet, the weight of the exhausted upper bod~ would, in 
fact, 'hinge out' the leg at the precise point of the fracture (and perhaps 
also tear open the wound still further) . This is what wc sec. J l<mt\cr, 
this reading is thrown into doubt in the case of the Kcmptcn Thic\c\ 
whose upper bodies arc not suspended in Christ's canonical po~c, "irh 
arms outstretchcJ and affixed to the cross at the f urthcsl point!-. of 
extension - yet this is the conformation ,1ssumcd in Bar bet's dc~crip­
tion. Rather, their arms arc Vi·oven up, around and over 1he pa11hu/11m 
and tied down tightly with ropes. Such an immobilization of the upptr 
body would not, strictly speaking, abandon the body to gra\ ii)\ for(,c, 
the precondition for the 'hinging out' of the broken limbs. What cbc. 
then, could have caused this kind of wound? Could the deci\J\t him, in 

these cases have come from /,eh ind, fracturing the bone and pmhing 11 

through the other side of the limb? What other penal procedure coulcl 
provide the model for this? :\.nd how might we have to rcimaginc thc 
sequence of e,·cnts in the biblical story of the breaking of ltgs in °rdcr 
to account for such a possibility? 

The accuracy of Herrlinger's physiological understanding of RomJn 
· · · C · · ntkr-crue1tix1on is not rcallr at issue here. Nor is ho\\ well ampin 5 u 

standing matches up ;gainst a modern, 'archaeological' grasp 0!. thc:'.,l' 

things. As a maker of sacred images, Cam pin's practice ''-15 dirC(..'l~J 
t · d · • • t· R 1 crun-.owar s neither reconstruct mg the patho-ph) s10log) o um,H 
fixion nor producing an optical recording of,, hat he SJ\\ suspt:n<lt:J 00 

thc gallo\\s. His practice demanded instead that he confront the ' ,e,,er 
\\ ·th · · · ·ill.111°0 1 an image whose rhetorical power depended on its 0st. . • 

bct\\cm past and present partaking of both hue committed to m:•th'r 
In('" · h . . ' "" . h r ,\ounJ, ... mpm t e real mtiltratcs the rhctom:al tu the t'xtcnt r J J 
arc not only shocLing bur shocLingh· Jiunilwr. The , j...,uJJ hJbtb JJhi 

(h:,orio,1-,1 . t· h. l . . . I·' h , ·omnt>Un . .. pra<:tKes o 1s lOUrgcms aud1em:t.· \\ OU u JH t t · - .J 
him a,;; I l•·r 1· . h I I I h . . •rHlJ, hH ' " r tn!]:tr ng t , sensct. to l r.iw upon c Jf t:H . · 
<-' Xpt,•ric,v· ., I . l I . . , . . . . e \ 1"<1..eJ tt> 

. -.t: t 1at me lH cd tht.· s1l!·hc ot pumshrd mJlt'fKlor, t 
public \ ie . b h . . . hn·• 'hJf • . , \\ , ut " JJso had chc llllll·h h:mkr Joh tl1 Tt."\.' t )flll =- l 
lan11ltari1, · t . . t , ll1t,ft. J 

· \\ tt 1 a pcn1l1.1rh· mt.·du.>,·al comm,rnu:nr to" hJ.f 1 l <- • 
\l<>ry ,h.:tu·ill . 11 r • . • • • • un~l-- jf\ 
. ' \ to ( I ht: ,m.uom,cal :1l't'ltr.1n ot C1mpsn ' ,H, .. h, 

tnousi:h r,, l . f n\1 - ' . 
• 1111' 111l:t.' u, Lh.11 ht· diJn 't 1usc ma Le r hc:m up P ' t in • 
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~uspect of the cartoony l\(·mptcn ~laster). So where, if not upon the 
bod) of a han~ing victim, roulJ he have obscr\'cd compound fractures? 
:\rr \\C lookinf! at a seamless montage of clements talcn from diffrrent 
sources? Or has C:unpin approximated his vision of the tortured Thief 
to a r.ither different instance of tht broken bod~ as spectacle? 

Te.rt and imagt: Tiu Thief 011 the wheel 

Whether or not the infliction of the crurifragium was, as has sometimes 
been thought, an expression of mercy, a death blow that spared the J 
crucified hours of further agony, the overriding concern made plain in ~ 
John's Gospel was the hastening of the men's deaths so their bo<lics 
would not remain on view during the Sabbath. Even this narrative 
rationale may be, symbolically speaking, beside the point. For the 4 
Gospel writer is quite deliberate about the typological spin he wants to ~ 
give the incident. Christ is dead, so is spared the vicious assault; like the ~ 
Paschal lamb of old, we read, 'a bone of [Christ] shall not be broken' 
(John 19: 36) . .i 1 Only the Thieves are literally broken, and we can sec 
in this simple denial - the only piece of technical description in the 
Gospels that lets us know that the torture imposed on the Thieves was 

different from that of Christ - what amounted to a decisive cue for 
later medieval artists . . Many painters, as we've seen throughout the 
preceding chapters, simply go about the business of 'illustrating' the 
episode or its bloodv outcome in straightforward terms, perhaps con­
fident that they we~e reconstructing the historical reality of Roman 
crucifixion, or at least being true to Scripture's authority. ?th~r 
painters, however, take a different approach, and seem to pcr~eiv_e _m 
th3t account of the breaking of bones a dim prototype for a Judicial 
procedure that was familiar to them. In the Gospels the legs of the 
Thic,cs are broken after the fact of their crucifixion - technically 
speaking, t~/ler they were already affixed to the aosses. But the frac­
tures and dislocations of the bodv visible in sen:ral important works 
reveal something different. · . 
, One of the pi vota) works in the development of the multt~figurcd 

Cih ar} image in northern Europe is a gabled panel from the kmgdo~n 
of f~oht mia (modern Czechoslovakia), painted c. i36o an<l. now m 
Ueriin (iJlu~ . . p). ii Its small size suggests that this was_not a ~1gh altar 
but prohably a domestic altar for a princely patron. Artists acttve at the 
roun of the Hoh· Roman Fmpcror Karl IV wrrc well acquainted \\ith 
lhc ~ret't1l/() Jrt that \\as the~ in H>guc an<l somr authors ha\'e pcrcei,·cd 
the tl ' · · h 

• . 
1n ucncc of Bolognese illumination in the compo~tttot\~ t c same 

dc,ign trap~c1rs later in Bohemian art, this time in a missal, completed 
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iu q o() fj,r the An:hhishop of Prag"uc Zhinko \t1 11 I ihurp, anc} 

1w\, in Vienna. l 1 

In rhc Berlin pand the Thie\'cS arc sho\\ n rn ~l.lh.:, of \HClchcd 
Jislocation that imolve ever) hodil) member. T ak1J1l( the hoo~ed-arm 
L)pc to a tcrrif}ing extreme, the painter lc, en, t \t:1 \ .1rm mer the 
patilmlum, rnisting them dcl\\n and lo<:king them m pl,u:c behind the 
tigurts' bad, .. s, where thq arc niffcd with rope\. 1.nnu~h anatomical 
dcsaipti,cncss is in force to make the pen.:ept i,,n of <.runching di, 
locations in the shoukkrs incs<:apahlc. E lorror j..., 1m1 die, cd as our 
g,11.c traces the serpentine line of the torsos <lm"'n to the legs, which 
arc broken an<l bent around the stipes an<l tied do'n 11 to 1t Jt is the leg\ 
above all, which lend an abstract, gcomctric1I quality u, the arrange­
ments; each fi~urc is a mutilated zigzag and, hu t for the symbolic 
craning of necks, one up, one down, a rough \tcn:01..,omcrism unite~ 
the two figures. Visually the twisting of their bodies, fused to the 
apparatus, retains a sense of <lyn.unism which suggest!-. life not yet ex­
tinguished, as if the two men were still straining again-;t the agonizing 
immohility of their own shattered bodies. 

Broken, <lisloc.:atcd, twisted, bent and levered aroun<l the beams of 
the cross, held down with tight ligatures - the limbs of the T hieves arc 
forced lo obey the dic.:tatcs of the paintt:r, who int urn ..,eek 'i w convince 
us, with all the skill available to him, of the anatomical plausibi lity of 
these gruesome punitive contortions. To do so, th1.: painter hint '> 
broadly at the intli<:tion of a procedure in which the limbs in question 
must first be broken, or <lislo<:atcd, in order for them to be r-.ri-; tcd and 
affixed in this manner. As visual dcs<:ription, this in itself recalls the 
procedure of 'the wheel' (das Rad), in which the ho<ly i"i laid out O~ tht: 
ground, hrokcn limb by limb with a large cartwheel anti then 'braided 
through the spokes of' another wheel (sec Chapter 5). :\lso t'VOC.lfi\C of 
this procedure is something we sec in numerous other examples: the 
painter has extended the biblical assault on the victims' legs ro ind u<lc 
the arms as well, which hlcc<l profusely from savagL: \\ oumb. lkcau~c 
they are exposed to view, the arms of the Ba<l Thief (to Chri.,t 's right 111 

the Oohcmian panel) arc where the painter mJkcs c,plicit the peo~I 
function of the fracture that appears precise I) mid-way along tht a~J~ 
of the bone: it becomes a fulcrum for pi, oting the arm urm111<l. t~t.:-
pat"b L · · · ( ' t ' [l11cl 
. 

1 u um and bchmd the hack. L1kcw1sc, the left k g of the 1oo< · . 
1
,i;. fracturcu right where it crosses mer the st,pe,, ,rnd the rc.--sultJ?g 
<hslocation allows us to sec the foot from the bottom inst~.ul of in profik 
(sec illus ?) ~1.h ., . . . I 1.- 1-,.n both ~. · c same uctcrmmauon to c:ntwmc t 1c ,,ml\,., ·. · 
around th . . . . .1 ~ .. tM 

. c ~ross ts manifest ma panel mad~ between 1450 anu q:-, :, 
the high alt • . . -.. • · · 1 · Mlsr11ht: ar ot the Rcglcrl1rche m J·,rh.irt , ,md no,, H1 r.. , · 
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(illus. 52 ).1.~ Herc it is the Bad Thief only who is pretzcle<l arounJ tht 
uoss; slender gashes, surrounded by blue-purple contusions, appear 
on the thigh and the upper arms. 

In south German and Austrian painting of the fifteenth century _ 
both regions strongly influenced by Bohemia and cross-fertilized ,;ith 
one another - dramatic changes in the positional and gestural dynamics 
of 'crucifixion' produced even more stunning simulations of the wheel\ 
fusion of body and apparatus. A number of works from this region are 
discussed in Chapter 5, but for the moment we can confine ourselves to 
one. In the Baroque Church of Our Lady in Munich (the Frauenkirche) 
hangs the central panel of what was once a larger, fifteenth-century 
Passion altarpiece, whose eponymous maker is known as the .Master of 
the .Munich Domkreuzigung (illus. 43).25 Certainly one of the most 
accomplished representatives of the painters' guild in Munich, he 
capitalized on the stylistic advances of his (probably older) contempo­
rary, the Master of Benediktbeuren (sec illus. 15). From behind we see 
the body of the Bad Thief crunched forwards over the patibulum and 
therefore turned as if banished from the company of the living. 
Improvising, it seems, the artist has modified both the hooked-arm 
pose, in which the patibulum normally presses against the back or 
shoulder-blades, and what I call the arched-back pose, in which the 
figure bends backwards over the top of the cross (the latter is also 
discussed in Chapter 5). 26 Other visible signs of the condemned man's 
infamy, especially the leprous sores which pockmark the body, giYe 
validation to the painter's decision to subject the figure to the harshest 
tortures imaginable. In every detail the Munich painter's figure super­
sedes the Gospel account, producing a surplus disfigurement that 
obviates any textual reference. Instead, the painter transposes the 
familiar technique of 'braiding' the broken body around and through 
the spokes of the wheel upon the 'crucified' Thief. 

Conclusion 

The two art historians who have written substantiveh· about the rela­
tionships between art and punishment, Samuel Edger;onJr, in Pirt_~,re~ 
and Punishment, and Lionello Puppi in Torment in Art, both rccogn~\ 
thc similarity between certain imacre~· of the Thieves broken on r et 

. . • 0 3 
' f rhc 

cros~es, 111 varying states of disloc,uion, and the grisly outcome~ rs of 
me~icval torture of 'the wheel'. And it is significant that, as schol•• . . of 
Italian · h · · l b . he works 

,lrt,. t Clf responses were provoked cxdus1ve Y ~ t . t 0uc 
northern I ;- u . . . t , z;J po1n 

. c ropcan pamters, not their Italian counterpar s. tc: or 
their a<rrc•'n 1 -1 . h. . 11·,. footn° · ::- -. lent css as a way of oggmg a 1stonograp 1 " 
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IO arknowledl!c the schol.1rly dcht that it is, than to u1Hkrsr11n.: thr 
tcmpor.tl ,llH.l regional paramt·ttTS of our thrn1c: 3 sprrilk nwdl' of 

3csthcticmd imaginatiw ;tssimilation of spcct,1dc .md tilt' spcrtan,L,r, 
to pictures .md the pictorial. 

In the 'hot-house ,ttmosphere' of Bolwmian paintinp;/8 ,Is wdl as in 
:\ustrian and south German ,trt in gt·nn.tl, for about .1 l'l'nturv .md ;t 

halt~ p.1intcrs connected the Thief's hideous ;1hjection on thr ~Toss to 
th,tt of the condemned crimin~1l broken on the "hrd (illus ... 1-➔) . But 
they did so, as l\e stressed, in a manner that forces us to rrthink 1ht· 
l.mguage we use to analyse that connection. To say that the imap;ery of 

the Thieves' punishment 'derives from', 'n:frrs to' or 'tTctlls' contcm­
porary procedures like the whed is not only simplistic~ it k1H·s us 
bereft of .m understanding of how such dcri,.t1ions, rdcrcncrs and i 
recollections .tflc<.:tc<l beholders. What made this imap;rry so rnmpcllinp; 
for medieval viewers was precisely the w.1y it sa1.·,'II the \\ot-kinp;s of tlu: 
imagination: its realism stimulated tht· viewer's own po\\ns of, isual­
ization without supplanting them, and therefore prtscntcd itsdf ;1s ;t i 
model fr>r the viewer's synthetit: assimil.ttion of past to pn:sent, s;1crtd 
history to famili,1r reality. It suct:cedcd as realist rcli~ious art not "lwn • 

it finally approx.imate<l itself to an optit:al reality ,1gainst "hich the ~ 

\'icwer might then in turn test it , hut rathtT when it insinuattd itsdf 
into the beholder's perceptual frames ,ts a modd upon whirh pious 
imagination-work could he patterned. 

Up until now I have taken it for granted that the spel:t,tclc of 
punishment, and in particular the s(l{ht of the hody-in--pain, hdd ,1 
special place in the pcn.:cptual world of medie\'al peopk, th_at it had 
the power to focus the gaze and compel fascination in ,l way k\\ othn 
sights could. But to account for this fully we need to underSland the 
conditions under which pain became spectacle, and that .n~ea,_,s a .mon· 
detailed description of the late medieval paradigm of pumtwc Jllst1n·. 


