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FOREWORD

Hans Baldung Grien is the most eccentric member of a remarkable generation of painters working in Germany at the eve of the Reformation. Although each was highly individual, and strove to be so, all stood under the shadow of one towering master in their midst. It was in response to Albrecht Dürer and his transformative activities that Baldung, Lucas Cranach the Elder, Matthias Grünewald, Albrecht Altdorfer and Hans Holbein the Younger pursued their craft. Incorporating Italian and Netherlandish stylistic impulses into his local South German idiom, and – more crucially – concentrating his skills and huge artistic energies on the new medium of print, Dürer projected to his competitors not only a new style and expanded thematic repertoire, but also a novel business model, one that included the cultivation of an individualistic approach to art. Henceforth, by making singular engravings, woodcuts and etchings, ambitious artists of the culture would seek to disseminate their original inventions and (through monograms and signatures) their identity to a new global audience.

Baldung was unique among the major German artists of his generation in having come of age as an assistant in Dürer’s workshop in Nuremberg. His struggle to distinguish himself had to be undertaken at close range to Dürer, and this plus an ambition comparable to his master’s caused in Baldung’s art a certain wilful strangeness: we see him early on cleverly subverting Dürer’s products, often by intensifying destabilizing elements already there in his model. Also unusual was his background. His earliest self-portrait (arguably also his Opus One) executed in pen and ink heightened with pink and white on bluish green prepared paper was probably made in Strasbourg prior to his move to Nuremberg. It shows a virtuoso supremely self-conscious of his skill. Unique among northern artists, Baldung came from a family of well-to-do, university-trained lawyers and medical doctors. Like his older Netherlandish contemporary and fellow-eccentric Hieronymus Bosch, who married into money, he probably did not depend on his art for income but, in his maturity, pursued his craft partly as a patrician pastime. Close connections with the medical and juridical thinking of the time also played a key role in Baldung’s most eccentric and famous creations: his paintings, drawings and prints of witches.

Strangeness permeates Baldung’s entire oeuvre. His religious pictures estrange their stories, as if the artist assumed that unhomeliness was both a pious expression of awe and an aesthetic strategy. Even his portraits deliberately endow their sitter with an uncanny charge, often through a sideways glance directed at the viewer. But it is in his macabre and demonic imagery, in depictions of death, witchcraft and the nefarious, catastrophic relations between Eve and Adam, that strangeness finds its creative arena and ideological alibi. In Baldung’s world – a realm marked out by his early chiaroscuro woodcuts The Fall of Human Kind and Witches Sabbath and rendered intensely personal in his bizarre last masterpieces The Bewitched Stable Groom and the Wild Horses series – everything is corrupted by the original trespass in Eden. Not only the evil agents in his pictures, but also his paintings, drawings and prints themselves, in showing evil, as well as the viewer in responding to evil, are ineluctably and universally tainted by sin. And again in Baldung’s world, that sin is, and originally was, sexual in character: it was Adam’s lust for Eve, preconditioned by Eve’s corrupting carnality, that caused the Fall, and that is thenceforth inherited by humanity as their uncontrolled lustfulness. Christ, the Virgin, the saints and martyrs are not naturally available in such a world. Ostensibly pure, their difference from the defilement that permeates both the artist and his viewers gets therefore expressed as strangeness, hence, perhaps, the oddest works by Baldung that (as Leo Steinberg plausibly argued for a strange woodcut by Baldung showing St. Anna touching – as if somehow expertly to test their virility – of the Christchild’s genitals) feature sexualized images of the Virgin and Christ.

Although Dürer had already launched a rich iconography of witchcraft through early engravings, it was Baldung, more than any artist of the tradition, who shaped Europe’s destructive image of witches and what they do. And one of the astonishing and sinister features of his achievement was to engineer in his viewers precisely a terrifying uncertainty about what witches are and do. Drawing from the phantasmagorical ‘evidence’ of contemporary witch trials and inquisitorial treatises, and adding to this a composite of ancient and medieval witch lore, he not only crafted and (through prints) widely disseminated an elaborate, definite and compelling demonic imaginary; he built into this imagery a certain all-pervasive doubt. This was not a doubt that witches are real: giving form to fantasy, his art confirmed to his public the reality of a hostile conspiracy lodged at the heart of the social order, indeed an enemy established within the hearth and home, through the omnipresence of women in lay and even clerical life (he slyly marks his priestly viewers as lustful and philandering). The doubt that Baldung sowed was about himself and his intentions, and about his viewers and their responses, as he went about representing the activities and (more troublingly) the artifices of the enemy Other. In the imaginary that he creates and disseminates, witchcraft is itself an art, one that utilizes images (symbols, signs, spectres, spells) for its dark purposes. Because these images have as their purpose ‘our’ destruction – the ‘we’ being an imagined audience of beleaguered men – they confront us not as legible symbols but as enigmas. And yet, this hostile arsenal also was semantically more transparent to its original viewers, the elite art lovers in Baldung’s Strasbourg and beyond, than they are to us today. And it is among other things this important deficit in our contemporary understanding of Baldung’s engineered enigmaticness that Yvonne Owens has so brilliantly overcome.

One of many puzzling features of Baldung’s scenes of witchcraft is a ubiquity of fumes, the origins and nature of which are deliberately obscure. Baldung links these fumes formally to other ubiquitous motifs, specifically witches’ hair, the moss on trees, and the bodies and tails of horses. Yvonne Owens has identified what brings these elements together, and it would be to do a disservice to her exposition that follows to spoil the surprise at learning, through the book that follows, how cunningly Baldung has crafted his enemy imagery. Suffice to say, not only are details in many of the artist’s key works resolved; and not only are the basic subjects clarified, and their literary and philosophical sources for the first time discerned. Owens has also grasped the global outlook of this artist, as a perspective founded on a certain terrified and terrifying antagonism to women. In Dürer’s wake, artists recognized that their professional fortunes depended on an intensified individuality. This led to certain strategies of specialization: Altdorfer specialized in landscape, Holbein in portraiture, Cranach in didacticism bifurcated by eroticism. It may not be an exaggeration, then, to say that Baldung specialized in misogyny. One peculiar fact in the chronology of the artist’s oeuvre attests to this. Baldung first ventured into the new, spectacular and technically exacting medium of chiaroscuro woodcut through his scene of a Witches’ Sabbath, and he followed that toxic creation with his equally ambitious chiaroscuro print of Adam and Eve, implying that, in terms of the internal logic of his development, as well as the conversation he sets up between his works, the biblical event in Eden was, for him, but a prequel to the burgeoning evil of the present day, with Eve as the first witch, and witches as Eve’s present progeny. Where some scholars have doubted that Baldung’s erotic female nudes are all witches, Owens suggests, correctly, that witches are everywhere, including in the Holy Family, and that the entirety of his output, the whole of his transfigured and transfiguring vision, is nefariously charged. The nature, aim and terrifying scope of this specialty are the themes of Owens’ remarkable book.

Joseph Leo Koerner


INTRODUCTION

Baldung’s Polluted Witches, Poison Maids, Basilisks and Crones

Considered the ‘intellectual’ among Albrecht Dürer’s apprentices,1 Hans Baldung Grien (1484/86–1545) was a prominent artist in Strasbourg during the early Reform. He was awarded a lock of Dürer’s hair at the senior artist’s death, establishing him as the recognized heir of Dürer’s humanist prestige and artistic legacy.2 Baldung received patronage from elite humanists, wealthy Reformers, conservative Catholic sponsors, educated merchants and aristocrats.3 In developing his detailed and highly influential iconography of witchcraft, Baldung gave powerful visual expression to conventional tropes and stereotypes which defined the contemporaneously constructed ‘crime’ of witchcraft as a ‘natural’ outgrowth of feminine defect – a motif at the core of Baldung’s images of women as witches.

In his figurations of witches, depicted in youth and old age, Baldung consistently introduced ideas of feminine pollution in his witchcraft iconography and invoked abject responses through his obsessive focus on his exclusively female witches’ genitalia and their mysteriously threatening effluxes. Baldung deployed radically polarized images of desirability and repugnance as a strategy to affect abject eroticism in his witchcraft images. I argue that he accomplished this by picturing feminine ‘pollution’ signifiers to type his witch figures, such as had currency among his elite humanist milieu, collectors and audience. I hope to demonstrate that Baldung’s select masculine sodalitas constituted an ‘emotional community’ of educated, urbane humanists, who formed solidarities, met regularly and formed the audience and consumer base for Baldung’s prestigious, erudite, quasi-pornographic woodcut prints and drawings of witches. The multidisciplinary, multi-perspectival approach deployed in this work seeks to draw a diffuse, sprawling array of seemingly unrelated tropes and narratives into a coherent synthesis of meaning.

I suggest that Baldung developed a uniquely learned, humanist visual lexicon of contamination metaphors in order to achieve abjected, eroticized affects. This included the crafting of an allusive visual vocabulary, intimating the violation of rational boundaries and the intrusion of the corrupting, liminal realm of hallucination, illusion and melancholic uncertainty. Motifs of cannibalism, infanticide, menstruation and other polluted signifiers are alluded to in his imagery, but never made clear. One can never be sure if one is gazing upon the remnants of an infanticidal feast or merely the remains of an unwholesome-looking chicken dinner; it is impossible to know if that particularly supine sausage draped over the forked cooking stick is actually meant to indicate a sausage or if in fact it is meant to indicate a severed penis. Suggestions of testicles and pubic hair make this distinction disturbingly difficult to ascertain, and the hectic lighting effects achieved by the artist’s mastery of the chiaroscuro printing technique are of no help in clarifying the matter. The animal skulls and possible human bones scattered in the witches’ vicinity are clearer indicators of gluttony and vice, but they are still only suggestions. It is left to the viewer’s imagination to fill in the obscurities and veiled inferences of the images. I make the case that this opportunity to read the image as a densely formatted visual text would have appealed to Baldung’s erudite humanist or scholastic audience and collectors. Baldung drops hints as to how these images are to be received, with pointers to the classical humanist subtexts and narrative allusions embedded in his compositions, in an elaborate yet exclusive code. For the witchcraft images, with their intensely sexualized and abjected female subjects, Baldung’s viewer is assumed to be male, elite, humanist, sophisticated and urbane. For the insightful viewer, Baldung’s emotionally heightened, affective witch images must have presented a banquet of titillation and horror, fascination and abhorrence.

Baldung knowledgeably alluded to formal literary, theological, medical and philosophical conventions within a signal iconographic programme that included visual references to many of the tropes and motifs familiar to humanist audiences from earlier classical sources. In so doing, Baldung set patterns that would colour depictions of witches in art for centuries. Charles Zika describes how Baldung’s ‘Witches’ Sabbath’ chiaroscuro woodcut of 1510 was fundamental to an emerging visual language and iconography of artists throughout the sixteenth century ‘and remained a dominant model for the representation of witchcraft right through to the early seventeenth’.4 Part of what made this piece by Baldung so iconic was its emphasis upon the exclusively female identities of the witches: ‘The gestures of these women, the flying hair with its traditional magical associations, the plate held up in offering, the drinking vessel, the [faux] Hebraic script, the triangle of forked sticks and the sense of uncontrollable forces that they release from their cauldron all serve to define the activity of these women as magical. Yet it is a magic clearly linked to their gender.’5

Baldung succeeded in rendering his subjects both intensely erotic and deeply abjected by resorting to charged significators of female sexuality and their lust-provoking bodies. Lust, as relates to the ‘temptations’ of women’s bodies, was foremost in the minds of clerical writers cautioning men of the dangers inherent in succumbing to women’s polluted touch, inveigling words or enchanting glances. Dorinda Neave described the pre-eminence of lust imagery in witchcraft discourses and sixteenth-century German masters: ‘Lust, more than any other trait, is singled out by inquisitors to be the downfall of women and central to witchcraft … Their witches, whether old, ugly and disfigured as in the case of Dürer’s witch depicted in his engravings of 1500–1505 [for example, Dürer’s ‘Witch Riding Backwards on a Goat’ of 1500], or young, attractive and curvaceous as exemplified in Baldung’s weather witches, all speak of evil sensuality and carnal pursuits.’6

But where Dürer achieved abject results by invoking the fearful aspect of death, mortality and the ‘contaminations’ of age, Baldung arrived at his gripping iconography of fear and lust in his witchcraft images by focussing exclusively on the lustful, lust-exciting bodies of his exclusively female witch figures. This ‘hermeneutic’ works even when he is pointedly utilizing the sexually ambivalent affect of his aged, post-menopausal witches’ bodies to chastise the lustful eye of the viewer with the memento mori, vanitas signifiers of mortification and corruption.

References to toxic feminine physiology in literature served as potent significations of pollution and lust. The idea of poisonous menses gained momentum in the thirteenth century7 and reappeared at the very end of the Middle Ages in the Western Christian tradition.8 Theories on the toxicity of menstruating women included the notions that, by their mere contagious breath, they tainted meat and butter, their kisses could cause blisters, and when a menstruating woman went to the cellar for a bottle of wine, the rest of the wine in the barrels would turn sour from her mere presence in the room.9 In putatively evidencing the presence of poisons present in the female body, cyclical, fluxient menstruation comprised a sexual distinction that influenced medical treatment in accounting for the toxic feminine body and its inverted, interior humoural environment. Male and female patients were often prescribed different treatments for the same illnesses during the Renaissance, in providing for this perceived ‘defect’.10

With fearful images of death and pulchritude, female genital emissions, intimations of menstrual ‘vapours’, mortifying glances, polluting gazes and touches, Baldung’s exclusively female witch figures and their sexualized antics both entice and repel the eye. Abjection of women’s bodies, with their lust-provoking violations of masculine self-possession and control, had long been a staple of clerical celibacy literature and antifeminist satire.11 Abject imagery involving the ageing, contaminated and contaminating female body had certainly had a long career in elite discourses, in literary, medical and theological contexts. ‘Lust with old women’ was cited as one of the causes of the Black Plague by medical authorities in the fifteenth century.12 Ageing or post-menopausal women were figured, in elite humoural discourses of medicine and natural philosophy, to be even more physiologically toxic than menstruating women, as they were constructed as retaining their menstrual nature but lacking the benefit of monthly purging. This meant that the toxic menstrual ‘vapours’ built up and backed up, sometimes stopping the heart, and sometimes escaping the eyes with the power to curse or cause sickness, according to learned physicians and natural philosophers.13

According to medieval scholar Katherine Park: ‘The growing prominence of misogynistic themes in Latin writing on women’s bodies among physicians and, especially, natural philosophers reflects a change in the character of learned discourse.’14 Late medieval discourses were dominated by ‘male clerical elites’ who increasingly purveyed, ‘Latin discussions of the inferiority of women’s bodies focused not only on their passivity but also on the nature of the menses themselves.’15 Owing to the prevalence of Platonic/Aristotelian and Hippocratic/Galenic models in Western sixteenth-century medicine, the perceived culprit and origin point for many physical, mental and moral ailments and deficiencies, along with all of the toxic vapours, humours and miasmas that accompany them, was Plato’s defectively errant womb:16 ‘The animal within them is desirous of procreating children, and when remaining unfruitful long beyond its proper time, gets discontented and angry, and wandering in every direction through the body, closes up the passages of the breath, and, by obstructing respiration, drives them to extremity, causing all varieties of disease’.17

The uterus produced both lust and menstrual pollution, with toxic menstrual vapours and ‘evil humours’ proliferating even when the woman is not actively menstruating, is post-menopausal or amenorrheic. As Park demonstrates: ‘Harking back to Pliny and Aristotle, learned writers began to describe these as literally toxic: intercourse with a menstruating woman may harm her male partner and resulting offspring, and post-menopausal women, who lose the ability to purge this poison, may emit toxic vapors capable of killing young children’, before turning her attention to what she calls, ‘the influential and notoriously misogynistic De secretis mulierum (On the Secrets of Women, late thirteenth century).’18 Pseudo-Albertus Magnus’s ‘The Secrets of Women’ is a theoretical gynaecological text of some importance to the gender profiling of women in natural philosophy, medicine and the shifting ideologies of femininity in the Middle Ages and early modern era. Monica Green described how the ‘secrets of generation’ become the ‘secrets of women’ within its pages, as ‘here the Plinian account of the poisonous properties of the menstrual blood in all women, not just old ones’, come to define the essential nature of women generally.19 In addition to topics one might expect from a medical treatise, such as the nature of menses, gestation, birth complications, signs of conception, the suffocation of the womb or impediments to conception, Pseudo-Albertus also discusses more theoretical or allegorical subjects, including human nature, the influence of the planets on the foetus, spontaneous generation and monsters in nature.20

Modern scholars have recognized that the book was not actually a work by Albertus Magnus (c. 1200–d. 1280) but was most likely written in the last quarter of the thirteenth century by an anonymous disciple of his. The work was enormously influential and its influence was long lasting; the earliest manuscripts date from the beginning of the fourteenth century, and by the middle of the fourteenth century, it was much copied with passages from different commentary traditions. Almost one hundred manuscripts of these various versions are extant.21 The text was translated into French, Italian, Czech and Dutch, with many translations into German. Its first printed edition appeared in Cologne, 1475, and it was printed in as many as fifty-five editions, with numerous subsequent editions down to the eighteenth century. Fifty editions of the work were printed in the fifteenth century and seventy editions in the sixteenth century.22 A German translation of the Latin text was published in Southern Germany between 1510 and 1525, a prestigious decorated manuscript on paper.23 The authoritative modern English translation was published by Helen Rodnite Lemay in 1992. As Monica Green has observed, it is somewhat misleading to refer to it as a ‘gynaecological’ text, since it has no therapeutic intent, and instead belongs to a natural philosophical tradition of thought.24

It should be noted that old women who still have their monthly flow, and some who do not menstruate, poison the eyes of children lying in their cradles by their glance, as Albert says in his book On Menses. This is caused in menstruating women by the flow itself, for the humours first infect the eyes, then the eyes infect the air, which infects the child. This is the opinion of the philosopher in the book On Sleep and Waking. What happens in women who do not menstruate is that the retention of the menses results in an abundance of evil humours, and old women no longer have enough natural heat to digest such matter. This is especially true of poor women who are nourished by coarse food, which contributes to the poisonous matter. Therefore non-menstruating women are even more seriously infected, because the menstrual flow has a purgative function.25

The text has a deeply misogynistic tone, with dire warnings of the evil nature of women, and the terrible dangers of menstrual blood. Christine de Pizan (1363–c. 1430) in the Livre de la cité des dames, famously pronounced it a treatise composed entirely of lies (‘ … il est traitté tout de mençonges’).26 The text draws on ancient philosophical and medical theories regarding sex and reproduction, using Aristotle (384–322 BCE), Galen (129–c. 200/c. 216 CE), Hippocrates (460–c. 375 BCE) and the Trotula series (twelfth century) as sources. Written in the form of a dialogue, it discusses conception, the astrological influences on the developing embryo, the nature of the menses, the determination of the sex of the foetus, birth defects, pregnancy and the nature of the male sperm. I refer to De secretis mulierum, as having likely been a widely consulted and authoritative treatise on women’s physiological toxicity, not only among its original, intended clerical audience but also available to the professional men of Baldung’s immediate family and scholastic milieu. For my study of De secretis mulierum, I’ve consulted Helen Rodnite Lemay’s 1992 translation, Monica Green’s essays and articles on the text and a seventeenth-century printed Latin copy, held in the Warburg Institute in London, where I was able to examine woodblock illustrations of the womb depicted as an upside-down vase.27

According to Lemay, De secretis contributed a profound influence upon the construction of feminine or effeminate witchcraft in the Malleus Maleficarum (c. 1484/1486, first printed in Speyer in 1487). The infamous Church-sponsored witch hunters’ handbook by Heinrich Kramer cites De secretis often and at length in discussing maleficia. To access the arguments on witches in the Malleus Maleficarum, I have used the most recent edition (2009) of the acclaimed annotated translation of the original Latin text into English by Christopher S. Mackay,28 as well as his earlier two-volume edition of 2006, with both the original Latin text presented in volume I and his English translation presented in volume II. In addition to De secretis, my primary textual sources include treatises and tracts by Pliny, Virgil, Varro, Aeschylus, Isidore of Seville, Hugh of St. Victor, Albertus Magnus, Johannes Nider, Johannes Geiler von Kaysersberg, Boccaccio, Sebastian Brandt, Erasmus and Rabelais, among many others. Baldung’s graphic works that I have viewed in special collections, print and drawing departments, galleries and archives in museums and libraries, located in Germany, France, Britain and the United States constitute the bulk of primary source materials consulted for this study.

Visuality and vision in the Renaissance have been the subjects of many studies over the past two decades, from the perspectives of varying disciplines. Stuart Clark discussed this topic from the standpoint of the cultural and intellectual histories of perception in his landmark study, Vanities of the Eye: Vision in Early Modern European Culture.29 I refer to some of these ideas in dealing with themes like the menstrual, polluted ‘evil eye’, attributed to old women and witches. Irony was a useful instrument for the artist, in the framing and picturing of women as witches, and of their bodies as the source of a myriad of malefic effects. Baldung’s satirical applications may thus be seen as functioning in a manner aligned with the literary objectives of the humanist authors Sebastian Brant (1457–1521) and Desiderius Erasmus (1466–1536), who deployed satirical irony fashioned on classical models in their social critiques. Despite their jocular tone, very serious moral ideas are purveyed within these tongue-in-cheek satirical treatments. Learned ideas of Woman as witch, and sober theories connecting the feminine gaze, the womb and their unholy world-destroying conceptions, are the true subjects of Baldung’s witchcraft corpus. On these particular subjects, the men of Baldung’s milieu, his presumed collector base, can confidently be inferred to have greatly
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