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To Dieter Armand Kopp (1939–2022), an artist, not a collector




Collecting is but writing in water.

—HOLBROOK JACKSON, THE ANATOMY OF BIBLIOMANIA (1930)

To thine own self be true.

—HAMLET, QUOTED BY HOLBROOK JACKSON, THE ANATOMY OF BIBLIOMANIA (1930)

Be humble, my fellow collectors. The historian will rub shoulders with you without even noticing you, the philosopher will shrug his shoulders, the artist will scorn you as a bourgeois boob and the man of the world as a fool chasing knick-knacks; only the doctor and the physician will tip their hat to you . . . in hopes of soon making you one of their patients.

—EDMOND BONNAFFÉ, TALKS ON ART AND CURIOSITY (1878)




PROLOGUE
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Let Them See What Kind of a Person I Am

Poets are always on the side of the demons.

—MICHEL LEIRIS, PHANTOM AFRICA (1934)

You’re driving in the rain, it’s late, and you’re tired. You’ve had a strange couple of days and done something crazy: you’ve stolen some money. Your concentration is shaky and the rain is pelting your windshield, making it hard to see. So when you see a motel sign up ahead, you pull in and park. You honk your horn and you wait.

A young man comes out to greet you with an umbrella and shows you into his office. You decide to stay the night, so he checks you in. He’s friendly and escorts you to your room, and you ask if there’s any place to eat nearby. Not really, he says, but why don’t you come up to the house, behind the motel, for a little supper?

The young man disappears. When he comes back, he apologizes, because his mother doesn’t want anyone coming up to the house. She’s unwell, he explains, and doesn’t like having strangers around, so you have dinner behind the motel office instead. As you enter his parlor, the motel keeper turns on the light and you notice several large stuffed birds around the room. You sit down and take a careful bite out of your sandwich.

“You eat like a bird,” says your host. “You’d know, of course,” you reply. You ask about the birds and he tells you about his hobby: taxidermy. It’s really not that expensive, he explains, “the chemicals are the only thing that cost anything.” A man should have a hobby, you agree. It’s all pleasant enough, though the conversation feels forced somehow and he seems melancholy. “A hobby is supposed to pass the time,” he observes, “not fill it.”1

You ask whether his time is really so empty and he tells you about his mother, more than you want to know: how she mistreats him and how he longs to be free, but can’t bear the idea of being apart from her. Eventually, you make it back to your room, not noticing there are several pictures of birds on the wall. You realize your host is caught in a trap, but you don’t have to be. You decide to drive home first thing in the morning and return the money you stole. You take a cleansing shower before going to bed.

Then you’re murdered by Norman Bates.

Directed by Alfred Hitchcock, starring Anthony Perkins and Janet Leigh, Psycho was released on an unsuspecting world in 1960, though Hitchcock did try to warn viewers about the mayhem in store in his playfully macabre way. You can’t trust Norman Bates, he tells us from the very beginning, even before Norman starts talking about Mother. Why? Because Norman Bates stuffs birds. Because Norman Bates is a collector. Instead of burying Mother all those years ago, he stole her corpse, preserved it, and believed he was his mother when he carried out a series of killings.

At the end of the film, after Bates is arrested for this string of murders, he states (mimicking Mother’s voice) that he’s not even going to swat the fly that has landed on his hand. “Let them see what kind of a person I am,” he says. This is what Hitchcock was doing from the very start of the movie by telling the viewer that Bates is a collector: letting us see what kind of a person he is. Hitchcock later told French director François Truffaut that the birds “were like symbols. Obviously [Bates] is interested in taxidermy since he’d filled his own mother with sawdust.” He feels the birds “watching him all the time” and sees “his own guilt reflected in their knowing eyes.” Publicity stills for Psycho, which Hitchcock undoubtedly had a say in, featured Perkins with the birds.2

But why did it seem natural to Hitchcock to suggest that because Bates was a taxidermist and a collector, he was dangerous?

[image: A black and white photograph of Anthony Perkins as Norman Bates in Alfred Hitchcock’s ‘Psycho’. He is looking back at the camera with a serious expression on his face. Hanging above him is a large stuffed bird, wings outstretched. His silhouette, and other shadows, dapple the wall behind him.]
Publicity still from Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960) starring Anthony Perkins as Norman Bates, with his stuffed birds: an early indication from Hitchcock that Bates isn’t quite himself.
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In making this link between collecting and danger, Hitchcock and the makers of Psycho were tapping into a long tradition of seeing collectors as people who have something wrong with them, so wrong that they may be a threat either to themselves or other people. This idea achieved a special intensity in the twentieth century, after Sigmund Freud’s theories of sexual repression came to dominate perceptions of collectors as troubled, inward and stunted. In reality, however, the idea that collectors are devious, deviant, and dangerous, motivated by passions they cannot control, is far older, stretching back centuries, albeit in many different guises.

A Noble Madness tells the story of this rather outrageous idea: that underneath their veneer of reason and civility, collectors are febrile, volatile, and warped. The collector turns out to be an extraordinarily diagnostic figure in our collective cultural imagination, morphing from antiquity down to the present, constantly threatening to explode. Collectors are obsessives who love things more than people, we like to fear, and will do anything to get and keep what they want—whether it means doing harm to themselves or to others.

When we use the word collector, of course, we often mean very different things. Art collectors have taste, we say: an eye for beauty and novelty or a feel for an investment. But what about people who collect plants or animals? Botanists, biologists, and zoologists gather specimens for scientific purposes. It’s their vocation, and perhaps also their passion, but they collect for professional reasons and the advancement of knowledge. Collectors of ceramic hedgehogs or Liberace dolls are rather different again, off in the never-never land of the inexplicably personal.

To some, the word collector sounds weak and weird, suggesting people who are nerdy and reclusive—people who retreat from the real world and collect as a substitute for living a normal life, often gathering apparently worthless items from product packaging to old newspapers. Hoarders, one might think, rather than collectors—except that some of the greatest collections in history started out this way. Robert Opie’s Museum of Brands in London, for example, contains one of the world’s largest collections of consumer packaging, which Opie started saving in the 1960s, when virtually no one deemed cereal packets or toy boxes worthy of preservation.

To others, by contrast, collector is a dynamic and powerful word. It suggests ego, money, and formidable personal drive. This kind of collector can achieve almost godlike influence as a benefactor who molds the public taste, societal values, knowledge, and institutions. At their best, such collectors are noble and civic-minded servants of the public good, like the intrepid field-workers who stocked the natural history museums of the Victorian era or the dedicated philanthropists who founded art museums in the United States around the turn of the twentieth century.

From Noah stocking his ark with animals in the biblical story of the Flood to modern anthropologists and archaeologists who preserved the artifacts of non-Western cultures for posterity, this collector has often been heralded as a savior. The Cabinet of a Collector, dated 1617 by the Flemish artist Frans Francken the Younger, illustrates this idea. In Francken’s painting, chaos reigns in the world outside the collection as donkey-headed philistines gleefully smash objects symbolizing learning, science, and the arts, with an iconoclastic attack on a church in the background. Francken’s collector, by contrast, is a keeper of knowledge and a guarantor of harmony and, as such, the guardian of civilization itself.

[image: The painting ‘The Cabinet of a Collector’ by Frans Francken the Younger. The painting depicts the desk of a collector, which is strewn with objects such as seashells, pebbles and scrolls. There is a drawing in the top left corner, an open book below it, and a dagger on the wall in the far left. There are landscape paintings in the centre of the image. On the right-hand side, in the distance, is an arch with landscape visible through it.]
Frans Francken the Younger, The Cabinet of a Collector (1617): In Francken’s post-Reformation vision of iconoclasm and philistinism, donkey-headed barbarians destroy objects symbolizing knowledge and the arts. Inside the cabinet, however, the collector saves and cherishes the achievements of civilization, including studies for Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel.
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But are collectors saviors or are they travelers on the road to perdition? History reveals an infinite variety of collectors, driven by a universe of different motives. Yet, as a matter of historical fact, the story most often told about collectors is the opposite of Francken’s moral allegory—not parables of heroic salvation, but dark tales of secretive thieves and crazed obsessives.

It’s because collectors seek to turn a chaotic world into an ordered one that they make for particularly unsettling figures. Madness is never so disconcerting as when it appears in the guise of reason. Collectors can seem like the most humdrum characters in the world, but they often cross the threshold of the moral and the legal, the pious and the licit, because they dare to take what is not theirs. The consequences of doing so are often unintended; the characters who do so ambiguous.

The pages that follow present a grand portrait gallery that charts the changing image of the collector from the ancient looter and the medieval idolater to the decadent of the fin de siècle and the modern-day hoarder. A Noble Madness is not a social history of collecting or an exhaustive encyclopedia of all possible collectors—intriguing though such a book would be—and contains as many fictional collectors as real ones. This is because its purpose is to understand the evolution of a cultural idea, one that may or may not be true, but has exercised an enduring hold on the imagination: namely that collecting is a sign of madness. That there’s something peculiar about people who love things too much has always impressed observers of the species, but their diagnosis has shifted from theories of demonic possession to accusations of superstition, obsession, sexual neurosis, and pathological greed down to the recent invention of the medical term hoarding disorder.

But the story in these pages goes deeper than madness and collecting. Because in order to understand how we came to see the collector as a troubled person, we have to understand how we came to believe that when we look at a collection, we see a self. We have to understand how we learned, at a particular point in time, to see a collection and ask why? Why these things? What do they mean? What kind of person collected them? Surely a collection reveals something deeply personal about the collector? It was not always thus. Equating the collection with the self only crystallized in the nineteenth century through the notion of a Romantic collecting self and through Sigmund Freud’s invention of psychoanalysis in the 1890s. A Noble Madness tells the story of how this happened and asks whether we still look at a collection and see a self in 2025. Does the “why” question in collecting still matter, and, if not, why not? If we have now replaced the Romantic Freudian question about what a collection means or what it tells us about the collector’s identity, what have we replaced it with, and does it matter?

This dark tale of madness and obsession has a noble twist, however. Because collecting has often seemed useless, obsessive, and inane if not insane, it has often been seen in a positive light. The first flickerings of this notion appeared in premodern Asia, where obsessive collectors were praised as deeply sophisticated and cultivated individuals. But it was in nineteenth-century Europe that the obsessive collector became one of the great antiheroes of modernity. Because “true collectors” were seen as resisting the brute power of fashion, utility, and profit, and collecting for personal and visionary reasons, they came to be seen as paragons of authenticity who were fundamentally true to themselves. They were authentic, not calculating; genuine, not strategic. They had integrity, almost to the point of sacrificing their lives for their collections. In the twentieth century, therefore, totalitarian regimes regarded collectors who did not conform to social and political norms as threats to their authority and tried to liquidate them, ideologically if not personally. As a result, even the most eccentric and inward private collectors became symbols of freedom, integrity, and truth to oneself. Obsessive collectors became heroes because they dared to defy society and state and to create a world of private meaning entirely for themselves. “My love’s a noble madness,” says Cleopatra in John Dryden’s 1677 play All for Love, “which shows the cause deserved it.” True collectors know in their hearts there is a cause underlying their collections, though others often cannot see it: individual self-expression, in all its noble madness.3

“Poets are always on the side of the demons,” wrote the French anthropologist Michel Leiris, who was among the first to question the motivations behind modern scientific collecting. Leiris was right: as Milton’s unforgettable portrait of Satan in Paradise Lost attests, evil has always proved more fascinating than good. We like Marion Crane in Psycho, but Norman Bates is immortal. This is why the dominant modern story about the collector features the loner who looks civilized on the surface but in whose heart lurks a passion for things so vehement it verges on insanity. And this is why notorious collectors are the most enduring in our cultural memory. At once unsettling and cathartic, they beguile us with their madness because of the sneaking suspicion we might just be them.4




CHAPTER ONE
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Statue Love

I kissed beauty itself.

—GUSTAVE FLAUBERT, NOTES DE VOYAGES (1845)

Many years ago, I visited the island of Capri. That singularly favored isle has played host to many illustrious guests, from stern intellectuals to pop superstars, from Vladimir Lenin and Walter Benjamin in the twentieth century to Michael Jordan and Jennifer Lopez in the twenty-first. My parents honeymooned on the island at the height of the Dolce Vita in 1959. When I visited, decades later, it was burning with heat, but no less sweet.

Capri is all about vertical motion. You arrive by boat, but from that moment on, the only way is up. You take the funicular railway up to the main square and continue to the village of Anacapri by chairlift, with commanding views of Vesuvius and the Bay of Naples as you ascend. While in Anacapri, I came upon a small museum. I don’t remember its name or its precise location, but I went inside and found blessed relief from the summer sun. It was a museum of Roman sculpture. Almost no one was around, so for some reason that now escapes me all these years later, I idled up to one of the statues and stole a kiss from it.

I didn’t think much about my tiny little marble tryst until, years later, I read of a discovery made by the classicist Caroline Vout when she was preparing to mount an exhibition on Antinoüs, companion and lover of the emperor Hadrian, at the Henry Moore Institute in London. Of all the sculptures Vout and her colleagues unpacked for the show, one stood out for a most unusual reason. It was a bust of Antinoüs with lipstick marks on its cheek.

Human beings have always yearned for communion with art, some more literally than others. In 2003, the artist Andrea Fraser gave this urge especially literal expression in a video entitled Untitled. In it, Fraser makes love with a collector who paid her $20,000 for the privilege of his amorous co-starring role. Untitled was meant to emphasize the financial exploitation of the contemporary art world, yet in an interview, Fraser confessed how struck she was by the sheer daring of her collaborator. On this particular occasion, the proverbially private collector proved courageous, reckless, or mad enough not merely to collect a work of art but become part of it in the most intimate way possible.

The ancient Roman world is filled with stories about people who loved art too much. One of the earliest, most searing and enduring portraits of a collector whose lust for art was so vehement it verged on insanity came in the first century BCE, when the Roman statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero prosecuted Gaius Verres for plundering the island of Sicily. Verres, Cicero insisted, was not merely driven by greed or corruption but possessed by demonic forces. A dark psychological masterpiece, Cicero’s prosecution of Verres in 70 BCE, portraying him as a looter on the edge of madness, haunts the figure of the collector down through history.

First-century BCE Sicily was a wealthy province of Rome, then on the cusp between republic and empire. The island’s lucrative grain trade helped feed the Roman people, but Sicily was far more than a supplier of natural resources. Sicily had been Greek, and because the Romans esteemed Greek civilization as the zenith of aesthetic achievement, copying its styles and collecting its art as much as possible, they revered the island’s art and sculpture.

Some went far beyond revering it. Verres’s very name was a bad omen: it meant boar or swine. In the Verrine Orations, which record his lengthy prosecution, Cicero explained to the jury later assembled in Rome how Verres waged a campaign of terror against his own subjects as governor. He stole grain destined for Rome and caroused with local women, bearing their love-bites on his chest. He allegedly raped a young girl. He even stole a signet ring off the finger of a man named Lucius Titius for himself and, in a tellingly transgressive outrage, ordered the execution of his fellow citizen Publius Gavius by crucifixion—a punishment normally reserved for non-Romans.

But it was Verres’s plundering of art and sculpture that Cicero focused on to press home the charge of extortion. Calling a series of witnesses, Cicero told the jury how Verres ordered his men to ransack Sicily’s illustrious Greek temples. They seized statues and works of art, furniture and cloth, gold and silver vessels. Many of these were devotional objects, held sacred by the Sicilian people. Verres commandeered ships to haul his booty back to Rome, disrupting the island’s trade, and shamelessly displaying them in his home in the capital.

Summoning an array of carefully chosen epithets, Cicero denounced Verres as a bandit, a pirate, and a predator. But, he told the jury, Verres was more than a criminal. In one resonant phrase, worth quoting in the original Latin, Cicero spoke of Verres’s “amentiam singularem et furorem”: his singular and furious madness. Amens literally means to be out of one’s mind, while furor carries connotations of rage, plunder, and rape. Underlying Verres’s looting, in other words, was violent sexual desire. He was “covetous,” Cicero explained to the jury, and driven by “cupidity.” He also denounced Verres for having “perverted desires” and sporting an effeminate Greek shawl, symbolizing the accused’s wanton lasciviousness and his yearning for luxury.1

Cicero’s portrayal of Verres marks a beginning of the idea that collecting and sexuality are linked, though in the opposite manner modern writers would claim two millennia later. At the end of the nineteenth century, psychologists—most notably Sigmund Freud and his followers—came to view collectors as sexually repressed. Freudians saw collecting as the absence of sex; the love of objects substituted for the love of people. Cicero, by contrast, portrayed Verres’s lust for art as an extension of sex and an overflow of dangerously lascivious drives. Cicero saw Verres’s looting not just in individual terms, however, but as threatening the collapse of Roman society as a whole. Why?

The Roman Republic had been founded four centuries earlier in 509 BCE. But by Cicero’s time, despite its lucrative imperial expansion, Rome was riven by political division. After defeating the Punic Empire in Carthage in 146 BCE—absorbing Sicily in the process—Rome’s domination of the Mediterranean world went increasingly unchallenged. Soon, the general Octavius would vanquish Mark Antony and Cleopatra in Egypt and become Rome’s first emperor, Augustus, presiding over a bountiful trade to the East.

Rome’s conquering generals took to displaying spoils from their conquests on grand triumphal marches. These included weapons, statues, plants, animals, and even models of conquered cities. The spoils were to be divided among the soldiers, with art and sculpture to go on public display, in theory viewable by all and a boon to all of Rome. The triumphator was the centerpiece of the occasion, godlike in his magnificence, though he sometimes arranged for someone to walk behind him to remind him that “you are not immortal.” One historian refers to Rome itself as a museum because Augustus established so many new monuments, including prized obelisks from Egypt. Plundering enemies in war was deemed entirely legitimate when seen to serve the public good.

Individual Roman citizens also amassed major personal collections, and a thriving market for private collectors developed. Both Verres and Cicero were among them. It is thought Verres himself may have been an art dealer and may even have persuaded his lawyer Hortensius to take on his case by paying him in art. Cicero’s is among the very best documented of Roman lives, and his surviving letters include notes to the brokers who assisted him in decorating his houses with many fine pieces, including his villa at Tusculum outside Rome. Pride of place naturally went to Greek art.

Even private collecting was animated by a public ethos, at least in theory. Statesmen of Cicero’s stature were keenly aware that collections could burnish their reputations as men of virtue dedicated to the common good. Collectors, therefore, often displayed art in semipublic fashion to visitors in their homes. In fact, Cicero informed Verres’s jurors that he had seen stolen works of art in Verres’s home, adding for effect that visiting Sicilian envoys had wept when they laid eyes on them. The Romans believed that to the victor went the spoils, but for a peacetime governor to loot his own people was villainous.

Whether they were discussing Greek sculpture or silks imported from Asia, Roman commentators tended to agree that the adoration of physical finery was a potent and dangerous contagion that spread at Rome’s peril. All surviving Roman sources that come down to us were written by men and lay great stress on the corrupting love of luxury as an allegedly female trait. Roman men tried to break Roman women’s addiction to fashion and beauty but, they lamented, they never succeeded in doing so.

In 195 BCE, for example, the senator Cato deplored the role that women’s lobbying played in repealing sumptuary laws, notably the Lex Oppia, which aimed to limit the amount of jewelry and clothing women could wear. In his first-century CE Natural History, Pliny the Elder railed against the rage for luxuries draining Roman coffers to the tune of 100 million sesterces per year—half of all the money Rome minted annually. The possibilities for compulsive acquisition seemed infinite. There was the so-called table madness, an obsession which, Pliny claimed, afflicted even eminent statesmen from Cicero to the emperor Tiberius. In his satirical Epigrams, also written in the first century CE, the poet Martial savaged collectors as avaricious and vain. Among many tales of delusional greed, he recounted the folly of a woman named Gellia who loved her pearls more than her own family or the gods.

The trouble was that new money hankered after social status and collecting was one way to buy it. Petronius’s grotesque first-century satire Satyricon—imaginatively filmed by Federico Fellini in 1969—mocked the shallowness of its nouveau riche protagonist. Trimalchio is notorious for staging a fantastically opulent banquet, but he was also a profligate collector who hungered for luxuries such as prized Corinthian bronze. While Rome’s trade with Egypt, India, Africa, and Persia promised untold bounty, expanded commercial relations portended that greatest of all Roman themes, repeatedly emphasized by Enlightenment historians from Montesquieu to Edward Gibbon: moral decadence would lead to decline and fall.

This is why, according to the prosecution, Verres’s looting was so significant. Cicero insisted that letting him go free would undermine faith in Roman legal institutions as a whole. And there was political danger too. The Thracian gladiator Spartacus was leading a momentous slave uprising against Rome at that very moment, and so to condone the plunder of a Roman province by its own governor would likely provoke fresh rebellions. For this reason, Verres the “tyrant” had to be made an example of.2

Cicero went further still. In plundering sacred objects from Sicily’s temples, Verres had deprived an entire people of their means of worship and, therefore, a fundamental source of their very identity as Sicilians. As such, his crimes rose beyond the merely legal or political to the disturbing level of sacrilege. Looting for the good of Rome was one thing. But pillaging sacred sites was an affront to the gods: it courted divine displeasure, damnation, and retribution. Verres, in other words, exposed the civilization of Rome to the logic of the curse and the possibility of devastating divine punishment.

The act of placing a curse on perpetrators of sacrilege was immemorial. Fully 2,000 years before Cicero tried Verres, for example, monuments in ancient Mesopotamia bore threats of annihilation carved on stone against any who would remove or damage them. Perhaps because Roman religious culture was so transactional—it involved procuring good fortune through various conventions for appeasing the gods rather than virtuous personal conduct as stressed in Christianity—the Romans were especially vexed by the specter of supernatural vengeance. The historian Livy decried Marcus Fulvius Flaccus’s looting of temples in Calabria as a barbarous act of sacrilege. Pausanias saw the general Sulla’s looting of Greek cities as an expression of madness, for which the gods punished him with a hideous death by lice. And when the emperor Caligula’s men sought to remove a statue of Zeus from Olympia, the statue miraculously burst into such violent laughter, the scaffold they were on collapsed. This, the historian Suetonius insisted, was a clear omen of Caligula’s later assassination as a punishment for his impious depredations.

Many regarded the dangers of sacrilege with the utmost concern. Both Julius Caesar and Augustus reputedly sought to avoid looting temples. The Romans even made restitution to conquered peoples: Scipio Aemilianus, for example, restored plundered sites in Sicily in the second century BCE. Such men sought to embody an ideal of the humane conqueror and earned praise from contemporaries for being magnanimous in victory.

When Verres stole from the temple of Athena and the Heius family chapel in Sicily, therefore, Cicero deemed it a heinous crime. Verres was “an insane and immoral scoundrel [who] has openly waged impious and sacrilegious war” against everything sacred, he told the jury. His impiety was a reckless provocation of the gods and thus proof of his insanity. He was not even fully human, Cicero reckoned, but beast-like, calling him “another Orcus”—a reference to the lord of the underworld, synonymous with unnatural evil. Verres must be found guilty to save Rome itself from divine retribution.3

Found guilty he was. But Verres was never punished because he never attended his own trial. He fled to Marseilles as soon as he was charged, so Cicero prosecuted him entirely in absentia. As a result, we do not know Verres’s side of the story, because he mounted no defense. Did he die a poetically just death when, as one story has it, twenty-seven years later while still in Marseilles, the Roman general Mark Antony is said to have killed him after Verres refused to give him some of his Corinthian bronze? Perhaps, though the justice seems rather too poetic.

Verres has certainly not been forgotten, however. He lived on in the annals of looting for his legendary rapacity. The Irish politician Edmund Burke invoked his greed in a speech discussing Warren Hastings, who was impeached for corruption as the British governor general of India in 1787. And a generation later, the Duke of Wellington also recalled Verres’s looting when, in 1815, he returned to Italy the antiquities Napoleon had stolen at the end of the eighteenth century.

The modern Verres that Burke and Wellington spoke of was an unprincipled bounder, not a demonic monster; a criminal, not a madman. But Cicero’s Verres casts the longer historical shadow. A man so beholden to art and beauty, so consumed by his lust to possess it and so willing to flout convention to do so, he lost his humanity to his own desire. In the end, Cicero judged, Verres wasn’t a real collector at all. His passions were so twisted, he couldn’t actually value anything he stole, plundering out of mere compulsion. An early embodiment of the peculiar fear that a single person’s demonic desire for fine objects might rain destruction down upon an entire civilization, he haunts us to this day.
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From the start of recorded history, humanity has been obsessed by the idea of the obsessive collector. Countless ancient writers breathed life into this figure, as though the obsessive collector somehow constituted a single shadowy presence, constantly regenerating from one incarnation to the next.

The notion of falling in love with art has a more literal history than the litany of Verres’s crimes would suggest, however. Its roots lie in classical mythology and its most celebrated fable is that of Pygmalion. The Roman poet Ovid tells the tale in his first-century narrative poem the Metamorphoses. Pygmalion is king of Cyprus and a sculptor who falls in love with a female figure whom he has carved out of ivory, later identified as Galatea. When Pygmalion kisses Galatea’s lips, they turn warm and she comes to life as a gift to the king from Aphrodite, goddess of love. Galatea is perfection itself; she marries Pygmalion and they have children.

The legend exhibits one of the supernatural assumptions of ancient mythology, that gods and mortals can interact. But it also reflects the ancient belief that artistic representations of living beings can be so realistic as to appear almost breathing. The notion of a living statue, likely encouraged by the production of early mechanical automata in the ancient world, fostered a beguiling confusion. Astonished onlookers observed that real birds sometimes flew toward painted ones. But was this because the power of art to mimic nature was so strong or because paintings actually came to life? The idea that people could fall in love with statues posed a similar problem. Was it because the statues were so beautiful or because those who fell for them were suffering some form of insanity?

As Rome became an empire, stories of statue love became a way for critics to warn their fellow citizens about the dangerous passions of increasingly tyrannical rulers. Both Pliny and Suetonius recounted stories about the emperor Tiberius and his collection of erotic books and paintings. One told of the painting of a high priest of the fertility goddess Cybele: Tiberius loved this portrait so that he bought it for the sum of 6,000 sesterces, taking it into the bedchamber of his villa on Capri. Back in Rome, Tiberius was so taken with Lysippus’s statue of the athlete Apoxyomenos that he had it removed from the Baths of Agrippa and taken to his private home, replacing it with a copy.

Pliny repeated similar tales in his Natural History. He told the story of a Greek man who visited the shrine of the goddess Aphrodite at Knidos (in present-day Turkey) and was “overcome with love for the statue.” The man embraced it, leaving “a stain, an indication of his lust.” The satirist Lucian recorded a rather darker folly in which a young boy left a small deposit of semen on a statue and then committed suicide. There were stories of semen stains on statues at Parium, Samos, and Delphi in the Greek islands, as well as of Syrian soldiers leaving stains on the statues of the general Agrippa’s daughters. There were stories of women who enjoyed carnal knowledge of stone, too. The poet Juvenal mocked Roman wives who, he claimed, liked to ride likenesses of the goddess of female chastity Pudicitia. The Jewish Talmud also speaks of a queen who pleasured herself on a phallic statue.4

It’s hard to know quite what to make of such interesting tales. They’re moral fables of a sort, to be sure; dark warnings of unnatural lusts; and quite possibly, politically motivated character assassination. However true or exaggerated they may be, the idea of statue love fascinated the ancient imagination, and rivers of ink flowed to dramatize these sensational derangements. According to Suetonius, Tiberius romped through orgies with minors, once had a man’s genitals tied to prevent him from urinating, and ordered his enemies thrown from cliffs into the sea. These, Suetonius meant his readers to understand, were all appalling manifestations of Tiberius’s tyranny. And when it came to statue love at least, resisting the tyrant wasn’t always futile. When Tiberius seized the statue of Apoxyomenos, the ensuing uproar compelled him to return it from his home to the public baths. Even tyrants stole from the public at their peril.

According to ancient sources, Tiberius’s successor Caligula was the most infamous tyrant of all. Suetonius’s account of him is the classic Roman portrait of dictatorship and insanity. Caligula seized the private property of Roman citizens; committed incest with his sisters; set wild animals to attack aged gladiators; executed enemies gradually so as to increase their agonies; and once commanded that his horse Incitatus be given his own house and servants and made consul. Caligula, Suetonius wrote, was a nightmarish combination of overconfidence and fearfulness bred by chronic infirmity. He had fainting fits as a youth, suffered from insomnia, and was visited by terrifying apparitions, yet insisted on being revered like a god.

Caligula was also obsessed with art and sculpture, seizing statues from Roman and Greek territories for his private collection. Once, infuriated by the thought that anyone might enjoy fame to equal his own, he ordered a series of statues which Augustus had assembled on the Capitoline to be smashed. He also commanded Greek statues to be decapitated so that their heads could be replaced with his own. As a further example of his alleged insanity—one restaged in the 1970s BBC drama I, Claudius, based on the novel by Robert Graves—Caligula once reputedly instructed his soldiers to “gather up seashells” for him. Lavishing praise on these “spoils of the ocean,” he told his troops to “fill their helmets, and the folds of their dress with them.”5

Scholars insist we would be unwise to take these dramatic stories of madness and tyranny at face value. Writers like Suetonius were critics, after all, not objective reporters. In all probability, their attacks on Caligula and others reflect the bitter power struggle between the emperor and the aristocracy in Rome at the time. Take, for example, the idea that Caligula demanded to be treated like a god. This might sound delusional if not unhinged, yet Roman emperors often claimed to possess divine status as a play for enhanced political power over their rivals and enemies. Few if any Romans took such claims literally. Similarly, Caligula awarding his horse both servants and political office may have been intended as a symbolic insult to the aristocratic class and not the fantasy of a madman it first appears. And rather than actually ordering his troops to collect shells, believing they were real treasures, Caligula may have been referring to enemy ships metaphorically as mere shells for the taking. Even feigning madness in order to resort to political violence was far from unheard of as a populist tactic. Emperors loved to curry favor with the plebeian class by humiliating the elites whom commoners resented.

If the madness of Roman tyrants is an exaggeration or even a fiction, however, it still reveals two vital things. It demonstrates the power of stories about obsessions with objects to define people as mad and dangerous. Suetonius understood this power: accurate or not, his portraits of Tiberius, Caligula, Nero, and others have lasted down the centuries and still seize the imagination today. Second, the idea that Roman tyrants were insane also reveals how later concepts of madness have often been imposed on the ancients, especially ideas and terms borrowed from modern psychology.

The lore of statue love did not fade with the centuries but came into sharper focus with the passage of time. In the seventeenth century, while traveling in Italy, the English virtuoso John Evelyn recorded tales of the collector Hippolito Vitelleschi kissing the statues in his collection. In 1845, the great French novelist Gustave Flaubert recorded his own dalliance with marble when he sneaked an intoxicated kiss from the armpit of Antonio Canova’s rendition of the goddess Psyche in his sculpture Eros and Psyche. “It was my first sensual kiss in a long while,” Flaubert wrote, and “it was also something more; I kissed beauty itself.” In 1890, the artist Jean-Léon Gérôme painted Pygmalion and Galatea. In it, Gérôme depicted Galatea’s white marble body turning to living flesh as Pygmalion kisses her. It were as though modern artists were making love to the Greco-Roman past itself.6

Modern psychiatrists diagnosed such reveries not as neoclassical flights of fancy, however, but the product of sick minds. In the late nineteenth century, the new science of sexology recast the long and tortuous history of human sexuality. In his groundbreaking 1886 book Psychopathia Sexualis, the Viennese physician Richard Krafft-Ebing dedicated an entire section to individuals in the peculiar habit of defiling statues. Krafft-Ebing drew on French psychologist Paul Moreau’s book Des Aberrations du sens Génésiques (1880), which in turn drew heavily on Suetonius and other ancient texts, treating those texts as reliable source material from which to diagnose the Romans as though they were modern psychiatric patients.

[image: The painting ‘Pygmalion and Galatea’ by Jean-Léon Gérôme. It depicts King Pygmaleon, a man in a blue tunic, embracing the naked statue of Galatea, who is coming to life, and bending to kiss the King. In the background, on the right, there are two decapitated heads on a shelf, as well as a cherub above them shooting an arrow down at Galatea and Pygmalion.]
Jean-Léon Gérôme, Pygmalion and Galatea (1890): Inspired by Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Gérôme shows Galatea coming to life as she is kissed by King Pygmalion, a story that symbolizes ancient obsessions with the idea of falling in love with statues.

Held in the Metropolitan Museum of Art

The Romans’ own explanations of insanity ranged from divine punishment to more naturalistic accounts of mental infirmity, which they accounted for through imbalances of the four humors. But the modernizing Moreau swept all such notions aside. Taking his sources at face value, he used his reading of them to declare that Julius Caesar was an “epileptic” and Tiberius an “alcoholic.” The madness of Caligula and Nero he redefined as “psychic aberrations,” which originated in their “pathological” organs.7

Following Moreau, Krafft-Ebing transformed the cultural meaning of statue love from a political warning sign to a psychological one. In the modern psychiatric imagination, making love to marble was no longer a manifestation of tyranny—let alone the elite foible of mortals consorting with gods—but a medical symptom of base sexual perversion that might now be identified in anyone, no matter their position in society. Krafft-Ebing documented several relevant cases, such as that of an ordinary gardener “who fell in love with a statue of the Venus of Milo and was discovered attempting coitus with it.” His diagnosis? The gardener was suffering from “abnormally intense libido” combined with “defective virility.” Referring back to classical mythology, Krafft-Ebing’s fellow sexologist in England Havelock Ellis aptly glossed such urges as Pygmalionism.8

Like Moreau before him, Krafft-Ebing rediagnosed the ancients in resolutely modern terms that would have made no sense to the people he was discussing, tearing them from their own context and transposing them to his own. For example, he labeled a Greek man who defiled a statue of Cupid at Delphi as “perverse,” a word that in the nineteenth century carried connotations of homosexuality, a term that itself did not exist in the ancient world and had just been invented as a legal and medical construct in the 1860s.

Krafft-Ebing saw statue defilers everywhere. He included men who got erections just by looking at statues in museums. In documenting these cases among ordinary men of all kinds, he dramatically lowered the cultural status of statue love. Frightening acts of sacrilege committed by tyrants in the style of Verres or Tiberius were reduced to a common sexual pathology. Anyone could now be a pervert, from an emperor to a gardener.

Moreau and Krafft-Ebing were by no means unique in “translating” the ancients into modern terms; such “translations” are a recurrent theme in modern classical studies. In his 1957 translation of Suetonius, Robert Graves diagnosed Caligula as an “epileptic,” even though this term was first used in the sixteenth century according to the Oxford English Dictionary, and did not even exist as a medical concept in ancient Rome. In 1989, one classicist published a scholarly paper insisting that Caligula’s madness was really the result of interictal temporal lobe epilepsy. “We moderns can almost pity one so ill,” the author wrote, “before the discovery of drugs like Dilantin.” If only the Romans had invented Big Pharma.9

Kissing stone has a long history—in Rome, Capri, and beyond. So, too, does the dream of loving, possessing, even merging with art. The meaning of this dream has changed dramatically, but if we set modern-day assumptions aside, we can begin to see why the fear and desire surrounding works of art was so charged and so meaningful to the ancient mind. This commingling of fear and desire regarding physical objects was by no means confined to the realm of the political, however. It permeated premodern religious thinking just as much, although with one crucial difference. As monotheism swept the medieval world after the fall of Rome, the person who loved objects too much embodied not the danger of tyranny, but the sin of idolatry. Exit the tyrant, enter the idolater.




CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]

The Idolater’s Folly

The finite cannot contain the infinite.

—ATTRIBUTED TO JOHN CALVIN

The German city of Halle possesses several interesting museums, a zoo, a botanical garden, and a most historic church. In the twin-spired Protestant Market Church in the Old Town, you can still see the baptismal font used to christen the composer George Frederick Handel, who played the church’s organ at the end of the seventeenth century before he moved to London. The Market Church is also home to the death mask of Martin Luther and a cast of the great reformer’s hands—the hands that wrote the ninety-five theses denouncing Roman Catholicism, igniting the Reformation in 1517.

That Luther’s death mask and hands survive in physical form is a rather ironic reminder of a life dedicated to the idea that Christians should worship God through His Word, not images or objects. Protestants, as the new Christians became known, insisted that the veneration of relics, whether remnants of Christ or the saints, or icons featuring God the Father or the Virgin Mary, was a form of religious delusion. They insisted that the clerics who promoted them were frauds: idolaters who worshipped things, not God.

The specter of idolatry is a fixation that has bedeviled the religious imagination in waves of consternation across history. Campaigners of many stripes have crusaded to banish false gods and stop people from loving things too much—sacred-seeming objects they mistake for God Himself. Yet, as the philosopher Bruno Latour observed, human beings very often create new images and objects to revere in place of ones they have banned or destroyed.

Galileo Galilei fought to establish the scientific truth of a sun-centered universe against the dogmas of the Catholic Church in the seventeenth century, yet today the Science Museum in Florence proudly displays one of his fingers as if it were the relic of a Christian saint. In his singular 1877 story “A Simple Heart,” Gustave Flaubert told the tale of a humble servant named Felicité who worshipped the corpse of her pet parrot Loulou, who appeared before her in the guise of the Holy Spirit. And in recent years, the Chinese Communist Party has removed pictures of Christ from churches and replaced them with photographs of Mao Zedong and President Xi Jinping.

If the problem of idolatry seems perennial, so does the quest to reform the idolater. Why do people crave images and objects to worship so much, and how can they be shown the error of their ways? Luther’s nemesis—his ideal idolater, if you like—was Cardinal Albrecht von Brandenburg. Albrecht was the Catholic archbishop of Magdeburg and Mainz, one of the highest officials in the Holy Roman Empire and a devout relic collector. Albrecht’s church, the Church of Saint Maurice and Saint Mary Magdalene, was also located in Halle and possessed a notable distinction. It housed an enormous collection of relics in what was known as the Halle Sanctuary, including more than 8,000 objects and the remains of 42 saints.

These relics were important instruments of faith. Catholics believed that before entering heaven, sinners had to endure a period of time in the state of purgatory; just how long depended on how much they had sinned. Accumulating and contemplating relics was one way to procure an indulgence from the pope, reducing one’s time in purgatory and expediting one’s passage to heaven. Luther railed against indulgences as bribery and extortion. But to Albrecht, the careful accumulation of relics was highly meaningful. He calculated that the relics in Halle would bring down his own time in purgatory by a not inconsiderable 39 million years.

It has been said that the Middle Ages was an era of collections without collectors. There were palace collections and royal treasuries, armories and reliquaries, but these were institutional rather than personal holdings. Yet, as Albrecht’s example shows, this is not entirely true. The medieval era is crucial, moreover, to understand the evolution of the idea that amassing physical objects imperils the soul of the person who loves those objects too much, believing they will save them. With the rise of monotheism, fear of idolatry seized the theological imagination, convincing it that the idolater was on the path to damnation, not salvation.

[image: The painting ‘Cardinal Albrecht of Brandenburg as Saint Jerome’ by Lucas Cranach the Elder. The painting depicts the Cardinal, in a robe and hat, sitting in the far end of a room, at a wooden esk. There are relics strewn around him, including two pheasants, two partridges, a lion, a deer and some chicks, all in the foreground. Light streams in from a window on the right hand side.]
Lucas Cranach the Elder, Cardinal Albrecht of Brandenburg as Saint Jerome (1526): The Halle church of Cardinal Albrecht von Brandenburg (1490–1545) housed an enormous collection of relics, which he believed would reduce his time in purgatory—a view rejected as idolatrous by Luther and the Protestant reformers.

Held in the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art, Sarasota, Florida

Fear of idolatry was ancient. “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image,” reads the second of the Ten Commandments that Moses conveyed to the Israelites, as recorded in the book of Deuteronomy, composed around the seventh century BCE. While Moses was receiving God’s law, however, the Israelites, fearing he would not return, built themselves a golden calf to worship.1

Several centuries later, The Wisdom of Solomon, a Jewish text from the year 15 BCE, attempted to explain exactly how and why the first idolater emerged. Assuming the voice of the wise King Solomon, the text’s anonymous author recounted how humanity had once lived in a world without any sacred pictures, objects, or statues, in an ideal aniconic past. But this era of true faith did not last. The world fell into polytheism and idol worship.

Pseudo-Solomon told the story of a father who became so distraught at the death of his son that he built a statue in his memory and began to worship it. This kind of love was a tragic mistake, Pseudo-Solomon warned. People who worshipped icons and idols—terms that derive from the Greek eikon and eidolon—were fools who tricked themselves into adoring mere matter. Their desire was almost carnal, originating in a deep longing for someone beloved but no longer present. From the beginning, therefore, statue love and idol worship were not only a pagan dilemma or a political warning but also a problem that haunted the religious imagination. Thus it was that a seventh-century Hebrew text, entitled The Apocalypse of Zerubbabel, told how the false messiah Armilus had been spawned by an act of intercourse between Satan and a statue of the Virgin Mary. The love of things was impious, unholy, and dangerous.

Hostility to human desire for objects was by no means limited to pagans or Judeo-Christians in the ancient world. In China, there was no monotheistic tradition, so ancient Chinese philosophical traditions were not preoccupied with idolaters, though they did emphasize the importance of moderation in one’s personal possessions. According to Confucius (551–479 BCE), whose teachings were adopted by the Han Dynasty after the second century BCE, the accumulation of material things was not in itself wrong, and the neo-Confucian Mandarins of later centuries enjoyed considerable material comfort in their lives. Neo-Confucian scholars did warn, however, that excess profit-making would foster social division and unrest, so the state should regulate wealth to preserve social stability. At one point in the Analects, a collection of sayings attributed to Confucius, the businessman Zigong asks whether he should store a piece of precious jade or sell it. Confucius tells him to sell it, encouraging him to circulate wealth for the good of society. The person who values possessions is not sinful or idolatrous, but the wise do not hoard.

Buddhists challenged such thinking with a new ethos of zealous self-denial, renouncing worldly satisfactions. They took their inspiration from the Indian spiritual teacher Siddhārtha Gautama (ca. 563–ca. 483 BCE), whom they called the Buddha, meaning enlightened one. Siddha¯rtha was a Hindu who rejected India’s hierarchical caste system, rituals, and ostentatious temples. He stressed instead that life in the material world is an illusory dream calling for meditation in order to transcend it by attaining a state of nirvana.

Like Judaism, Buddhism is thought to have had aniconic beginnings without divine images, but its adherents soon began using objects to promote their creed. Sculptors crafted statues of the Buddha’s likeness from gold and gemstones and other precious materials. The monks who looked after them lived lives of poverty, but they justified such opulent statues as expressions of the Buddha’s spiritual magnificence. Objects, the monks found, made better tools than words for persuading people to follow the Buddha’s example. Like premodern Christians, therefore, Buddhists collected and venerated relics of famed monks’ remains, even entire corpses. Likenesses of the Buddha and bodhisattvas—saints on the path to nirvana or those who had already achieved it—circulated in large numbers. Buddhists considered them to be alive with divine presence.

By the ninth century, however, the Chinese authorities engaged in a series of campaigns to suppress Buddhism. These were some of the first orchestrated efforts to target those who amassed objects that rivaled the authority of state doctrines. Because Buddhism promised spiritual independence and equality for all believers, no matter what one’s station in society, the Chinese state regarded Buddhists as competitors for the loyalties of ordinary people and a threat to traditional family structure. Beginning in 842, therefore, the Tang emperor Wuzong initiated efforts to strip the Buddhist temples. This was an early wave of iconoclasm: eliminating the false religion of things by removing, selling, or destroying those things. It proved profitable, too. The Chinese authorities confiscated and demolished Buddhist statues, seized monks, levied new taxes on them, and sequestered their land.

These were some of the first iconoclastic campaigns in recorded history, but not the first. In the year 312, the Roman emperor Constantine converted to Christianity, and the empire was divided into two. Rome nominally remained the capital, but Constantinople (Istanbul) became the preeminent city of Byzantium. An eager Christian convert, Constantine repurposed pagan statues and Greek temples, as Christianity was to be a religion of deeds, not things. And yet, the production of icons flourished, emblazoned with gilt and images of Christ and the Virgin Mary, the saints and the angels, and scenes from the Bible. As in China, conflict centered over the ambiguity of such objects. Was God literally present in pictures of Christ, as devotees claimed, or was such belief heretical? Many Christians insisted icons provided direct access to the divine and derived great personal comfort from keeping them in their homes.

The independence from church authority this behavior implied vexed the clergy because, if the faithful could enjoy direct access to God through icons, was clerical guidance irrelevant? In response to this dilemma, the Byzantine emperor Leo III, followed by his son Constantine V, issued a series of edicts against the use of icons. Worshipping images of Christ became heresy. In 754, the Synod of Hieria judged it unlawful to depict Christ and other holy figures on the grounds that doing so reduced the sacred and immortal to the material and perishable. Prayer led by ministers in church, they asserted, was the best form of worship. The only physical objects with supernatural meaning were the wafer the and the wine of the Eucharist. According to the doctrine of transubstantiation, they miraculously turned into the body and blood of Jesus. Icons were just painted pieces of wood.

By most indications, this iconoclastic campaign appears to have failed. Faith in icons was not stamped out but remained an enduring facet of Byzantine culture. Icon worshippers did not part easily with their pictures. Even more intriguingly, scholars cannot be sure whether their attempts to enforce these iconoclastic edicts were in fact substantial or not. The Byzantine authorities may have hoped their pronouncements alone would suffice. But they may also have realized it would be difficult, if not impossible, to seize all devotional objects from the devout.

In the medieval Islamic world, Muslim theologians were preoccupied by similar concerns. Islam is often regarded as the world’s most iconoclastic faith, shunning sacred objects in favor of understanding the will of Allah through His words alone, as revealed to the prophet Muhammad. Keeping and worshiping objects and images was, therefore, denounced as a form of idolatry, or shirk in Arabic. Muslim attitudes to the production and worship of sacred objects have, however, varied over time.

Initially, the Islamic caliphates that rose in place of Byzantium and Sasanian Persia (Iran) after the seventh century preached a message of religious toleration. Despite theological injunctions against visual representations of the divine, early caliphate coins featured likenesses of Muhammad. Peoples and faiths commingled through extensive commercial ties. Abbasid coins in Sindh (now in Pakistan) sometimes bore images of the sacred bull of the Hindu god Shiva and inscriptions in both Arabic and Sanskrit.

But as time passed, Islamic authorities insisted on stricter interpretations of Muhammad’s revelations. Muslims removed Christian art and sacred objects from the cube-shaped stone building in Mecca called the Ka’ba, transforming it into a “House of Allah.” The Qur’an described idolaters as dupes of corrupt priests and warned that “those who hoard gold and silver instead of giving in God’s cause . . . will have a grievous punishment” and be branded by their own bullion in hell. Some Islamic authors conceded that those who were illiterate would inevitably worship God through objects because they could not understand abstract notions of piety. But clerics agreed that divine images were distractions from true faith.2

When it came to war, Muslim commanders acted like Roman ones: they looted. After conquering Sindh in the eleventh century, Mahmud of Ghazni took a captured linga—a symbolic representation of the Hindu god Shiva—and set it in
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