The Agency of Things in Medieval and Early
Modern Art

In the realm of medieval and early modern art, objects were not mere
passive recipients of human creativity. They were imbued with symbolic,
social, and even spiritual significance, becoming active participants in
shaping human experience. This concept of the agency of things has been
a subject of growing interest in art history, shedding new light on the
complex relationship between humans and the material world.
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Symbolic Significance: Objects as Embodiments of Ideas

In medieval and early modern art, objects often served as symbolic
representations of abstract concepts or beliefs. For instance, the chalice in
a religious painting might symbolize the blood of Christ, while the crown on
a statue could represent the power of a monarch. Through their symbolic
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associations, objects could convey complex messages and evoke powerful

emotions.
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Social Significance: Objects as Indicators of Status and Identity

Objects also played a crucial role in defining social hierarchies and
identities. In medieval society, for example, the possession of certain
objects, such as tapestries or fine clothing, indicated one's wealth and
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status. Similarly, in early modern Europe, the objects displayed in a
household could reflect the family's social aspirations.
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Spiritual Significance: Objects as Mediators of Divine Grace

In religious contexts, objects were often believed to possess spiritual
power. Reliquaries, for instance, were thought to contain the remains of
saints and could be used to heal the sick or perform miracles. Similarly,
paintings and sculptures of religious figures were venerated as objects
through which one could commune with the divine.
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Examples of Agency in Medieval and Early Modern Art

= The Ghent Altarpiece: This monumental altarpiece by Jan van Eyck
(c. 1432) is a masterpiece of early Netherlandish painting. The central
panel depicts the Adoration of the Lamb, with Christ as the sacrificial
lamb surrounded by angels and saints. The intricate details and
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symbolism of the altarpiece create a rich visual experience that invites
the viewer to contemplate the mysteries of the Christian faith.

= The Bayeux Tapestry: This embroidered tapestry (c. 1077) depicts
the Norman conquest of England in 1066. It is an extraordinary
example of medieval storytelling, using symbolic imagery and vivid
colors to recount the events of the invasion. The tapestry serves as a
valuable historical document and a testament to the agency of objects
in shaping our understanding of the past.

= The Holkham Bible Picture Book: This illuminated manuscript (c.
1320-1330) contains biblical scenes depicted in a series of small,
exquisite paintings. The book was likely intended for private devotion,
and the images would have served as powerful visual aids for
meditation and contemplation. The Holkham Bible Picture Book
illustrates the use of objects in medieval art to foster spiritual growth.

The agency of things in medieval and early modern art is a rich and
multifaceted concept that continues to inspire scholars and artists alike. By
recognizing the active role that objects play in human experience, we gain
a deeper understanding of the complex relationship between the material
and the spiritual, the individual and the collective. The objects of medieval
and early modern art are not simply inert relics of the past but vibrant
witnesses to the power of human creativity and the enduring significance of
material culture.
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