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The Art of Connecting: religious imagery in secular artefacts of late medieval 
Scandinavia 

Visa Immonen (University of Helsinki), visa.immonen@helsinki.fi 

Late medieval material culture was imbued with religious imagery in Scandinavia as well as the 
rest of Europe. Christian images and motifs ranged from Biblical scenes and depictions of saints 
to individual symbols of faith. The most important visual technique that connected liturgical 
spaces and their associated objects with artefacts used outside the ecclesiastical context was 
miniaturisation. This denotes the scaling down of large, public and usually liturgical pictorial 
motifs from media like wall paintings and sculpture, and transferring them to portable objects 
used in liturgical, private devotional or entirely profane contexts. The most obvious examples of 
such a procedure are the altar screens and sculptures which were imitated on a much smaller 
scale in figurines of clay or other relatively inexpensive material produced in large quantities for 
private consumption. Such miniaturised images were applied even to personal adornment and 
cutlery. The bond linking the use of these motifs across ecclesiastical and profane spheres should 
not, however, be conceived as straightforward copying and transfer of Christian images. 
Miniaturisation was rather an intertextual tool for creating signification and material associations, 
and thus it indicates religious imagery functioning in the devotional and social spheres 
simultaneously. A material-discursive approach, combining representations and materialities, is 
adopted to analyse these intertextual layers. Religious imagery in secular objects did materialise 
piety and Christian sentiments, but also structured social situations and sensorial reality, e.g. 
through luxurious jewellery. It was used as a substance of which identities and social differences 
were creatively carved out. Moreover, meanings and materials also moved in the other direction: 
the material culture surrounding relics and reliquaries was influenced by the aristocratic tastes 
affecting luxury consumption. 
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Working Miracles: the statue of the Madonna dell’Orto and Venetian cult images 

Marie-Louise Lillywhite (University of Warwick), M.L.Lillywhite@warwick.ac.uk 

A wealth of images and sculptures believed to be capable of working miracles have been 
venerated by Venetians throughout the centuries. These objects have been overlooked by art 
historians arguably due to their perceived lack of artistic merit. Yet such objects tell us much 
about the nature of popular piety, and whilst from a secular standpoint their worship is perceived 
as neither rational nor intellectual, it does reflect a very human desire for an emotional approach 
to the divine. With this in mind, my paper explores the phenomenon of ‘cult’ images in Venice 
with particular emphasis on the example of the late Quattrocento statue of the Virgin Mary in 
the Venetian church of Madonna dell’Orto. This statue was abandoned in the garden of its 
sculptor after its unsightly appearance meant it was refused by its original patron. The object 
quickly became the subject of intense veneration and was moved into the nearby church 
belonging to the Humiliati order. The dedication of the church was changed to reflect the 
presence of the statue of the Madonna and she was often decorated with jewels and dressed in 
expensive damasks and silks. Based on primary research completed in Venice, my paper will 
draw on a range of examples of miracle working paintings and sculptures that are still venerated 
today. Testament to the power of the image, I am interested in how such objects were capable of 
evincing emotion and piety. I will also explore the ways in which religious authorities attempted 
to deal with the unofficial worship of such objects, with particular emphasis on the Counter 
Reformation period. This will relate to my doctoral research which examines Venetian visual 
culture after the Council of Trent. 
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They even iced out Jesus' hair': 'Jesus pieces', hip hop materialities and religious 
media 

Benjamin Kirby (University of Leeds), benjaminkirby@hotmail.co.uk 

A 'Jesus piece' is a heavily-bejewelled pendent representing the head of Jesus. The design was 
popularised in the 1990s by rap artist The Notorious B.I.G. and is currently enjoying a revival in 
North American hip hop circles. 

In December 2012, West Coast gangsta rapper Game unveiled an extravagant new Jesus piece 
on the release of his acclaimed 'concept' album, Jesus Piece. In a related press interview Game 
revealed that he had recently been baptised by Pentecostal bishop Noel Jones, adding: 'I still love 
the strip club and I still smoke and drink. I'm faithful to my family, so I wanted to make an 
album where you could love God and be of God, but still get it poppin' in your life.' 

Taking Game's reflections as its point of departure, this paper will critically examine how Jesus 
piece pendants act on popular religious imaginaries and collective sensoria by domesticating and 
subversively re-presenting Jesus Christ. Making use of Birgit Meyer's concept of 'sensational 
form' the analysis will outline how the Jesus piece (and associated practices, e.g. narrating the 
design process, wearing the pendant, gesturing towards it) is configured as a religious medium 
such that it shapes the sensoria of hip hop audiences and generates a peculiar presence. By 
bringing Meyer into critical dialogue with Monica R. Miller's recent writing on figurations of 
religion within the 'materiality of hip hop culture', it will go on to consider what implications the 
sensational form of the Jesus piece might have for the ways that these audiences act in the world 
and the formation of distinct identities and religious imaginaries. 

The discussion will seek to contribute to broader conversations around Christianity, the popular 
imagination and materiality by drawing comparisons between Pentecostal and hip hop 
materialities. 
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'Embroidery is Prayer': the production of Russian Orthodox ecclesiastical 
embroideries in the post-Soviet period 

Luba Dovgan Nurse (Conservation Centre, Vejle), lubadnurse@googlemail.com 

The Russian Orthodox Church, together with the skills and practice of ecclesiastical hand-
embroidery, were undermined during the Soviet period of 1917-1991 when atheism was central 
to the State-imposed ideology of communism. The late twentieth century revival of ecclesiastical 
embroidery relies on the stability of iconography and preservation of historic textiles. Little is 
known about the production of Orthodox embroideries since the revival. The active revival of 
hand-embroidery as one of the forms of religious art, instead of printing or painting on textiles, 
suggests that the material properties of embroidery, as well as the process of embroidering, are as 
important as the images. By focusing on some aspects of materiality (valued features of 
techniques and producers) and language of ecclesiastical embroidery production, this paper will 
examine how the newly created embroideries contribute to the making and distribution of 
religious knowledge in Russia. Interviews with embroiderers and conservators conducted by in 
2006 provide the primary source for this research. 

Often ‘taken for granted’ in the context of their use, the meaning of these religious artefacts is 
experienced; it does not need to be articulated in words. The value of experiencing is important 
because Church Slavonic, seldom understood by Russian speakers, remains the primary language 
of Orthodox services. Drawing on Christopher Tilley’s insights that culturally salient artefacts 
may function as material metaphors (Tilley 1998), the paper will analyse how ecclesiastical 
embroideries are experienced and understood, using a pair of elaborately embroidered 
ecclesiastical cuffs, part of clerical vestment, as an example. 
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Investigating the Instability of Religious Material Culture in the Prehistoric 
Aegean 

Matthew Haysom (British School at Athens), knossoscurator@bsa.ac.uk 

The issue of the relationship between material culture and religion is the most important in the 
study of prehistoric religion since the latter can only ever be accessed through the former. In this 
paper I will look at three periods in Aegean Prehistory where the quantity and nature of the 
material evidence for religious practice changes dramatically, either through widespread 
appearances or disappearances. It will examine the period between approximately 1450-1350 BC, 
when there were major changes involving the disappearance of certain forms of religious 
material culture and the appearance of others; the end of the Bronze Age palatial society at 1200 
BC, when religious material culture disappears almost completely; and the period between 
approximately 800-700 BC, when a new pattern of religious material culture establishes itself 
widely across the Aegean. The paper will seek to understand these changes by placing them into 
the broader context of their time, and then, through a comparison of the three periods, it will 
approach some of the important questions relating to materiality and religion. My particular 
focus will be on the role that material culture plays in channelling and conducting social change 
and the circumstances under which the relationships which bind religious practice, society and 
material culture can be broken or formed. 
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Stones, Shamans and Pastors: pagan and Baptist temporalities of death in tribal 
India 

Piers Vitebsky (University of Cambridge), pv100@cam.ac.uk 

In the ‘megalithic’ culture of the Sora of Tribal India, materiality is progressively dematerialised 
to facilitate processes of remembering and forgetting. The recently dead are represented by an 
upright memorial stone and are compulsively attracted to their former clothes, jewellery, tools 
and weapons. The stones remain indefinitely, but for each dead person the emphasis soon shifts 
from material objects to immaterial performance, as the living abandon the stone and the dead 
lose interest in their possessions. Instead, in what is the world’s most elaborate known form of 
dialogue between living and dead, they speak to each other for years through shamans in trance, 
while physically embracing the shaman's body. 

Gradual shifts in the emotional tone of these dialogues reveal a parallel evolution of both the 
mourner’s grief and the dead person’s regrets. It is the interplay between the multiple 
subjectivities of the living and of the dead which creates the structure, awareness and significance 
of time, and enables the stones to become obsolete. Dialogues employ a level of verbal articulacy 
which goes far beyond anything which can be projected onto physical objects, and can be 
channelled only through the body of the shaman herself. The more other kinds of materiality can 
be eliminated, the more satisfyingly the grief can be transformed and the more effectively the 
process of forgetting can be paced. 

The paper will explore the shift among the Sora over the past forty years from indigenous 
shamanism to a new wave of evangelical Christian conversion. Now, young Baptists build brick 
tombs and commend the dead to Jesus, but in rejecting shamanic dialogue they are then at a loss 
for how to relate either to the material tombs or to the immaterial dead themselves. The paper 
will reflect particularly on how this shift might appear to a future archaeologist, faced only with 
the material remains but none of the behavioural or emotional evidence. 
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The Case of the Invisible Idols: missionaries, museums and materiality 

Chris Wingfield (University of Cambridge), cw543@cam.ac.uk 

This presentation will explore the movement through space and over time of material collected 
by British evangelical Christian missionaries during the nineteenth century. Missionary accounts 
suggest that they regarded collecting as equivalent to destruction as a means of neutralising the 
religious significance of particular objects. Nevertheless, paying close archaeological attention to 
the traces left by and on particular objects over the course of their biographies makes it possible 
to demonstrate that they continued to play an active and affective role in a range of new 
contexts. By engaging with Weber's discussions of charisma in relation to religious objects, as 
well as more recent work in Cognitive and Developmental Psychology, this paper will explore 
the particular qualities that allow certain items to remain a focus for human attention, despite 
geographical relocations across the globe and temporal relocations over centuries and even 
millennia. It will also argue for the fruitfulness of considering and exploring iconoclasm 
comparatively, as a ceremonial and material practice. 
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A Case Study of Domestic Objects and the Middle Anglo-Saxon Worldview: how 
thinking about artefact biography can help  archaeologists to access belief 

systems 

Alexandra Knox (University of  Reading), a.knox@reading.ac.uk 

This paper uses 7th-9th century Anglo-Saxon settlement evidence to illustrate the way in which 
very ‘every day’ material culture can help expand our understanding of a period of religious 
conversion and flux. 

When material culture is linked to religious belief or ritual practice in archaeology it is usually 
with reference to one of two explanations: an explicit connection to belief, such as the burial of 
an individual with grave-goods, or an ‘unusual’ expression in the archaeological record, 
interpreted as linked to ritual practice because no other explanation is forthcoming, an approach 
frequently critiqued (e.g. Morris 2011). Very infrequently is there any focus on the difficult 
process of examining ritual actions forming part of daily life. In recent years archaeologists have 
begun to think about the possibility that beliefs are not just expressed through ‘unusual’ ritual 
practices. Brück (1999) emphasised that ritual should not be considered irrational or separate 
from everyday ‘functional’ activity, indicating that the ordinary activity of daily life may be 
simultaneously directly linked to a belief system. Aspects such as settlement organisation, 
building orientation, organisation of waste, location of cemeteries and the curation of artefacts in 
both settlements and cemeteries have in ethnographic study all been shown to relate directly to 
the worldview of a people, and so a holistic, multi-layered approach must be incorporated into 
the examination of belief systems in archaeological study. 

In this paper the theoretical approach to ritual action in the archaeological record developed in 
my doctoral thesis (Knox 2012) is directly applied to items such as knives and weaving 
equipment. The biography of these artefacts within a settlement context and their direct 
relationship to the people of these settlements is examined through comparison with the burial 
record, illustrating the new possibilities for understanding the Anglo-Saxon worldview. 

Bruck, J. 1999. Ritual and rationality: some problems of interpretation in European archaeology. 
European Journal of Archaeology 2: 313–344.  
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On Religion, Materiality and Dead Human Bodies: lessons from Jeremy Bentham’s 
Auto-Icon 

Peter Pels (Leiden University), PELS@FSW.leidenuniv.nl 

The question of how we relate to human remains is a diagnostic one for material culture studies, 
because it upsets the concentration of the latter on artifacts. The inadequacy of the model of the 
artifact, and the necessity to think of materiality in broader terms, is demonstrated by a reflection 
on the phenomenology of Jeremy Bentham’s Auto-Icon, as it is displayed in the South Cloisters 
of University College London. Dead human bodies (and objects that resemble them, such as wax 
figures or certain photographs) always evoke a broader spectrum of human reactions than those 
evoked by artifacts, despite the tendency of secularists (like Bentham) to reduce them to dead 
matter. Instead, it can be shown that secularism in archaeology as well as anthropology is 
haunted by the religious reactions that human remains evoke. 
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Mediating the Ritual Body: rhythmic aspects of semiotic materiality in 
contemporary forms of Japanese mountain asceticism 

Tatsuma Padoan (Free University of Bozen & University of Venice), 
Tatsuma.Padoan@unibz.it 

The aim of this paper is to reconsider the role of materiality and body in ritual activity, through 
(1) a critique of the dichotomy “material/immaterial” commonly adopted in the social sciences, 
and (2) an analysis of how the use of clothing and tools in rituals could be considered as a 
specific language, appropriated by the practitioners in order to articulate and transform identities, 
intersubjective relationships, and the world around them. 

Studies in material culture tend to criticize the classical dualism between subjects and objects, but 
still rely upon a misleading division between immaterial values – the semiotic domain of 
meanings and symbolic languages – and the so-called material values – domain of “hard facts” 
pertaining e.g. to economics and history. In contrast to this, scholars as Law (2007) and Latour 
(2005) have advanced a theory of material semiotics – the Actor-Network-Theory – which 
adopts a notion of materiality articulated as a discourse, not necessarily verbal (Fontanille 2006). 

I will address these issues by exploring a particular case of contemporary mountain asceticism in 
Japan, the Shugendō movement or “The Way to Ascetic Powers”, which completely overcomes 
a division between material and immaterial – being based on doctrinal and cosmological tenets 
not separate from religious practice, but inscribed in material equipment, icons and props, and 
activated by ritual gestures. Drawing from ethnographic data collected on fieldwork in 2008 and 
2009, I will analyse the performance of ritual invocations connected to a particular pilgrimage 
route – the Katsuragi nijūhasshuku kyōzuka, or “The Twenty-Eight Sūtra Burial Mounds” of 
Katsuragi mountain range, in central Japan – involving ascetics from the Shugendō temple 
Tenpōrinji on the top of Mt. Kongō (1125 m). More specifically, I will consider rhythm as a key 
concept to understand how material agency is activated, i.e. as an active mediator which 
articulates and connects together human and nonhuman bodies during ritual performance. This 
will lead to a radical redefinition of ritual body, rooted in the investigation of the fully semiotic 
dimension of materiality. 
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Wax, wood and miracles: material records of religious experience in Renaissance 
Italy 

Mary Laven (University of Cambridge), mrl25@cam.ac.uk 

Since antiquity, people have recorded moments of divine intervention in their lives by leaving 
votive objects at religious shrines. In particular, there is a very long (and ongoing) tradition of 
offering anatomical models of eyes, ears, breasts limbs etc. in recognition of a healing located in 
a specific part of the body. In Renaissance Italy, anatomical votive objects – usually sculpted in 
wax – remained popular, but they had to compete with several other votive trends, including life-
size wax portraits (fully outfitted) and small paintings on wooden boards depicting miracles. This 
paper will assess these votive choices and seek to cast light on the material dimensions of 
religious experience during the Italian Renaissance. 
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Communally Constructed Vocabularies of Commemoration in Nineteenth Century 
Cemeteries  

Matilda Duncker (University College  London), matilda.duncker.09@ucl.ac.uk 

Discussions of death in the nineteenth century often follow a narrative of increasing 
secularisation, with the development of cemeteries envisaged as both evidence for, and causative 
of, this secularisation. The landscapes within which commemoration increasingly took place are 
construed, in such a narrative, as an abandonment of religious frameworks of practice and 
significance, as cemeteries adopted patterns of paths and trees that fostered experiences much 
closer to visiting parklands than sacred precincts. 

This overlooks, however, the extent to which cemeteries continued to be structured around 
religious distinctions, with Anglican and Nonconformist sections sitting alongside one another in 
various attitudes, sometimes in architectural and spatial harmony, sometimes as if everybody 
involved would prefer them to be separate. 

Such a narrative also fails to recognise that the initial laying out of a cemetery represented only 
the beginning of the construction of the landscape, which, because of the continual erection of 
monuments was a communal creation, always emergent, never ‘done’. This continuing 
communal construction was, it is argued, largely framed by religious beliefs and experiences of 
religious distinction. 
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The Role of Material Culture in the Ritual Practice of Prehistoric Malta  

Caroline Malone (Queen's University Belfast), c.malone@qub.ac.uk & Simon Stoddart 
(University of  Cambridge), ss16@hermes.cam.ac.uk 

Prehistoric Malta offers one of the best preserved examples of active material culture in early 
ritual practice. Two worlds of ritual practice, one of life, and one of death, were sustained for at 
least one thousand years (c.3600 - 2400 BC). The recent excavation of one (death) can now be 
linked to the re-excavation in the archives of another (life). Both can be located in well preserved 
three dimensional space. Some material symbols were shared and others specific to particular 
locations.  
 
The paper will attempt a reconstruction of the active liturgy of this ritual practice, including its 
closure in c 2400 BC. New data may be available by the time of the delivery of the paper on the 
temporality of ritual action, and a programme will also be briefly presented to investigate the 
underlying sustainability and demise of the exceptional monumentality which formed the 
theatrical scenery of ritual action. 
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Style and Sanctuaries: what role did sanctuaries play in the cultural interactions 
between communities in Thrace and Greece during the Iron Age? 

Bela Dimova (University of Cambridge), bd283@cam.ac.uk 

Sanctuaries often operate as 'middle grounds' where cultural and economic exchange happens. 
By providing safe places, or guaranteeing a fair deal by reference to a divine power, sanctuaries 
can facilitate a variety of material and 'immaterial' connections. The coastal sanctuaries at Pyrgi 
and Gravisca are examples par excellence, where people from across the Mediterranean mingle, 
and religious and economic practices share space. 

In Iron Age Thrace, one hypothesis is that sanctuaries are positioned along a trade route 
connecting inner Thrace and the North Aegean via the West Rhodope mountains (Гоцев 2005, 
p.65). Building upon this idea, I will examine what role the sanctuaries might have played in the 
intensifying cultural interactions between communities in Thrace and Greece.  

This paper will review the state of research in the area, and discuss a specific group of material – 
the Tsepina style pottery. Tsepina pottery stands out by its elaborate geometric decoration and 
its predominant association with sanctuaries in the west Rhodope. So far the elaborate designs 
have been analysed as chronological indicators, ethnic markers, and 'symbols'. But can we 
establish how people manipulated material culture at these sanctuaries, and to what end - to 
create shared experiences for the community, to foster trust between strangers, or other? In what 
ways might the ceramics have mediated religious knowledge and social relations? 
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How Defensive? A look at the ritualisation of hillfort 'defences' in Iron Age Britain  

Georgie Peters (University of Cambridge), gp377@cam.ac.uk 

Although many people see material culture as the study of artefacts, in Iron Age Britain one of 
the most prolific forms of evidence we have today in the archaeological record is the class of 
hillforts spread across the land – they are material culture on a landscape-wide monumental 
scale, and should not be overlooked. In the late 1980s, hillfort studies in Britain experienced a 
paradigm shift when scholars started to question whether the appellation “fort” was entirely 
truthful – were hillforts actually built with defensive purposes in mind? It is now fairly well 
established that some hillforts were not defensive, and instead a ritual purpose has been 
postulated. I will be looking at the evidence proposed to support this claim, as well as the 
ritualization of hillforts that are defensive, through examination of the artefacts found at these 
sites, and compared to Iron Age society as a whole. The overwhelming conclusion is that the 
religious and the mundane cannot be wholly separated; even sites that are purported to be 
religious contain evidence for everyday activities, and even the most defensive forts have an 
aspect of religion. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


