Points of View in Romanesque Sculpture:
The Cluniac Group

Willicm Travis

The most enduring definition of the aesthetics of Ro-
manesque sculpture was advanced over two generations ago by
Henri Focillon (1931).' This theory, known in English as the
"laws of frame and plane,” interprets Romanesque sculpture as
an arl inseparable from its architectural support: the frame
dictates the shape of the image, while the plane precludes any
continuity with the space of the viewer. Expanding on this
notion, Jurgis Baltru aitis (1931) deduced a number of simple
motifs which supposedly inform all Romanesque composi-
tions.” Louis Grodecki (1978), another student of Focillon's,
characterized Romanesque sculpture as an art of frontality.”
According to this mode of interpretation, then, sculpture of this
period was conceived in terms of images hieratically fixed to the
stone; each work was designed to be seen from a single angle *

In this paper, [ will propose a different reading of Ro-
manesque aesthetics, based on a group of sculptures in which
several vantage points were considered. This phenomenon of
"points of view"—i.¢., the various angles from which sculpture
was designed to be seen—is usually associated with Manner-
ism; more recently, ithas been extended to Gothic production as
well.* In my opinion, the phenomenon was already present in
the Romanesque period, however surprising this may seem in
light of the prevailing theories on Romanesque sculpture.

I will concentrate on sculptures from the Cluniac group. As
used in this essay, the term "Cluniac” designates only that style
associated with the celebrated eight choir capitals of Cluny. In
my view, the major exponents of this manner, apart from Cluny
itsell (e.g., ambulatory and nave facade), were Montceaux-
I'Etoile (nave facade), Perrecy-les-Forges (nave facade), Saint-
Bamard of Romans (two capitals in the nave), Vézelay (lateral
portals of nave facade, especially), and Saint-Vincent of Mécon
(varous fragments in the Musée des Ursulines). Sculptural
activity at these sites extended over several generations, par-
ticularly at Cluny, Vézelay, and Mécon, but the period of the
choir capitals and their shop can be situated ¢. 1115-1135."
Rather than discuss each site separately, I will proceed by type,
examining each of the major sculptural fields (capitals, con-
soles, tympana, and lintels).” The Cluniac group is the best
example 1 know of sustained experimentation with points of
view in monumental sculpture. It needs to be stressed at the
outset that it was not the only group to explore this acsthetic.

Points of view never became as widespread a phenomenon
in Romanesque sculpture as the "laws of frame and plane:” but
they help nuance our view of the complexity of Romanesque
style. The aim of this article is thus two-fold: to offer new

insights into the aesthetics of Romanesque sculpture and in so
doing to contribuie to our knowledge of a major group (Cluny
and its circle).

Three Principal Views. Before analyzing points of view iIn
Romanesque sculpture, it is first necessary to summarize the
system this phenomenon overturned. A characteristic example
is provided by a capital from Saint-Lazare of Autun (Sadne-et-
Loire) representing Two Virtues and Two Vices (south nave
arcade, pier 6. east face; Figures 1-2). Though the boasting
(épannelage) establishes three sides, all sculptured, each side
functions independently of the other two. The major axes are
defined by the elongated figures of Largiias and Patientia at
either corner. Seen from the back, these figures are little more
than a simple vertical. The comer is a barrier: the integrity of
each side is absolute.

With points of view, the sculptural field was unified * One
of the most successful works with multiple viewpoints is the St.
Michael and the Devil console (nave facade, S.X1) from Vézelay
(Yonne; Figures 3-5)." Set at the corner and deeply undercut,
the archangel pivots around his own axis, presenting an always
changing view. The first, and predominant view, is the central
one (Figure 4): the second is defined by the direction roward
which the figure moves (Figure 3); the third view is defined by
thatdirection frem which the figure moves (Figure 5). Between
each there is a fluid transition. This triple viewpoint became
standard in the Cluniac group.

Anarthex capital from Perrecy-les-Forges (Satne-et-Loire}
provides a non-figurative example of the same method. Seen
frontally, the foliage appears stiff, but from the side it flows
(Figures 6-7). A standard derivative of the Corinthian has been
rethought; the principal stalks rotate around the edge of the
block, rather than defining a vertical where the two sides
intersect.’" A single form—in this case a leaf—can be read in
different ways according to the spectalor's position. As at
Vézelay, points of view unify the sculptural field by joining
sides which more commonly were treated as disparate units,""

The approach of both works is inherently sculptural, tum-
ing to advantage the point of greatest salience. For Wilhelm
Viige, this rethinking of the block in terms of projecting corners
constituted the most significant innovation of Gothic sculpture;
these Cluniac sculptures demonstrate, however, that the tech-
nigue was already practiced in a systematic way during the
Romanesque period.” In conception the engaged capital is no
longer a sculpture with three sides and two corners: instead, itis



a curved surface susceptible of representing continuous action,

Where a corner was not available, sculptors devised other
methods for enhancing visibility. The choir capitals of Cluny
(Sadne-et-Loire) show a characteristic solution in the adoption
of a deeply carved mandorla, creating a "stage" for figures
(Figure 8). Traditionally the mandorla was reserved for repre-
sentations of the theophany; at Cluny (capitals 4, 5, 7, 8),
however, it enframed various personifications whose meaning
continues to mystify scholars.”® In other words, the mandorla
was exploited for its artistic potential, even though this involved
the incorrect use of a symbol.

Similar in approach, though now iconographically correct,
is the tympanum of Moniceaux-I'Etoile, where the rotating
Christ in a deep stage looks suspiciously like a borrowing from
a Cluny choir capital (Figures 9-10). The mandorla made high
relief possible even on otherwise flat surfaces.

Other solutions were found for lintels." At Perrecy-les-
Forges the lintel was carved as a half-concave (en demi-cuvette)
{Figure 11). This created a deep base, or platform, for the
figures, allowing them to twist and turn in the prescribed triple-
viewpoint method. Reinforcing this effect, various conversa-
tional groups link figures across space. Bodies turn in one
direction, heads in another; figures work equally well whether
seen from the right, the left, or head-on.

The working methods of the time underline the achieve-
ment of this new technique. For work executed aprés la pose,
i.e., after emplacement, the crafisman approached a piece at eye
level, but did so without compensating for the changed perspec-
tive from the ground. For sculpture carved avant la pose, the
sculptor was obliged to lean over his work; only after comple-
tion would it be set at eye level. Renaissance and later artists, by
contrast, placed their blocks on a high table, allowing them to
attack a piece from the same perspective it would enjoy once in
situ.”® Whether the decoration was executed avant or aprés la
pase, then, Romanesque sculptors attacked their blocks at an
angledifferent from that accessible to the spectator. With points
of view—effective only if the observer's position is taken into
account—this indifference vis-a-vis the audience began to
change.

COrigins. Various roots for this transformation can be suggested.
The sculpture of Classical and Early Christian Antiguity offered
aready model as the only major precedent for a craft with a short
history. The abundant cult statues of Burgundy may, for in-
stance, have furnished a paradigm for images observable in the
round." Among relief sculptures, an Early Christian "imago”
sarcophagus discovered near Arles provides a parallel for
Perrecy-les-Forges, with its high salience and twisting figures
(Figures 11-12). Suchevidenceis consistent with the classicism
of Burgundian art, ¢.g., al Saint-Lazare of Autun, where both
the architecture and the large-scale nude of Eve recall ancient
maodels.”” These similarities do not, however, establish a direct
or exclusive reliance on ancient art. For instance, two of the
most classicizing regions of Romanesque Europe, Tuscany and
Provence, were largely untouched by the phenomenon of points

of view,

A more immediate connection survives in the conventions
of Romanesque sculpture. For instance, "heraldic” capitals,
i.e., compositions in which identical images intersect to form a
new one at the center, had two vantage points by definition. This
approach represents a first step toward overturning the pre-
dominant "one side-one scene” of Romanesque sculpture; it is
still far, though, from points of view. A comparison between
Cluniac and non-Cluniac capitals may clarify this point. In a
capital from Saint-Rustice (Haute-Garonne), for example, both
sides are identical; the image is immaobile; two creatures merge
into a new, composite one (Figure 13). The views are limited
and rigidly fixed: either strictly frontal for each side or ata forty-
five degree angle for the corners. At Vézelay, by contrast, each
side was differentiated; the figure was conceived as moving in
space (Figures 3-5). Transitions are fluid; each view gives more
information about the figure; images turn within the block."”

Another possible source is Mosan metalwork. In works
such as the font of Renier of Huy (1107-18) or the foot of the
cross of Saint-Bertin(c. 1 170-80), the human figure has become
an organic whole, conceived in the round, and successful from
several points of view (Figure 14).” Indeed, metalwork pro-
duced by the lost-wax method, a technigue of modelling wax
prototypes, was three-dimensional from its inception. Portable
pieces can also be picked up and examined from different
angles.

In manuseript illumination as well—not to mention stained
glass, frescoes, and the other arts—violently contorted figures
present a wealth of postures, juxtaposed to heighten the sense
of excitement and variety.® With sculpture, artists were now
able to realize these poses in three dimensions, within the same
figure.

Inmy view the crucial parallel is with Burgundy, homeland
of the Cluniac style. The tympana of La Charité-sur-Loire
(MNitvre; Transfiguration tympanum), with its stepped-back
panels: of Donzy-le-Pré (Nidvre), with its deep proscenium; of
Saint-Vincent of Mécon (Satne-et-Loire), withits five superim-
posed registers carved en demi-cuvetie; of Montceaux-1'"Etoile,
with its carving en cuvette; of Avallon (Yonne), with its flat
ground. suggest so many approaches to the problem of relief.
This rethinking of the ground bears witness to an interest in
creating a stage for multi-directional figures.

Other Burgundian sculptors devised "all-over” composi-
tions in which figures uncoil across the capital. The best-known
example is the "acrobat” from Anzy-le-Duc (Sadne-et-Loire).
There is no triple viewpoint perse, but the stasis of a fixed view
has been overturned. A shop which Neil Stratford has centered
around Neuilly-en-Donjon ( Allier) specialized in such "serpen-
tine creatures,”

The calligraphic quality of Burgundian sculpture may have
favored the development of points of view, too, by transforming
the flowing line into a three-dimensional mass. Other regional
"schools” excelled in this agitated calligraphy, as seen, for
instance, in the trumeau of Souillac (Lot) or the apse capitals of
WVigeois (Corréze). In Cluniac sculpture, however, the pattern



does not lie on the surface, but penetrates the stone,

Chranology. A chronology of points of view remains elusive,
though arough outline can perhaps be attempted. Several of the
“preconditions” alluded to above, such as hieratic capitals, the
calligraphic treatment of line, and an experimentation with
grounds were all known, it would seem, by the eleventh cen-
tury. The flourishing of the Cluniac shop, ¢. 1115-35, com-
bined with the evidence of Mosan metalwork (e, g., Renier's font
of 1107-18), suggesi that points of view, as a conscious and
coherent system, began in the early-twelfth century.

In this first generation, the adoption of points of view
appears to have been somewhat haphazard. On the nave facade
of Vézelay (usually dated after 1120), forinstance, they affected
some figures (console §.XI, among others), but not others,”
Over time they became increasingly schematized, as on the
narthex facade of Charlieu (usually dated about mid-twelfith
century; Figure 15). * In the lintel and capitals of the majestas
demini portal, the multidimensionality of figures decreases on
approaching the center. The roundest forms are the foliate
capitals, followed by the figures of King David and John the
Baptist in the outer jamb, King Boso with St. Stephen (7} and
Bishop Ratbert with 5t. Fortunatus (7) in the inner jamb, and
finally the apostles in the lintel proper.”” The arrangement,
strictly symmetrical, implies a degree of foresight in organizing
the relief.

Points of view also affected the production of other re-
gions; but to the best of my knowledge only in the sculpture of
Western France can anything comparable to the Cluniac devel-
opment be found. The archivolt sculptures of Blasimon
(Girondeand Saint-Aubin of Angers (Maine-et-Loire) provide
two notable examples.

The genealogy of points of view can be traced further 1o
the early Gothic sculpture of Senlis (west portal archivolts; c.
11704, Reims (archivolt of the "porte romane;” ¢. 1180), and
beyond.” In works such as the Last Judgment pillar of Stras-
bourg (¢, 1230) and Claus Sluter's Moses Well from the
charterhouse of Champmol (1395-1405)—where freely articu-
lated figures were loosened from their architectural support—
points of view had their richest expression in medieval art. To
derive from this, however, alinear descent from Cluny to Gothic
sculpture requires a leap of faith that the current state of
knowledge does not support.™

Conclusion. At this juncture, it is possible to advance prelimi-
mary conclusions as to the sources, method, and original recep-
tion of a little-known phenomenon.

Various roots were proposed here, both in ancient and
contemporary art (Romanesque sculpture, Mosan metalwork,
and Burgundian developments). With points of view, these
elements fused to creale a new aesthetic. Despite their many
continuities, however, Burgundian and Cluniac sculpture were
nol synonymous, as shown in the contrast between Autun and
Vezelay (Figures 1-5). This dichotomy is all the more siriking
as Gislebertus of Autun probably trained in a Cluniac atelier.

Furthermore, many of the sculptural ensembles displaying points
of view (e.g.. Vézelay) do so in a sporadic way. On the other
hand, points of view also occur in different regions, such as
Western France. Therefore, the phenomenon is neither unique
to a single workshop tradition, nor consistent within that tradi-
tion. It developed in the early-twelfth century in a Cluniac
context, with Burgundian roots, but had parallel manifestations
elsewhere whose interrelationships and chronology remain un-
clear.

As has been seen, all architectural members were subjectto
innovative reinterpretations of their functions. Consoles and
capitals were attacked from an angle, lintels and tympana were
hollowed out: in every instance the ground was transformed.
This transformation was accompanied by an animation of
figures which resulted in constant reorientations of direction. If
we think of the sculptured surface as a picture plane, the figure
depicted is always turned at an angle to us, captured in mid-
movement. A basic formula of three principle views was de-
vised. The type of architectural support affected the images'
visibility: figures carved at the corner of a capital allowed for a
wider arc of vision than those on a single side.

Points of view also offer a new way of assessing the
relationship between the work of art and its audience. Overthe
past decade, reception theory has attracted considerable atten-
tion among medievalists.™ The phenomenon studied here ex-
pands on the type of evidence produced, by introducing argu-
ments of a technical nature; at the same time, it shifts the focus
by examining the methods emploved by the creator toreach his
audience.

The principal precondition for points of view may indeed
be the changed status of the artist, no longer a craftsman, but a
professional. Subjectively, this can be sensed in the subtlety of
form, the gradations in relief, or the mastery of composition,
among other features. The emergence of the professional sculp-
tor is also consistent with a broader historical context in its
reflection of the division of labor, arguably the signal achieve-
ment of the Romanesque period.*  In this light the virtuosity
implicit in points of view can be interpreted as the product of a
different type of worker.

Corresponding to this new sculptor was a new observer; the
"virtuoso” found his counterpart in the "connoisseur.” *# Thus
the implications for the spectator must be addressed. too.
Despite the emotional power of much Romanesgue sculpture,
there is nothing in the sculpture itself which invites a viewer to
approach it from different angles. The standpoint is dictated
from the outsel. Poinis of view elicit a more participatory
response from the spectator, who had to circulate around the
image to comprehend it fully.

Indeed, no art was more public than sculpture, particularly
the church portals designed to reach the whole community.
Manuscript illumination, by contrast, was the preserve of the
few. Church treasures were available to all. but on rare occa-
sions. Frescoes, mosaic, and stained glass were also eminently
public. When images were possessed by spirits good or evil,
however, they tended 1o be sculptures—doubitless because,



being more corporeal, they seemed more lifelike.™ Sculpture
braved even the Bible in its injunction against idolatry ("non
facies tibi sculprile,” in the Vulgate's wording of the Second
Commandment, Ex. 20:4).

The appeal of sculpture was thus immediate and public to
an extent no other art could rival.® Points of view reflect this
cultural context by directly engaging the audience in the act of
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Lescuyer. 1971} 52.

On the iconography of these figures, see Zink, 77T

Pierre Dubourg-Noves, Guyenne romare (La Pierre-qui-vire: Zodiague,
15469 300 danes Blasimen to e, 1160-T0. Jacgues Mallet, L'art ronsan e
Vancien Anjou (Paris: Picard, 1984) 146 dates Angers 1o ¢, 1130
Whether these pieces were infleenced by Burgundian sculpture—as
suggested by their "starched folds” and sineous line—remains an open
question. If so, points of view may have been imported, too, Onthe other
hand, it is possible there was no direct influence, only a set of similar
conditions. For instance, the placement of figures on archivolts, i, at
a corner, recalls the Cluniac approach to capitals. Other examples of
points of view outside Burgundy include the Three Maries capital of
Mozac (Puy-de-Ddme) and several capitals from Nazareth.

The dates given here for Senlis, Reims, and Strasbowrg are adopted from
Saverlinder, Govhic Sculpture.

Kenneth J. Conant, Carolingian and Remanesqgue Architecture 800 to
1200, Pelican History of Art. 2nd ed. (revised) (Harmondsworth: Pen-
guin, 1987) 185ff made a similar claim for the Cluniac roots of Gothic
architecture,

Denis Grivot and George Zamecki, Gislebernis: Scalptor af Aunin
(London: Trianon, 1961) [74f; Saulnier and Stratford, 34, 1721

Majar comributions to the literature of medicval art and its public include
Hans Belting, Pax Bild wnd sein Publitum im Mivelalier: Form wnd
Funklion frither Bildtafeln der Passion (Berlin: Mann, 1981); and
Michael Camille, The Gothic fdol: Ideology and Image-making in
Medieval Art (Cambridge: Cambridge UF, 1989). For Romanesgue
sculpiure, more specifically, see Walter Cahn. "Romanesque Sculpiure
and the Spectator,” in The Romanesque Frieze and its Speetator, Lincoln
Symposium Papers, ed. Deborah Kahn (London: Miller, 1992}, 44-6(0,

CF. Jacgues Le Goff, "Mé&tiers licites et métiers illicites dans 1'Oceident
médiéval,” in id, o e avcre moven dge: temps, travail ef cultire en
Ceeident, Bibliothéque des Histoires (Paris: Gallimard, 1977) 97 (origi-
nally published in Erdes historigues, Annales de 'Ecole des Hawtes
Emudes de Gand 5, 41-37);: "Une révalution économique et sociale se
produit dans 1'Occident chrétien [entre le Xle et le XIITe sitcle], dont
l'essor urbain est le sympidme le plus écltant, et la division du travail
l'aspect le plus important.” The rise of the professional sculplor has yet
1o be studied in a systematic way by art historans,

Cf. the comments of Theophifus in his De Diversis Arribus (preface to
book three), cited and discussed in Conrad Rudolph, The "Things of
Greater fmportance”: Bernard of Clatrvanc's Apologia amnd the Medi-
eval Attitude Toward Are (Philadelphia; U of Pennsylvania P, 1990) 66:
"For the human eye is nod able (o consider on what work first (o fix s
gaee: il it looks at the ceilings, they glow like brocades: if it considers the
walls, they are a likeness of paradise; if it regands the profusion of light
from the windows, it marvels at the inestimable beauty of the glass and
the variety of the most precious crafismanship.” Also see Meyer Schapiro,
"On the Acsthetic Amtitude in Romanesque Ar,” in Art amd Thonughs:
fxsued in Honor of D, Amanda K. Coomaraswamy on the Occasion af
His 70eh Birthdery, ed. K. Bharatha Iver (London: Luzac, 1947) 130-150.

A systematic study of possessed statues in Romanesque Europe has yer
to be made. The phenomenon, better known in Byzantium, was recently
examined by Liz James, "Gods, Demons, and Antique Statues in Byzan-
tine Constantinope.” CAA Convention, Seattle, Feb. 1993,

On sculpture as public art, see Willibald Saverlinder, "Romanesque
Sculpture in its Architectural Context," in The Remanesqgie Frieze 16-
43,



Figure 1, Autun, Saint-Lazare; south nive arcade, pier 6, east face (frontal).
Two Virees and Two Vices.

Figure 2. Autun, Saint-Lazare: south nave arcade, pier .
east face (from left). Two Virtues and Two Vices.
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Figure 3; Viézelay: nave facade, 5.X1 Saint Michacl
and the Devil,

Figure 4. Vézelay: nuve facade, 5.X1{comer view).
Saint Michael and the Devil,

Figure 5. Vézelay: nave facade, 5.X1 (from
rear). Saint Michael and the Devil,






Figure 9. Montcednx-1"Etoile: tympanum (fron-  Figure 10, Monteeaux-1"Etoile: tympanum {from

tal). Ascension of Christ, Detail. left). Ascension of Christ. Detail.

Figure 11, Perrecy-les-Forges: lintel (from abeve), Betrayalof Christ Arrest), Figure 12, Arles, Musée d'art chrétien: “Imago™ sarcophagus. Detail.
Detaal.

Figure 13, Saint-Rustice: apse capital.



Figure 14. Renier of Huy, Baptismal font
(Ligge, Saint-Barthélemy), John baptizing
the publican. Detail,

Figure 15. Charlieu: narthex porial. Majestas domini, apostles, King David, John the Baptist. King Boso. St Stephen?, Bishop Ratbert, St. Fortunatus?
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