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The soul never thinks without an image [phantasm].1 (Aristotle, De Anima, book III, chapter 7)

Зачем я лишь о том всё время думаю, как сделать, чтоб не думать ни о 
чём? Михаил Щербаков, ‘Интермедия 4’.2

Dated to the end of the eleventh century, and reworked in the fourteenth, the portable 
altar of Sainte Foy, now in the treasury of Conques, overwhelms the beholder with its 
sheer amount of stuff (plate 1). Likely refashioned from an earlier binding of a gospel 
book, the altar is framed with a wide border of gilded silver that contains ten enamel 
plaques. At each corner, cloisonné medallions figure evangelist symbols; at the top, a 
bust of Christ counterbalances the image of the paschal lamb inserted at the bottom; on 
the sides, enclosed into neat squares, are bust-length images of the Virgin, Sainte Foy, 
and two unknown saints.3 Translucent cabochons are nestled between the enamels, 
interlaced with a fine filigree pattern. The border encloses another frame, of punched 
metal, with three different designs, which fastens the filigreed frame to an alabaster 
panel that bears no representation whatsoever but foregrounds, instead, the natural 
pattern of veining and clouding. The working surface of the altar remains empty, all 
the more so because its originary colour is a transparent white. If the finely worked 
frame recalls John Ruskin’s admiring yet withering description of Gothic cathedral 
stonework as ‘the rude love of decorative accumulation’, the alabaster rectangle 
commands the beholder’s attention precisely because, in its ostensible visual lack, it is 
unlike all else that surrounds it.4

Although it has been nuanced, tempered, and complicated, Ruskin’s 
assessment remains insidious in the field of art history. The impulse to fill in 
visual lacunae is a trait frequently ascribed to later medieval imagery, which is 
regularly defined by its allegedly omnipresent horror vacui, or fear of empty space. 
Book margins teeming with grotesques, the profusion of sculpture on church 
portals, images colonizing road interstices on maps: all contribute to the collective 
conception of medieval art as a paragon of crowded spaces, which strives – with 
certain mindless insistence – to plug and veneer every possible gap by whatever 
means necessary, generating meanings through sheer profusion.5 But empty loci 
are many and multifarious in the visual culture of medieval Europe, and they 
invade its material universe persistently and exultantly. In particular, their patent 
indexing of the invisibility of God has piqued the interest of several scholars, some 
of whom, not surprisingly, singled out portable altars as potent sites of ontological 
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emptiness.6 Their gleaming tops made of porphyry, serpentine, alabaster, and 
marble, often framed with intricate metalwork, lend themselves particularly well 
to the study of emptiness.

Of course, the alabaster surface of the Sainte Foy altar is not really empty. It is, 
instead, aniconic, with absence as its semiotic predicate. Its milky surface, which 
bridges and exceeds images of God as Christ and a paschal lamb, not only suggests 
the unrepresentable presence of the divine, but also provides space for another 
species of this presence, bread and wine. Its very material indexes Christ, ‘the stone 
which the builders rejected […] made the head of the corner’ (Mark 12:1, cf. Matthew 
21:42, Luke 20:17) Simultaneously, the empty stone alludes to the empty tomb, 
recalling Christ’s absence in the sepulchre as a theological keystone of salvation. Its 

1 The portable altar of Sainte 
Foy, late eleventh century, 
reworked in the fourteenth 
century, Conques, France. 
Alabaster, gilded silver, 
gems, enamel, 28 × 20 cm. 
Conques: Abbey of Sainte 
Foy, Treasury. Photo: Erich 
Lessing/Art Resource, NY.
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nature as an enduring mineral, too, conveys what Jeffrey Jerome Cohen has termed 
‘a thickness of time’, which ‘triggers the vertigo of inhuman scale’ and puts our 
anthropocentric scopic regimes to shame.7 But the materiality of the alabaster itself 
is also significative: when initially quarried, it is malleable and supple – and, like 
the more rarefied ivory, it warms to the touch.8 The veining in the stone enlivens 
it, suggesting arterial flow pulsing beneath pale flesh. But the streaks also suggest 
erasure, an image wiped off: the replacement of God’s corporeal body, no longer 
visible, by mere trace.

2 Jeremiah, from Eustache 
Deschamps, Le Double 
lay de fragilité humaine/
Lotario dei Segni, De miseria 
humanae conditionis, 1383, 
Paris, France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm. Paris: 
Bibliothèque nationale de 
France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 5r). 
Photo: BnF.
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Indeed, because all emptiness bears traces – visual, cognitive, material – it often 
functions as a footprint of its makers and beholders, of their viewing practices, of 
their sensorium. Such traces constitute the subject of this article, which seeks to 
explore empty images, images that treat absence as a generative presence. My concern 
here is parchment, which – unlike the stone of portable altars – does not only index 
a body but is also made from a body, a generative object par excellence. Any blank space 
on parchment is implicated in the substance of the exposed, rubbed, or cut skin: an 
implication that has far-reaching consequences for the construction of emptiness. 
Parchment, as the bodily substance, spans a broad semiotic spectrum, from the late 
medieval elision of Christ’s skin and parchment, especially favoured in Middle English 
literature, to Peter Comestor’s comparison between libri pergamenum and the devotee’s 
heart; to the baseness of the matter – ‘a stack of dead animal parts produced from and 
at the expense of animals’, to quote Bruce Holsinger.9 As a body, it awaits inscription, 
physical or cognitive, in image or word.

I take, as a point of departure, the fourteenth-century manuscript of Eustache 
Deschamps’s Le double lay de la fragilité humaine (1383).10 The book is a royal commission, a 
translation and poetic adaptation of Lotario dei Segni’s masterwork De miseria condicionis 

3 Sorrows of birth, from 
Eustache Deschamps, Le 
Double lay de fragilité humaine/
Lotario dei Segni, De miseria 
humanae conditionis, 1383, 
Paris, France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
8v). Photo: BnF.

4 A man and a tree, from 
Eustache Deschamps, Le 
Double lay de fragilité humaine/
Lotario dei Segni, De miseria 
humanae conditionis, 1383, 
Paris, France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
9v). Photo: BnF.
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humane.11 Written in the late twelfth century by the future Pope Innocent III, this 
contemptus mundi tract unfavourably compared human to vegetal nature, contrasting, 
for example, ‘flowers, foliage, and fruit’ produced by trees with ‘nits and lice and 
worms’ produced by human beings.12 In commenting on Job’s words ‘I was conceived 
in iniquities, and in sins did my mother conceive me’, the none-too-cheerful text 
underscores the multitude of depravities inherent in humanity: ‘Not in one such 
sin, not in one such transgression, but in many sins and in many transgressions: in 

5 The unrepresentable, 
from Eustache Deschamps, 
Le Double lay de fragilité 
humaine/Lotario dei Segni,  
De miseria humanae 
conditionis, 1383, Paris, 
France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm. Paris: 
Bibliothèque nationale de 
France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 7v). 
Photo: BnF.
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[woman’s] own transgressions and sins, in the transgressions and sins of others.’13 
Deschamps, a great moralizer in his own right, translated the treatise into vernacular, 
here accompanied by the original Latin text, had it illustrated, and presented it to the 
young Charles VI.

6 Ascension, from the 
Sacramentary of Hugues 
II (the Nevers Pontifical), 
1013–66, Nevers, France. 
Parchment, 33.5 × 22.7 cm. 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. lat. 17333, fol. 
233v). Photo: BnF.

7 Creation ex nihilo, 
the Genesis initial, from 
Biblia Veteris Testamenti, 
c. 1263, Kaisheim(?), 
Germany. Parchment, 
42.5 × 31 cm. Munich: 
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek 
München (Ms. Clm. 28169, 
fol. 5r). Photo: Bayerische 
Staatsbibliothek München.
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In attributing the manuscript’s drawings to the 
Parisian illuminator Pierre Remiet, Michael Camille 
drew attention to the illustrator’s affinity for leaving 
entire swathes of parchment blank.14 Of the twenty-
four folios, only twenty carry verses. Folio 4v shows 
the presentation: the kneeling poet proffers the 
young king and his two bodyguards a hefty volume 
– heftier certainly than the little booklet wherein the 
miniature is found. Two-thirds of the page are left 
blank, a portent of what is to come. Indeed, because 
of the manuscript’s layout – each folio is divided in 
half vertically, with the rather tiny Latin text on the 
right side and Deschamps’s verses and many images 
inscribed on the left – the right side of most pages is 
haunted by absences, by parchment left bare. The eye 
is taunted by these gaps, which are underscored by 
the assiduously completed line fillers that streamline 
the text. Blankness similarly troubles the copious 
miniatures themselves. The first image shows 
Jeremiah in a half-empty landscape (plate 2); a human 
birth takes place in a desolate void, unalleviated by the 
trees that provide some backdrop for the nearby birth 
of a colt (plate 3); a comparison between a man and 
an upside-down tree is placed in a vast nothingness 
(plate 4). Not incidentally, Camille pointed out this 
artist’s mastery of ‘half-empty horror’, although he, 
too, found surprising the pair of carefully outlined 
but unpopulated frames on folio 7v, barren even of the 
exquisite if spare vine scrolls that grow out of other 
drawings (plate 5).

Such framed emptiness has a considerable history 
in medieval art, although, as in the case of the Sainte 
Foy altar, it tends to appear in liturgical contexts. For 
example, the framed square in the eleventh-century 
Sacramentary of Hugues II (plate 6) introduces the 
section on Christ’s Ascension: the only one of its kind 
in the book, it seems to affirm the final withdrawal 
of Christ’s body from view, the ultimate loss of God’s 
material visibility.15 The ‘disappearing Christ’ of 
other eleventh-century codices, characterized by 
partial visibility – upper half obscured by clouds, 
legs or feet still on the terrestrial plain – has vanished 
completely, with only the materiality of the empty 
parchment space indexing corporeal loss as much as 
it does spiritual gain.16 Positioned in the middle of 
the manuscript – in the middle of a section, in fact – 
preceded and followed by other frames that do contain 
images, this square is no less a figuration than others: 
not a sloppy lacuna, not an unfinished representation, 
but a palpable, intellectually fertile absence. So is 
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the remarkable ‘I’ initial that opens the book of Genesis in the thirteenth-century 
Kaisheim Bible (plate 7).17 Flanked by other medallions that teem with images, placed 
directly below the Creator, himself painted against the rich gold background, the 
non-image refuses even the veneer of gold, which would risk reflecting the viewers’ 
faces as they peer in. The emptiness, compromised only by the ruled lines on the 
other side of the folio, is absorbent and generative: it is the place where and from 
which anything can happen: it waits for God’s act of creation ex nihilo. Because of the 
ruling, the words seen through, and the adjacent text inscribed on the equally naked 
parchment, the emptiness seems to await the inscription of the very Verbum that was 
at the beginning and that was God – the Genesis, in other words, in John’s retelling.18 
On the one hand, the fleshliness of the parchment points to that other act of creation, 
of the Word made flesh (John 1:14), its emptiness anticipatory of the acceptance of 
the Word. On the other hand, the blank space indexes a dual possibility of creation, 
disputed so hotly by theologians: creation out of nothing and the generation and 
shaping of creation out of pre-existent matter.19 Either possibility admits the concept 
of an incipient idea, about to be made, formed and shaped: it is the space of the 
imaginary and the imaginative, the power of which held a central place in later 
medieval ontological debates.

This is precisely the space delineated in Deschamps’s book, which, however, 
eschews the essentially uncomplicated theological discourse that informs non-
images of Creation (the incipient appearance of earth from the void) and Ascension 
(the ultimate disappearance of Christ from view), explicated by the very text they 
accompany. No such explication is furnished either by the verses of Le double lay or by 
Innocent’s original text. In fact, although they have been linked to the beginning of 

8 The unrepresentable I, 
from Eustache Deschamps, Le 
Double lay de fragilité humaine/
Lotario dei Segni, De miseria 
humanae conditionis, 1383, 
Paris, France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
7v). Photo: BnF.

9 The unrepresentable II, 
from Eustache Deschamps,  
Le Double lay de fragilité 
humaine/Lotario dei Segni,  
De miseria humanae 
conditionis, 1383, Paris, 
France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
7v). Photo: BnF.
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Deschamps’s fifth chapter on the tainted ‘double conception’ of humanity in seed and 
in nature, the framed spaces are positioned to refer to the Latin original more so than 
to its poetic paraphrase, which moreover appears in the sixth chapter of the poem. The 
first square (plate 8) is immediately followed by Innocent’s discussion on the three vices 
that corrupt the soul:

 Hec tria vicia contrahuntur ex carne corrupta per tres naturales 
illecebras. In carnali quippe commercio rationis sopitur intuitus, 
ut ignorantia seminetur, libidinis irritatur pruritus, ut iracundia 
provocetur; voluptatis satiatur affectus, ut concupiscentia contrahatur. 
Hic tirannus carnis, lex membrorum, fomes peccati, langor nature, 
pabulum mortis, sine quo nullus moritur; quod quandoque transit reatu, 
semper tamen remanet actu.

 These three vices are contracted from the corrupt flesh through three fleshly 
enticements. For in fleshly intercourse the clarity of reason is lulled to sleep, 
so that ignorance is begotten; the heat of desire is stimulated so that anger is 
propagated; the desire for pleasure is satiated, so that lust is produced. This is 
the tyrant of the flesh, the law of the bodily members, the kindling wood of 
sin, the weakness of nature, the nourishment of death, without which no one 
is born, without which no one dies; but if at any time it passes away in terms 
of culpability, it still remains in terms of potentiality.20

The second empty space (plate 9) hangs below Innocent’s comment on humanity’s 
predestination to sin and die:

 ‘Si enim dixerimus, quia peccatum non habemus, nos ipsos seducimus et 
veritas in nobis non est.’ O gravis neccessitas et infelix conditio: antequam 
peccemus, peccato astringimur, et antequam delinquamus, delicto tenemur. 
‘Per unum hominem in hunc mundum peccatum intravit, et per peccatum in 
omnes homines mors pertransiit.’21

 ‘For if we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth 
is not in us.’ O grievous necessity and unhappy condition: before we 
sin, we are bound by sin; and before we transgress, we are held fast by 
transgression. ‘By one man sin entered into this world, and by sin death 
passed upon all men.’

The excerpts are from the third chapter of the first part of De miseria that discusses 
the ‘duplex concepcio’ of humanity and specifically juxtaposes the three vices to 
the ‘three natural forces: the rational to distinguish between good and evil, the 
irascible to reject evil, the appetitive to desire good’.22 The vices corrupt these 
virtuous forces: ignorance squashes rationality; anger destroys the ability to reject 
evil and instead makes one reject the good; and lust converts the appetitive power 
so that it desires to sin. Deschamps’s verses, no less morbid than the musings 
of Pope Innocent, run all the way down the left side of the page and provide 
another side of the textual frame for the empty squares. The page first carries 
the conclusion of the previous chapter: ‘Et pechié fait enfanter / Le derrain, et 
moyenner / Forfait, pechié decepvable. / Forfait est inagreable, / Doit bien a 
faire laissier; / Faire qu’on ne doit, pechier / Est a tout homme veable’ [and sin 
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makes born this last (Lust), and by the mediation of transgression, deceitful sin. 
Transgression is objectionable, it is well to avoid it; to do what one ought not, to 
sin, is to each person forbidden].23 Chapter six proper, which rephrases Innocent’s 
text, follows:

Ces trois vices sont attrait / Par trois delis que on fait / En l’orde char 
corrumpue: / Adonc raisons se retrait, / Luxure, Ignorance au fait / Et 
Voluntez s’esvertue; / La est raisons confundue, / La domine forfeit / Puour, 
languor, mort, et lait / Et toute desconvenue. / Saint Jehans aussi nous 
retrait / Que nulz ne die qu’il n’ait / Pechié: chose seroit nue. / Il convient 
que chascuns l’ait / N’il n’est nul home parfait / Qui naisse dessoubz la 
nue; / Nostre nature est tenue / A pechié et a meffait / Ains que nous ayons 
meffait: / C’est grief sentence rendue.

 These three vices are attracted by three pleasures that one accomplishes by 
way of the dirty corrupt flesh. Just as the reason withdraws, Lust, Ignorance 
and Desire strive; There reason is confounded, There transgression dominates: 
Fear, sloth, death and ugliness and all wrongdoing. St John also tells us that no 
person dies without sinning: this would have been unheard of. It is necessary 
that each one sins, nor is there any perfect man who might be born beneath 
the heavens; our nature is obligated to sin and wrong-doing even before we 
have done so: Ours is a doleful fate.24

The page then ends with a rubric for the following chapter: ‘Comment pechié 
entra par un home en ce monde et comment la mort par pechié trespassa 
parmy touz homes’ [How sin entered by a man in this world and how death 
spread by sin to all people]. Although it belongs to Deschamps’s discourse on the 
Original Sin, the text of which continues on the following page accompanied by 
an image one would expect – the Fall with Adam and Eve, and a corpse stretched 
below the Tree of Knowledge – the rubric squarely abuts the lowest empty frame 
on folio 7v.

Together, the texts work in concert to indicate the kind of discourse that 
is both unrepresentable and open to fertile imagining: the intertwinement of 
death and desire, inherent in human nature from the start, the unquenchable 

10 Impaled bodies, from 
Eustache Deschamps, Le 
Double lay de fragilité humaine/
Lotario dei Segni, De miseria 
humanae conditionis, 1383, 
Paris, France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
13r). Photo: BnF.
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yearning of two corrupted bodies devoid of reason, 
directed toward evil and toward death. The rhythmic 
repetition of the French ‘pechié’ and the recurrence 
of Latin ‘peccati / peccatum / peccemus / peccato’ 
point to what is not, and cannot be, represented in 
the empty squares: the concept of corrupting lust 
and its mortal consequences. Camille suggests that 
emptiness signals discomfort: a direct depiction of 
such things may have been deemed inappropriate 
material to illustrate for the youth who was the 
intended recipient of the manuscript. Perhaps – 
but other images in this little book, explicit and 
frequently repugnant, belie any conceivable notion of 
propriety. Surely ‘the kindling wood of sin’ would be 
no more upsetting or unsuitable for the young king 
than those grisly drawings that did find their way into 
this manuscript to visualize some equally distressing 
themes.

Such images, which could easily compete with 
both the Latin and the French texts in their raw, 
visceral quality, unabashedly illuminate the foulness 
of human nature, from birth to death. Here, a 
seemingly dead woman has just given birth to a 
writhing infant, his umbilicus cut, his limbs flailing 

(see plate 3); there, soldiers impale each other’s bodies, producing such large oval 
holes that one can almost hear a pop as the flesh is pierced and oozes blood (plate 
10). Here, dogs voraciously and sloppily devour the dead (plate 11); there, two 
men busy themselves blowing their noses on the ground, while shaking out lice 
and maggots (plate 12). Beset by snakes, frogs, and worms, a corpse is stretched 
out in the sepulchre, its gaping eye sockets fitting companions to the blackness of 
the grave (plate 13). And yet, unlike the two framed voids, these images describe 
the readily imaginable. The dogs who feast on human corpses amid other acts 
of violence refer to ‘the miserable people who are destroyed by countless kinds 
of torments … torn to pieces with claws … given as food to the birds of the sky, 
the beasts of the earth, the fish of the sea’. The French verse is somewhat tamer; 
in place of the visceral ‘discerpuntur ungulis’ and ‘dantur in escam bestiis terre’, 
Deschamps proposes a more poetic ‘aux bestes et oyseauls promis’.25 Nonetheless, 
the miniature responds directly to the images evoked by Innocent and Deschamps 
both: animals bite into corpses, birds peck out their eyes and tongues. Similarly, 
the drawing that contrasts two foul humans with two fruit-bearing trees stands 
above the emphatically graphic text that compares noble plants that ‘produce 
flowers, foliage, and fruit’ with unworthy humans who produce ‘nits and lice and 
worms […] spittle, urine and excrement […] [and] stench’.26 In turn, a corpse 
stretches above Deschamps’s verse that describes a dead body beset by worms, 
the verse echoed by Innocent’s exhortations themselves peppered by quotations 
from Isaiah and Job: ‘But when man shall die, he shall inherit beasts, serpents, and 
worms’ [‘Cum autem morietur homo, hereditabit bestias, serpents, et vermes’].27 
In other words, the images establish conversations with particularly descriptive 
passages, always raw and often familiar in their rhetoric. They do so by adhering to 
the letter of the text, visualizing directly that which is being recounted.

11 Beasts devour the dead, 
from Eustache Deschamps, 
 Le Double lay de fragilité 
humaine/Lotario dei Segni,  
De miseria humanae 
conditionis, 1383, Paris, 
France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
13v). Photo: BnF.
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But how to give visible form to a text that, instead 
of literal stench, evokes the stench of lust? Certainly, 
‘fleshly intercourse’ is easy enough to picture, and 
it has been pictured in innumerable contemporary 
manuscripts – most commonly in the many versions 
of the Roman de la Rose – sometimes combined with the 
‘propagation of anger’ (for example, plate 14).28 But 
that would reduce the moral lesson to its particulars, 
at the cost of neglecting and negating the true thrust 
of Innocent’s contemplation: that lust, which is the 
‘nourishment of death’, is inherent in humanity as 
an inescapable and, at best, latent power. The empty 
space, conversely, offers an apophatic way to figure sin, 
by allowing the beholder to see what it is not: not one 
particular transgression, not one particular instance 
of intercourse, not one particular inch of exposed 
flesh. Blankness, moreover, emphasizes parchment as 
a symbolic surface: it is bare skin, raw body – a gesture, 
perhaps, to the lusting flesh condemned by Deschamps 
and Innocent both. The exposed parchment stands in 
for exposed body, ready to be inscribed; as Camille 
has pointed out, ‘the traditional association between 
the act of copulating and the act of writing […] was 
taught to every schoolboy in his first Latin lessons about 
conjugations and the gender of nouns’.29 Blank vellum 
is the elision of colour and matter: it can represent skin 
and it is skin. Just as the female flesh was imprinted 
and implanted with the seed during coitus, so was 
the matter – materia, mater – of the page imprinted and 
marked with a pen or a brush. Both the page and the 

female body were the tablets of Nature ripe for insemination and the generation: of a 
child, of a text, of an image.30 In Deschamps’s little book, the empty frames of matter 
lie bare before the gaze of the beholders, ready to be impregnated with the images 
produced by their phantasia.31 The reflexivity of parchment as both a meta-sign and 
the very stuff of the body emphasizes Innocent’s contention that ‘before we sin, we 
are bound by sin’ and that transgression is always present in human nature, if only 
‘in terms of potentiality’. Still pure, the blank space within the squares is nonetheless 
inherently corruptible – by pen, by sin, by the imagination – with the possibility of 
visual corruption, at least, already signalled by the text inscribed on the reverse of the 
page and faintly visible in the frame.

The framed emptiness here does double duty. On the one hand, it points to the 
impossibility of visualizing the subject – the never-to-be-extinguished potential 
to lust – signalling the utter horror of the ‘unhappy condition’ to be bound by sin 
and transgression. How better to figure the unrepresentable than with an empty 
space, both circumscribed and yet bursting out of its thin twin frame? On the other 
hand, nothing excites one’s imagination more than the lack of representation: 
the empty squares call attention to themselves much more than the rest of the 
drawings that abound in this manuscript. They might be prudishly blank but they 
are also cognitively fertile, purposely failing in figuration yet ripe with imaginative 
potential. When framed as if to contain or delimit something, empty spaces suggest 

12 Foulness of humanity 
and nobility of trees, from 
Eustache Deschamps, Le 
Double lay de fragilité humaine/
Lotario dei Segni, De miseria 
humanae conditionis, 1383, 
Paris, France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
9r). Photo: BnF.
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presence, and the absence of the expected image within signals its importance.32 
In a sense, a defined vacant space suggests an object that cannot or should not be 
thought about and therefore insists that we think about it.33 In this way, frames 
around emptiness act as cognitive frames, predicated on the beholder’s cultural 
expectations: here, that the viewer recognize absence as an absence and not merely 
as an accidental lacuna. Bracketed by Innocent’s and Deschamps’s vivid texts, framed 
by a multitude of equally vivid images, empty squares in the Le double lay function, 
I suggest, as prompts to imagine, to fashion the vileness of human nature in one’s 
own mind’s eye, and to conceptualize the squares as the deliberate, fertile realm of 
imagination – phantasia – which was both a philosophical and physiological concern 
for later medieval thinkers.

Medieval concepts of imagination rested on the perceived capacity of memory to 
create things heretofore unseen and unknown in an act of generative heuristics. In 
great part, they were based on Avicenna’s work and on the Aristotelian concept of 
phantasia, filtered through and reformulated in Albertus Magnus’s commentaries. 
Although, like memory, imagination is rooted in perception, it also employs 
the power of reasoning, a process that is as intellectual as it is corporeal. Vision 
was perceived to have an inscriptive power: sensible species of all things visible 
were believed to combine into a single image and to impress themselves first on 

the eye, then on the brain, and thereby infuse one’s 
memory or soul.34 The sense of sight trumped the 
other senses: St Augustine thought it to be the ‘more 
noble’ of the five; and Isidore of Seville found it to be 
more ‘vivid’ (vivacior), ‘more important and faster, and 
endowed with greater liveliness’, because ‘it is closer 
to the brain, from which everything emanates’.35 
Visual impressions were, in turn, moderated by two 
apprehensive faculties, which Albertus, in On the Soul 
and On Apprehension, defined (and distinguished) as 
phantasia and imaginatio.36 Imaginatio was clearly seen as 
a subordinate power: together with another faculty, 
sensus communis, it served as a preserve of all things 
seen, perceived in an unmediated sensory fashion. 
Late medieval brain diagrams regularly linked 
imaginatio and sensus communis directly to the eyes.37 Both 
were grounded in vision and corporeal perception, 
located in the anterior part of the brain and acting 
as receptacles and filters for the entering species. 
What sensus communis received, imaginatio shaped and 
made coherent. In his take on the subject, Roger 
Bacon defined imaginatio as a faculty that, ‘owing 
to its tempered moistness and dryness […] is the 
coffer and repository of the common sense’.38 Bacon 
invoked Aristotle and Alhazen, but was, as many 
others, including Albertus, Dominicus Gundissalinus 
and Petrus Hispanus, mostly indebted to Avicenna. 
Imagination was thus an instrument that helped 
human beings discern truth, and its power lay in 
retaining things seen rather than the invention of new 

13 Corpse beset by vermin, 
from Eustache Deschamps,  
Le Double lay de fragilité 
humaine/Lotario dei Segni,  
De miseria humanae 
conditionis, 1383, Paris, 
France. Parchment, 
27 × 18.5 cm (entire folio). 
Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France (Ms. fr. 20029, fol. 
15r). Photo: BnF.
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ones – it was, for instance, harnessed, as Michelle Karnes has demonstrated, in the 
late medieval meditations on the life of Christ.39

Brain diagrams further suggested that the information received by sensus 
communis and imaginatio was subsequently judged by the faculty of estimativa and relayed 
to cogitativa vel formalis, responsible for what we would call imagination, fantasy: 
and what Bacon termed cogitatio and Albertus defined as phantasia. Cogitatio, writes 
Bacon, ‘is the mistress of sensitive faculties […] Man by means of this faculty sees 
wonderful things in dreams [. . .] [f ]or the species that are in the imagination 
multiply themselves into the cogitative faculty [which] uses all the other faculties 
as its instruments.’40 Phantasia or cogitatio, then, was accorded a vastly more important 
place in this physiological schema. It was a faculty of intellect, whose function was 
to rearrange sensory input, which would be stored, with other types of information, 
in the final compartment of vis memorativa. Although regulated by the rational 
soul, phantasia was a power as refined as it was dangerous because it could slip the 
constraints of the soul’s control, in illness or in sleep. As the twelfth-century Canon 
Episcopi concedes, while condemning demonic illusions, ‘Who is there that is not led 
out of himself in dreams and nocturnal visions and sees much when sleeping which 
he had never seen waking?’41 If the frontal ventricle dealt with ‘sensible species’, the 
middle one was the locus of ‘intelligible species’: it allowed to draw from the image 
store to visualize something not previously seen – or, indeed, something that cannot 
exist.42 The cogitative faculty was therefore the place of conjuring that did not have to 
correlate to any discernible truth. To quote Simon Kemp and Garth Fletcher, phantasia 
was the faculty that ‘enabled the putting together of images to make new forms’.43 
Therein lies the power of invention.

Imagination as invention, with its heuristic potential to recall and reshape the store 
of images received by the front ventricle of the brain, is precisely the source tapped by the 
viewers of empty spaces. It is activated in the absence of visible models, and subsequently 

relays the conjured images into storage, to be kept there 
and remembered alongside real objects. Ostensibly, one 
draws on this faculty when exercising one’s ability to 
recollect, and its mechanics can be best seen, perhaps, 
in treatises on trained memory, which encourage their 
readers to remember things and concepts by inventing 
their own visual schemas related to those things and 
concepts. The process, outlined in works like the pseudo-
Ciceronian Rhetorica ad Herennium and popularized in the later 
Middle Ages by scholars from Thomas Aquinas to Thomas 
Bradwardine, suggests the setting up of empty loci – spaces 
– and subsequently populating them with systematically 
arranged imagines agentes that would facilitate recall.44 Art 
historians who seek to analyse medieval imagery in terms 
of its mnemotechnic potential often focus on the quality 
of imagines agentes, and especially on their unusual, active, 
and arresting nature.45 But the characteristics of the loci are 
equally important: spare and discreet, ‘neither too bright 
nor too dim’, preferably located ‘in a deserted region’ 
(3.17.31), they can change form at the whim of the 
one who imagines them. Ad Herennium suggests that these 
places have architectural features, but medieval writers put 
particular stress on their empty nature: Bradwardine, for 

14 Passion and anger: Vulcan 
finds his wife, Venus, in bed 
with Mars, from Guillaume 
de Lorris and Jean de Meun, 
Roman de la Rose, fourteenth 
century, Paris (?), France. 
Parchment, 20.5 × 14 cm 
(entire folio). London: British 
Library (Ms. Egerton 881, fol. 
141v). Photo: British Library.
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instance, in De Memoria Artificiali, writes that ‘the detail of [the] background […] should be 
none, but it should be an empty void’.46 In this void, he instructs, one inserts the striking 
imagines, preferably ‘the most beautiful or ugly, joyous or sad […] of great dignity or vileness’, 
or, as an anonymous fifteenth-century author suggests, ‘unusual or appalling’.47

15 Biblical cycle: the 
anointing of Saul; David 
playing the harp before 
Saul; David and Goliath; 
and the anointing of David, 
from James le Palmer, Omne 
Bonum, c. 1360–75, London(?), 
England. Parchment, 
45.5 × 31 cm. London: British 
Library (Ms. Royal 6 E VI, fol. 
5v). Photo: British Library.
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These kinds of loci, not yet inhabited but gravid with imaginative potential, await 
the reader-viewer at the end of the prefatory biblical cycle in the fourteenth-century 
encyclopaedia Omne Bonum.48 Each folio features four neat rectangles, read vertically, as if 
columns of text: first the column on the left, then the column on the right (plate 15). The 
drawings themselves are unusually spare and markedly different from other miniatures 
in the book, even those executed by the same artist: Lucy Freeman Sandler has noted the 
peculiar quality of elongated figures that vainly try to fill the stark rectangular spaces. 

16 Biblical cycle: the 
Pentecost; and the Second 
Coming, from James le 
Palmer, Omne Bonum, c. 
1360–75, London(?), England. 
Parchment, 45.5 × 31 cm. 
London: British Library (ms. 
Royal 6 E VI, fol. 14r). Photo: 
British Library.
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The narratives progress apace as God creates the earth and heavens, as humanity falls, 
as Christ is born and crucified and ascends to heaven. On folio 14r, however, only two 
rectangles, on the left side of the folio, are filled: the one on top figures the Pentecost; 
the one below, Christ’s Second Coming and the Resurrection of the Dead (plate 16). The 
two frames on the right remain empty, as do the four rectangles on the verso of the folio. 
Those, in turn, are followed by four additional pages that separate the biblical cycle from 
the three devotional images that preface the encyclopaedia proper; two of these folios 
are similarly ruled for miniatures, but their framed loci are left unpopulated.49

Certainly, from the point of view of intention, the blank rectangles in the Omne 
Bonum are qualitatively different from the framed squares in the Le double lay: the 
latter were left empty deliberately, while the former may have well resulted from 
the incompatibility of the initial ruling with the final iconographic programme.50 
From the point of view of reception, however, this difference is incidental: in both 
manuscripts these visual lacunae are not so much reductive as productive in terms of 
fourteenth-century practices of viewing that demand to have empty spaces inhabited 
by appropriate imagines. The models for such imaginary creations would have been 
still more numerous for the Omne Bonum sequence than they would have been for 
Deschamps’s text: the post-Judgment bliss and horrors of the afterlife (the saved 
ascending to heaven, the damned suffering in hell) were solicitously detailed for 
the viewer in countless tympana, murals, and manuscripts. The most striking detail 
is often found in illuminated Apocalypses: for instance, in the East Anglian Queen 
Mary Apocalypse beholders are treated not only to the ascent of virtuous souls and 
the agony of the impious, but also to the visions of the new earth and the new sea 
(plate 17 and plate 18).51 But this, the logical continuation of the biblical cycle, remains 
blank in the Omne Bonum, and so the framed emptiness – perhaps a happy accident of 
imperfect design – functions as a visual pause that both marks the end of time and 
sets out a schema for the activation of the beholder’s phantasia. Here, the empty loci 

17 God with the saved and 
impious souls, from the 
‘Queen Mary Apocalypse’, 
with the prologue of Gilbert 
de la Porrée translated into 
French, first quarter of the 
fourteenth century, London 
or East Anglia, England. 
Parchment, 30.5 × 21 cm 
(entire folio). London: British 
Library (Ms. Royal 19 B 
XV, fol. 40r). Photo: British 
Library.



The Space of the Imaginary in Late Medieval Art

© Association for Art History 2018 818

call on the viewer to envision that which comes after the end; to imagine that which 
is unrepresented; to recall that which has been seen elsewhere; and to populate the 
emptiness with this rescued set of imagines agentes.

Empty spaces thus stand on the brink: they are incipient, fertile. Their function in 
later medieval art as such liminal, inchoate loci that presume a performative response 
is especially obvious in the use of empty speech scrolls.52 These banderoles visualized 
oral discourse, their directional unfurling a mimetic take on the linear unfolding of the 
spoken word. At times, however, speech scrolls remained empty – not out of neglect or 
because the artist was content to use the scroll as a generic sign for oral communication, 
but to indicate temporary silence and emergent speech. When Zechariah, the high priest 
struck dumb upon doubting the news of his impending fatherhood, is shown clutching a 
blank banderole, the emptiness where his words should be calls urgently to be filled – and 

18 Visions of the New Earth 
and the New Sea, from the 
‘Queen Mary Apocalypse’, 
with the prologue of Gilbert 
de la Porrée translated into 
French, first quarter of the 
fourteenth century, London 
or East Anglia, England. 
Parchment, 30.5 × 21 cm. 
London: British Library 
(Ms. Royal 19 B XV, fol. 40v). 
Photo: British Library.
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suggests that it will be as Zechariah regains his ability to speak eight days after his son, 
the future St John the Baptist, is born, and he must choose his name. Such empty scrolls 
appear in a prologue to Jean Golein’s translation of William Durand’s Rationale divinorum 
officiorum, illuminated c. 1380–90, where an image of the Synagogue and the Church is 
contrasted with the angelic announcement to Zechariah (plate 19).53 The juxtaposition of 
the two marks the Zechariah miniature as a clear typological image: Zechariah, who first 
rejects and then accepts and transmits the angel’s message, is a transitional figure between 
the Old and the New Law. The miniature shows both the angel and the priest with empty 
scrolls – the only place in the manuscript where such scrolls appear. Zechariah does 
not believe or understand the angel, whose blank banderole figures the priest’s spiritual 
deafness, and he is subsequently unable to speak, his muteness signified by his own blank 
scroll. But both empty spaces are about to be filled: Zechariah will come to witness, 
comprehend and accept the divine prophecy, and he will announce the birth of his son 
and, essentially, the coming of Christ to his congregation.54 In the roughly contemporary 

19 Ecclesia and Synagoga; 
the muteness and 
misunderstanding of 
Zechariah, from Guillaume 
Durand, Rationale divinorum 
officiorum, trans. Jean Golein, 
1380–90, Paris, France. 
Parchment, 41.5 × 31.5 cm 
(entire folio). Paris: 
Bibliothèque nationale de 
France (Ms. fr. 176, fol. 1r). 
Photo: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France.
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Italian Book of Hours, illuminated by Giovannino de’ Grassi for Giangaleazzo Visconti, 
the duke of Milan, this visual strategy is used once again; although Giovannino’s use of 
speech scrolls in the Visconti Hours is sparing, he places an empty gleaming banderole 
in the right hand of his Zechariah (plate 20).55 The priest’s implied silence is spiritually 
propagative, because it marks the space of time that passes between the angel’s words and 
his own, the space in which the divine message is generated and from where it emerges.56

The reader-viewer, of course, knew – at least in general terms – what Zechariah 
was about to say: empty scrolls as generative spaces were particularly productive 
because they sought to locate speech in the mind and on the lips of the beholder. 

20 The muteness of 
Zechariah, from Giovannino 
de’ Grassi, Gian Galeazzo 
Visconti’s Book of Hours, c. 
1390–95, Milan. Parchment, 
25 × 17.5 cm (entire folio). 
Florence: Biblioteca 
nazionale centrale di Firenze 
(Ms. BR 397, fol. 146 v). Photo: 
Scala/Art Resource, NY.
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Similarly, the reader of the Omne Bonum recognized perfectly well that the Archangel 
Gabriel, leaning dangerously over the vase of lilies and clutching tightly a long, empty 
scroll, was about to say ‘Ave gratia plena dominus tecum’ (plate 21). His words-to-be 

21 Biblical cycle: the 
Annunciation, from James 
le Palmer, Omne Bonum, c. 
1360–75, London(?), England. 
Parchment, 45.5 × 31 cm 
(entire folio). London: British 
Library (ms. Royal 6 E VI, fol. 
7v). Photo: British Library.
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were associated with daily devotions and formed the basis for the greatly popular ‘Ave 
Maria’ prayer; in the fourteenth century, an indulgence was attached to the continual 
recitation of this prayer during the ringing of the evening bell. More often than 
not, similar banderoles were actually inscribed with the angelic salutation, as in the 
exquisite miniature from the Cloisters Apocalypse (plate 22), and Gabriel’s greeting was 
used by the pious as a devotional model – a guide to repeat the messenger’s address.57 
Conversely, emptiness triggers not imitation but recall, and the blankness of the speech 
scroll provides a particularly strong stimulus to fill in the still-missing, yet-unuttered 
words; as Emma Dillon suggests in discussing an empty banderole in the Annunciation 
scene of a French fourteenth-century Book of Hours, ‘the blank scroll may be 
understood […] as an imperative: to supply the voice, to ventriloquize the scene’.58 
These words can be recalled and they can be re-imagined: not only are they open to 
the beholder’s own agency, but they also activate it. Emptiness in place of speech is 
generative because it is vulnerable to the production of meaning; and although the Omne 
Bonum miniature makes quite clear what was expected to be said, the materialization 
of the speech was predicated on the reader-viewer’s memory and imagination. This 
materialization was as inevitable as it was potentially unpredictable. A century later, 
empty scrolls – built on just such function of unpredictability – began to appear 
regularly in the medium of print. Their devotional and secular content not always as 
unequivocal as the Annunciation, the prints encouraged viewers to generate their own 
meaning for the images by writing their interpretation on the blank banderoles. So, for 
instance, the unlucky English merchant William Gardiner from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs has 
a banderole attached to the stump of his right wrist, in a bid to activate the beholder’s 
imagination (plate 23). Gardiner, who is being lowered into flames by an executioner 
and whose hands have been cut off, speaks, but his words are meant to be imagined and 
performed by the readers-viewers, who did just that: in one book the empty space is 
inscribed with a handwritten emendation ‘Pitty, Pitty’, in another (shown here) with ‘I 
Suffer for the Truth’, and in yet another with ‘Lord rec[e]ave my sole’.59

Emptiness is thus both generative and catalytic, and its fluid, unfixed nature 
betrays its philosophical and physiological potential especially where images are 
concerned. Seeing was a means of knowing, and imagination, consequently, had an 

22 Annunciation, from The 
Cloisters Apocalypse, c. 
1330, Normandy, France. 
Parchment, 30.8 × 23 cm 
(entire folio). New York: The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
The Cloisters Collection (Ms. 
1968, fol. 1). Photo: © The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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epistemological function. And yet, devotional mnemonic exercises predicated on 
imagining suggest that while inner senses commonly process input from external 
senses – such as vision or olfaction – they are also activated when there is no external 
input. Because empty spaces offer no visually specific feedback, they escape rational 
control predicated on the ingress of sensible species; in other words, they allow the 
brain to function in waking reality as if in a dream, while exercising appropriate 
constraint. Emptiness sets in motion the key power of imagination: to make the absent 
present. It skips, as St Augustine has put it, ‘the eye of the body’ and goes straight to 
‘the eye of the mind’, from physical to spiritual vision.60 Just as human intellect at 

23 The execution of William 
Gardiner with inscription ‘I 
suffer for the Truth’, woodcut 
from John Foxe’s Actes and 
Monuments (Book of Martyrs), 
1563. Columbus: Ohio State 
University (BR 1600. F6 1563, 
p. 879). Photo: Ohio State 
University.
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24 Silence, from Beatus of 
Liébana, Commentary on 
the Apocalypse (The ‘Silos 
Apocalypse’), 1091–1109, 
Silos, Spain. Parchment, 
38 × 24 cm (entire folio). 
London: British Library (Ms. 
Add. 11695, fol. 125v). Photo: 
British Library.

birth is a tabula rasa – to borrow, again, from Aristotle and Avicenna – ready to receive 
inscriptions of experience and perception, so is an empty frame a tabula rasa, equally 
ready for any kind of inscription guided by imagination.61 In a manner of speaking, 
blank spaces gesture to partial sensory deprivation; in studies conducted over the 
last several decades, perceptual isolation has produced visual sensations.62 An empty 
space thus necessarily makes imagination, and its hermeneutical function, a subject 
of representation: therein lies the recursive nature of a vacant space as a kind of a mise 
en abîme of phantasia. A study of emptiness is per force a phenomenological study of 
response, or at least of its possibilities.

Would the effect be the same if the empty spaces contained colour? Would they remain 
properly empty – at least to the extent that any such potentially significatory space can 
be called ‘empty’? The bareness of the parchment is the predicate of the concept of 
nothingness where Deschamps’s book is concerned: we understand spaces as empty 
because the parchment is exposed, its colour within and without the confines of the 
frame identical, unchanged. This lack of change, moreover, emphasizes parchment 
as a symbolic surface: it is exposed skin, raw body – a gesture, perhaps, to the lusting 
flesh condemned by Deschamps and Innocent both. But empty speech scrolls are not 
technically empty: they are painted white to look empty. They are still performative 
spaces, but here, the semiotic potential of the parchment is negated, or at least 
deflected: the scrolls have different materiality, and some are shaded to look like 
textile rather than the skin they are painted on. So what of the parchment that accepts 
pigment, what of the emptiness that figures nothingness through colour alone? In 
what way, finally, does a monochromatic block represent, or not represent, emptiness? 
Abstract framed swaths of colour begin appearing in manuscript illumination some 
two hundred years before Deschamps’s manuscript – to suggest, for example, verbal 
void as an apocalyptic silence in the twelfth-century Silos Apocalypse (plate 24) – but it 
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is in the fourteenth century, in a manuscript roughly contemporary and geographically 
close to the Le double lay, that we see a particularly instructive example of the way that 
pure colour can and cannot signify emptiness.63

The manuscript in question is one of the earliest copies of the Ci nous dit (Chantilly, 
Musée Condée, ms. 27), a compendium of moralizing stories composed around 
1320 for an educated lay audience. If the illustrator of Deschamps’s book showed a 
penchant for empty spaces, the illuminator of the Ci nous dit had a predilection for red 
and blue monochromatic backgrounds that often subsume the figures and objects 
scattered against them. One miniature, however, stands out, containing not a scrap 
of blue and outlined in a fine red frame (plate 25).64 It is the only one of its kind in 
this codex, which contains more than 800 images.65 The image strives to capture the 

25 Debauchery, marriage, 
widowhood, and chastity, 
from Ci nous dit, c. 1330–40, 
France. Parchment, 
18 × 24 cm (entire folio). 
Chantilly: Musée Condée  
(Ms. 27, fol. 28). Photo: © 
RMN-Grand Palais/Art 
Resource, NY.



The Space of the Imaginary in Late Medieval Art

© Association for Art History 2018 826

description of the four social states of mankind: debauchery, marriage, widowhood, 
and chastity. The accompanying text recalls the old adage: ‘Good is marriage, better is 
widowhood, excellent is chastity’, and declares that, as a heavenly reward, the married, 
the widowed, and the chaste will receive crowns in paradise with thirty, sixty, and one 
hundred gems, respectively. In suggesting that Ci nous dit alludes to the parable of the 
sower (Matthew 13:1–9, Mark 4:1–9, Luke 8:4–8), where the same numbers are figured 
vis-à-vis the grain planted in the soil, Christian Heck points to the genesis of such 
tripartite division in a second-century Judeo-Christian sermon, which concerns the 
martyrs, the chaste, and the married, and to its development and transformation both 
in patristic literature and late medieval homiletic treatises.66 Heck also draws attention 
to the striking quality of the image that tops the text: divided into four parts, it is an 
exercise in abstraction.

All four sections have a monochromatic background. Chastity and widowhood 
are indicated by the expanses of green, indicating the devotional fruitfulness of a 
sexless life: widowhood is symbolized by four connected sheaves and chastity by 
schematic flowers. Marriage is indexed by delicate grain stocks arranged against a light-
yellow field: it, too, bears fruit. But debauchery, metaphorized as a barren field, bears 
nothing. It produces nary a blade of grass: the image is blank, or, more accurately, 
black. Moreover, the dark nothingness of debauchery is formless – it has shape only 
inasmuch as it fits in the confines of the supplied frame. It is not an accident that Heck’s 
iconographic analysis is entirely dedicated to the rich textual and visual history of the 
three last states: iconography fails at the discussion of the field of dark void, emptiness 
made subject.67 Chastity, marriage, and widowhood are clearly defined states, but 
debauchery is at once more general and more graphic: it is a concept more than it is a 
state, and, like the stench of lust, it eludes precise figuration.

And yet, the semiotics of blackness here intrude on the playing field of the 
imagination, offering more guidance and less freedom than does the naked 
parchment.68 From the twelfth century on, black – heretofore an ambiguous colour – 
became directly associated with Satan and hell, and the association held fast in the 1300s 
when the intensely black images of the Inferno appeared in a wide variety of contexts, 
from English psalters to Italian manuscripts of the Divine Comedy.69 Black animals 
accompanied Satan and served as his preferred modes of incarnation: black cats, black 
crows, and especially black wild boars, whose demonic properties were delineated in 
handy diagrams. The usually imprecise descriptions of demonic apparitions became 
focused when it came to describing their blackness: Raoul Glaber, a monk at Saint-
Léger de Champeaux, saw the devil’s ‘very black eyes’.70 Black was also the colour of 
death, and since the middle of the fourteenth century it became firmly associated with 
mourning.71 It is the colour of the night, of the lack of light; at the breaking of the sixth 
seal, the sun becomes black (Revelation 6:12). And, if the monachi nigri adopted black 
habits to signal their penitence and meekness, the Cistercian reaction to the excesses of 
Cluny had Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, with his customary panache, describe the density 
of this black as indicative of hell and of a barrier that stands between men and the 
divine.72 When negotiating the ‘I am black and comely’ phrase from the Song of Songs, 
Bernard compares the black Bride with Christ, nonetheless calling black the ‘abject hue 
that indicates infirmity’, and assuring his audiences that the blackened Christ will not 
remain so in heaven: ‘God forbid! Your beloved will be fair and ruddy.’73

Empty parchment opens a mnemonic chasm, but once it accepts colour, it 
functions as a screen that enhances the original and provides additional meaning. 
The emptiness of lust and death in Deschamps’s book lies bare on the parchment, 
but the black field in the Ci nous dit is semiotically constrained: it guides its viewers 
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in their feats of imagination. Like the blank squares of Le double lay, it figures what is 
inconceivable yet awaiting conception: its barren field proves to be a generative space 
for the imaginary, dependent on the beholder to bring it into being. Still, whereas 
the framed naked parchment completely relies on viewers to participate in the 
construction and population of its heretofore empty loci, the black debauchery of Ci 
nous dit is closer in conception to the whirling empty scrolls in that the boundaries of 
the imaginary are already drawn. The pious users of the Omne Bonum were expected 
to mouth the words ‘Ave Maria’ and, taking on the archangel’s role, were made 
complicit in the impregnation of Mary. Similarly, they anticipated and envisioned the 
realms of paradise and of the abyss, directing the imagined judgment, partaking in 
it alongside Christ. And even in Deschamps’s little book, where the emptiness of the 
framed loci spreads like disease throughout the manuscript, it infects other images 
and inflects their meanings: it encroaches on the dead mother and her vulnerable 
child, pressing down on their bodies, and weighs heavily on the decomposing corpse. 
Palpable and fecund, emptiness announces itself as a paradoxical presence, here 
guided and restricted by what is represented. The playing field of phantasia narrows 
with the introduction of subsidiary images: inscribed into specific narratives, empty 
spaces take on explicit meanings. Their semiotic richness is now restricted, bounded 
by representation; and at the same time, it is brought all the more so into relief, 
underscored by the presence of what it is possible to figure. Absence once again 
becomes a sign of impossibility, an index of visual failure to figure the unseeable and 
the unknowable, heavy with signification and redolent of its eventual loss.

In discussing the conspicuous blankness of the wall that separates the Virgin and 
Gabriel in Fra Angelico’s Annunciation painted for the third cell of the San Marco 
convent (plate 26), Georges Didi-Huberman proposed that it becomes ‘the ultimate 
pictorial object for contemplation’.74 He is exactly right, as he reads in this emptiness 
the distance that the Word must travel to infuse Mary, the distance uninhabited still; 
empty, but already pregnant with possibilities just as the Virgin is impregnated with 
the Word; it is the unimaginable that wants to be imagined, the emptiness that invites 
– indeed, forces – the beholder to populate it with the unseeable and the unseen. It is a 
place of potential creation, the raw matter of the unknown and the unquantifiable.

Empty spaces, outlined and presented as if exposed, exhibited, or revealed, 
function as signs: they act to subvert expectation and therefore draw attention to 
themselves. Vacant space designates nothing until it is delineated, but once it is, it 
reframes emptiness as a visual, theoretical object. Thereupon, it becomes a locus 
ready to be filled, arranged to accept whatever imagines the reader-viewer chooses 
to inhabit it with. In principle, whether such emptiness is accidental or planned, 
should not forestall a formation of certain reception regimes: even the vacant loci of 
the Omne Bonum, with their productive incompleteness, offer a mnemonic playing 
field for mental retrieval, recombination, and subsequent invention. In actuality, 
however, carefully outlined and intentionally empty segments of parchment, such as 
the two squares on folio 7v of Le double lay, provide a visual stimulus that particularly 
resonates with cogitativa vel formalis, a stimulus unusual because it evokes those things 
that are impossible to see but possible, if particularly hard, to imagine. In querying the 
epistemic nature of emptiness, they are, most purely, those very forms that, to borrow 
from Henry Focillon, ‘tend toward realization; they do, in fact, realize themselves and 
create a world that acts and reacts […] Forms never cease to live. In their separate state, 
they still clamour for action, they still take absolute possession of whatever action has 
propagated them, in order to augment, strengthen, and shape it.’75
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The late Middle Ages, as the altar of Sainte Foy amply attests, did not conceive the 
culture of emptiness. Still, it is worth repeating that the altar’s current appearance – the 
veiny alabaster encased into a busy frame – was devised in the fourteenth century, in 
the wake of or in concert with recent intellectual developments in theology, philosophy, 
mathematics, and physics that began engaging with the notions of emptiness, absence, 
and negation in a profoundly intense way. One such development was the reformulation 
of the notion of the void as a physical space. In 1277, the bishop of Paris Etienne Tempier 
issued condemnations of more than 200 philosophical errors promulgated by the 
masters of the University of Paris. Error 185 – or what the bishop certainly saw as an 
error – concerned the impossibility of the void’s existence: ‘It is not true that something 
comes into being out of nothing and nothing was made before the creation.’76 To claim 
so, as Tempier makes clear, would set limits on God’s omnipotence. The matter was far 
from inconsequential: nature, medieval theologians exclaimed in an unsteady chorus, 
abhors a vacuum. Aristotelian theories unambiguously suggested that all existing matter 
was contained within this world; therefore, the nonexistence of matter beyond the 

26 Fra Angelico, Annunciation 
with Saint Peter Martyr, 
c. 1440–45. Fresco, 
187 × 157 cm. Florence: Museo 
di San Marco. Photo: Scala/
Art Resource, NY.
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world’s finite borders indicated the nonexistence of the vacuum as a space in which the 
presence and formation of new matter was possible. Guided by this system, numerous 
philosophers, from Avicenna to Robert Grosseteste, rejected the possibility of the void. 
Empty space, a locus sine corpore locato, was a contradictory notion, and God, even in his 
omnipotence, surely could not create anything contradictory.77 Grosseteste, for instance, 
claimed that the void could exist only semantically: the void, he wrote, ‘does not have 
a real definition […]. It admits only of a definition in name.’78 Meanwhile, Roger Bacon 
argued through the possibilities of what the void is not (a substance or an accident), and 
concluded that it is ‘nothing at all’ – ‘it appears that the void cannot be’.79

In the wake of the Condemnation of 1277, the crux of the problem shifted from 
the simple existence of the vacuum to the possibility that God can create several worlds, 
separated by empty spaces. To reconcile the two theories – the Aristotelian point of view 
and Tempier’s condemnation – Henry of Ghent distinguished between the vacuum/
void (as the accidental distance between two bodies) and the nothingness that exists 
outside the world and above heaven. Slowly, the void becomes ‘a place’ in scholastic 
discourse – a place in which our universe was created, and in which God may yet create 
another universe; Ramon Lull discusses ‘a place [created by God] in which the substance 
of the world resides’, where the world is ‘lodged’; and John Duns Scotus, while refusing 
the void positive dimensions, formulates it as a possibility: the ‘possibility to receive a 
body of determined magnitude and shape […] the possibility to receive a movement 
of determined duration’.80 As Edward Grant concludes, ‘[t]o Aristotle’s claim that, since 
all the matter in existence is in our world, no other world could be formed, medieval 
theologians and philosophers countered that, by virtue of his absolute power, God could 
create new matter from nothing and create another world.’81 The empty void – heretofore 
the domain of the abhorrent and unnatural, the site that defies existence and divine 
omnipotence but persists in language and thought – became the space of latent generation, 
a potentially proliferant locus not unlike the gravid emptiness of Deschamps’s squares.

Acceptance of the void’s existence came alongside the acceptance of the concept of 
zero. The etymologies of the two are closely linked: the ancestor of ‘zero’ is the Arabic 
‘s· ifr’, which was a translation from the Sanskrit word for ‘void’ (śūnya).82 The Greeks 
rejected both; zero could not be expressed as a geometric shape, and so had no place 
in Pythagorean mathematics. Medieval scholars looked at zero with similar suspicion 
for similar reasons: the impossibility of this little sign was embroiled in a potent mix 
of philosophy, mathematics, and theology. As early as 1202, the Italian mathematician 
Leonardo of Pisa, also called Fibonacci, sought to introduce the Arabic numeral system 
in his Liber Abaci (The Book of Calculation), with its ‘nine figures, and with the sign 0 
which the Arabs call zephyr’.83 But the new system – which was much easier to use 
than the old Roman one – was consistently rejected. Zero – visually, semiotically – 
materialized the abhorrence of the void. This abhorrence was deepened by the otherness 
of cultures – the Hindus, the Arabs – who regularly used it as part of their mathematical 
system. It was not by accident that William of Malmesbury associated the entire system 
with magical esoteric Saracen knowledge, and spoke of it with disparaging fear when 
describing the suspect scientific exploits of Gerbert of Aurillac, the future Pope Sylvester 
II.84 In practical terms, all Arabic numerals were too easy to falsify – at least that was the 
claim of the Florentine government that banned such numerals in 1299.85

The proper entrance of zero into medieval European culture in the fourteenth 
century was finally facilitated by merchants and architects – those whose business was 
arithmetic, not epistemological gate-keeping. The influence of Fibonacci’s Liber Abaci 
grew, and zero’s potency was embraced. The Middle English treatise The Craft of Nombrynge, 
penned c. 1300, explained the use of zero as the nothing that generates everything: ‘A 
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zero means nothing [by itself], but it makes the figure that comes after it to mean more 
than it should if it [the zero] were away, as thus 10. Here the figure of one means ten, 
and if the zero were away and no figure before it, it should mean but one.’86 As Brian 
Rotman has so eloquently put it, zero was ‘a sign inside the number system’ as well as ‘a 
meta-sign, a sign-about-signs outside it’, and this double duty ‘allowed zero to serve as 
the site of ambiguity between an empty character […] and a character for emptiness’.87 
In other words, because zero was a number that could signify nothing but, when placed 
next to another digit, could create an entirely new number, it was semantically and 
ontologically akin to the empty yet generative void. Into the fifteenth century, however, 
the zero retained a somewhat ominous character: Georges Chastellain (d. 1475) 
memorably described it as the number that darkens and obstructs.88

The two developments coincided, finally, with the flourishing of apophatic 
mysticism, which strived to describe by negation that which cannot and should not 
be described.89 Apophasis, or negative theology, has roots in early Christianity – from 
Clement of Alexandria to Basil the Great to its greatest proponent, Pseudo-Dionysius – and 
enjoyed a robust following in the East, but western theologians embraced it fully only in 
the late Middle Ages. The way to describe a zero was a way to describe God: ‘Now I am 
what I was and I neither add to nor subtract from anything, for I am the unmoved Mover, 
that moves all things.’90 These words belong not to a mathematician but to a theologian, 
the Dominican Meister Eckhart (d. 1328), who considered God to be ‘empty and free 
in himself ’ (‘got ledic und vri ist in im selber’), free of form, impossible to name, and 
so indescribable by the very language that has to be used in characterizing him.91 This is 
Pseudo-Dionysian apophatic discourse at its best, and it is similarly apparent in the late 
fourteenth-century Cloud of Unknowing whose author prefers to ‘be nowhere so nowhere 
bodily, wrestling with that blind nought [nothing]’, and who, in his Epistle of Discretion, 
characterizes God by what he is not: ‘Silence is not God’, the author says, ‘nor speaking is 
not God; fasting is not God, nor eating is not God; loneliness is not God, nor company 
is not God.’92 The theology of emptiness finally became the guiding force in the work 
of Nicholas of Cusa (d. 1464), who studied and annotated Eckhart’s Latin works. In the 
thirteenth chapter of his De visione Dei, Nicholas accepts that God ‘cannot be approached, 
comprehended, named, multiplied, or seen’, and repudiates imagery that only distracts 
from the truth: ‘Should anyone express any likeness and say that you ought to be conceived 
according to it, I know in the same way that this is not a likeness of you.’93 In De docta 
ignorantia Nicholas invokes Pseudo-Dionysius and equates the incomprehensible God with 
nothingness indiscernible for the intellect: ‘Denis the Great says that an understanding of 
God is not so much an approach toward something as toward nothing.’94

This is to say that apophaticism is paradoxical: in its apparent impulse to 
reject both the intellect and the imagination, it embraces both. The urge to de-
materialize the encounter with the divine ultimately posits emptiness as the site of 
this encounter; in eschewing the literalizing drift of the imagination, theorists of 
via negativa were forced to embrace it in the guise of potentiality, which was pregnant 
with expectation of mystical union. Their divine ontology thrived on and extolled 
ignorance – the lack of sight, the lack of intelligibility – but this very lack was the 
predicate of the indescribable evocation of the indescribable god. In other words, like 
the contemporaneous theories of void and zero – and like the gravid imaginary of 
Deschamps’s empty squares – negative theology was rooted in the trope of experiential 
unavailability and its generative outcome.

Blankness as a visual discourse was rediscovered in the twentieth century 
and reframed in terms of abstraction.95 In 1918, Kazimir Malevich – who, not 
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incidentally, used Byzantine and Russian icons as models for his own work – 
painted Suprematist Composition: White on White, re-introducing the basic modalities of 
late medieval art into the contemporary enterprise of visual and aural perception 
(plate 27).96 In 1951, the experiment was picked up in the all-white canvases of 
Robert Rauschenberg, and again in the 1960s in Robert Ryman’s white paintings. 
Visual engagements with absence continue to pervade contemporary art. Empty 
white rectangles found throughout cities – the essential readymades – form David 
Batchelor’s ongoing Found Monochromes cycle, exhibited in 2015 at Whitechapel 
gallery; absence stands at the heart of the Ground Zero monument in New 
York City, an inverted footprint of towers haunted by what is lost.97 Decades 
of conceptualized emptiness were summed up in the 2009 exhibition Voids: A 
Retrospective, which opened at the Centre Pompidou and then at the Kunstalle Bern, 
and featured empty spaces as conceived by Yves Klein, Robert Irwin, and Roman 

27 Kazimir Malevich, 
Suprematist Composition: 
White on White, 1918. Oil on 
canvas, 79.4 × 79.4 cm. New 
York: The Museum of Modern 
Art. Photo: © The Museum 
of Modern Art, Licensed by 
SCALA/Art Resource, NY.
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Ondák.98 It is no wonder that nothingness as a mode of visual communication is 
considered to be an invention of modernity.99

The short view is, perhaps, the function of existing information: while artists from 
Malevich to Wassily Kandinsky and from Antonio Tapies to Ilya Kabakov freely wrote 
about whiteness, nothingness, and the void, medieval sources are not as forthcoming.100 
Medieval concepts of emptiness, and their relationship with material culture, have 
to be teased out from treatises on cosmology and mathematics, theological and 
devotional tracts, handbooks on memory and poems on mortality. The work is hard 
but the reward is rich: it suggests that at least as early as the fourteenth century visual 
culture began to explore the possibilities of the void as a place of generative and 
catalytic forces, interrogating the place of images in the epistemologies of absence. 
Much remains to be explored about the complex interconnections among formal, 
empirical, and natural sciences, and the material culture of the ensuing centuries, 
which saw a wide variety of inventive approaches to empty spaces: spaces made empty 
and spaces left empty, spaces erased and spaces excised. What seems certain, however, 
is that such (non)figurations function as potent sites of invention, stimuli for cognitive 
generation: they demand that we ask not simply how emptiness was represented, but 
rather what emptiness can represent. Deschamps’s little book forms but a part of the 
many late medieval engagements with emptiness, construed in visual, philosophical 
and scientific paradigms as a place of generative and catalytic forces.101 The displays of 
absence and therefore intimations of presence are just as fertile as the primordial void; 
just as agentic as the troublesome zero; and just as vivid as the language of unsaying. 
Their fertility and their agency are rooted in the unseen: if figural imagery constrained 
and tethered one’s imagination, then empty spaces unleashed the phantasia, freeing 
it and simultaneously shifting the responsibility of visualization from the artist to 
the viewer. Emptiness as a space of the imaginary became, to quote Edward Grant, 
‘dimensionless or dimensional in a transcendent sense’.102 Here, the ‘beholder’s share’, 
a term formulated by Ernst Gombrich to indicate the expectations and experiences that 
viewers employ to discern, recognize, and make sense of the image in front of them, is 
spectacularly inadequate and therefore paradoxically powerful.103

And so we may want to borrow the language of unseeing from the language of unsaying, 
and to echo Didi-Huberman’s question about early modern painting: ‘in what, why and 
how does this not resemble?’104 What is it that the frames around a void – frames as lines, 
frames as texts, frames as visual environment – really anchor? Certainly, debauchery can be 
represented in literal terms and the deathly stench of lust can be figured by a vanitas image. 
But these emphatically invisible, unrepresentable aspects of the world – unrepresentable 
not because they are unseemly, but because they are un-seeable – can only be truly figured 
through figurative lack, through occasional failure of the image, through displacement of the 
visible into the domain of the imaginary and intellectual. Brazenly put on display, medieval 
empty spaces are semiotically and epistemologically fraught: they demand to be grappled 
with and they hold the beholder in suspension, awakening doubt and spurring on invention.
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