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R E Z E N S I O N E N

troversy about the nature and value of these 
sense-experiences »confirms their centrality as 
an issue — and hence an explanatory factor 
— in the religious crisis and transformation 
of the Reformation era«. These conclusions are 
of course neither bold nor surprising, and in 
fact many of the essays do not directly confirm 
them. What the essays do demonstrate — and 
this is probably the strongest case for their val-
ue as a single collection, above and beyond the 
aggregate value of the individual essays — is a 
methodological point: understanding sense-re-
lated religious practices and the theories related 
to them is invaluable for the variety of disci-
plines encompassed by early modern studies. 
It can help scholars reinterpret well-known 
sources and discover new answers to the diverse 
plethora of questions that concern them.

Nearly a quarter of the contributors demon-
strate that knowledge of early modern devo-
tional practices and verbal or visual discourses 
about the role of the senses in such practices al-
lows us to challenge or enrich the conventional 
wisdom on a wide variety of general historical 
questions. Representative of this approach is 
the essay by Klaus Peitschmann, who shows 
that looking carefully at fifteenth-century Flor-
entine critiques of polyphonic liturgical music 
suggests a political-ideological dimension to 
the emergence of Renaissance polyphony — in 
contradiction to the tendency of musicological 
research to see it as »the logical result of an or-
ganic evolution«. Other credible views under-
mined by contributors in similar ways include 
the conventional wisdom that magic only be-
gins to be disentangled from scientific thinking 
in the seventeenth century (Yvonne Petry); the 
hypothesis by Jean Delumeau that the early 
modern period saw a progressive »interioriza-
tion of the vision of God« and a retreat from 
concrete depictions and imaginings of heaven 
(Wietse de Boer); and Alfred Rohde’s influen-
tial 1930s account of a sixteenth- century am-
ber trade »crisis« allegedly brought about by 
Protestant condemnation of rosaries (Rachel 
King). 

Another quarter of the contributors ex-
pose unexpected patterns in more extensive 

 bodies of sources. These include the surpris-
ingly »multisensory character« of early modern 
Noli me tangere iconography (Barbara Baert); 
the pervasiveness of anti-sensuality rhetoric in 
1530s–50s English condemnations of heresy 
and idolatry (Matthew Milner); the rehabil-
itation of the pleasures of taste in fifteenth- 
and sixteenth-century medical, culinary, and 
philosophical texts (Laura Gianetti); and 
the resonances among religious and medical 
discourses about hearing, in the wake of the 
sixteenth-century discovery of the Eustachian 
tube (Jennifer Rae McDermott).

Still another quarter of the contributors 
illustrate the extent to which considering the 
devotional and liturgical practices of early 
modern artists, patrons, and viewers allows art 
historians to clarify hitherto obscure aspects of 
particular works of art. Jennifer R. Hammer-
schmidt, for example, argues that Rogier van 
der Weyden’s Descent from the Cross (1430s) was 
designed to produce an emotional re sponse in 
members of the Greater Crossbowmen’s Guild 
of Louvain, whose regular experience of reli-
gious processions the Descent evoked. Other 
paintings subjected to reinterpretation include 
Anthony van Dyck’s Lamentation (Sarah Joan 
Moran), El Greco’s images of Saint Veronica 
(Andrew R. Casper), and Parmigianino’s Ma-
donna of the Long Neck (Alfred Acres).

The remaining contributors use sim-
ilar methods to reinterpret places, texts, and 
events. Iain Fenlon shows, in the case of six-
teenth-century Venice’s Piazza San Marco, how 
attention to smells and sounds can expand our 
understanding of an urban space’s »theatrical-
ity« beyond the already well-studied effects of 
static architectural features.  Christine Göttler 
renders the late sixteenth-century renovations 
of chapels at the Sacro Monte di Varallo com-
prehensible in light of contemporary interest 
in the affective power of images. Sven Dupré 
shows how an understanding of the Jesuits’ 
theory of images allows us to interpret the 
earliest seventeenth-century Jesuit critiques 
of  Johannes Kepler’s optics not as expres-
sions of »gratuitous conservatism«, but rather 
as attempts to protect a tradition of spir itual 




