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SPACE
Gerald B. Guest

It would seem irrefutable that notions of space stand at the heart of what we
do as art historians, especially if one takes a broad definition of the term as I intend

to do here. In what follows, the term "space" will refer variously to the virtual
spaces of two-dimensional images, to the social spaces inhabited by art objects,
and to the constructed spaces of buildings and other environments.1 This essay
will also be concerned with both space and place, and the notion that you cannot

consider one without the other.2 I will mostly, however, use the term "space" to
encapsulate this pairing. In considering the spaces of medieval art as bearers of
meaning, I would like to argue for an approach that is explicitly object focused but
takes into account recent theoretical work in the humanities and social sciences

(the so-called "spatial turn," considered below).
The English word "space" comes from the French espace (the Oxford Eng
lish Dictionary lists multiple spellings here) and ultimately from the Latin word

spatium (OED, s.v. "space," etymology). The original Latin term can refer to
space either as "area or extension" (II) or to space as "time or duration" (I).3 Thus
across the centuries the very word "space" itself has intertwined the temporal
and spatial. Both usages can be found, for example, in the Latin Vulgate text of
the Bible. Joshua 3:4 states, "And let there be between you and the ark the space
[spatium] of two thousand cubits"; but Joshua 10:13 states, "So the sun stood still
in the midst of heaven, and hasted not to go down the space [spatio] of one day."

A similar usage can be found in Middle English texts. Chaucer uses the word
"space" in the two senses of the word noted above. In the Clerk's Tale one reads,
"I dar the bettre aske of yow a space / Of audience" (lines 103^1), while in Troilus

and Criseyde one reads, "Certeynly no more harde grace / May sitte on me, for

why ther is no space" (I, lines 713-14). Similarly, in the Divine Comedy Dante
uses the word "spazio" to indicate both time and space. In Purgatory 11:106-8
the word indicates time: "Before a thousand years have passed—a span / that,
for eternity, is less space than / an eyeblink for the slowest sphere in heaven";4
whereas in 29:106-8 the word refers to an area: "The space between the four of
them contained / a chariot—triumphal—on two wheels, / tied to a griffin's neck
and drawn by him."
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Further consideration of this intertwining of the notions of ti

in medieval culture is beyond the scope of this essay. Suffice it to
that greater investigation of the topic might yield fruitful results

who study the visual cultures of this period. Certainly the theme h

tradition in postmedieval philosophy and aesthetics; Lessing's Laocö
perhaps the seminal text in this vein.

In looking specifically at the spaces of medieval art, this essay

said to be concerned with notions of spatiality. The Oxford Englis

includes that word within its definition of the adjective "spatial," d

ity as "spatial character, quality, or property" (OED, s.v. "spatial,"

The term can be found in English usage as early as 1887, and it als

able academic pedigree. It is used, for example, in French (spati
Bergson's Creative Evolution of 1907 and Maurice Merleau-Ponty's

ogy of Perception of 1945.5 1 believe that this word, "spatiality," ge

of what I want to consider in this essay—namely, space as a quantif

but also a subjectively inflected component of lived experience and
shaper of meanings and ideologies.

Such considerations have featured prominently in recent academ

In fact, one now regularly reads of a "spatial turn" within cultural s

that has been used for at least a decade.6 For Edward W. Soja, t

"is fundamentally an attempt to develop a more creative and critic

balancing of the spatial/geographical and the temporal/historical i

At its best, work in this new field of spatial studies is rigorously in

blending theoretical reflection with considerations of the social and

I believe that this body of scholarship offers us a wealth of insight

art historical work on the art of the Middle Ages. This new body of

how space interweaves social norms and subjective experience, a
in which meaning is created by ritual and performance in space, a

concerns get bound up with individual and collective memory. In thi

ing, space is not just a blank canvas or an empty vessel but a sociall

sphere that must be considered by those wishing to understand cu

cally. Space emerges in this manner of investigation as both abstrac
lived and conceived, an arena of practice and an arena of thought.

Arguably, the field of study that can most claim responsibilit

ing this spatial turn is cultural geography.8 Key figures in this disc

Edward Soja, David Harvey, and Derek Gregory.9 These are writers

medieval art historians are probably not familiar but I believe tha

efit from an examination of their work. As Soja has noted, "the u

transdisciplinarity of the spatial tum is making almost every schola

to some degree, in much the same way that every scholar is to
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historian."10 What I have found especially useful in their work is the care

eration of key theoretical texts coupled with a commitment to putting th

practice within their discipline; each of the aforementioned scholars was t

the traditional methodologies of cultural geography and then went on to reth

assumptions of their discipline using critical theory. This is what I am ad

for historians of medieval art—a productive synthesis of our discipline

lished commitment to spatial analysis with an awareness of important th
developments that have taken place in the humanities since the 1960s.

Space, of course, has always featured prominently in the study of m

art. An accounting of the theme's various manifestations in the scholarsh
be a particularly useful project but one that cannot be undertaken here.

less, I believe it fair to say that among the foundational figures in the fi
history, virtually every major scholar evinced some interest in the social

construction of space in either figurai art or in architecture. As formalist art

developed at the end of the nineteenth century, it was concerned fund

with what might now be called the virtual space of figurai art. Rieg
mische Kunstindustrie of 1901 is perhaps one of the most relevant exam
could cite in this vein. Later scholars expanded the discussion. Erwin Pa

Otto von Simson, and Hans Jantzen, among others, attuned us to the soph

of Gothic architectural space.11 Focillon's "law of the frame" transforme

ception of Romanesque figurai imagery.12 Meyer Schapiro alerted us to t

ics of the visual field and to the complex virtual spaces of Romanesque scu

Otto Pächt intertwined notions of narrative, time, and space in his Rise of

Narrative in Twelfth-Century England.14 John White, among others, h
ered the prehistory of linear perspective in late medieval painting.15

If anything, recent histories of medieval art have emphasized to an
greater extent the complexity of imagined and created spaces in the art
tecture of the medieval period. Historians of architecture continue to un
geometric complexity of medieval buildings.16 Architectural sculpture

objects have been interpreted within their spatial contexts.17 The role of

the construction of gender has been investigated.18 Cities have been sub

spatial analyses.19 Maps and itineraries have been looked at for their cont

to medieval attitudes toward the spatial world.20 Scholars of manuscrip

have revealed the complex mise-en-page of premodern books with their

ing together of word and image, center and margin.21 Late medieval pain

been mined for its virtual complexity.22 Beyond the history of art, more bro

medieval studies the 1990s marked an important period of examinations

across the disciplines. The well-known collection Medieval Practices

appeared in 2000, but before that similar volumes appeared in French an

man: the Spring 1990 issue of the journal Médiévales was devoted to
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du Moyen Age," and the collection Raum und Raumvorstellungen i
appeared in 1998.23

Historians of medieval art wishing to more fully engage in the curr

turn might find inspiration in some of the seminal texts in the field. O

that could be usefully mined is Henri Lefebvre's Production of Spa
the theoretical text most influential on current work on space and

vre considered space from a neo-Marxist perspective, asking how i

in relation to other social and economic factors. Space might be tho

work as the key medium for the naturalization of political ideolog

to characterize the production of space, Lefebvre offers a very usef

confusing, conceptual triptych. He considers (1) spatial practices, or

produce the spaces of society; (2) representations of space, which i

tualizations and especially dominant models of spatiality; and (3) re

spaces, or lived spaces, spaces of the everyday. Thus, for example, L
that in the Middle Ages:

spatial practice embraced not only the network of local roads close
peasant communities, monasteries and castles, but also the main ro
between towns and the great pilgrims' and crusaders' ways. As for
resentations of space, these were borrowed from Aristotelian and
emaic conceptions, as modified by Christianity.25

In Lefebvre's rich and sprawling study, space emerges as both a pr
medium, an object and a frame.

Turning to the application of cultural theory to our own field
work on space might help us to rewrite, say, the history of the Gothic

some of the spatial practices that are intrinsic to its functioning an

ness. In his way of thinking, a spatial practice might be said to m

the conceptual and the lived.261 would argue that two of the key spa

the Gothic cathedral were its iconography and its liturgy. It might be sa

two objects of study, one material and the other performative, come tog

ways in which they make the spaces of the medieval church and th

meaningful. In the remainder of this essay I offer two brief case stu

and iconography and ways in which they can be thought to remap th

medieval world, investing them with layers of meaning.
Such an approach to liturgy might attend to the fragmentation of

around altars, chapels, relics, and other sites as well as how these v
allowed for the creation of sacred networks and itineraries. Continued examination

of stational liturgies and how they linked cathedrals to other spaces (streets, city
gates, cemeteries, and other churches) might show us some of the ways in which

cities were made meaningful as physical sites. For example, at Chartres the feast
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days known collectively as Rogations functioned in part to redefine the

the medieval city.27 These feasts originated in the early Middle Ages, seem

penitential purposes and to pray for a bountiful harvest.

At Chartres various churches were visited in processions during th

days of the minor Rogations (Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday) that p
Ascension Thursday.28 One of the surviving thirteenth-century ordinals

cathedral tells us that on the first of these days, the readings for the mass in

Luke 11:5-13 and James 5:16—20.29 The latter begins:
Confess therefore your sins one to another: and pray one for another, that

you may be saved. For the continual prayer of a just man availeth much.

Elias was a man passible like unto us: and with prayer he prayed that it
might not rain upon the earth, and it rained not for three years and six

months. And he prayed again: and the heaven gave rain, and the earth
brought forth her fruit. My brethren, if any of you err from the truth,
and one convert him: He must know that he who causeth a sinner to be

converted from the error of his way, shall save his soul from death, and
shall cover a multitude of sins.

This reading is especially apt for these feasts in that it stresses the relationship of
the people to the land, the need for penitence and prayer, and the hope for bounti

ful crops; themes prominent across the Rogation days' liturgies.30 Following the
mass at Chartres Cathedral on Monday, processions were made to the Churches
of St. John in the Valley, St. Maurice, and St. Andrew (Fig. 1). According to the

ordinal cited above, the antiphon "De ierusalem" was sung when the cathedral
chapter exited the choir and when they then exited the cathedral itself. The text for

this piece begins, "Out of Jerusalem go the remnants and from Mount Sion, the
survivor[s]; for protection shall be given to this city, and it shall be saved for the
sake of his servant, David, Alleluia."31 A spatialized typology is thus set into play
here; the city in which the antiphon was chanted became a new Jerusalem. Other

prayers were recited and other churches were visited on Tuesday and Wednesday
of the same week.

Just as the cathedral was itself a series of discrete sacred sites (altars, rel
ics/reliquaries, etc.), so the city became a network of sacred sites in the liturgies

for Rogations (this is true of other feast days as well). The sacred geography at
Chartres was remapped through these performances, creating a fluid spatiality of
sanctity that was brought to life through liturgical performance. The citizens of
the medieval city, both clerical and lay, were consequently implicated within this
cultural geography as contingent subjects of God and the Church.
In related fashion, figurai art, such as stained glass windows, might be sub
jected to similar spatial analyses. Like liturgical performances, narrative windows
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Fig. 1. Plan of Chartres. (Photo: Taken from A. Clerval, A Guide Book of Chartres [Chartres: Librai
rie Paul Renier, 1926].)

create sacred maps of the medieval world. Thus a window like that dedicated
to Charlemagne at Chartres, probably created in the early thirteenth century, is

animated by sophisticated typologies of space.32 This window focuses on Char
lemagne's legendary expeditions to the Holy Land and to Iberia. In Aachen, at the
window's start, Charlemagne is urged by a visiting bishop to journey to the Holy

Land in order to liberate it from the Muslims (Fig. 2, lower left). In Jerusalem
Charlemagne wins the city for Christendom, and in Constantinople the Emperor
Constantine, anachronistically, gives Charlemagne relics to take back to Aachen
(Fig. 2, upper left and upper right). In Aachen he is visited in a vision by the apostle

James, who instructs him to go to Iberia to free his burial site (Fig. 3, lower right).

In Iberia Charlemagne is shown with Roland and others battling the enemy, taking

cities, and building a church (Figs. 4 and 5, throughout).

The window's narrative depicts a range of sacred spaces from the city of

Jerusalem to churches in Aachen and Spain. It is through the diverse actions
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Fig. 2. Charlemagne window (scenes 1-6). Chartres cathedral. (Photo: Author.)

represented throughout the panels that these spaces are made meaningful and
inscribed within institutional memory. The exchange of relics, the building of
churches, the taking of cities, the deaths of warriors, the depictions of piety and

prayer—all work to exemplify Charlemagne and simultaneously to contextual
ize and valorize the church's ongoing struggles with heretics and non-Christians
in the Holy Land, France, and Iberia. The overall spatiality of the window might
thus be characterized as one structured around a cluster of interconnected sacred

sites made or transformed through human action. In this fashion an engaged spa
tial analysis of the narrative must consider first the representational semiotics of

the window's individual spaces and then branch out to look at place as a social
construction that intertwines ideology with history. Such an approach to spatiality
does not necessarily negate the traditional work of art history with its grounding in

formal and stylistic issues but recognizes that the formal poetics of visual culture
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Fig. 3. Charlemagne window (scenes 8-13). Chartres cathedral. (Pho

reflect the cultural geography of the time, and that this br

is an essential context for understanding medieval art. O

the spatial turn enfolds traditional art historical conce
that has at its heart the work of ideology critique.

Finally, when considering monumental church art, o

the comparative analysis between art and liturgy even fu

the parallel between the two breaks down. The two phen

a basic level but the correspondence is not entirely neat

the medieval world with meaning through the visual an

By way of conclusion, I would like to offer one last

meaningful in part through ideological investments, an

thought of as a "political unconscious" (to use Fredric J

we not then speak of a spatial unconscious animating m

ture?33 Such a notion might offer us new ways of thi
study.
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Fig 4. Charlemagne window (scenes 14-18). Chartres cathedral. (Photo: Author.)

V'.fcffi",

Fig. 5. Charlemagne window (scenes 19-24). Chartres cathedral. (Photo: Author.)
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