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PREFACE

In 2001, more than four hundred thousand people traveled
to The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York to see the
exhibition “Jacqueline Kennedy: The White House Years.”
Dresses, hats, gloves, and jewels worn by the celebrated
First Lady of the United States were draped over man-
nequins, set upon pedestals, and enclosed in protective
vitrines. One could say they were enshrined for the viewers,
who followed a set path through the galleries. Large historic
photo murals of Mrs. Kennedy fulfilling her official respon-
sibilities—alighting from a plane in Pakistan, traveling up
the river to Delhi—lent an air of reverence to the display. At
the end of the exhibition, a catalogue could be purchased
as a souvenir of the visit. Those familiar with the Manhat-
tan landscape could exit the Museum and pass by both the
building where the former First Lady had lived, and the
church where her funeral Mass had taken place.

For anyone puzzled by the concept of the veneration of rel-
ics, whether in the Middle Ages or today, the “Jacqueline
Kennedy” exhibition may serve as an instructive contempo-
rary, secular example, for it bears many of the hallmarks of
medieval devotion. Admittedly, no one came to the exhibition
anticipating that the objects or their deceased owner pos-
sessed miracle-working powers. But visitors unwittingly
assumed the role of pilgrims visiting a shrine, winding their
way to the Museum, in lieu of a sanctuary. Patiently the
exhibition-goers waited in line to come into proximity with
objects indelibly linked to the special memory of a revered
figure. Because of their treasured history, the objects had
acquired a value as ‘relics’ far greater than their material
worth, a fact not lost on the crowd. Indeed, the value of such
objects had been incontrovertibly established by the sale of
similar pieces from the First Lady’s collection at public
auction in 1996.

In a broader sense, all works of art exhibited in muse-
ums, from the Mona Lisa at the Louvre to the guitar of Eric
Clapton at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, can be said to
constitute a kind of sacred treasure today. Representative
of the finest creative impulses of humankind, they offer

us a firsthand glimpse, if not of the divine, then at least

of the divine spark. The Department of Medieval Art and
The Cloisters have a long-established tradition of sharing
their sacred treasures with sister institutions across town,
throughout the country, and around the world. The Depart-
ment’s first loans to American university museums were to
Amherst College and Fordham University in the early 1940s.
The loan of medieval reliquaries to “Objects of Devotion

and Desire” is the second loan from the department to New
York's own Hunter College. While our world-famous collec-
tion of medieval art is only a short walk away from Hunter,
the study and loan of pieces from the medieval collection

to this exhibition has afforded Hunter students, working
under the direction of Professor Cynthia Hahn, an intimate
acquaintance with the art of the reliquary. The objects on
loan held the relics of the saints, but in a sense they also
survive as relics—of the arts of the Middle Ages. Juxta-
posed with contemporary works of art that touch on com-
mon themes, these works of art will, we hope, be perceived
anew, animated by a spirit of liveliness that was, after all, an
essential ingredient in their creation.

Barbara Drake Boehm
Curator, Department of Medieval Art and The Cloisters
The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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OBJECTS OF DEVOTION AND DESIRE:
Relics, Reliquaries, Relation, and Response

Cynthia Hahn

Fig. 1 Tibetan Buddhist Rock Crystal Reliquary, date unknown.
Image courtesy David Germano.

As an object category, the relic’ has withstood
the so-called test of time. It appears in cul-
tures and religions throughout the world, even
among those that claim resistance to ‘super-
stition’—cultures as diverse as the modern
secular world, Judaism, Islam, and, of course,
Catholicism. This ‘omnipresent persistence,’
even among nonbelievers, is the first of many
ways in which these surprising objects thwart
our preconceived ideas.

Before getting much further, however, we
must ask, what is a relic? Where does its
seemingly natural power originate? Perhaps
even more germane to our particular inter-
estin art: what is a reliquary and why do they
exist? The answer to the last question seems
obvious—a reliquary is the container for a
relic—but, as we will see, the relationship of
object to container is not obvious at all, either
in the medieval world or in the modern. In
some extreme examples, the relic is not
always a natural object and the reliquary

not always manmade.

Although relics are persistently material—
both by definition (from the Latin religuiae, or

“remains”) as well as in our most basic understanding—the existence and importance of relics has far
more to do with operations of memory and selection than with any intrinsic worth of material things.
This is true even for the relics of the venerated saints of the Middle Ages, which prominent commenta-
tors on relics in the Middle Ages (for example, Paulinus of Nola of the fourth century and Thiofridus of
Echternach of the eleventh) consistently refer to as “dust.”

If we ask, “what is dust?” we begin to find some measure of insight. Again, a practical definition is
readily available: dust is fine powder or earth. However, if we examine the word, we find it operates
through a process of exclusion rather than through positive meaning. Dust is a secondary product of
dirt. Dust is what we unhappily discover in corners. Dust is the opposite of the valuable, whole, and
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active; it is the extraneous, the inert, the unwanted, the ‘other.” How does dust become the powerful
and valuable relic? The answer is, again, both simple and complex.

Relics achieve distinction above all by being ‘collected” and honored. The physical remains of St.
Polycarp were gathered by his followers after his martyrdom and cremation c. 155 and declared “more
precious than precious stones, and finer than gold” (Martyrdom, 18). In this first identifiable act of
Christian “relic-ing” (I use this neologism in order to put the focus on a verb or action rather than a
noun or object, as suggested by Suzanne Preston Blier in discussions of Yoruba practices), the faithful
identified ashes as valuable and equivalent in meaning to a holy human being. Moreover, intrinsic to this
act of collection and identification is a corollary act of framing. Enframement can be constituted by a
number of practices including ritual, storytelling, or, most obviously, placing the valuable substance
or object in a fitting container. Now when we think of the reliquary, we realize, therefore, that it is

not subsequent to but coterminous with the relic. The reliquary defines the relic—it declares, This is
valuable! This is here! This is worthy of preservation and honor! In other words, the act of selection and
subsequent enframement in some sense make the relic rather than the reverse.

This seems, again, paradoxical or contrary to sense. It is also emphatically contrary to the core mes-
sage of every reliquary—each of which tries very, very hard to convince us that no act of relic-ing

ever took place. The reliquary asserts through its construction and its precious materials that the

relic is intrinsically valuable, eternal, and indeed has existed from a designated and pregnant histori-
cal moment worthy of remembrance—the death of a saint, the crucifixion of Christ, the moment of a
touch—and will be preserved forever without change. The reliquary constitutes as its very mission the
support of memory (and that implies a value that precedes its existence). Nevertheless, in some sense,
as we have seen, the relic does not exist without the reliquary.

This persistence and definition of the holy ‘relic’ by means of the reliquary is strikingly demonstrated in
the Tibetan Buddhist visionary tradition. In Tibetan Buddhism, a persecuted religion that first emerged
in the seventh and eighth centuries and has found a resurgence in the twentieth and twenty-first, a
‘treasure’ tradition helps to bind religious ideas across time. As David Germano has shown, ‘treasure’
encompasses relics that are revealed to worthy and reincarnated ‘disciples,” such as objects from ear-
lier eras that are said to have been strategically left behind or actually buried. These objects (or relics)
emerge to teach principles of Buddhism and take the form of texts, statues of the Buddha, and ritual
implements. The most remarkable aspect of this tradition is that the ‘reliquaries’ that contain these
supposedly ancient objects are not containers at all. They are simple spherical or ovoid stones of great
natural beauty that are said to have dropped from the sky (still warm like meteorites), or emerged
from walls into the hands of the designated disciples (fig. 1). How they offer up their contents has never
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been revealed, but their status as mystical objects that are also timeless, natural, and valuable seems
incontrovertible. Thus, they establish a frame of value against which the status and importance of the
emergent relics’ are asserted. They also clearly reverse the conventional order of relics and reliquar-
ies—in this instance the relics are manmade, the reliquaries natural.

In their ‘container-ness,” the medieval reliquaries on display in this exhibit are perhaps more straight-
forward than the aforementioned Tibetan examples, but they are no less eloquent in arguing for the
value of any substance they may contain. We are fortunate to show a range of reliquary constructions
that demonstrates a wide variety of strategies of enclosure and enframement and raises a series of

Fig. 2 Plaque from an Arm Reliquary of St. Victor, 1243. Engraved
and gilt copper. From the abbey of Montiéramey (Champagne).
Musée national du Moyen Age, Paris, CL. 11981.

Image: Wikimedia Commons.
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questions intrinsic to medieval Christian reliquaries, and, as we
shall see, to many other objects ‘of devotion and desire.’

THE MAKING OF RELIQUARIES—

ARTISTIC PRACTICE AND RELATIONAL AESTHETICS

Vision

A first issue confronting the maker of any reliquary is how much

to reveal. Not how much ‘skin’ to show, but how much skin or sur-
face to peel back to reveal the core, the secret, the sacred. Indeed,
how to constitute that sacred content with a sufficiently indicative
exterior. Many reliquaries were never meant to be opened. Like the
tiny early Christian stone sarcophagus (cat. 1), they were shut tight.
Nevertheless, such stubborn opacity does not mean the relic is
removed from interaction. Although this marble box never revealed
its contents, it was still ‘open’ to its audience. A sort of chimney
construction allowed it to receive libations or offerings of aromatic
oils that has left it with an entrancing and persistent odor.

In contrast, other reliquaries, such as the figure of the priest who
carries a relic in a crystal capsule (cat. 28), offer up their contents
as fully visible. (Whether one could actually get close enough in a
church to see this is another question.) The play of revelation and
concealment is a core strategy of creating meaning with reliquary
display. It is both intrinsic to the production of an aura of precious-
ness and effective in the creation of a sense of desire in the spec-
tator. It ineluctably opens the question of the value of vision and
ultimately poses a conundrum concerning what human eyes might
be capable of seeing.

Words

After deciding, however, how much to show, next is the decision
about how much to tell. Given that reliquaries often must assert-
ively argue for the value of their contents, words—inscriptions and
stories—are essential to creating a context for the holy and to fram-
ing the relic. But too many words might “protest too much,” might



create a raucous environment instead of a more appro-
priate meditative silence. (In this, today, as exhibition
designers, we find sympathetic common ground: how
many words are too many?)

A first task of words is labeling. If the relic is a bone,
whose bone is it? If the relic is a scrap of cloth, who
wore or touched it? Labeling might take the form of

an authentic, a tiny scrap of parchment with the saint’s
name written on it—as can be seen in the upper crystal
of the arm relic on display (cat. 7)—or might appear in
beautifully inscribed Latin as on an arm reliquary of
Vincent in the Musée de Cluny in Paris (fig. 2).

Fig. 3 So-called Casket of St. Cunigunde, c. 10007 Scandinavia.
The latter inscription, on the base—that is, the usually Oak, mammoth ivory, and gilded bronze. The Bamberg Cathedral

Treasury. Bavarian National Museum, Munich Inv. Nr MA 286.

invisible bottom of the arm reliquary—is surely much Image: Wikimedia Commons,

more than a mere label. It gives a date of the donation,
the name of the donor and saint, and, in combination
with a picture, reveals the certainty that Vincent is worthy of this honor, his reliquary. We see the dying
saint on a bier and above him a tiny childlike figure representing his soul as it rises to heaven and is
received by angels. Here we are constituted as witnesses as the realm of words connects directly to
that of stories and images. Although the medieval reliquaries in our exhibition have suffered the exile
of being removed from their cult spaces to the cool and remote cases of museums (and this gallery),

in their original settings, stories were the stuff that connected relics and reliquaries to their communi-
ties and to a vivid life of action, of healing, of ritual, and of the past—and the future—of their own lives.’

Materials

Reliquary making by necessity involves the use of material. Sumptuous or meaningful materials were
an essential part of asserting the importance of reliquaries and their contents in the Middle Ages.
Most reliquaries, if possible, were made “of gold and gems”—a phrase asserting great value that
echoes from the classical period (Ovid) through today. Some ingeniously re-created the effect of such
precious substances through craftsmanship and meticulous technique (cat. 27). Other materials,
however, could also be used; the materials mentioned in the Bible as used in the building of the
Temple of Jerusalem—bronze, iron, wood, marble, and again, gold and gems—were favored choices.
Ivory was also prized because it reflects the tactility and whiteness of skin, implicating a sense of the
flesh; every medieval treasury seems to have had at least one ivory box. The Casket of St. Cunigunde
(fig. 3), memorializing an early German saint and queen, uses not only ivory, but also gold, or at least
gilding. Most remarkable is that it was probably not even originally a reliquary and perhaps did not
belong to the queen.

Making a reliquary indeed does not necessarily involve making an entirely new thing. Reliquaries,

like relics themselves, can be ‘selected’ or created by addition or compilation. Rather than shame,
value could be found in old, ‘used’ objects appearing in new guises. Spoliation, or the repurposing or
recycling of older materials, was not just expedient but desirable in the Middle Ages. Reusing a luxury
or courtly object such as this beautiful ivory box allows a transference of value, a carrying-on of
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significance from one cultural milieu to another—from
court to church, from antiquity to present day.

In particular, many reliquaries reused precious materi-
als such as ancient gems. Remarkably, the mythical
and/or pagan subject matter generally did not seem to
concern the artist, patron, or audience. Occasionally,
however, gems were recut, as in this example that was
once part of a Christian object in the treasury of the
Sainte-Chapelle, St. Louis’s great relic shrine in Paris
(fig. 4). This large and beautiful amethyst was engraved
with a portrait of the Roman emperor Caracalla, but
was later adjusted to represent St. Peter through the
addition of a cross (at the right) and an inscription.

The Greek inscription and large, fine quality of the gem
would have given it, and the object it adorned, higher
associative value, implying that it came from the East,
and even from the Byzantine court, as did many of St.
Louis’s other treasures.

Implicitly addressing both the past and the future, the
combination of reused and new materials can ‘renew’ a
relic and bring it up to date. In the fourth century, Pau-
linus of Nola praised this quality in a shrine, writing:

They are the same yet not the same as they depict
the shape of future and present blessings....So it
will be on the day when men are permitted to rise
again with life renewed. Amongst those who rise,

. . . Fig. 4 Engraved Amethyst Depicting Emperor Caracalla with Later
precedeﬂce will be given to the group whose flesh is Inscriptions, c. 212. Département des Monnaies, Médailles et Antiques
covered with a shining garment. de la Bibliotheque nationale de France, Paris. Chab. 2101.

Image: Marie-Lan Nguyen / Wikimedia Commons.

(The Poems of Paulinus of Nola, 301-2)

Reliquaries must never be dilapidated but always polished and perfect, reflecting light and the glory of
their contents. Even as they are refurbished and changed, paradoxically they stay the same, asserting
timelessness and eternity.

Meaning

In making objects of timeless beauty, artists that produced reliquaries made extraordinary claims.

In effect, reliquaries insist that certain things, although seemingly insignificant, are more ‘real’ and
‘powerful’ than other things. This sense of power in material objects is, of course, not new to Christi-
anity but is a persistent theme in human culture. The notion gets at the heart of the persistence of
relics themselves.

12 Objects of Devotion and Desire



One key for understanding the mysterious power of such meaning lies in thinking about the problem
in terms of sign theory. Rather than a symbol (an arbitrary sign arbitrarily assigned a meaning) or an
icon (a likeness or representative sign), relics are most like the third category of Peirceian sign theory,
the index. The index, most simply put, acknowledges the irrational human belief in the lingering power
of contact. Just as smoke indicates fire, or a footprint indicates the presence of a man on Robinson
Crusoe’s island, the indexical sign does not represent full presence but effectively points to or indi-
cates the real and the present because it gives evidence of one-time contact or somehow maintains an
adjacency to that which it represents. Having once been part of or having touched the holy makes the
relic a conduit of the forces that are intrinsic to the original. Nevertheless, just like a sign, the relic has
qualities the original does not possess. The relic is not confined by space, time, or context. It can read-
ily move out into the world, carrying its significance far and wide.

Collection and Presentation

Reliquaries and their relics are quintessentially objects intended for collection (or curation?). Indeed,
they are rarely, if ever, found alone. They cluster in groups—Christian relics are more powerful as a
‘chorus’ of saints that reflects the power of the Heavenly Jerusalem and the Court of Heaven. Even in
small reliquaries (cat. 7), multiple relics might reside together to be displayed. Church treasuries or
collections are thus another sort of context that helps establish the worth and meaning of relics.
However, in order to allow such a context to work, rituals of display and explication had to be performed.
Treasuries of the Middle Ages, therefore, had someone to care for them: a keeper, or even what one
might think of as a tour guide. Such a keeper not only cared for the objects but also preserved their
stories. Medieval treasuries always had associated legends, often fully revealed only late in their his-
tories but sometimes sketched or hinted at in early inventories or chronicles. Of course, the inscrip-
tions and images, which might be difficult to read or decipher, also benefited from explication. Thus,
as James Clifford argues, objects become the “occasions for the telling of stories and the singing of
songs,” adding to any other powers that they might hold (Clifford, 189).

In fact, as we begin to think about the interaction of guide and viewer, we begin to get a sense of how
important viewer reaction is to the constitution of a relic’s significance. In its sumptuous materials, its
evocation of stories, its shining beauty, its indexical power—in all of these things—the reliquary counts
on the reaction of the viewer. In essence, the reliquary is a rhetorical argument, materially asserted—
sometimes spectacularly so—concerning the importance and power of the relic. It can even take the
form of a rhetorical device—as in the case of an arm reliquary—that is, a metaphor or synecdoche.

Bodies

Finally, in making a reliquary, the medieval artist makes a form that ‘faces’ us, confronts us, and
addresses us bodily. Not surprisingly, the body itself becomes a primary source of the production of
meaning in reliquaries.

Indeed, despite appearances and assertions to the contrary, medieval body-part reliquaries are not
shaped like human appendages because they hold corresponding relics; often they do not. Given this
fact, the assertion that they are simple representations of their contents falls apart. Instead of objects
that are purely ‘representational,” arm relics, for example, are complexly ‘metaphorical’ and
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‘relational.” They show the saint to be the active ‘limb’ of the 'body’ of the Church (fig. 5). They allow the
clergy to point and to ‘extend’ its reach, perhaps in the form of miracles of healing, perhaps in the form of
theatrical liturgies where such a prop could bless the crowd. The fingertips of the reliquary in the exhibit
show wear, clear evidence that the arm was not purely an object of display but also a ‘conduit” of power.

However, in addition to all of these potential uses and meanings, the arm reliquary and its even more
uncanny and strange compatriot, the head reliquary (fig. 6), through an evocation of a life-size body-part,
attest to the presence of the saint. Yes, a transfigured and
heavenly body, but a body nonetheless. These objects, in
fact, are so uncharacteristically realistic in the context of
the general abstraction of medieval art that scholars once
asserted that reliquaries led the way for a return to monu-
mental sculpture in the Middle Ages, an art form that had
been left behind since antiquity because of Mosaic or Old
Testament prescriptions against “graven images.” Most
scholars no longer believe this particular storyline. In the
end, we must credit artistic use of realism and the evoca-
tion of the empathy of bodies as other means artists used
to conjure up the power of the relic.

Of course, relics and reliquaries participate almost
automatically in a rhetoric of the power and presence of
the body, but artists of reliquaries find means to make
these ideas more powerful and assertive. In addition to
body-part reliquaries presented as a spectacle of heads,
arms, and feet, reliquaries could be associated with bod-
ies in other ways. They could bring their indexical power
into operation through physical contact with the devotee.
Indeed, although the primary means of experiencing rel-
ics and reliquaries was the visual, relics call out to be
touched. Stories tell of pilgrims who touch or even bite
relics in order to come into the most intimate possible
contact with the object of devotion. (In some sense,
then, reliquaries can serve as protection against over-
zealous devotees.)

Some reliquaries, however, especially the very small and
the privately owned, were intended to facilitate contact
with individual worshippers. The tiny cross-shaped reli-
quary (cat. 11) is a personal reliquary, in effect a piece

of jewelry. One notes, however, that it is not primarily a
showy display piece as jewelry so often is, but instead is
.shaped and formed to facilitate an interaction between
relic and owner. With its two hinged sides, it can be
opened so that the viewer can look at the relic inside. It

Fig. 5 Arm Reliquary of St. Gorgonius, c. 1450. Metal with ancient
spolia gems. Cathedral Treasury, Minden, Germany.
Image: Wikimedia Commons.
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is decorated on both sides even though only one side would show during wearing. While the outer image
depicts the crucifixion, the inner side (turned toward the breast, the heart) holds an image of Mary, the
mother of Christ and the most effective of intercessors who could carry any prayer to her son. The shape
of the cross even intimates the shape of the wearer’s body during prayer, as Christians of this early period
prayed in a gesture with lifted arms, the ‘orant’ pose.

Thus, it is no empty claim to argue that reliquaries called upon the viewer to complete the imaginative
‘whole,” to respond and interact with the relic. They bedazzled with their beauty and reflective surfaces; they
taught their viewers how to respond to the relic, to venerate and honor it. They evoked the power of the body,
even in its disgusting bits, to lift the mind heavenward, and to make prayer.

MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY ART

Relics and Response

Relics and reliquaries are not a thing of the past. Artists raised in the Catholic faith, as well as a wide range
of contemporary artists, evoke Christian relics as part of the discourse about the power of matter and the
ability of objects and the body to testify. Although some artists use irony or try to ‘steal’ some of the power

of that discourse, the curators of this exhibition have not found these to be the artists that produce the most
compelling and intriguing work. The dialogue that is possible between medieval art objects and art of the
modern and contemporary era does not end with conventional Catholic meanings and dogma, instead it is the
strategies that medieval artists used to create powerful aesthetic statements that are used by artists today.

Perhaps the clearest and most powerful reference to reliquaries per se in contemporary art appears in the
work of Paul Thek. In dialogue with a troubled personal spirituality and informed by a Catholic upbringing,
he interrogated the possibilities of the body in the series, Technological Reliquaries, encasing slabs of ‘meat’
or casts of his body in Plexiglas boxes. Alluding to a wide range of references—including Christian martyrs,
votive images, museum display, and casualties of the Vietnam War—his work with the body was also very
intimately subjective. He wrote, “"We accept our thing-ness intellectually but the emotional acceptance of

it can be ajoy” (Thek, 13). These “reliquaries,” recently on view in a Whitney retrospective, unlike medieval
reliquaries audaciously present their contents to scrutiny (fig. 7). They are, however, with their evocation of
bleeding, sliced flesh and collapsing expanses of rotting skin and fat clotted with hair, very difficult to look at
in their “thing-ness.” Perhaps more joyous is the artist’s conception of his own living head as a sort of relic
in relation to a group of objects he called “head boxes,” initially presented in an installation titled A Proces-
sion in Honor of Aesthetic Progress: Objects to Theoretically Wear, Carry, Pull, or Wave (exhibited at Galerie
M.E. Thelen in Essen, Germany, in 1968). These clear glass boxes with holes to accommodate the insertion
of the head, and shoulder supports to allow carrying in procession, evoke the possibility of a raucous ritual
celebration of art.

Joseph Beuys also focused on the ability of material thingness to communicate meaning in the 1960s. When
Beuys constructed a sled using, for him, powerful and significant materials—felt, fat, and a flashlight—

he assembled and identified meaningful objects and used the indexical even if the meaning originated in the
personal (cat. 12). | say “originated in the personal” because the artist aggressively used story and context to
build meaning for his or her audience. These objects and materials represent a role in a salvational myth of
rescue and recovery of the artist and at the same time are affixed to an object of obviously metaphorical and
‘moving’ possibilities. Labels and inscriptions play an important part in the artwork. In the end, there is very
little difference between these materials and what are called relics.
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Today, Eva and Franco Mattes consciously engage with the
discursive language of relics, but they do so in order to
examine and critique the modern art market and its system
of values. In Stolen Pieces, a work from 1995-97 exhibited
for the first time last year (cat. 13-14), they display ‘relics’ of
famous artworks which they contend they have chipped off,
broken, or stolen from galleries and museums. Whether or
not their story is true, the horror of desecration of ‘master-
pieces’ that it invokes is reminiscent of the story of St. Hugh
biting the relic bone of Mary Magdalene. That story is told
in the Middle Ages as a parable of appallingly inappropriate
behavior, but ultimately, by the end of the tale, the behavior
is forgiven and excused as an act of reverence to the living
saint by a divinely inspired holy man. Similarly, the Matteses
may begin with a critique of the art world but their work
reinforces the status of art in the same way a relic frag-
ment magnifies the importance of a saint. In Stolen Pieces,
the conceptual artworks are ‘broken’ but thereby renewed
and enlivened; from their moribund state as objects in an
exhibition, they are returned to an original ‘liveliness.’

From the time of the daguerreotype, photography has been
associated with the indexical sign and examined for what
appears to be its particular ability to preserve memories.
As the objects in our exhibition demonstrate (cat. 15-26),
the mechanical capture of the touch of light is only the first
step in the process of the making of meaning with pho-
tography. In particular, the manipulation of photographs,
the framing and reframing with the inclusion of hair or
mementoes, and even the exploitatiop of the pOSSibilitiQS Fig. 6 Head Reliquary of St. Gonsaldus, c.1200. Limoges.
of the use of metals and other materials are all are remi- Germanisches Nationalmuseur, Nuremberg.
niscent of strategies of the making of reliquaries. When Image: Wikimedia Gnu license / Wolfgang Sauber.
looking at the daguerreotype of a young girl with the frame

of hair (cat. 19), one is reminded of the Tibetan reliquary that

reverses the role of relic and reliquary, manufactured and natural.

Ishmael Randall Weeks works hard to explore the spatial and dynamic possibilities of found photographs

of sacred spaces (cat. 23-25). He transforms them into velvety and dark images in which one can barely
recognize church interiors, but then inscribes them with bright white "lights’ that describe collapse and
movement, energizing still, sacred spaces and recalling their potential for activation by ritual and belief.
Nate Larson creates a photographic record that does not contain recognizable images of the objects he pho-
tographs. Instead he uses the process of Kirlian photography to capture the ‘auras’ projected by personal
treasures that he has asked subjects to describe in documentation that is part of the work. The photographs
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ultimately raise the question of the physical presence of the spiritual. Just as medieval reliquaries appeal to
all the senses, modern artists aggressively explore the responsive possibilities of the senses beyond sight in
order to elicit audience involvement.

Gayil Nalls's World Sensorium (cat. 2-4) is a carefully constructed complex of meanings that begins with the
idea of the sense of smell in the form of a ‘perfume’ but that expands to encompass notions of geography
and the interaction of groups of people as well as rituals such as that of anointing. Her bottle is perhaps the
only object among the modern and contemporary artworks in this exhibition that comes close to resembling
a medieval reliquary, but she has supplemented that object with video (not exhibited here), sound, and ‘sou-
venirs” with which the participant can take away the intoxicating scent. Nalls even engages with time in her
perfume, which captures a world of c. 1900, but carries it forward to the first ‘exposure’ of the scent at the
Millennial celebration in Times Square in 2000. In some sense, this is very close to the multimedia experi-
ence and memory-making qualities of a medieval shrine.

Stuart Sherman’s performances (cat. 30-32) show the power of ritual to make and consolidate meaning
using things. Carefully scripted and performed without irony, they use seemingly arbitrarily selected objects
that acquire meanings as Sherman manipulates them. What at first seems ephemeral and inconsequential
gains significance through the processes of viewing, listening, and willing participation as part of an audi-
ence. In contrast to Sherman'’s approach,