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Echoes and Silences of Liturgy:

Liturgical Inscriptions and the Temporality of Medieval Rituals

Vincent Debiais

On the portal of the western facade of the Saint Peter church in Usson-du-Poitoufa short
distance south of Poitiers, France, one reads a very short inscription engrayed innirregular
capital letters under the torso of a lion passant, roughly carved in highrelief (Fig. 1)x%The
inscription is a single word, the Latin verb LETARE (for laetare)in the imperativg, “Rejoice!”
Placed on the west door and dated to the eleventh century, the lign andits imscription and a
griffin are among the few sculpted elements of this butlding. The medieval church was
renovated in the fourteenth century.

These two Romanesque figures on the westfacade—the lion and the griffin—are
associated with Christ, expressingdiis divinely=htiman nature and his Resurrection. The lion is
frequently an image in portals of‘¢ont€mporaryseleventh- and twelfth-century buildings in the
west of France, where it,is Setetimes accompanied by an inscription. In the basilica of Saint-
Seurin in Bordeaux (twelftheentary), the lion carved on a capital at the south side of the
porch shows thetword /eo omaits back.? In the church of Saint-Porchaire in Poitiers (twelfth
century), one of the capitals on the north side of the portal of the porch tower shows two lions
rampant facing'each other on either side of the inscription leones.’

The gext in Usson-du-Poitou, however, differs from these examples because it does not
identify the figure. This is all the more surprising, because the inscribed lions in Poitiers and
Bordeaux are far more recognizable than the one in Usson. In any case, if laetare should be

considered as an identification, it is neither through the use of a name nor thanks to a word



giving an immediate sense of what has been carved and, therefore, the text-image
combination operates on a different modality than designation.*

The verb laetare translates an emotion, that of joy and relief.> The word conveys the
kind of emotion expressed in the book of Zephaniah 3:14—15: “Sing, O daughter of Zion;
shout, O Israel; be glad and rejoice with all the heart, O daughter of Jerusalem. The Lord, hath
taken away thy judgments, he hath cast out thine enemy: the king of Israel, evengthe Lord, is
in the midst of thee: thou shalt not see evil anymore.”® These lines reveal Israel™shappiness
for the presence of God among his people and echo the astride figure§ of the [ton andithe
griffin carved on the facades of the churches from Usson-du-Poiteu, Bordeaux,‘and Poitiers,
for the lion and the griffin identify Christ’s Resurrection.4 Christ, deadvandd@live, man and
God, now stands risen among his own. One finds the sagiesidea,in thésconclusion to the book
of Isaiah 66:10—11: “Rejoice with Jerusalem,@nd be glad with her, all you that love her:
rejoice for joy with her, all you that mournfor her’\that you may suck, and be satisfied with
the breasts of her consolations; that' you may mulkyout, and be delighted with the abundance of
her glory.” Both texts from the @¥d Testament nspire the introit, the chant sung during the
entrance procession of the puicst.and his,assistants at the beginning of the Mass of the fourth
Sunday of Lent dshe text for'this ehant reads: “Rejoice, Jerusalem. Might all who like him
gather. Rejeice with happiness, who you were sad. You can jump up with joy and get satisfied
with_the milk of copsolation given to you.”® The content of the readings, psalm, and chants of
the liturgy of this*day marks a suspension in the Easter penitential preparation and already
announces\@hrist’s Resurrection, moving from the dark, deep announcement of his death
towards a bright and hopeful anticipation of His new life.’”

The word laetare therefore responds perfectly to both the lion sculpture and to its
location on the access door to the church; here the introit—this brief chant of praise sung at

the beginning of the Mass by the choir—Laetare was performed during the entrance rite.!”



The transitional aspect of the procession and the fleeting nature of the liturgical chant merge
with the stability and permanence of epigraphic writing. The lion, this figure of the
Resurrection, now resonates with the liturgical jubilatio and is transformed into an image of
sound. Far from explaining anything about the animal that is represented here, the inscription
enriches the meaning of the sculpture and instills it with an imagined chanting voice.

In Usson-du-Poitou, the abbreviation of the introit to just its incipit LAEFARE invites
the faithful who enter the temple to recall the performance of the liturgicalchantyto Summon
its content, meaning, and effect. The incised word impels the viewerd4o supply‘the réstiof the
text chanted in this specific Lenten introit and thus to perceive,the sculpture thréugh the aural
lens of the introit. The inscription therefore functions simultanceusly as,a trace of the song, as
a memory device to help the visitor recall the completeunitegitof the feast and its prototypes
in the Old Testament, and finally as a guide tefthe proclamatign of the Easter mystery. The
encounter between text and image encapsulates theliturgical voice aimed at dilating time. The
short “laetare” becomes an evocation and%a tufning-point leading to a spiritual insight.!!

This essay proposes to analyzeithe role of epigraphy in medieval churches, focusing
on the example at Usson-dusPoitouy, Using only a few letters, an inscription can activate the
images and the reeordof theliturgical rite. The analysis will first reveal the links between
medieval inscriptions and ritual texts, and will then consider the effects of these inscriptions
in sustainiag the permanence of the liturgy in the memory of a voice, a song, and the silence

of the.church.

Inscriptions and Liturgy
The links between epigraphic practices and liturgy have been emphasized in two main
directions: 1) the content of the texts revealed as epigraphic quotations from liturgical texts in

funerary or dedicatory inscriptions; and 2) the liturgical contexts revealed in inscriptions on



liturgical objects and buildings.!? This co-textual / contextual presentation does not, however,
transform the document into a liturgical inscription because the epigraphic gestures leading to
the installation of an inscribed stone are never mentioned in the regulation of rituals. Some
inscriptions could possibly be considered “liturgical” if they are to be understood as
monumental, fixed expressions of ephemeral liturgical gestures. This is the case in tracing the
Latin and Greek alphabets on sand or ashes during the ceremony of dedication of the
church;!? or the inscription of a prayer in the incipit Ave Maria, for example, on%an episcopal
staff kept in the museum of Angouléme;!* or the specification of the §€quited humberiof
candles for the liturgical celebration inscribed in Cheffes;'> orghelist of dates iinthe Easter
calendar written on the side of one of the altars of Saint-Etienn&in Pétigueux,.'® The
inscriptions on these objects and spaces refer to “semething liturgicaly¥’ but they are certainly
not endowed with any sacramental role. Neveftheless, this faet does not mean that they do not
have agency or that they could not participate in the staging of a ritual.!” Yet, the nature and
conditions of this activation do not'rely only omthe content or context of “liturgical”
inscriptions. In Usson-du-Poitot, or example, the image, location, inscription, and antiphon
interact and conjure théynemory, ofithe'performance of introit and with it, the symbolism of
Lenten liturgy.

Notall menumental*epigrams function in this way. One should distinguish the
liturgical type at Usson-du-Poitou from the many funeral epitaphs. The latter certainly evoke
words or sefitenées pronounced during the funeral mass or the anniversary celebration, and
they ask fogprayers for the salvation of the soul of the deceased, but they do not seek to fix
the liturgy in its duration within the inscribed object.!'®

Quotations from the ritual of dedication of churches offer another example; they
represent a relatively frequent type of inscription.!” They demonstrate graphically the

transformation of the building made of stones into God’s house. They thus produce a local



and alphabetical imprint of the gestures but especially the words pronounced during this
ceremony. They are less part of the sacramental effect of the rite than its trace and memory.
They emphasize the material and spiritual changes brought about by the dedication rite, and
translate, through the use of sensible signs, the newly inaugurated sacredness into the
structure of the building.?°

In this panorama of liturgical inscriptions, two constants must be rememdered. First is
the fact that the emphasis placed in epigraphic texts on liturgical voice, whether'spoken by the
priest, recited by the cantor, or chanted by the choir. By the choice of words and theirimaterial
display, epigraphic actions produce in stone or metal a sonorous ‘echo of the ceremony. The
inscription contains the entire textual and sensible load ofthis Vecal pégfoumance.?! Second,
the vocal experiences are paired with the images on thewobjects\both taside and outside the
building. The voice is thus embodied in a figufa and participates in the agency of the

liturgical object.

The Angel and the Trope

Images and texts act ifja liturgical\context according to what one might call a hyperbolic
operation, wherggbothymedia‘elaberate on each other’s content and produce an expanded
presence andymeaning of sign8. This is the very principle of liturgy; its aim is to reiterate
mysteries in the human time-space framework.?? Such a conception discards all phenomena of
redundancy‘er néf-essentials. Visual signs, sounds, and movements merge within the ritual,
and each Ofghese actions gives the others an exponential value and meaning.?* In the act of
consecration during the Mass, for example, Christ’s words repeated by the priest do not only
accompany the actions of breaking the bread or lifting the host; they shape the gestures as

much as the gestures shape the words. The gathering on the altar of voices and movements of



the priest and of Christ ensure both the commemoration of the Eucharistic sacrifice and the
hyper-actuality of the sacrament.?*

A capital in the sanctuary of the canon church of Chauvigny (Vienne) can serve as an
example of such a “hyperbolic” object. Known as the “Announcement to the Shepherds”
capital, this stone carving has a complex composition that mixes several themes.?> On the side
facing the ambulatory, we see the Archangel Michael weighing souls by means ¢f a balance
scale (Fig. 2). To his left, the devil, identified as “Diabolus,” pulls down on onc'ef the trays
of the scale. He is followed by seated figure, a prophet mourning thedate of Babylofu(Fig. 3).
The inscription behind him further emphasizes his lament, for it reads “‘Babilonia deserta,”
“the deserted Babylon.” By turning back to the Archangel and centinuing afound the other
side of the capital, the cause for this evil is revealed: it'1s the prostitute of Babylon (Fig. 4).
She allures sinners with her long hair, a billowing dressjandtelegant, flowing sleeves. She
further seduces the viewer by proffering a dginkingcup and a perfume vial, both both of
which represent the luxuries that @hristians effe@ntered in the pleasure palaces of the Islamic
Taifa kings of the Iberian Peningiila duging the eleventh and twelfth centuries.?® An

99 <¢

inscription above identifieshetas “Magua Meretrix Babilonia,” “the great prostitute of

29 ¢¢

Babylon.” To hemleft'stands ‘a,shépherd, with the inscription “pastor bonus,” “good
shepherd.”” His figure leads*th€ viewer around the capital, back to the good and divine. Here
the Archangel Gabsiel, with raised hands and spread-open wings, greets the viewer with the
Latinyinscription™Pixit gloria in exclesis deo,” “[he] said ‘Glory to God in the highest’”
(Luke 2:14)(Fig. 5). Gabriel is flanked on his left by another shepherd, who is identified with

2 ¢¢

a text above him as “pastores,” “shepherds.”
Narrative themes overlap from one capital face to another, either by the interstitial

position of the figures in the corners or through the accompanying inscriptions. These images

can be read as expressing the tension between good and evil. The side of the capital that faces



the sanctuary could be inserted into the cycle of Christ’s childhood, between the Annunciation
to the Shepherds and the presentation of Jesus in the temple, which are represented on another
capital further to the east.?’” The words “dixit Gloria in excelesis Deo” (Luke 2:14) thus
become narrative and make the Annunciation to the Shepherds resound with the archangel’s
words after Christ’s birth. Although none of these explanations contradict the Chauvigny
display, would they in fact reveal the complexity of the textual and visual compg@sition? This
capital presents images of good and evil: the angel and the shepherd oppose the prostitute and
the devil. But other figures do not entirely fit with such a contrast: Inéwhi¢h camp sheuld we
place the mourning prophet and the praying soul? Moreover, the‘arrangement ofithese themes
on a single capital remains difficult to understand, unlessewe consider i, past of a complex
system where—according to the hyperbolic process of mi®aning—images, inscriptions, and
their references to liturgical texts and biblicaldiarratives\merge and elaborate on each other’s
content.

In this capital, the association of the themles does not seem to be the product of a
translation into images of a particular and identifiable text that would mingle the Old
Testament and the apoéalypticHigute ofi\Babylon, the Good Shepherd, the weighing of souls,
and the Annunciationio the Shepherds. To get a glimpse of the meaning of this capital, one
should focus,on the sentences€ngraved in this last scene, the one that faces the sanctuary:
“Dixit glowia in exeelsis Deo.” This particular combination of text and image is new. The
insctiption dpes#ot simply quote the Gospel text but prefaces it with the narrator’s voice dixit
or “said.” Mgquotes the Gloria sung at the beginning of Mass, which however does not use the
verb dixit.?® The Latin verb dicere is used in the present tense in the text of the sacramentary
to describe the words and gestures of the officiant. Similarly, the same gestures are
pictorialized in the figure of the angel, especially his extended arms, which mirror the gesture

of the priest. Why did the patron, the designer, or the artist who carved this inscription choose



the past tense in Chauvigny? The angel obviously “said” the Gloria incipit in the
Annunciation to the Shepherds, but it does not explain why the word has been copied onto the
capital. In medieval images, speech acts and sentences have no introductory words but are
instead expressed in present tense in order to emphasize the actuality of the sound performed
within the image. The capital in Chauvigny, therefore, displays an upheaval of time in this
scene where the narrative sequence is broken. The inscription “pastor bonus” is@lates one of
the shepherds and transforms him into a figure of Christ attending the annguncementof His
own birth. Babylon is at the same moment meretrix and deserta, “whore™and *abandoned.”
The announcements occurring on the capital are at the same timewboth present and past. Each
element of the composition brings new meanings to the general’¢omp0sitioft, creating an
expanded network of significations and references gvhiehi*allows, in a‘back-and-forth process,
a new understanding of all the individual feadres on thécapital.

This upheaval of the events represenited hete reflects on the text of the Gloria, which
combines two gospel quotations, ke 2:% afidJsuke 19:38, into a new praise.?’ By choosing
the hymn that condenses the text of the,announéement to the shepherds and the acclamations
of the triumphal entry fato Jertisalem, the inscription transforms the image: it does not only
show a joyful anmeungementiof Christ’s birth but already evokes the dramatic announcement
of His saczifice, tepeated by=the priest on the altar, where he faces the angel. There is thus no
simple typelogical\relationship between the different images that seem, on the contrary,
woven into acomplex network of references and meanings around the angelic voice.

Aswafresult, the possible echoes between the capital and the Eucharistic liturgy are
neither direct nor literal. In its engagement with the ongoing liturgy and its own temporality,
actors, and ritual indications, this polyphonic sculpture is a visual and sonorous agent of
Chauvigny liturgical display more than a mere translation of the ritual into sculpture.’® As

Bissera Pentcheva has shown, inscriptions on icons and objects in the orthodox tradition



elaborate the meaning of the ceremony and embed the viewer in the memory of the sensorial
experience of the liturgical moment. These inscriptions do not refer explicitly to a specific
chant by the choir or to a gesture made by a priest, but to a system of images and references
built throughout the active participation in the ritual and its sensorial display.’! In that sense,
the inscription does not quote the liturgical text verbatim. Instead, it elaborates upon it;
intertwining images and liturgy to produce a global experience of the ritual wheg€ visual signs
expand on what is heard and seen in the sanctuary.

The capital in Chauvigny thus shares this method of compositton With Yiturgieal
poetry, and especially with the tropes for the Gloria. Tropes ate new poetie, and"musical
compositions that expand the envelope of the traditional Latin chants. fropés proceed, follow,
or appear in between the traditional chants, just as the myages and inseriptions do on the
capital.>? The coexistence of the text of the Gloria and its poetic elaboration within the trope
constitutes the liturgical milieu for original'thematig associations relating the main sentences
of the hymn with theological or pgétic evocationsion the Incarnation, the Eucharist, or the
Passion.?® This is exactly what happens, on the €apital, where the combination of texts and
images goes far beyondibilateral typology and linear narrativity.>* Moreover, tropes often use
temporal offsetsgas seen in Chauvigny, to link the sentences of the Gloria to the past (to the
prophets’ annouticement of'the Messiah or Old Testament prefigurations of Christ’s Glory) or
to the futuge (the Dast Judgment or the Adoration of the Lamb, for example). Because they
gather all these textual elements within a single chant, the tropes of the Gloria act as a
sonorous Syfithesis of the entire liturgical display.

With this analogy, I do not mean to suggest that the choice of scenes, figures, and
inscriptions in Chauvigny results from a particular poetic piece. Such a phenomenon has not
been attested, apart from the explicit quotation of hymns in epigraphic documents.® It does

mean, however, that similar mechanisms of association and composition can be found both in



complex images and in some tropes of the Gloria.’® The trope Christe salus mundi for Easter
Sunday evokes for example the pastor keeping his sheep close by.?” The trope Rerum creator,
for the same feast combines, the figures of the lamb, the shepherd, and the choir of
archangels.’® The trope Pax sempiterna for Christmas celebrates the choir of angels and the
announcement of Christ’s birth, and also refers to Mary’s virginal maternity.>* We can link
this material to another capital above the altar. The text inscribed at the top of thé capital does
not seek to record the liturgical performance but rather to trigger, either ingits créatorier its
viewer, a visual configuration of what the liturgical choice and chantfproduce ‘at the'mement
the ritual unfolds. The acclamation Gloria in excelsis Deo is net that of the,angéhbut belongs
instead to liturgical experience itself, at the same time both flecting and,pesénnial.

Such a conception of liturgical inscriptions does\fiot,eliminateha possible narrative
dimension of the scenes of Christ's childhoodgnor the fokmakopposition between good and
evil. The epigraphic choice, however, enriches the\¢omposition with a sonorous and active
dimension, which inserts the objeef'in thetprolenged effects of sacramentality. This voice is
there constantly, and the praise héyer Stops. It becomes incarnate during the ritual in the
bodies of the priest andithe ehdir, whiléthe capital continues to exist as a sonorous and acting

icon.

In the Presence of the Tmage

At Chauvighy, assin Usson-de-Poitou, the liturgical voice and its overtones are rooted in a
visual enviggnment. The images of the lion and the angel mediate the text and voice from the
antiphon and the hymn in a tension between the actual moment of performance, the
permanent trace left in the stone, and its persistent actuality in every instance of the

corresponding liturgical gestures and actions.*
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The baptismal font of Liege, dated to the early twelfth century, presents a synthesis of
these three timeframes (Fig. 6).*! The baptismal font performs its liturgical function in the
administration of the sacrament of baptism and counts among the material and immaterial
elements operating the sacramental actions of purification and incorporation into the Christian
community. The complex meaning of baptism is stressed in two inscriptions, located on the
upper and lower rims of the tank, which associate the object with the fountain offlife and the
rite with receiving of the Holy Spirit. The inscription on the upper edge consists'ef four
segments that read: 1. “John’s doctrine prepares the people’s heart fof the\Lordy” 2."““He
purifies them, and then shows how he takes way the crimes ofthe,world.”™3. “The Father’s
voice says: ‘Here He is.” A man purifies Him, and the Spirit fills, Him.*%4. ZHere is the
fountain of faith; Peter purifies these, John purifies,those™#2 On the lTower edge, another
inscription identifies the ox-shaped supports of the font'with'the “shepherds” performing the
baptismal rite: “The condition of the shepheds is Signified by the twelve oxen. Their
apostolic life, full of grace, and théir high'¢hafge secommend what they are. Through their
ministry, citizens are purified, anéhthe'flow of this river rejoices the Holy city.”** The upper
inscription is divided ifito four'sequences that correspond to the four episodes figured on the
tank: John the Baptists preaghings,a first baptismal rite; Christ’s baptism; and the baptisms of
Cornelius and Crato. The fouftexts quote words and formulae from the Gospels, but they
seem to b&yinspired by liturgical pieces, especially the inscription above the scene of Christ’s
baptism: Vox patFis hic ait est lavat hunc homo spiritus implet (“The Father’s voice says:
‘Here He 184" A man purifies Him, and the Spirit fills Him”). The construction of the titulus is
complex due to the metric sequence and the translation is not easy. Intermingling Aic, ait, and
est creates an ambiguity. I would suggest about what est hic is in the image. However, it
seems possible to link this titulus to the response of the Epiphany Mass Hodie in Jordano:

“Today, after the Lord’s baptism in the Jordan, [the] Heavens have opened and, like a dove,
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the Spirit remained over Him, and the Father’s voice resounded: ‘This is my beloved Son, in
whom I am pleased’.”** In this scene, the image of Christ’s baptism corresponds to the
biblical narrative, but the visual elements are much more in relation with the text of the
response, as it is only evoked in the upper inscription. In that sense, the epigraphic display is
used on a path towards new images brought into the visual discourse, thanks to the
elaboration of poetry and liturgical chant.

In the composition of tituli commenting on medieval images, the phenomena‘ef exact
quotations are generally very rare, as is also the case for antiphons and reSponSeries™Qn the
baptismal font of Liége, for example, inscriptions quoting the Bible are written in the core of
the images and are integrated into the narrative, without any théelogical orditurgical distance
in relation to the content of the scenes. All the texts, incis€dyon'this tank designate the human
figures with their names, either individually of collectively. They also materialize elements of
dialogues between the characters, fixing théy‘narrative voices” that are superimposed both on
the “liturgical voices” evoked in the inscriptions,on the edges and on the actual liturgical
voices performed during the admiuistration of the sacrament of baptism. In the scene of
Christ’s baptism, one can thus*bothihearand see John the Baptist’s voice (“I need to be
baptized by yougandyou come toune”*’) and the Father’s voice, coming from Heaven (“This
is my beloved Son, in whomlfam well pleased™). 46 The epigraphic indication above John the
Baptist, “Jehannes\Baptista Domini,” not only functions as a label identifying the figure but
also‘as the dativeform Domini, “to the Lord,” already contains and anticipates the sound
dimensiomgf the encounter between Christ and John. The word Domini (“to the Lord”) takes
shape as a liturgical gesture at the center of the image (John gives baptism “to the Lord”). On
the font, the image figuring Christ’s baptism is at the crossroad of several speech acts. It first
displays the human and divine words of the biblical narrative. It also participates in the

sonorous effect of the chant invoked by the inscription on the font’s upper edge. Finally, it
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echoes the words of the baptismal ritual that the priest pronounces over the font during the
ceremony. Therefore this liturgical object articulates a complex network of words displayed
in diverse media that elaborate on the meaning and effect of the baptismal rite.

Two scenes in the Li¢ge font present the voice sounding in the baptismal liturgy. The
first scene shows John the Baptist at the River Jordan with an inscription between him and
Christ (“I baptize you with water, but He is coming, the One who is stronger thafi' T am”),
quoting different passages of the synoptic gospels.*” The second scene represents John the
Evangelist baptizing Craton with an epigraphic text quoting verbatinthe Sacramentaliwords
pronounced by the priest during the ceremony above the font: ST%aptize you in‘the name of
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.”*® This seene shews afinstitutionalized
ceremony, “ritualized” from the founding event of Christ*ssbaptism. Jehn’s words are no
longer pieces of a dialogue but a regulated forfnula producing,a sacramental effect. This is
why the text has been inscribed not only onthe tank but also on the visual device of the book,
held open in the hands of the offigiant (Fig. 7)™the scene immediately adjacent, showing
Cornelius’s baptism, the visual displaysof writing is completely different. The text
pronounced by Peter, who asked, fox Cornelius’s baptism, does not form part of the ritual. It is
written on an opemscroll held,by Reter and placed before Cornelius (Fig. 8). Peter’s hands are
not in contaet with the man*being baptized. His clothes, unlike John’s, show no ornament,
which might be interpreted as the visual sign for a liturgical role. The scroll and the book are
two different devi€es that stage the voice in two different situations. Moreover, if all the
sound elements on the font refer to the biblical foundations of the sacrament of baptism, the
text presented by John the Evangelist refers to the timeless repetition of historic events in the
liturgy. Epigraphic texts on the tank’s upper edge echo the limited performance of liturgical
chants within the church. As a third modality of representation, the baptismal font—merging

images and texts in the material—proposes the fixation of this liturgical moment in a
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monumental object allowing a sensory experience of the divine through viewing the scenes,
reading the texts, and imagining their meaning.

The context, texts, and images of the Li¢ge baptismal font thus offer different
modalities of the voice: the biblical voices of the narratives; the sung voice of the liturgical
chants; and the priest’s sacramental voice. Such a “polyphony” in the baptismal font of Liege,
by merging within the same object voices of different nature, content, and temperality,
produces a permanence to the liturgy and makes it accessible through the senses\In axgeneral
way, the will to establish the permanence of liturgy through the displ@y ofyisual sighs
concerns all the aspects of ritual and sacramental activities in thechurch, due to'the very
nature of the building. The church owns its proper temposgality, both as\an geho of Solomon’s
Temple and as an anticipation of the heavenly Jerusalem.“Ehe‘eurrentthome of the Christian
community, moreover, enhances the gesturesgwords, and sotnds of the liturgy and fixes them

into signs.

Décor as Installation

The ritual content of some Of the inscriptions and its interaction with the images (the lion at
Usson-du-Poitowmorwith other liturgical objects (the codex and scroll on the baptismal font
of Liege), and with ritual “theaters” (the sanctuary in Chauvigny) are examples of the link
between written regords and the particular time-space conditions of the liturgy. The agency of
thes@inscribed objects, their ability to generate meanings or to produce effects on their
environméaf, can be considered from the point of view of “performance.”*® The active
perception of texts and images would invite the viewer to implement a series of responses in
the form of gestures, words, or prayers. In other words, what stands in the church or in the

cloister would eventually trigger a new action.*®
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Recent historiographical trends have been promoting the study of senses, emotions,
body, and uses of social interaction. In this context, the very principle of “performance” is a
reading grid for the sensory manifestations of art. Viewers and receptors are considered the
full-fledged actors of what effects art might produce.®! It has led to emphasize the principle of
activation, be it human or not, of some objects.>? This is the case, for example, of medieval
bell inscriptions that make the objects “speak.”? These inscriptions vary in theigfform and
content as they evolve over time. But two constants emerge. In epigraphic,documentation,
bells are first designated as “voices” (vox Domini), that act to repel the eléments of hature
(thunder, wind, lightning, rain). The sound waves emanating fiom the struek belpropagates
and counteracts the effects of other aural energies. Thus, ells are undegstoed, designed, and
used in accordance with the acoustic performance they'¢Ontaimvand activate. As a second
constant, inscriptions on bells often quote litufgical formulaswsed for the “baptism” of new
bells or in the hymnology of certain patron‘saints. ®the sounding bell spreads the voice of
liturgy in a two-fold way: sonically’and ephemietally as an instrument of the voice, and
visually and permanently in the'{ixed material trace of the inscription. Ringing the bell sets
the body in motion andproduces a sonte,energy that is linked to blessing. One could make
these same typesgof rémarks for [tturgical texts inscribed on objects handled during the ritual,
for which the priest’s body al§o acts as an interface between the material and its movement
and use.

For many®éther cases, however, it might be useful to replace the notion of
“performange” with the concept of “installation.” Installation, like the word “performance,”
suffers from an a priori contemporary meaning that does not seem applicable to the Middle
Ages. This word does have the advantage, however, that it does not to reduce the work of art,
especially in liturgical contexts, merely to its activation. On the other hand, the concept of

“installation” rests on the inner completeness of the meaning of the work of art when it is
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located and used in the context for which it has been conceived and materialized.>*
Installation is already used to describe the arrangement, be it temporary or permanent, of
movable elements in the celebration of ceremonies, but the sonorous dimension is rarely taken
into account, despite its frequently fundamental role.>

In the twelfth-century frescoes in the church of St. Theudére in Saint-Chef-en-
Dauphiné, east of Lyon,, for example, writing and sounds were integrated in theg@najestas
Domini and in the angels’ choir for this liturgical display of images (Fig. 9).>¢ The painting of
Christ in majesty above the altar is the monumental echo of the illuminations of the majestas
Domini in liturgical books. There is no direct source or illustration relationship between the
priest’s voice and the images of majesty, but they both present the visible species of the
images conjured by the Eucharistic celebration. The Sanctus chant is‘inscribed as the triple
repetition of the word on the banners carried b the seraphimy)’ This song is often alluded to
in the images in the apses of Catalonian chuigches,but it is often limited to the repetition of the
three letters, S C S, which makes i impossibléte\determine whether the paintings evoke the
acclamation of the vision of Isaigh, or'the exectition of the ritual.’® In Saint-Chef, the
ambiguity is clarified ifythe'south wall'with the open scroll quoting the continuation of the
text for this chant=‘Heaven and Barth are full [of your glory].”

ThesSinstallation” goes further in Saint-Chef. In spite of the poor state of conservation
of the paintings, other scrolls carried by angels intone the beginning of the Gloria, the same
chantevoked in'the Chauvigny capital. Sung at the beginning of the mass, the Gloria is
separated fffime from the Sanctus during the celebration of the Mass. There is, however, no
contradiction in the simultaneous presence of both texts if we exclude first that the liturgy
provides the exact “source” of the image, and second that it reflects or invites any

“performance,” be it sonorous or otherwise. In the composition at Saint-Chef, the image is in
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itself a complete installation of the liturgy in process on the altar located exactly underneath

the Majestas Domini.

The Silent Voice

For the objects discussed and illustrated in this short essay, it would be a mistake to oppose
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domain of monuments and objects. His current works questions the representation of silence
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in medieval images, between theology and iconography, and the notion of abstraction in the

artistic practices throughout the Middle Ages.
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