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The Medieval Housebook
and
Elias’s  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  knight’:
A case study fit for purpose?

Abstract:
Norbert Elias, with the subsequent explicit or implicit
support of a number of figurational sociologists,
placed considerable emphasis on the contribution that
his   case   study   ‘Scenes   from   the   Life   of   a   Knight’  
made towards underpinning his explanation of the
transition from the figuration in which the traditional
knightly class held sway to the one dominated by
court societies. This movement is a central dimension
of his broader civilizing thesis. His case study is
almost entirely dependent on his interpretation of a
selection of drawings taken from The Medieval
Housebook. In this monograph I attempt to re-assess
the extent to which the assumptions he made about the
housebook stand up to scrutiny. In the process, among
other things, I will become involved in an
examination   of   the   manuscript’s   provenance   and   the  
debate over artistic attribution. The resultant findings
lead  me  to  conclude  that  Elias’s  analysis  was  based  on  
dubious premises. It was an exercise fuelled more by a
desire to sustain his argument than an attempt to test
the reality-congruence of his thesis. These findings
certainly have negative implications for the degree of
detachment he sometimes brought to his research and
may have some implications for his broader civilizing
thesis. An unintended consequence of embarking on
this re-appraisal  of  Elias’s  case  study  is  that  it  led  me  
to become embroiled in an assessment of the
housebook drawings. This in turn led me to form
interpretations of a number of the drawings which
differ in many respects from the prevailing ones in the
art world.
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‘If  you  make  a  model,  after  a  while  you  get  suckered  
into  it.  You  begin  to  forget  that  it’s  a  model  and  
think of it as the  real  world’  
(James Lovelock, The Guardian 29-3-2010: 12).
Part 1: The Elias thesis in outline
Section 1: Introduction2
In 2007 I, together with my co-author, Daniel Bloyce, published a critical reappraisal of The
Established and the Outsiders (Elias and Scotson 1965).3 In it we claimed to identify certain
shortcomings in the way in which Norbert Elias and John Scotson had compiled, interpreted
and presented the evidence in support of their thesis. We also identified a number of relevant
questions that remained unasked and avenues that were left unexplored. Our broad
conclusion was that Elias had been so committed to demonstrating the heuristic value of his
theory of established-outsider relationships that his selection and interpretation of the
evidence came to form part of an exercise geared to confirmation rather than relatively
detached appraisal. We also concluded that, in addition to ideological preoccupations, this
type of theoretical commitment constitutes yet another obstacle in the way of achieving and
maintaining  a  more  effective  level  of  detachment  in  one’s  research.  It  is  this  final  point  that  
may, in the longer run, prove to be of more general relevance.4
We recognised that Elias was not responsible for gathering the evidence employed in The
Established and the Outsiders. That task fell to John Scotson.5 However, when the original
project foundered, as supervisor and senior author, it was Elias who made the decision to use
some of these data in the service of a study of a distinctively different order6. As such, there
is little doubt where the primary responsibility lay. Nevertheless, while our reappraisal of The
Established and the Outsiders may be seen as offering pointers as to the way in which Elias
was capable of treating evidence, it does not constitute a demonstration of how he went about
his own empirical research. In order to probe this issue further, there is a need to focus upon
studies where Elias unquestionably gathered his own evidence. The work with which he is
most closely associated is The Civilizing Process, now entitled On the Process of
Civilization.7 Therefore, in this monograph8, I propose to examine an aspect of this seminal
work—‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’.  It  is  principally  based  on  his  interpretation  of  
fourteen pen and ink drawings that appear in Das mittelalterliche Hausbuch (The Medieval
Housebook, circa 1475-80).9 Hopefully, the choice of this case study for critical reappraisal
will prove to be illuminating because all the pictorial evidence on which his interpretation
rests—the fourteen selected pictures—can now be reproduced and laid before readers.10 This
will  make  it  easier  for  them  to  form  their  own  views  on  Elias’s assessment of the pictures, the
reliability of the presented evidence and his conclusions. In this respect, this reassessment
will be quite unusual in that it is normally very difficult to recreate the pool from which a
researcher drew his/her selected data, what he/she decided to emphasise, marginalize or
ignore. Indeed, it is very often impossible to reconstitute a research landscape in its entirety,
unless the original focus has been on a short text or, as in this case, a collection of visual
images that are now readily available.11
Some readers will be unaware  of  Elias’s  broader  contribution  to  sociology  and, consequently,
they could interpret this monograph and the critique of The Established and the Outsiders as
anachronistic attacks on the work of someone from a distant era. This lack of appreciation is
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unfortunate, but understandable, given the neglect shown to his work in many countries and
departments of sociology. There will also be those who are not well disposed to figurational
sociology and, from the outset, I wish to distance myself from readers of this persuasion.
Nevertheless, I have to concede that both these critiques would be exercises in futility if the
issues raised in them had already been put to bed. However, the fact is that both ‘Scenes  from  
the  Life  of  a  Knight’  and  The Established and the Outsiders are still highly regarded in
figurational circles. And it is the fact they are still lauded and drawn upon in largely uncritical
ways that serves to justify these reappraisals. There is also another dimension of this
monograph that undermines any attempt to dismiss it on anachronistic grounds. While the
reappraisal  of  Elias’s  case  study  is  the  centre-piece of this monograph, this process has
required that I go beyond him and focus on dimensions that he neglected or totally ignored.
Among other things, this leads me to challenge the prevailing interpretations of the
housebook drawings by the art cognoscenti and art historians. Obviously, it would be
arrogant to assume that readers will find my distinctive interpretation of these drawings more
persuasive than those offered by experts in the field. However, at the very least, I hope they
will recognise that, in the process of mounting this re-interpretation, I ask many questions
that have not been previously raised. In sum, I hope I will provide readers with sufficient
food for thought to discourage them from dismissing this monograph on the grounds that it is
a critique of a soft and out-dated target or, conversely, because it is an unwarranted reappraisal of an aspect of the work of a distinguished scholar. As I hope to demonstrate over a
more extended period of time, both these critical pieces—the present monograph and The
Established and the Outsiders critique—amount to little more than preliminary groundcleaning exercises. The longer term aim, admittedly one that may prove to be a misguided, is
to try to strengthen the figurational approach.
‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  originally  occupied some ten pages, a mere fragment of a
two-volume work that extends to more than five hundred pages.12 Some readers may consider
it inappropriate to take such a small fraction of the book as a measuring rod for assessing its
other empirical dimensions, let  alone  the  adequacy  of  Elias’s  broader  thesis.  I  agree  on  both  
counts. It does seem to be the case that, over the period on which he focused the human
figurations of Western Europe underwent a process of increasing internal pacification of
relatively distinct territories, associated with an increasing concentration of control over the
means of violence and taxation. I also find his argument that these socio-genetic processes
fostered and, in turn, fed upon changes at the psychogenetic level to be equally plausible.13
Nevertheless, if one is to move from a plausible theory to an explanation that has a high
degree of object-adequacy, one also has to undertake a thorough, theoretically guided and
empirically rigorous assessment of the processes involved.14 By a theoretically-guided
enquiry, I do not mean one geared to the identification and presentation of confirmatory
evidence. It would be more appropriate to characterise such an approach as being driven by
ideological or heteronymous concerns, rather than being theoretically-guided. If one has
developed a potentially illuminating hypothesis, a great disservice is performed if one then
goes  solely  in  search  of  ‘confirmatory’  evidence.  Those  who  lay  claim  to  rising  above  
mundane heteronymous concerns and wish to conduct their research with an effective degree
of  detachment  must  surely  be  critical  of  any  tendency  to  clothe  one’s  hypotheses  in,  what  is,  
in effect, doctored evidence. Other than the heteronymous aspirations such an approach may
serve, it is a pointless and, worse still, a disassembling exercise. Nevertheless, even if the
empirical  support  that  Elias  presented  in  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  and,  more  
specifically, the evidence he drew from The Medieval Housebook, can be shown to have its
limitations, this would not demonstrate his broader thesis to be unsound or even allow us to
extrapolate any detected empirical flaws to the rest of his presented evidence. At the same
time, if it is possible to identify significant shortcomings in the way in which Elias employed
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and interpreted the drawings he selected from The Medieval Housebook, this would surely
give rise to misgivings about the way in which he approached data-gathering in general and
his interpretative predilections and, consequently, suggest that further exploration is
warranted.
The Civilizing Process was  first  published  in  1939  and  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  
constituted a small part of Volume I. However, the significance of this section cannot be
measured purely in terms of the limited number of pages it occupies. Elias clearly held it to
be central, if not pivotal, to his attempt to sustain empirically the contrast he drew between
the heyday of the medieval knightly class and the era when court societies became dominant.
And, as will be shown later, it is equally clear that other, prominent, figurational sociologists
are  also  persuaded  of  the  centrality  and  the  shrewdness  of  Elias’s  judgement.  The  centrepiece  
of  this  section  is  Elias’s  analysis  of  the  pictures  he  selected  from  The Medieval Housebook. It
is likely that Elias had long been acquainted with this manuscript. As has been observed
elsewhere, ‘Elias  refers  to  the  drawings  in  a  1912  book  by  H.  T.  Bossert  and  W.  F.  Storck.15
He had a lifelong interest in art and art history, and may have known the book from its first
publication; or he may have learned of it when, as a student in Breslau, he took what would
now  be  called  a  ‘minor’  in  art  history  with  Wilhelm  Pinder…’  (Murphy and Mennell 2012:
614).16 Given the circumstances under which The Civilizing Process was written and first
published—above all with Europe on the eve of war—it is not surprising that Elias was
unable to arrange for the inclusion of any of the drawings from the housebook in what came
to be the first edition.  The  first  time  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  appeared  in  
association with some of the pictures he had chosen for analysis was in 1947 in an edition of
Neue Auslese aus dem Schrifttum der Gegenwart. This magazine was distributed by the
Allied Information Service as part of a post-war re-education programme. In this context, the
case study was accompanied by five miniaturised versions of pictures drawn from the
housebook (Plates 2, 5 (part), 11, 12 and 13 (part)). For a list of these plates see the table in
Part 1: Section 3). While Elias was aware of the fact that they were to be included, it is not
clear whether or not he played any part in the selection process (2012: 617). For many years,
this publication simply gathered dust and its existence has only recently been brought to light
by Reinhard Blomert. His find was unveiled in Figurations 16 (Nov 2001a: 5-6). The
Figurations’  report contains some observations on the case study, together with a preface by
Elias aimed at placing the extract in its broader context.17 The Figurations coverage includes
two pictures. One is from the housebook  and  depicts  a  coronal  joust  described  in  ‘Scenes
from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  (Plate 8. See Table in Part1: Section 3). However, it is not one of
the pictures that appeared in conjunction with the Neue Auslesen piece. More puzzling,
however, is the inclusion of a second picture. It is not part of The Medieval Housebook
collection and is not mentioned in The Civilising Process. Therefore, understandably, it is not
one of the five plates that appear in conjunction with the Neue Auslesen reprint.18
Between the publication of the Neue Auslesen article (1947) and the Figurations coverage of
its rediscovery (2001), some of the pictures drawn from the housebook appeared in
association with a paper by Eric Dunning. This paper includes three of the plates that were
published in association with the 1947 reprint (1987: 363-65: Plates 13 (part), 12 and 11).
These same three plates also appear in Norbert Elias: Civilization and the human self-image
(Mennell 1989: Plates 13 (part), 12 and 11 on pages 41, 54, 108. respectively). The first time
any of the housebook pictures appear in The Civilizing Process is in the revised 2000 edition,
(513-16: Plates 2, 11, 12 and 13 (part)).19 While this initiative is to be welcomed, it does give
rise to a puzzle. Since the Neue Auslesen piece came to light through the efforts of Blomert
and the auspices of Figurations in November 2001, what explains the high level of congruity
between the plates selected for presentation in these various publications? None stray beyond
the bounds set by those that appear in association with the Neue Auslesen version, save the

9

two in the Figurations review. Given that Elias made reference to fourteen of the housebook
drawings, this level of convergence would, on the face of it, seem to be somewhat at variance
with the odds. The only explanation I can offer is a quantitative one. With the exception of
Plate 5: The water-surrounded castle, the plates included in association with the Neue
Auslesen article coincide with the greater space that Elias devoted to their interpretation.
Therefore, while still something of a coincidence, one possibility is that the later publications
may have employed the same broad selection criterion?20 These problems are eased, if still
not resolved, by the fact that On the Process of Civilization includes facsimiles of all fourteen
of  Elias’s  selected  drawings.  They  are  embedded  in  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  (2012:  
between pages 202 and 203).
One further introductory comment seems in order. At this distance in time, it is not difficult
to appreciate the pressures that Elias was under when writing The Civilizing Process: the
recent loss of his father; his anxieties about the fate of his mother in Nazi Germany and the
feeling that, in his late thirties, his chances of establishing an academic career in a strange
country—when he only had a limited grasp of the language—may have seemed to be slipping
away. It would have been surprising if some of these preoccupations and pressures had not
influenced his work in the British Museum (Elias 2005a: 49-52).21 That having been said,
after this traumatic phase in his life, he had ample opportunity to reflect upon and revise The
Civilizing Process. He acknowledged as much in a note that first appeared in the English
translation of Volume II of The Civilizing Process (1982)  when  he  observed  that  ‘the  exercise  
of checking the translation was in itself a most useful one for me as it enabled me to revise
the text in minor, but important ways and to add notes which set the work in the context of
my later thinking (2000 edition: xvi italics added). I take this to be an important statement
because it was written forty-three years after the original publication of The Civilizing
Process. And, moreover, what became the Postscript to the 2000 edition was written in
1968, some twenty-nine years after the book first saw the light of day. While justification is
hardly needed, the later opportunities he had to re-appraise and revise his ideas support my
decision  to  assess  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  in  terms  of  the  standards  of  what I take
to be his more mature figurational position. Some elaboration on this point would seem to be
required. As this monograph unfolds, some readers may be puzzled as to how it is that I can
be so critical of aspects of the work of a man I purport to admire. This impression may be
reinforced if read in conjunction with the earlier reappraisal of The Established and the
Outsiders. Let me try to anticipate and dispel any confusion that may arise in this regard. In
my view, Elias, together with a number of others who have taken up his ideas, laid down the
most productive path for the future development of sociology. However, this is a journey
made step by step. His contribution was only a beginning. For example, and of particular
relevance to this monograph, in Reflections on a Life he wrote:
I sought to make a contribution to setting this de-ideologization of social theories in
motion…  The  emancipation  of  sociological  theories  from  the  hegemony  of  contemporary  
political  ideologies  was,  to  be  sure,  no  simple  undertaking…  A single person can only take
a few steps along this path; but I hope to have shown that the breakthrough is possible —
an escape from the trap set by present-day political beliefs and social doctrines (2005a: 134
Italics added).
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Consistent with this position, the figurational approach was not born fully-formed  in  Elias’s  
mind. While I am not suggesting a lineal progression in terms of the growing object
adequacy of his publications, I feel justified in assuming that his earlier work is unlikely to
have been as consistently informed by the principles he enunciated in his more mature years.
To argue otherwise would be to deny that he experienced any sociological development
during the course of his life. Clearly, identifying these variations in his work at different
stages in his life is a theoretically informed empirical problem, not one amenable to a priori
assertion. While, in my judgement, the contribution he was able to make has many strengths
it also contains flaws which, if unrecognised, are a drag on the speed with which we can
advance our broader understanding. Rather than travelling with the burden of this baggage, I
think it preferable to expose and dispose of it. If one wants to trace the development of
figurational sociology, central  to  this  task  is  an  understanding  of  Elias’s  own  intellectual  
development. This, however, does not preclude distinguishing between, on the one hand, his
intellectual journey and, on the other hand, distilling the premises informing a figurational
perspective. It must, therefore, be possible to apply these principles with a view to assessing
the extent to which Elias adhered to them in practice at the different stages of his life. In a
limited way, this is one of the objectives of this monograph. Of course, it goes without saying
that the extent to which I have managed to maintain a consistently figurational line is itself
open to question and critical appraisal.
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Section 2: Why was Elias attracted to The Medieval Housebook?
Elias devoted some eight pages of On the Process of Civilisation (2012) to a rather discursive
interpretation of fourteen pictures drawn from The Medieval Housebook. By way of
introduction  to  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’,  he  wrote:
In medieval society certain ways of life had been developed, and individuals were bound to
live within them, as knights, craftsmen and bondsmen. In more recent society different
opportunities, different forms of living came to be pre-given, to which individuals had to
adapt. If they were nobility they could lead the life of a courtier. But they could no longer,
even  if  they  so  desired  (and  many  did),  lead  the  less  constrained  life  of  a  knight’…  [He  
continued] A good deal has been said here about the emotional standards of the medieval
upper classes. To complement this, and at the same time to provide a link with the question
of the causes of the change these standards underwent, we shall now add a short
impression of the way in which knights lived and thus of the ‘social  space’  which  society  
opened to individuals of noble birth, and within which it also confined them (2012: 199).

In his Preface to this case study in the Neue Auslesen version, Elias wrote:
[T]he behaviour of this warrior class, the atmosphere of their life and their position on the
road to civilisation cannot be understood very well, if one views them only through the
glasses  of  one’s  own  antipathy  or  sympathy. I have tried to give the reader an unprejudiced
picture by describing a series of drawings made in the knightly age; I think they will give a
more vivid and true picture of the feelings and behaviour of these people than the written
word (2012: 617).

Elias’s  immediate  intention  here  is  clear.  As  the  title  of  his  case  study  aptly  conveys,  his  aim  
was to offer the reader an impression of the social milieu of the medieval knight in his
heyday, at a time when he was said to be under less social constraint. It is, of course,
important to appreciate that this was but one step towards his broader objective of
demonstrating the strength of his theory of civilizing processes. However, his immediate task
was made more difficult by what he held to be the scarcity of reliable sources. He did not see
himself as being spoilt for choice. He argued that it is generally the case that most of the
sources for this period are contaminated by the values of the chroniclers. The authors either
tend to romanticise the warrior knight  and  mourn  the  passing  of  his  ‘glory  days’  or  portray  
him  as  the  wanton  and  brutal  suppressor  of  the  peasantry.  Elias  was  of  the  view  that  ‘only  a  
few works reflect the life of a knight in its real context’  (2012:  200.  Italics  added).  It  is  at  this  
point that he introduced the reader to what came to be the principal means by which he
sought to generate a more accurate impression of the life of a knight – Das Mittelalterliche
Hausbuch (The Medieval Housebook circa 1475-80). He presented it as one of the few
sources that met his criterion for a sufficient level of, what he later came to term, objectadequacy (See, for example, Mennell 1989: 197). He was of the view that while the name of
the  artist  ‘is  unknown…  he  must  have  been  very  familiar  with  the  knightly life of his time;
moreover, unlike many of his fellow craftsmen, he must have seen the world with the eyes of
a knight and largely identified with their  social  values’  (2012:  200).  
For reasons that will become apparent, Elias did not have access to The Medieval Housebook
in the original. However, at some point he did have the opportunity to study Bossert and
Storck’s  facsimile  edition  (1912).Yet  while  proclaiming the richness of the housebook, Elias
also acknowledged that it has been dated to around 1475 -1480. It was, therefore, a product of
a later period than the one that was his immediate concern. In his words, the drawings in The
Medieval Housebook ‘are  from  the  late  knightly  period,  the  time  of  Charles  the  Bold  and  
Maximilian,  the  Last  Knight’ (2012:200). This judgment is in accord with statements made
by Bossert and Storck (1912 pp.27ff cited in Elias 2012: 200, note 4) and Elias concluded
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that  ‘those  we  see  before  us  [in  these  drawings]  are  already  people  of  the  transitional  age  in  
which the knightly aristocracy was being gradually replaced by a courtly one. And a good
deal  that  is  reminiscent  of  the  courtier  is  also  present  in  these  pictures’  (2012:  200).  
Undeterred by this temporal discrepancy, Elias still felt able to conclude that the pictures
‘give,  on  the  whole,  a  very  good  idea  of  the  social  space  of  the  knight,  of  how  he  filled  his  
days,  of  what  he  saw  around  him  and  how  he  saw  it’  (2012:  200).  Indeed,  he  went  on  to  
express his admiration for these pictures in more sweeping terms, declaring  that:  ‘Seldom  has  
the matter-of-fact sense of mastery of this class, and its self-confident, patriarchal contempt
of  others  been  so  vividly  conveyed  as  in  these  drawings’  (2012:  204,  italics  added).  Perhaps  
Elias’s  clearest  statement  on  the  particular slant that he placed upon the contents of the
housebook drawings comes later in volume II of The Civilizing Process when he wrote:
Towards the end of the Middle Ages, to be sure, a rather larger number of knights had been
drawn within the sphere of influence of the great feudal courts. The examples from the life
of a knight given earlier in connection with a series of pictures comes from this circle
(2012: 274).

His confidence in his source and his belief in the confirmatory light it sheds upon his broader
thesis is palpable. Thus, Elias saw the drawings he selected from the housebook as offering a
seemingly unimpeded window onto the life-style and disposition of the knight in his pomp,
his self-confidence and disdain, not to say his contempt for other classes. And, through his
interpretation of these pictures, Elias claimed to provide the reader with an unprejudiced
insight into the knightly age when, as he claimed, these warriors enjoyed a relatively
unfettered existence. As Elias wrote, albeit in a rather ill-considered  formulation:  ‘In  the  
civilised world, even in war, individuals can no longer give free rein to their pleasure, spurred
on  by  the  sight  of  the  enemy…’  (2012:  196).  
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Section  3:  Elias’s  selection  and  interpretation  of  the  drawings
Elias selected fourteen pictures from The Medieval Housebook for analysis. We are left to
speculate on why these particular pictures made the cut, as opposed to others that seem to be
equally, if not more relevant to his thesis.22 In this section I will present the chosen pictures
in conjunction with his interpretations of them. At this stage, the intention is simply to
explicate  Elias’s  approach  and  this  is  best  done  in  his  own  words.  I  will  refrain  from  any  
critical observations. I do so in order to set before the reader in a concentrated and undiluted
form,  Elias’s  exposition. Elias held that these pictures:
[G]ive, on the whole, a very good idea of the social space of the knight, of how he filled his days,
of what he saw around him and how he saw  it…  there  is  nothing  in  these  pictures  of  the  nostalgic  
mode,  the  “sentimental”  attitude  to  “nature”  that  slowly  became  perceptible  not  very  long  
afterwards, as the leading nobles had to forgo more and more frequently the relatively unbridled
life at their ancestral seats, and were bound increasingly tightly to the semi-urban court and to
dependence on kings or princes (2012: 200. Italics added).

I will present and number the fourteen selected plates in the sequence in which Elias
introduced them, together with the interpretations he placed upon them, (See Table 1). Since
he did not give these pictures names, I will use the titles employed by Christoph Graf zu
Waldburg Wolfegg in his facsimile edition, Venus and Mars (1998). I have also included the
housebook reference for each of these drawings.
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Table
The housebook drawings that Elias selected for analysis in On the Process of
Civilisation:
Scenes from the Life of a Knight (1)
Plate number

Title

Housebook reference

Plate 1

Mercury and his children

fol. 16 recto

Plate 2

Saturn and his children

fol. 11 recto (2)

Plate 3

The noble hunt

fols. 22 verso -23 recto

Plate 4

In pursuit of lesser game

fols.23 verso – 24 recto

Plate 5

The water-surrounded castle

fols.19 verso – 20 recto

Plate 6

The mining panorama

fol. 35 recto

Plate 7

Interior of a smelting plant with

fol. 35 verso

cupel furnace bellows and workers
(Hereafter referred to as the
smelting scene)
Plate 8

The coronel joust

fols. 20 verso – 21 recto

Plate 9

The tilt

fols. 21 verso – 22 recto

Plate 10

The army encampment

fols. 53 recto - 53 recto

Plate 11

Mars and his children

fol. 13 recto

Plate 12

Venus and her children

fol. 15 recto

Plate 13

The bathhouse

fols. 18 verso - 19recto

Plate 14

The obscene garden of love

fols. 24 verso – 25 recto

Notes: (1) All the above drawings, together with a number of supplementary plates are contained in the
Appendix, (2) The bolded plates are the ones that appear in association with the Neue Auslesen piece. This
publication only reproduced parts of Plates 5 and 13.

15

Plate1: Mercury and his children (fol 16r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
A not insignificant indication of this [the artist seeing the world with the eyes of a knight]
is his depiction on one sheet of a man of his own craft as the only craftsman in courtly
dress, as is the girl behind him, who places her arm on his shoulder and for whom he
clearly expresses his feelings. Perhaps it is a self-portrait (2012: 200).

In  a  footnote,  Elias  observed  that  ‘H.  T.  Bossert  mentions  in  his  introduction  to  the  House
Book [1912:20] an  engraving  by  the  same  artist  in  which  he  “ridicules  the  newfangled  
nobility, the  craving  of  bourgeois  for  coats  of  arms  and  knightly  practices”’.  Elias  comments  
that if this is indeed a self-portrait,  it  ‘may  point  in  the  same  direction’  (20012:  200.  See Part
2: Section 4 for a consideration of this issue).
Plate 2: Saturn and his children (fol 11r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
In the foreground a poor chap is disembowelling a dead horse or perhaps cutting off the
usable meat. His trousers have slipped down somewhat as he bends; part of his posterior is
visible, and a pig behind him is sniffing at it. A frail old woman, half in rags, limping by
supported on a crutch. In a small cave beside the road sits a wretch with his hands and feet
in the stocks, and beside him a woman with one hand in the stocks, the other in fetters. 23 A
farm worker is toiling at a watercourse that vanishes between the trees and hills. In the
distance we see the farmer and his young son laboriously ploughing the hilly field with a
horse. Still further back a man in rags is being led to the gallows, an armed man with a
feather in his cap marching proudly beside him; at his other side a monk in his cowl is
holding out a large crucifix to him. Behind him ride the knight and his two men. On the top
of the hill stands the gallows with a body hanging from it, and the wheel with a corpse on
it. Dark birds fly around; one of them pecks at the corpse. The gallows is not in the least
emphasised.  It  is  there  like  the  stream  or  a  tree…  (2012:  201-02).

Plate 3: The noble hunt (fols 22v-23r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
The gallows is not in the least emphasized. It is there like the stream or a tree; and it is seen
in just the same way when the knight goes hunting. A whole company rides past, the lord
and lady often on the same horse. The deer vanish into a little wood; a stag seems to be
wounded. Further in the background one sees a little village or perhaps the yard of a
household — well, mill wheel, windmill, a few buildings. The farmer is seen ploughing a
field; he looks round at the deer, which are just running across his field. High up to one
side is the castle; on the other, smaller hill opposite, wheel and gallows and with a body,
and birds circling (2012: 202).

Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game (fols23v-24r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
A picture of the manor shows the pleasures of the lords. A young lady of the nobility is
crowning her young friend with a wreath; he draws her to him. Another pair go walking in
a close embrace. The old servant woman pulls an angry face at the love games of the
young people. Nearby the servants are working. One of them is sweeping the yard, another
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grooming the horse, a third scattering food for the ducks, but the maid waves to him from
the window; he turns round, soon he will disappear into the house. Noble ladies at play.
Peasant antics behind them. On the roof the stork clatters (2012: 202).

Plate 5: The water-surrounded Castle (fols 19v-20r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
Then there is a small moated and fortified house. On the bridge stands a young nobleman
with his wife. Leaning on the balustrade they watch the servants in the water catching fish
and ducks. Three young ladies are in the boat. Rushes, bushes in the distance the walls of a
small town (2012: 202-03).

Plate 6: The mining panorama (fol 35r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
Or we see workmen building a house in front of a wooded hill. The lord and lady of the
castle look on. Tunnels have been driven into the little hill to quarry stones. Workmen are
seen hewing the stones; others cart them away. Nearer to us, men are working in the halffinished building. In the foreground workmen are quarrelling; they are about to stab and
strike each other. The lord of the castle is standing not far from them. He shows his wife
the angry scene; the complete calm of the lord and his wife is placed in sharp contrast to
the excited gestures of the disputants. The rabble fight, the lord has nothing to do with it.
He lives in another sphere (2012: 203).

Plate 7: Interior of a smelting plant with cupel furnace, bellows and workers
(fol 35r). (Henceforth  it  will  be  to  be  referred  to  as  ‘the  smelting  scene’).
Elias’s  interpretation:
[T]he workers in a kind of foundry who are holding their noses to ward off the foul
vapours  [as  an  example  of  the  ‘patriarchal  contempt’  with  which the nobility view others]
(2012: 204).

Plate 8: The coronel joust (fols 20v-21r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
There is the picture of a tournament. Musicians are playing. Fools cut clumsy capers. The
noble spectators on their horses, often the lord and lady on the same horse, are conversing.
The peasants, the citizens, the doctor, all recognizable by their dress, look on. The two
knights, somewhat helpless in the heavy armour, wait at the centre. Friends advise them.
One of them is just being handed the long lance. Then the herald blows his trumpet (2012:
204).

Plate 9: The tilt (21v-22r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
Then the herald blows his trumpet. The knights charge at each other with their lances
levelled. And in the background, contrasting to the courtois activities of the masters, we see
the vulgar pastimes of the people, a horse race accompanied by all kinds of nonsense. A man
hangs on to the tail of one of the horses. The rider is furious. The others whip their horses
and make off at a somewhat grotesque gallop (2012: 204).

Plate 10: The army encampment (fols 53r-53rl)
Elias’s  interpretation:
We see a military camp. A circular barricade has been made with the gun carriages. Within
it stand resplendent tents with their different coats of arms and banners, among them the
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imperial banner. At the centre, surrounded by his knights, we see the king or even the
emperor himself. A messenger on horseback is just bringing him a message. But at the gate
of the camp, beggar women sit with their children, wringing their hands, while a man in
armour on horseback brings in a fettered prisoner. Further back we see a peasant ploughing
his field. Outside the rampart, bones lie about, animal skeletons, a dead horse with a crow
and a wild dog eating it. Close to a wagon a crouching servant relieves himself (2012:
204).

Plate 11: Mars and his children (fol 13r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
Or we see knights attacking a village under the sign of Mars. In the foreground, one of the
soldiers is stabbing a prostrate peasant; on the right, apparently in a chapel, a second man
is stabbed and his possessions are dragged away. On the roof the storks sit peacefully in
their nest. Further back a peasant is trying to escape over the fence, but a knight on his
horse holds him by the protruding tail of his shirt. A peasant woman cries out, wringing her
hands. A peasant in fetters, doleful and wretched, is being beaten over the head by a knight
on horseback. Further back horsemen are setting fire to a house; one of them drives off the
cattle  and  strikes  at  the  farmer’s  wife,  who  is  trying  to  stop  him;;  above,  in  the  little  tower  
of the village church, the peasants huddle together, and frightened faces look out of the
window. In the far distance, on a small hill, stands a fortified monastery; behind the high
walls ones sees the church roof with a cross on it. Somewhat higher up, on a hill, a castle
or another part of the monastery (2012: 204-05).

Plate 12: Venus and her children (fol 15r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
Again we look far into the open country. There are little hills, a meandering river, bushes
and a small wood. In the foreground three or four pairs of young nobles, always a young
lord and a young lady together; they walk in a circle to the sound of music, ceremoniously,
elegantly, all with the long-toed, fashionable shoes. Their movements are measured and
rounded; one noble has a large feather in his hat; others have garlands in their hair. Perhaps
we are looking at a kind of slow dance. Behind stand three boys making music; there is a
table with fruit and drink and a young fellow leaning against it, who is to serve.
At the opposite side, enclosed by a fence and gate, is a little garden. Trees form a kind of
bower, beneath which is an oval bathtub. In it sits a young man, naked who grabs eagerly
at a naked girl who is just climbing into the bath with him. As before, an old female
servant who is bringing fruits and drinks surveys the love game of the young people with
an angry face. And as the masters arouse themselves in the foreground, so do the servants
in the background. One of them falls upon a maid who lies on the ground with her skirts
already pulled up. He looks round once more to see whether there is anyone nearby. On the
other side, two young fellows of the common people are dancing around, flinging their
arms and legs like morris dancers; a third plays for them (2012: 205-06).

Plate 13: The bathhouse (fols 18v-19r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
Or we see, likewise in the open country, a small stone bathhouse with a small yard in front
of it surrounded by a stone wall. We can see a little beyond it. A path is indicated, bushes,
a row of trees leading into the distance. In the yard young couples are sitting and walking
about; one of them is admiring the fashionable fountains, others converse, one of the young
men with a falcon on his hand. Dogs, a little monkey. Potted plants.
We can see into the bathhouse through a large, open, arched window. Two young men and
a girl sit naked in the water, side by side, and talk. A second girl, already undressed, is just
opening the door to climb into the water with them. In the large open vault of the
bathhouse a boy sits playing something to the bathers on his guitar. Under the arch is a tap
from which the water runs. In front of the little house, drinks are placed to cool in a small
tub of water. On a table next to it are fruits and a goblet; at the table is a young man, a
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wreath in his hair and his head supported elegantly on his hands. Above, from the second
floor of the bathhouse, a maid and a servant watch the masters enjoying themselves.
In the picture, as one can see, the erotic relation between men and women is much more
open than in the later phase, where it is hinted at in social life, as in pictures, in a way that
is comprehensible to all but nevertheless half-concealed. Nakedness is not yet associated
with shame to the extent that, to circumvent internal and external social controls, it can
only appear in pictures sentimentally, as the costume, so to speak, of the Greeks and
Romans (2012: 206).

Plate 14: The obscene garden of love (fols 24v-25r)
Elias’s  interpretation:
Even in the Hausbuch we occasionally find a joke which is (to our taste) thoroughly
coarse…It  is  a  joke  ,  certainly  a  coarse  one,  if  we  like  to  call  it  that,  but  really  no  coarser  
than the joke the artist permits himself when he makes the shirt-tail of the plundered and
fleeing peasant stick out so that the knight can catch hold of it [Plate 11] , or when he gives
the old servant surveying the love games of the young people an angry expression, as if
mocking her for being too old for such dalliance [Plate 4] (2012: 206-07).

This, then, is how things stand. These are the fourteen pictures that Elias selected from The
Medieval Housebook for interpretation with a view to furthering his objective of conveying
an impression of the social milieu of the medieval knight and forming a building-block in his
broader mission to substantiate his theory of civilizing processes. While not making the claim
in so many words, Elias left the strong impression that he believed the pictures he drew from
the housebook merged seamlessly with his broader thesis. They were seen both to
complement  and  underpin  it.  And,  as  far  as  I  can  determine,  Elias’s  interpretation  of  these  
pictures has been read and waved through by figurational sociologists as if it was entirely
unproblematic. A few have explicitly registered their uncritically acceptance of his
interpretation. For example, in the course of developing a critical response to what he
characterised  as  Anthony  Gidden’s  dismissive  remarks  on  Elias’s  civilizing  thesis  in  The
Constitution of Society,  (1984:129),  Eric  Dunning  gave  prominence  to  Elias’s  treatment  of  
the housebook pictures (1987: 366-71). He expressed the view that, of all the sources Elias
drew  upon,  ‘one,  in  particular,  is  worthy  of  special  mention:  the  use  that  Elias  makes of
pictorial  evidence’.  He  continues:
It is worthy of special mention on at least three counts: because it runs counter to the
crudely empiricist canons of what constitutes evidence that are still widely adhered to by
sociologists today; because few sociologists so far have had sufficient expertise to make
use of evidence of this kind; and because, in the right hands and used with proper caution,
pictorial data represent an invaluable supplement to evidence of a more usual kind
regarding societies of the  past’  (1987:  366).

I have no problem with the use of pictorial evidence.24 The crucial question, when drawing
upon  such  sources,  is  to  determine  whether  or  not  the  material  has  been  used  with  ‘proper  
caution’?    A  more  specific  question  is,  did  Elias,  in his analysis of these drawings,
demonstrate  ‘sufficient  expertise’?  All  that  needs  to  be  noted  for  the  moment  is  that  Dunning  
proceeds  to  offer  an  uncritical  synopsis  of  Elias’s  interpretation  of  the  housebook pictures.
Stephen Mennell writes in a similar vein:
So far as can be judged, knights in the epoch of free warriors felt no repugnance or
embarrassment at the sight of the lower classes and their behaviour. What they felt was no
more  than  contempt,  which  they  expressed  ‘openly,  untroubled  by  any  reserve,  uninhibited  
and  unsublimated’  (1939:  II,  263).  (Something  of  this can be seen in figures 1, 2 and 3
taken from the Mittelalterliche Hausbuch on  which  Elias  drew  in  his  section  ‘Scenes  from  
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the  Life  of  a  Knight’  in  volume  I  of  The Civilizing Process. [See Table 1: Plates, 11, 12
and 13(part) on pages 108, 54 and 41 respectively].These free knights held their position
far more securely than their courtly successors (even if they were less secure in their lives).
(1989: 107 italics added).

Thus,  it  seems  that  Mennell  accepts  Elias’s  argument  that  the  pictures  he  selected from the
housebook offer an authentic glimpse of the lifestyle of knights in a period in which they
were said to be subject to less constraint. For his part, Jonathan Fletcher states that Elias
made  ‘use  of  woodcut  prints  in  Das Mittelalterliche (Bossert and Storck 1912), and it is
especially these pictorial examples that serve to demonstrate a different standard of affectual
expression  and  control  from  those  forms  which  developed  later’  (1997:  16  italics  added).25 In
support of this view, he cites Elias’s  statement that the pictures reveal:
A society in which people gave way to drives and feelings incomparably more easily,
quickly, spontaneously, and openly than today, in which the emotions were less restrained
and, as a consequence, less evenly regulated and more liable to oscillate more violently
between extremes. (The Civilizing Process 1994:175-6, cited by Fletcher 1997: 17).

By reproducing this passage without further comment, Fletcher, too, leaves the impression
that  he  accepts  the  adequacy  of  Elias’s  interpretation.  Again,  Richard  Kilminster points
readers  in  the  direction  of  Dunning  (1987)  ‘[f]or  an  appreciation…  of  pictorial  evidence  from  
the Medieval House-book of  the  late  fifteenth  century’.  In  particular  he  points  to  the  way  in  
which  Dunning  ‘draws  attention  to  Elias’s  point  about the matter-of-fact and un-nostalgic
way in which people of all occupations and strata are represented in the drawings of this
book’  (2007:  170n).  Since  Kilminster  accepts  Dunning’s  interpretation  of  the  housebook
case-study, it would seem to follow that he  also  embraces  Elias’s  analysis of the drawings.
Finally, in his book The Better Angels of Our Nature Steven Pinker pursues a number of
Elias’s  ideas  and,  in  the  course  of  which,  he  reproduces  and  discusses  Plate 2: Saturn and his
children (2011: 65) and Plate 11: Mars and his children (2011: 66). He does so without at
any point enquiring into what the astrological basis of these drawings have for the use to
which Elias put them. Like Elias, he  simply  assumes  that  they  are  ‘a  depiction  of  daily  life  as  
seen  through  the  eyes  of  a  knight’  (2011:  65).
More generally, as far as I can ascertain, the prevailing attitude has largely been one of
uncritical acceptance. The first person to be critical  of  Elias’s  treatment  of  the  housebook
material was the German anthropologist,  Hans  Peter  Duerr.  He  challenged  Elias’s  
interpretation of the pictures, specifically with regard to prevailing attitudes to nakedness.
However,  other  than  to  establish  the  fact  that  Duerr’s  work  demonstrates  that  different  
interpretations of the pictures are possible, I do not propose to go any further down this
particular path.26 In  addition  to  finding  Duerr’s  argument  persuasive,  Waldburg  has  also  
made some critical comments on Elias, (1998: 110n). But these are matters best considered
later, in Part 3: Section 9.
On a broader front, Albrecht Classen is critical of scholars, who:
[A]ddress topics far outside of the traditional scope of literary scholarship and still claim
authority without having consulted the relevant scholarship in those respective fields or
without having gained the necessary academic training. But [he concedes] this is not
unique to literary scholarship. The same holds true for many other academic disciplines.
The sociologist Norbert Elias (Über den Prozeß der Zivilisation, 1939) left a deep impact
on modern scholarship, but he hardly read any of his literary sources the way we now
would. The anthropologist Hans Peter Duerr (Nacktheit und Scham, 1988), arguing
vehemently against him, draws widely from literary and art-historical evidence, offering,
however, rather flimsy and not reliable theses (2008).
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I readily accept the need for research to be conducted rigorously. However, the position that
Albrecht Classen adopts could be interpreted as an argument for maintaining existing
disciplinary boundaries. Perhaps with the exception of theoretical physicists who focus on the
possibility of a multi-verse, we all study interdependent aspects of the same universe.
Therefore, it seems more productive to try to build bridges, not only between disciplines
within the broad social sciences, but also, where possible, with the biological and physical
sciences. Admittedly, this inevitably runs the risk of researchers straying into areas in which
their knowledge is almost bound to be found wanting. This seems to be unavoidable since the
sum of human knowledge is now so vast as to exclude the existence of polymaths, other than
those spuriously anointed as such by the media.27 Nevertheless, to continue to venture into
strange territories is, I think, a risk worth taking. There are a number of cases where an
outsider has shed a distinctive and illuminating light on an academic discipline in which they
had no standing. For the moment one example must suffice, namely, the hostility of the
geological  establishment  to  the  idea  that  the  earth’s  crust  is  comprised  of  a  number  of  plates.
This idea was first proposed in 1908 by Frank Bursley Taylor, an American amateur
geologist, and it was taken up by a German meteorologist, Alfred Wegener. He published his
ideas  on  ‘continental  drift’  in  1912,  arguing  that  the  continents  had  once  comprised  a  single  
mass and giving it the name Pangaea. His views were roundly ridiculed and it was not until
the 1960s, 70s and 80s that the theory of tectonic plates gradually gained credence and
eventually became geological orthodoxy. (Bryson 205:217-233). Theoretical physicist, Jim
Al-Khalili, detects a growing tendency for scientists to reject the insularity of manning
disciplinary  barricades.  He  writes  ‘if  scientists are shedding their silo mentality and becoming
ever  more  interdisciplinary,  isn’t  it  time  the  Nobel  prizes  followed  suit  and  better  reflected  
this trend? (The Guardian 2012).    As  Elias  put  it,  albeit  rather  optimistically:  ‘Everyone
agrees that the divisions established among the various branches of science for the greater
perfection  of  our  efforts,  are  in  the  end  artificial  ones’  (1978:  48.  Italics  added).  Nevertheless,
on such occasions, it is as well to make clear that one realizes one is in a foreign place where
one is not very conversant with the language or the landscape. However, as an aside, it is
interesting to observe the way in which many prominent physical and biological scientists
feel able to pronounce on complex social processes, while social scientists that encroach on
their fields are far more likely to receive short shrift. Although, perhaps social scientists have
only  got  themselves  to  blame  for  helping  to  foster  the  idea  that  everybody’s  ‘opinion’  is  as  
good  as  everybody  else’s. But I digress. Before embarking on the critical dimension of this
re-appraisal it is important to stress the complexity of the argument that will be developed. It
is  many  layered  and  sometimes  involves  operating  on  the  basis  of  some  of  Elias’s  premises  
before moving on to another level, where the aim will be to try to demonstrate their
limitations.
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Part 2: Elias as a point of departure
Section 4: Focus on the artist, with the patron in absentia
Elias was in no doubt; the housebook drawings were the work of one artist, a man with a
strong affinity for the knightly class and, seemingly, this strong attachment in no way clouded
this  man’s  ability  to  convey  an  accurate  rendition  of  its  place  in  the  broader  social  order.    
Indeed, Elias was so committed to this interpretation that he felt able to dispense with the
need to present any supportive data, let alone countenance the possibility of countervailing
evidence. To argue that Elias never attempted to provide supportive evidence is not quite
true. On one occasion he did point to a detail in Plate I: Mercury and his children as being a
‘not  insignificant  indication’  of  the  artist’s  identification with this warrior class. This claim
was based on the presence of the figure of an artist who happens to be the only craftsman in
the  drawing  shown  in  courtly  dress.  However,  he  then  downgrades  his  ‘not  insignificant’  to:  
‘Perhaps  it  is  a  self-portrait’.  (2012:  200).    Even  in  its  more  openly  speculative  form,  it  is  
difficult to grasp the drift  of  Elias’s  argument.    It  is  particularly  difficult  to  reconcile  it  with  
an  associated  footnote,  in  which  he  referred  to  the  fact  that  ‘Bossert  mentions  in  his  
introduction to the Mittelalterliche Hausbuch (p20) an engraving by the same artist in which
he  “ridicules  the  newfangled  nobility,  the  craving  of  bourgeois  for  coats  of  arms  and  knightly  
practices”’  (2012:  200,  note  4).  The  implication  of  this  statement  is  that  these  drawings  were  
commissioned by an ascending member of the bourgeoisie—of Ministeralis or patrician
stock, but the implications of this observation do not appear to have registered with Elias. It is
a possibility that will be considered at length in Part 4: Section17. Instead, Elias argued that
Bossert’s  observation  ‘may  point  in  the  same  direction’.  In  other  words,  ‘the  artist’  in  
question could well have identified with the nobility, the traditional knightly order (2012:
200,  note  4).  And,  if,  for  the  moment,  we  treat  Elias’s  assumption  as  having  some  validity,  it  
still seems reasonable to enquire why the artist would have presented himself dressed in the
style of a courtier? After all, courtization was a process that many traditional knights resisted
and  resented.  Bossert’s  reference  to  the  engraver being capable of using his art as a vehicle
for critical social comment also opens up another avenue of enquiry that will be explored in
Part 5: Section 19.
Before we proceed it is important to recognise that the artist being referred to here is also
widely perceived to be one and the same as the artist known as Master of the Amsterdam
Cabinet.28 He was primarily a dry-point engraver,29 although some paintings have also been
attributed to him.30 Given that he was first and foremost an engraver, one might again wonder
why he would have chosen to depict the artist in courtly dress. As we shall see, in his
Amsterdam guise he undoubtedly identified with the traditional nobility, so perhaps he knew
his  place.  Therefore,  could  it  be  that  this  engraver  was  ridiculing  ‘the  artist’  because  he  felt
some members of this craft harboured aspirations above their station? These possibilities
were never considered by Elias, at least, not in print. While, of course, they are purely
speculative, they do serve the purpose of again demonstrating that other interpretations are
possible and for Elias to describe what amounts to nothing more than a mere assertion as a
‘not  insignificant  indication’  of  the  artist’s  affiliations  is  clearly  a  step  too  far.  This  issue  too  
will be pursued further in Part 5: Section 19.
Another  example  of  Elias’s  tendency  to  offer  interpretations  unsupported  by  evidence,  
interpretations that just happen to be in line with his broader objectives, is a shift that occurs
between his presentation in On the Process of Civilisation and the one in his preface to the
Neue Auslesen reprint. In On the Process of Civilising he wrote of the artist that ‘he  must  
have been familiar with the knightly life of his time; moreover, unlike many of his fellow
craftsmen, he must have seen the world with the eyes of a knight and largely identified with
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their  social  values’  (2012:  200.  Italics  added).  However, in his later preface he became rather
more assertive, writing that the artist ‘must  have  been  a  man,  familiar  with  the  life  of  the  
knights of his time, who unlike his artisan fellows saw the world through the eyes of a knight
and identified himself with their social values (2012: 617-18. Italics added). Whereas, in the
first instance, this artist largely identified with the social values of knights, in the second
rendition he is depicted as unequivocally identifying with these values. Seizing upon the
dropping of one qualifying adverb may seem too pernickety for some tastes. It is, however,
important to recognise that this is only a specific example of the general drift in his argument.
This tendency is epitomised by the way in which Elias begins his discussion of the
housebook with an acknowledgement that it is a product of another era before deftly
switching to a position whereby he comes to view it as a manuscript entirely fit for his
particular purpose. As I hope the reader will come to appreciate, the likelihood is that this
interpretation is substantially wide of the mark.
Whether Elias harboured secret doubts about his one-artist thesis shall forever remain
unknown. Only once does he briefly float the possibility that another artistic hand may have
made a contribution to the housebook drawings, but in this case, an unwitting and indirect
one.  This  instance  occurs  towards  the  end  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  when  he  
obliquely refers to one  of  the  drawings  and  describes  it  as  being  ‘(to  our  taste)  thoroughly  
coarse’.  He identified this penchant for bawdy humour in other artists, such as Master E.S.,31
and  adds  that  ‘perhaps [this work was] copied’  from  him  (2012: 206. Italics added). This
phrase is quite literally buried towards the end of the case study and it did not lead him to
reflect upon his position regarding the question of artistic attribution. Nor did he even feel
the  need  to  further  the  reader’s  understanding by identifying the drawing in question. In this
regard, it should be remembered, that unless the reader had access to a copy of Bossert and
Storck, he/she would have had no way of determining the identity of the picture in question.
It is in fact Plate 14: The obscene garden of love.  From  his  use  of  the  word  ‘perhaps’  it  has  to  
be  assumed  that  Elias  never  set  eyes  on  Master  E.S’s.  original  or  even  a  facsimile  of  it.    A  
casual glance at this earlier engraving is all that would have been required in order to confirm
that the main body of the picture is a diligent copy of The large garden of love by Master
E.S., albeit with minor embellishments (compare Plate 14 with Supplementary Plate 2),.32
Notwithstanding his commitment to the Housebook Master as having been the principal
artist,  Waldburg  is  in  no  doubt  that  in  this  instance  he  ‘has  undisguisedly  drawn  on  an  
engraving by Master E.S.: The large garden of love…  the  entire  company  have  been  
borrowed  almost  down  to  the  last  detail’  (1998:  68).  That two works of art could be so alike
by mere coincidence would surely lead statisticians into factorial realms normally reserved
for cosmologists and quantum-physicists.
If, as seems probable, Elias never saw The large garden of love then the idea that perhaps the
Master of the Housebook copied it must have been derived from another source. But, again,
he did not feel the need to share this information with the reader. This issue relates  to  Elias’s  
claim that the housebook drawings were the work of one artist. Two years before the
publication  of  Bossert  and  Storck’s  Das Mittelalterliche Hausbuch (1912), Bossert published
a paper in which he attributed the housebook drawings to three artists (see Campbell
Hutchinson in Filedt Kok 1985: 50). This strongly suggests that Bossert could not have been
the  source  of  Elias’s  assertion  that  they  were  the  work  of  a  single  artist.  The  only  other  
relevant source that Elias references on matters pertaining to the housebook  is  Max  Lehrs’s  
paper ‘Der  Meister  mit  den  Bandrollen’ (1886: Cited 2012: 207). Lehrs also produced what
Campbell  Hutchinson  describes  as:  ‘The  definitive  work  on  the  Amsterdam  prints…  in  1932,  
in the eighth volume of the Geschichte  und  kritischer  Katalog’ (Filedt Kok 1985: 50). It is
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not clear whether, in  addition  to  Lehrs’s  paper,  Elias  also  consulted  this  more  extensive  work.  
If  he  had  done  so,  he  would  have  been  made  aware  of  Lehrs’s  ‘belief  that  the  printmaker  was  
responsible for the majority of  the  drawings  in  the  Wolfegg  Housebook’  (Campbell  
Hutchinson in Filedt Kok 1985: 51, italics added). Therefore, this also rules out Lehrs as
Elias’s  confirmatory  source.    Indeed,  as  we  shall  see,  with  the  possible  exception  of  Pinder,  it  
is difficult to believe that any other source would have been quite so categorical in his/her
judgement. Yet notwithstanding the balance struck by the available evidence, Elias stuck
resolutely to his conviction that the housebook drawings were the work of one artist. It is,
however, clear his acknowledgement that The obscene garden of love was  ‘perhaps  copied’  
from a work by Master E.S. has broader implications for his position. It impacts on his claim
that this single artist had a great affinity with the knightly class. So undeniably similar are the
two works he would have found it necessary to argue that Master E.S. had a similar affiliation
with the knightly class as the Master of the Housebook. There is no question that the singleartist thesis made it easier for him to argue that this one man identified strongly with the
knightly order. If the contribution of Master E.S. had been openly acknowledged and, all the
more so, if it had been conceded that a disparate group of artists and copyists may have been
responsible for the manuscript’s  drawings,  it  would  have  been  far  more difficult for Elias to
maintain  his  claim  regarding  the  knightly  affinity  of  ‘the  artist’.    To  have  held  that  two  or  
more artists shared these affiliations would have further stretched credibility of the argument.
In any case, as we shall see, whereas Elias argued that the Master of the Housebook was an
admirer of the nobility, Master E.S. was inclined to present them in a distinctively satirical
light. Yet Elias never sought to look under these particular stones. The innocuous phrase
‘perhaps  copied’  may  be  a  telling  sign  of  the  underlying  weaknesses  in  Elias’s  argument.  
Above all, in his uncorroborated assertion that the housebook drawings are the work of one
artist, he paid no heed to the extent to which this issue had greatly exercised and divided art
specialists over the previous century. It is a controversy that continues to this day. It should
be added that, while Elias ignored the implications that copying had for his interpretation of
the housebook drawings, he had no compunction in using the occurrence of copying per se as
a  means  of  arguing  ‘how  different  was  the  standard  of  shame’  in  this  era  (2012:  207).  It  is,  
however, far more likely that the prevalence of copying in this period had nothing to do with
shame or a lack of it, and centrally to do with the way in which apprentice artists were
schooled. They were encouraged to copy the work of their masters as a means of developing
their skills. It is also likely to have been an expression of the paternalism and deference that
pervaded the studios (See Part 3: Section 9 for further consideration of this issue). In other
words,  the  strength  of  Elias’s  desire  to  advance  his  broader  thesis  manifested  itself  in  a  bout  
of epoch-centrism.
Reading  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’ I am left with the impression that Elias was of the
view that the housebook drawings were the work of an artist who was not subject to external
constraint.  This  ‘freedom’  allowed  him  to  give  unbridled  expression  to  his  commitment  to  the  
knightly class. This depiction of the artist as an individual untrammelled by relational
constraints and, thus, able to give free rein to his talents, preferences, prejudices and
commitments seems anomalous. It is not in accord with the general principles informing
figurational sociology, with its emphasis on interdependency ties. Moreover, it is at variance
with the argument that Elias later developed in Mozart: Portrait of a Genius. In this context
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he  wrote:  ‘In  the  phase  of  the  craftsman’s  art  the  patrons’  canon  of  taste  as a framework for
the artistic creation had preponderance over the personal fantasy of every artist. Individual
imagination  was  channelled  strictly  according  to  the  taste  of  the  established  patron  class’  
(2005b:  44).  Elsewhere  he  wrote  that  the  craftsmen’s art  was  produced  ‘for  a  personally  
known  patron  of  far  higher  social  status…  [They  had  to  subordinate  their  imaginations]  to  the  
patrons’  canon  of  taste’  (2005b:  136).    Whereas  Leopold  Mozart  lived  within  these  
constraints,  his  son,  Wolfgang  Amadeus,  ‘belonged to a generation for which the hope of a
way  out  did  not  seem  quite  so  vain,  or  the  desire  to  earn  a  living  on  one’s  own  merits  as  a  
musician,  even  without  fixed  employment,  quite  so  difficult  to  fulfil’  (2005b:  45)  Yet  this  
was a period of transition, between a time when art was dominated by the preferences of
patrons, but when the prospects of individual artists taking their wares to market was only
just beginning to emerge. While Elias died before he could see this book through to
publication (2005b: 142), it is, nevertheless, strange that in the context of his analysis of the
housebook, at a time when patronage was the order of the day or, at any point thereafter, he
raise the question of a patron, let alone enquired into the implications his presence might have
had for the form and content of the housebook. In other words, he ignored the likelihood that
he who paid the piper was at least prone to call the tune, if not organise the entire ensemble.
Air-brushing the patron from history is all the more surprising in the light of his treatment of
art  in  the  later  courtly  period  in  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’.  Here  he  stressed  the  
dominance of kings and princes over the content of art. He wrote: ‘The upper classes of later
phases did not have such things [as are] drawn [in the housebook]. Such drawings did not
appeal  to  their  feelings.  They  were  not  “beautiful”.  They  did  not  form  part  of  “art”’  (2012:  
203).  And  again:  ‘Just  as  everything  “common”  or  “vulgar”  disappeared  from  courtly  
language, so it vanished also from the pictures and drawings intended for the courtly upper
class’    (2012:  201).  It  seems  then  that  Elias  recognised  that  in  this  later  period  artists  had  to  
be cognisant of the preferences and sensitivities of the courtly upper class and give
expression to them in their work. However, such observations serve only to emphasize the
non-relational way in which Elias approached the compilation of the housebook; his failure to
even acknowledge the existence of a patron, let alone address the question of the influence he
might have had on its compilation. There must surely have been a patron. After all, why
would an artist or group of artists, copyists, colourists and scribes contribute to such a
manuscript with no commission in prospect? And, if there was a patron, the artist must surely
have felt his guiding hand or that of his agent or functionary. Bram Kempers writes:
The characteristic feature of patronage is the dominant role of the client who issues a
commission, in marked contrast to a situation in which art is produced for the market or
with  a  view  to  gaining  a  subsidy…
The notion that has come down to us of a disinterested promotion of the arts grew largely
as part of what may be called the myth of artistic patronage (1992: 5).

In his examination of art in Renaissance Italy, Kempers places great store by the work of
Elias and, in particular, The Civilizing Process.  He  points  out  that,  ‘[f]or  his  analysis  of  the  
civilizing process Elias drew chiefly on written sources, in particular etiquette books (1992:
9).  Kempers’  failure  to  acknowledge  Elias’s  use  of  The Medieval Housebook is a strange
omission  on  two  counts;;  firstly,  Elias’s  use  of  art  has  more  affinity  with his own academic
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interests and secondly; given his stated position, it is surprising that he did not take
exception  to  Elias’s  complete  neglect  of  its  patron.  As Campbell Hutchinson puts it:
[I]t is evident from the assured way in which he [the Master] depicted the pursuits of the
nobility and ridiculed the social pretensions of the bourgeoisie that he worked in close
association with one or more noble patrons, as well as for the highest ecclesiastical
authorities in the case of the Mainz series. Such patronage could be expected to provide
an artist with a still medieval form of security which made it unnecessary for him to
advertise his name — a luxury which Albrecht Dürer never knew — but it meant that
the name itself was lost at the death of the last of his patrons’  (Filedt  Kok  1985;;  61).  

The issue of the patron will be pursued further in Part 4: Section 17.
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Section 5: A presentational farrago
For  the  most  part,  this  section  will  be  limited  to  an  assessment  of  Elias’s  general  presentation  
of the drawings. While it will also address certain aspects of his analysis of particular
pictures, a more detailed consideration of his interpretation of the individual plates will be
postponed until Part 3: Section 9.
It is very easy to be swept along by the self-assuredness  that  runs  through  Elias’s  
interpretation of the housebook pictures. It is, I suspect, a wave that many readers have
ridden. However, before signing up for the ride it is advisable to be more cautious and ask
certain fundamental questions about his approach. What led him to have recourse to the
housebook? What was his general perception of its drawings? What did he see as present in
them  and  absent  from  them?  His  starting  point  and  problem  was  that,  ‘only  a  few  works  
reflect the life of a knight in its real context’.  To  help  compensate  for  ‘the  simple  picture  of  
the  actual  life  of  this  [the  knightly]  class…  usually  distorted  by  values  and  nostalgia…’,  he  
offered  the  reader  a  ‘few  drawings,  or  at  least  descriptions  of  them,’  as  a  means  of  
constructing what in later work he would have characterised as a more reality-congruent view
of  the  traditional  knight’s  milieu  and  his world view (2012: 199. Italics added). He
acknowledged that the housebook  was  a  product  of  ‘the  late  knightly  period’  and,  therefore:
[T]hose we see before us are already people of the transitional age in which the knightly
aristocracy was being gradually replaced by a courtly one. And a good deal that is
reminiscent of the courtier is also present in these pictures. Nevertheless, [he felt able to
continue] they give, on the whole, a very good idea of the social space of the knight, of
how he filled his days, of what he saw around him and how he saw it.
What do we see? Nearly always open country, hardly anything recalling the town. Small
villages, fields, trees, meadows, hills short stretches of river and, frequently, the castle. But
there  is  nothing  in  these  pictures  of  the  nostalgic  mood,  the  “sentimental”  attitude  to  
“nature”  that  slowly  became  perceptible  not  very  long  afterwards,  as  the leading nobles
had to forgo more and more frequently the relatively unbridled life at their ancestral seats,
and were bound increasingly tightly to the semi-urban court and to dependence on kings
and princes (2012: 200).

Soon after he wrote:
[T]he drawings of the Hausbuch…  give  an  idea  of  the  feeling-structure of the late
medieval  upper  class…  Here,  all  these  things  — the gallows, ragged servants, labouring
peasants — are to be seen in the drawings as in real life. They are not emphasised in a
spirit of protest, in the manner of later times, but shown as something very matter-of-fact,
part  of  one’s  daily  surroundings,  like  the  stork’s  nest  or  the  church  tower.  One  is  no  more  
painful in life than the other, and so is not more painful in the picture. On the contrary, as
everywhere in the Middle Ages, it was an inseparable part of the existence of the rich and
noble that there also existed peasants and craftsmen working for them, and beggars and
cripples with open hands. There was no threat to the noble in this, nor did he identify in
any way with them; the spectacle evoked no painful feeling. And often enough the yokel
and  peasant  were  the  objects  of  pleasantries’  (2012:  201).

Of a number of the drawings Elias wrote:
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[O]ne feels  that  something…  has been really experienced is before  one’s  eyes. One has
this feeling because the pictures are not yet “sentimental”, because they do not express the
greater restraint of emotions which from then on, for a long period, caused the art of the
upper class to express more and more exclusively its wishful fantasies, and compelled it to
suppress everything that conflicted with this advancing standard of repugnance. These
pictures simply narrate how the knight sees and feels the world. The sifting of feeling, the
grid placed on the affects which admits to the picture what is pleasurable and excludes
what is painful or embarrassing, allows many facts to pass unimpeded which later attain
expression only when a conscious or unconscious protest against the upper class censoring
of drives is being expressed, and are then somewhat overemphasised. Here the peasant is
neither pitiable nor a representative of virtue. Nor is he a representative of ugly vice. He is
simply miserable and somewhat ridiculous, exactly as the knight sees him. The world
revolves around the knight. Hungry dogs, begging women, rotting horses, servants
crouching against the ramparts, villages in flames, peasants being plundered and killed —
all this is as much a part of the landscape of these people as are tournaments and hunts. So
God made the world: some are rulers, the others bondsmen. There is nothing embarrassing
about all this. (2012: 205. Italics added).

The phrase,  ‘one  has  this  feeling’  is  hardly  a  persuasive,  let  alone,  a  compelling  one.  This is
particularly  the  case  in  the  context  of  Elias’s  claim  to  detect  in  these  pictures  a  stronger  
element of reality than is present in what he characterised as the more fantasy-laden art of the
later period. ‘One  has  this feeling’  is  too  nebulous  a  phrase to employ when addressing such
issues, especially when one is aspiring to present a more reality-congruent characterisation of
the period. In any case, notwithstanding the beliefs of the time, there is reason to doubt the
view that some of the housebook pictures are in any fundamental sense reality-congruent. Of
particular note in this regard are the seven drawings that comprise the folio: The planets and
their children. Over an extended period this traditional form of art aimed at encapsulating the
characteristics of those born under the respective planets and their associated signs of the
zodiac. As such, one would be hard pressed to deny that these drawings contain a strong
element of fantasy. If challenged, it is difficult to believe that Elias would have wished to
make the counter-case. Yet in the context of On the Process of Civilization he chose to all
intents and purposes to ignore it.  Apart  from  mention  of  ‘a  sequence  of  drawings  showing  
people  under  particular  [astrological]  constellations’  (2012: 201) and also making incidental
references to Saturn, Venus and Mars, he paid no heed to the implications of this astrological
dimension and, in particular, the fantasy content of the four pictures he selected from this
gathering (for a more extended consideration of this folio see Part 3: Section 9).
It is also clear from the above passage and the following ones, that Elias believed it was
possible to detect in these drawings the presence or absence of a wide range of emotions. He
wrote:  ‘It  is  not  the  events  themselves,  which  in  part  are  no  different  today,  but  above  all  the  
fact and manner of their portrayal that underline the changed emotional structure (2012: 203.
Italics  added).    And  again:  ‘These  pictures  simply  narrate  how  the knight sees and feels the
world…  Here  the  peasant  is  neither  pitiable  nor  a  representative  of  virtue.  Nor  is  he  a  
representative of ugly vice. He is simply miserable and somewhat ridiculous, exactly as the
knight  sees  him’  (2012:  205.  Italics  added).    It  is  difficult  to  see  how  these relatively simple
drawings have the subtlety to convey the presence or absence of emotions like sentimentality,
repugnance or embarrassment.33 For Elias to have written in such terms it must have been
predicated on the belief that he had an intuitive understanding of how the artist and, by
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implication, the knight saw and experienced the world. How Elias acquired this capacity for
understanding a warrior class that was in its prime more than six centuries before his own
time remains undisclosed. It is, of course, possible to develop a keen appreciation of how
people lived in distant past epochs and how they experienced their world, but, in the absence
of time-travel, such an understanding can only be derived from the available sources or,
perhaps from drawing parallels with less complex societies of the present-day. The question
of  Elias’s  benchmarks  will  be  addressed  in  Part 4: Section 18 of this monograph. In the
meantime, it must suffice for me to say that it is  not  enough  to  claim  ‘one  has  this feeling’.  
Even  if  one  is  steeped  in  the  relevant  texts,  it  is  still  as  well  to  be  modest  in  registering  one’s  
own capacity for empathy with the inhabitants of societies  far  removed  from  one’s  own.  
Elias’s  presentation  of  his  case  study  exhibits  no  such  reservations.  Far  from  being  couched  
in modest terms, his argument smacks of supreme confidence, as is encapsulated in the
following  declaration:  ‘Seldom  has  the  matter-of-fact sense of mastery of this class, and its
self-confident,  patriarchal  contempt  of  others,  been  so  vividly  conveyed  as  in  these  drawings’  
(2012: 204).
His analysis moves on to contrast this period with the one when courtly societies were
dominant. He wrote that whereas before the:
[C]astle and manor, hill, stream, fields and villages, trees and woods still formed the
background of their lives; they were taken for granted and regarded quite without
sentimentality
…  in  the  fifteenth  century  itself,  and more so in the sixteenth, this changed. At the semiurban courts of princes and kings, partly from elements of the old nobility and partly from
new rising elements, a new aristocracy formed with a new social space, new functions, and
accordingly a different emotional structure (2012: 208).

As always with Elias, the emphasis should be on process and, consequently, he recognized
that these changes were discernible in the fifteenth century. This is, of course, why he
characterized the housebook as being a product of an age of transition. However, after this
initial  acknowledgement  and  once  the  manuscript’s  relevance  for  the  traditional  life-style of
the knightly class had been floated, the transitional implications of this document were to all
intents and purposes ignored. In effect, and notwithstanding his processual principles, the
structure  of  Elias’s  analysis  takes  on  a  dichotomous  form.  The  knightly  class  in  its  pomp  is  
contrasted  with  the  distinguishing  ‘refinements’  of  the  courtier  figuration.    This  dichotomous
approach can be clearly detected in the following passage:
People felt this difference themselves and expressed it. In 1562 a man named Jean du
Peyrat  translated  Della  Casa’s  book  on  manners  into  French.  He  gave  it  the  title  Galatée ou
la manière et fasson comme le gentilhomme se doit gouverner en toute compagnie
(Galateo, or the manner in which the gentleman should conduct himself in all company).
And even in this title the increased compulsion now imposed on the nobles was clearly
expressed. But Peyrat himself, in his introduction, explicitly stressed the difference
between the demands that life used to make on the knight and those which were now made
on the nobleman by life in court:
‘The  entire  virtue  and  perfection  of  the  gentleman,  Your  Lordship,  does  not  consist  
in  correctly  spurring  a  horse,  handling  a  lance,  sitting  straight  in  one’s  armour,  
using every kind of weapon, behaving modestly among ladies, or in the pursuit of
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love: for this is another of the exercises attributed to the gentleman. There is, in
addition,  service  at  table  before  kings  and  princes,  the  manner  of  adjusting  one’s  
language towards people according to their rank and quality, their glances, gestures
and even the  smallest  signs  of  winks  they  might  give’  (2000:  208.  Italics  added). 34

Elias saw the housebook  pictures  as  giving  expression  to  the  same  ‘customary  virtue,  
perfection  and  the  activities  of  the  noble…  [and  he  noted  that  Peyrat  contrasted  these  to]  the  
additional  perfections  and  the  new  sphere  of  life  of  the  nobleman  in  the  service  of  a  prince’
(2012: 208]. It is important to recognize that it is not being suggested that it is illegitimate to
emphasize the differences between two distinctive life-styles which were characteristic of
two eras. On the contrary, this can be an effective way of highlighting the differences
between two figurations. What seems more problematic is to use the housebook, a product of
a period of transition between these two eras, primarily as a source containing representations
of the former.
One of the principal assumptions that Elias made about the housebook drawings was that they
depicted a warrior knight who had been partially incorporated into the court society and, at
the same time, still clung on to and relished certain aspects of his traditional life-style when
he was at home on his estate. One of the principal aims of this monograph will be to
demonstrate that the balance of evidence does not point in this direction. Or, to put it more
circumspectly, the countervailing evidence is sufficiently strong to cast serious doubt on the
assumptions  informing  Elias’s  argument.  However, in the meantime, the focus will be on his
general purview of the drawings. It is quite clear he recognised that, in the context of the first
edition of The Civilizing Process at  least,  he  would  only  be  able  to  provide  a  ‘description’  of  
the drawings (2012: 199). Therefore, since he was aware that the majority of his readership
would not have access to them, it would seem to have been incumbent upon him to ensure
that they were presented in a systematic and transparent way; in a reader-friendly form. In the
event, his treatment of them is exceedingly difficult to follow. Firstly, at no point in the
course of making a series of general observations on the housebook drawings did he feel the
need to inform his readership that between a quarter and a third of the contents of this
manuscript had been lost. What these missing folios may have contained is, of course,
beyond our reach. Had they still been available who can say what light they might shed on
the orientation and intentions of its compilers; what re-interpretations might emerge?
Therefore, it was surely incumbent upon him to exhibit and council circumspection.
Secondly, he made no attempt to explain how he came to choose fourteen pictures from a
collection that offers other candidates (see endnote xvii). Thirdly, he did not bother to
reference the selected pictures. Fourthly, without access to the drawings many attentive
readers must have been at a loss to know when he was shifting his focus from one picture to
another. The first three criticisms are, in my view, irrefutable. The fourth can be easily
substantiated by the following preliminary fly-pass:
Plate 1—Elias slipped into commenting upon a particular aspect of an unheralded drawing
with only a passing reference to the fact that it features different craftsmen. At no point did he
consider it necessary to inform the reader of its broader astrological setting35, namely, that the
drawing represents a fantasised vision of Mercury and his children (2012: 200).
Plate 2—A  new  paragraph  begins:  ‘At  the  beginning,  for  example,  we  see  people born under
Saturn’  (2012:  201).  Here,  at  least,  there  is  recognition  of  the  drawing’s  astrological  context,  
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but  we  are  left  to  puzzle  over  what  is  meant  by  the  phrase  ‘at  the  beginning’. What is it at the
beginning of—the manuscript or a section or folio? If we accept the order of the housebook
in its reconstituted form (See Part 3: Section10), it is not at the beginning of the manuscript.
It is, however, the first of seven planetary drawings. It surely would have been clarifying to
begin by explaining the astrological nature of this gathering and why he selected four from
the pool of seven.
Plate 3—Elias completed his commentary on Plate 2 as  follows:  ‘The  gallows  is  not  in  the  
least emphasized. It is there like the stream or the tree; and [without pause or indication, he
shifted to Plate 3]  it  is  seen  in  just  the  same  way  when  the  knight  goes  hunting.’  (2012:  202).
Plate 4—Elias  began  a  new  paragraph:  ‘A  picture  of  the  manor  shows  the  pleasures  of  the  
lords’  (2012:  202).    He  displays  no  awareness  of  the  probable allegorical nature of the
drawing with its depiction of women as the predators and men as the prey (see Part 3:
Section 9).
Plate 5—He  began  a  new  paragraph:  ‘Then  there  is  a  small  moated  and  fortified  house’  
(2012: 202). Beginning a new paragraph is the nearest Elias came to indicating that his focus
had shifted to another plate.
Plate 6—He  began  a  new  paragraph:  ‘Or  we  see  workmen  building  a  house  in  front  of  a  
wooded  hill’  (2012:  203).  There  is  no  indication  that  what  Waldburg  describes  as  ‘the mining
panorama’  helps  to  signal  the  beginning  of  the  technical  and  military  folios.
Plate 7—Elias’s  commentary  on  Plate 7 emerges out of a final reference to Plate 6. When
referring to the contempt that members of the nobility display towards others, he wrote:  ‘This  
is expressed not only in the gesture with which the nobleman shows his wife the quarrelling
craftsmen [Plate 6 ]  and  the  workers  in  a  kind  of  foundry…;;  [Plate 7 ] not only where the
lord  watches  his  servants  catching  fish…  [Un-signalled reference back to Plate 5] (2012:
204).
Plate 8—Elias  began  a  new  paragraph  and  wrote:  ‘There  is  a  picture  of  a  tournament…  Then  
the  herald  blows  his  trumpet’  (2012:  204).  How  could a reader possibly be aware that, in this
instant, he had moved onto Plate 9. He provided no indication that he had merged two plates.
Unbeknown to the reader, Elias interpreted these two plates as if they comprised a cartoonstrip of the same event. In fact, they are representations of two distinct types of combat. The
first one is of a coronal joust, identifiable by the crown on the end of the lances (see Plate 8).
This form of combat falls more into the leisure category. In contrast, the second picture
focuses  on  a  more  serious  affair,  as  is  indicated  by  the  spears  on  the  ends  of  the  protagonists’  
lances (see Plate 9).
Plate 10—Elias  began  a  new  paragraph  and  wrote:  ‘We  see  a  military  camp’  (2012:  204).  
Plate 11—He  began  a  new  paragraph  and  wrote:  ‘Or we see knights attacking a village under
the  sign  of  Mars.’…  [He  was  of  the  view  that  the  contents  of  the  drawing  were  expressive  of]  
‘the  ideas  suggested  to  the  artist  by  the  sign  of  the  god  of  war’  (2012:  204-05). In fact, the
artist was part of a long established astrologically inspired tradition that presented people
born under particular constellations as being endowed or cursed with certain distinctive
characteristics.
Plate 12—Elias  wrote:  ‘There  is  a  picture  of  people  under  the  sign  of  Venus’  (2012: 205).
Plate 13—He  began  a  new  paragraph  and  wrote:  ‘Or  we  see,  likewise  in  the  open  country,  a  
small  stone  bathhouse…’  (2012:  206).  Readers  of  the  2000  edition  of  The Civilizing Process
will  find  Elias’s  interpretation  of  the  plate  on  page  516  challenging because he begins by
describing the countryside in the background, an aspect that is missing from this presentation
of the picture. The light dawns when one realises that only the right-hand side of the drawing
is included in the Appendix. Only when one has access to the complete drawing is one in a
position to account for this discrepancy and assess the associated text. Needless to say, this
particular  oversight  cannot  be  laid  at  Elias’s  door  since  the  pictures  appeared  in  The
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Civilizing Process for the first time some ten years after his death. This omission has been
corrected in the 2012 edition.
Plate 14—Elias  wrote:  ‘Even  in  the  Hausbuch we occasionally find a joke which is (to our
taste)  thoroughly  coarse…’  (2012:206).    Apart  from  the  veiled  suggestion that it may have
been copied from a work by Master E.S., as has already been noted, there is no clue as to
what drawing this comment is directed.
There are some more general  assumptions  that  inform  Elias’s analysis. Four of them will be
dealt with in this section. Firstly, he seems to have been comparing the housebook drawings,
work  he  attributed  to  a  ‘single  artist’  in  a  period  of  transition,  with  that  of  artists  in  general  in  
a later period when courts were more firmly established. This would be  justified  if  this  ‘solo  
artist’  was  representative  of  his  era.  The  problem  is  that  Elias  went  to  some  lengths  to  argue  
that The Medieval Housebook was not representative of texts and art objects of this era. As he
put  it:  ‘Apart  from  a  few  writings,  the  work of sculptors and painters of the period conveys
particularly  strongly  the  special  quality  of  its  atmosphere…only  a  few  works  reflect  the  life  
of a knight in its real context. [The housebook is one] of the few picture-books  of  this  kind…’  
(2012: 199-200). Therefore, on these grounds, it cannot be claimed that this comparison is
valid. At best it is a severely circumscribed one.
Moving  on  to  a  second  general  assumption,  at  one  point  Elias  wrote:  ‘Taken  together  these  
pictures give a certain impression of where the knights sought and found gratification. At this
time, they may already have lived more frequently at court than earlier. But castle and manor,
hill, stream, fields and villages, trees and woods still formed the background of their lives;
they were taken for granted and regarded quite without sentimentality. Here they were at
home, and here they were the masters. Their lives were characteristically divided between
war,  tournament,  hunts  and  love’  (2012:  208.  Italics  added).  There  seem  to  be  at  least three
problematic strands to the above statement. Firstly, without offering any estimate of the
length of time involved, Elias acknowledged that the portion of time that many knights spent
at court may have been growing. However, he had already acknowledged that the drawings
were  products  of  a  ‘transitional  age  in  which  the  knightly  aristocracy  was  being  gradually  
replaced  by  [or  incorporated  into]  a  courtly  one’  (2012:  200).  And  again:  ‘[I]n  the  fifteenth  
century itself, and more so in the sixteenth, this changed. At the semi-urban courts of princes
and kings, partly from elements of the old nobility and partly from new rising elements, a
new aristocracy formed with a new social space, new functions, and accordingly, a different
emotional  structure’  (2012: 208). Therefore, the pattern is not in doubt, so much so that it was
one of the defining characteristics of this transitional age. Secondly, and notwithstanding this
pattern,  he  still  felt  able  to  observe  that  their  ‘lives  were  characteristically  divided between
war,  tournament,  hunts  and  love’  without  any  mention  of  the  court.  This  subtle  slippage  in  his  
argument seems to be indicative of a general tendency that pervades his presentation of the
case study. Thirdly, if, by this time, a substantial number of knights did spend more of their
time at court, Elias gave no impression of detecting in the drawings any sense that at least
some of these knights regarded this obligation as an imposition, one that gave rise to
resentment. While I, too, am unable to identify any signs of resentment or, indeed, nostalgia,
in the drawings, at least on the part of the dominant parties, I am persuaded that this is
because the balance of evidence suggests that they do not feature the traditional knight even
in the guise of his more courtly descendants. Rather they are more likely to be a celebration
of the career of an ascendant member of the bourgeoisie and his circle, but more on this later
(see Part IV: Section 17). Suffice it to say, having acknowledged that courtization was well
under way in the fifteenth century and remembering that the housebook is held to be a
product of the last quarter of that century, for the most part Elias kicked this temporally
inconvenient dimension into the long-grass of the future.
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A third general problem is that throughout his presentation Elias emphasised the rural aspects
of the drawings and downplayed the urban ones. He was much more inclined to employ such
phrases  as  ‘[n]early  always  open  country’  (2012:  200). Moreover,  when  ‘describing’  Plate 5:
The water-surrounded castle he  made  reference  to  ‘the  walls  of  a  small  town’  (2012:203).  
However, in this case, it is not possible to make a meaningful estimation of its size. On the
assumption  that  it  was  not  a  figment  of  the  artist’s  imagination,  perhaps  the  artist  was  only  
offering us a glimpse of its full extent. If it was a large town, given  the  artist’s  focus,  it  would  
have been difficult for him to capture its outer contours on parchment. Because Elias was preoccupied with the degree to which the drawings were a window onto a past era he seems to
have preferred to view it as small. Again, in Plate 6: The mining panorama there looks to be
a substantial urban development nestling in the valley, but he chose not comment upon it. As
we shall see in greater detail in Part 4: Section 14, Germany is estimated to have had some
3,000 towns in the Middle-Ages (Rörig 1967: 112). And, more specifically, for reasons that
will become apparent, it is worth noting that, while the majority of the towns in the Swabian
region were small, there were still a number of larger urban developments, among them Ulm
and  Augsburg  (Du  Boulay  1983:  141).  Perhaps  this  is  where  Elias’s  failure  to  acknowledge  
the lost gatherings plays a part in shaping his interpretation. After all, who is to say, perhaps
one of the missing folios focused on urban life?
A fourth more general problem is that the reasoning Elias employed in this case study does
not seem to be entirely consistent with the central thrust of his theory of civilizing processes,
namely, that the ideas and orientations of an age are associated with the degree of complexity
of the prevailing figuration. The housebook is a product of the later Middle-Ages, a time of
transition when courtization was well underway. It was part and parcel of a movement
towards greater centralization, and Elias laid stress on the psychogenetic changes that this
process engendered and fed upon. Yet, at the same time, we are confidently informed that the
views expressed by the Franciscan preacher, Berthold von Regensburg, living some two
centuries earlier, can be discerned in housebook drawings. If Elias is correct, this suggests
that the housebook artist was somehow insulated from these broader changes. In others
words, in his interpretation, Elias was implicitly proposing a case for exceptionalism. As we
shall see in Part 4: Section 13, it is this possibility that Elias seeks to bolster with what I term
his  ‘backwater-thesis’  (See  Part 4: Section 15).
To  entitle  this  section  ‘a  presentational  farrago’  may  strike  some  readers  as  a  little  harsh.  Yet,  
at this point in time, I find it difficult  to  believe  that  anyone  could  read  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  
of  a  Knight’  with  any  care  and  conclude  that  it  is  readily  penetrable,  let  alone  the  essence  of  
clarity. It can only be read knowledgeably alongside facsimiles of the housebook drawings.
Nevertheless, I concede that the above observation should also be read as a self-criticism
because on earlier occasions when I have read this case-study my critical faculties must have
been in a state of suspended animation. In mitigation, there are many erudite people, many
people I greatly respect, who seem to have read this case study in a similar trance-like state.

33

Section 6: A possible case of intellectual amnesia
Leaving aside a welter of unsubstantiated assumptions and assertions, on the face of it, Elias
does not seem to have been engaged in a particularly challenging task. He selected a number
of pictures from the housebook in  order  to  provide  a  visual  image  of  ‘the  days  of  yore,  when  
knights  were  at  their  boldest’  and  less  subject  to  constraint  by other social groups. However,
as I hope to demonstrate, things are not as straightforward as they may at first appear. A great
deal  about  Elias’s  perception  of  his  own  interpretative  capabilities  is  revealed  in  his  appraisal  
of these drawings and, were we to accept this self-assessment, he would truly have been
imbued with impressive intuitive skills. As we shall see, he believed that his perusal of these
‘relatively  simple’  drawings  enabled  him  to  detect  the  subtlety  of  the  artist’s  intentions.  Elias  
felt able to judge the general ambience of the pictures, the orientations of the figures and
motives and meanings that they were intended to convey. Moreover, he identified not only
some  of  the  figures’  movements  and  directions, even more astonishingly, he was able to
discern what some of these, for the most part, nondescript characters were doing before and
after they had been assigned to parchment and been frozen in time. It is as if these cartoonlike figures which were largely figments of the  artist’s  imagination—a nobleman, a peasant, a
servant, a craftsman—actually had before and after lives.36 Were these assessments to be
accurate, they would be indicative of immense interpretative skill. However, the reality is that
they are actually the product of an over-active imagination, one that carried Elias far beyond
the bounds of the evidence—‘Scenes  conjured  up  by  a  vivid  imagination’,  as  it  were.
These are serious charges, but they are not difficult to sustain. For example, in Plate 1:
Mercury and his children, Elias  is  able  to  detect  that  the  artist  ‘clearly  expresses  his  feelings’  
for the lady standing behind him (2012: 200). If anything, the artist seems to be absorbed by
the  task  of  working  on  his  painting.    Elias’s  interpretation  of  Plate 2: Saturn and his children
is also puzzling. While he was unable to determine whether the man in the foreground is
‘disembowelling  a  dead  horse  or  perhaps  cutting  off  the  usable  meat’  (2012:201),  without  a  
hint  of  doubt  he  felt  able  to  characterise  ‘an  armed  man  with  a  feather  in  his  cap’,  escorting  a  
man  to  the  gallows,  as  ‘marching  proudly  beside  him’  (2012:  201-02). Thus, while he was not
in a position to identify the physical task that was occupying one of the most prominent
figures in the drawing, he confidently informed the readers of the mood of the armed guard in
the distance. Of Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game,  we  are  told  that  an  ‘old  servant  woman  
pulls  an  angry  face  at  the  love  games  of  the  young  people’  (2012:  202),  when  it  seems  
impossible to interpret her facial expression and, even if she is held to wear an angry
countenance, this could be for any number of reasons. Perhaps it was intended to show her
annoyance that the close proximity of the couple was disrupting her work or perhaps the
intention was to show her as being, not so much angry, as jealous; an old woman hankering
after her youth. In an even more precocious display of the power of his imagination, we are
also  told  with  reference  to  this  same  plate  that  one  of  the  servants  ‘turns  round,  [and] soon he
will  disappear  into  the  house’  (2012:  202).  All  one  can  determine  with  any  certainty  is  that  
the servant in question appears to be feeding a duck or goose when he is distracted by a maid
at  the  well.  Since  he  is  a  figment  of  the  artist’s  imagination he does not have a future life in
which he will move off in one direction or another. Of Plate 12: Venus and her children, we
are  told:  ‘In  the  foreground  three  or  four  pairs  of  young  nobles [seem to be participating in a
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slow  dance]…  Their  movements  are  measured  and  rounded’(2012:  205).    Despite  Elias’s  
equivocation regarding the number of couples involved in this dance—there are clearly four
pairs of noble dancers—he was still able to identify subtle aspects of their movements.37 The
figure of the old  female  servant  with  ‘an  angry  face’  makes  a  re-appearance in this drawing.
This  time  her  anger  is  said  to  stem  from  the  ‘fact’  that,  in  the  process  of  ‘bringing  fruits  and  
drinks  [she]  surveys  the  love  game  of  the  young  people’  (2012:205)  and  not  perhaps, because
the artist intended her countenance to convey how onerous and exasperating were the nature
of her duties. Finally, in the context of this drawing, Elias describes one of the servants as
falling  ‘upon  a  maid  who  lies  on  the  ground  with  her  skirts already pulled up. He looks round
once  more  to  see  whether  there  is  anyone  nearby’  (2012:  205).  Thus,  Elias  claimed  to  know  
what the amorous servant had been doing before the picture had frozen him in time. He was
able to discern the train of events leading up their reclining positions, to determine that the
maid’s  skirts  had  been  pulled  up  prior  the  man  falling  upon  her  and  why  his  head  is  turned.  
These are indeed impressive, not to say voyeuristic, insights.
Viewing these pictures as a whole, Elias felt  able  to  discern  that  ‘the  artist’    was  contrasting  
‘the  measured  and  sometimes  even  affected  gestures  of  the  nobles’  with  ‘the  clumsy  
movements  of  the  servants  and  peasants’  (2012:  207). Yet again he is regaling us with his
capacity to detect movement in a drawing. It is true that some of these pictures do present
members of courtly society in ways that suggest the ‘artist’ was trying to convey an air of
superiority, as in Plate 7: The smelting scene, Plate 12: Venus and her children and Plate 13:
The bathhouse. However, the impression given by other drawings is that they appear to be
strolling aimlessly around as is the case in Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game, Plate 5: The
water-surrounded castle and Plate 6: The mining panorama. In other drawings they are
shown as being engaged in more specific leisure pursuits such as in Plate 3: The noble hunt
or Plate 14: The obscene garden of love, while in others they are engaged in acts of physical
coercion or conflict as in Plate 2: Saturn and his children or mock combat as in Plate 8: The
coronal joust or more serious combat as in Plate 9: The tilt or preparing for military action as
in Plate10: The army encampment or, finally, full-blown military action as in Plate 11: Mars
and his children. As for the lower orders, I cannot identify any behaviour that can be
unequivocally characterised as clumsiness. Plate 1: Mercury and his children features
skilled craftsmen. Plate 2: Saturn and his children shows those members of the lower orders
who are not confined in stocks or disabled performing agricultural and butchery tasks in
seemingly effective ways. At the same time, it must be acknowledged, that unbeknown to
him, the figure in the foreground, absorbed by his butchery task, is having his hindquarters
sniffed by a pig. There is, of course, no denying the unflattering nature of this depiction.
However, perhaps his very prominence and portrayal could be a means of detracting the
courtly viewer from what might be seen to be the more subversive aspects of the drawing,
aspects that will be discussed in Part 5: Section 19. Ostensibly Plate 3: The noble hunt, might
be  felt  to  uphold  Elias’s  view,  but  there  is  far  more  to  this  drawing than meets the eye and, it
too will be examined at length in Part 5: Section19. The theme of Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser
game appears to present men in general in the thrall of predatory young women and even here
some servants appear to be absorbed by the practical tasks at hand. In Plate 5: The watersurrounded castle, the lower orders appear to be going about their duties in a productive way.
Plate 6: The mining panorama shows some miners at work and, in the foreground, a group
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fighting. Again there is nothing overtly clumsy in their movements. Plate 7, depicting a
smelting scene, shows foundry-men productively employed. Plate 8: The coronal joust and
Plate 9: The tilt might be said to include some peasant buffoonery, but again, other
interpretations of their antics are possible and these, too, will be considered later. In Plate 10:
The army encampment, the most visible members of the lower orders are beggars and a man
relieving himself and, incidentally, under the circumstances, doing so in a relatively discreet
manner. In Plate 11: Mars and her children, most of the peasants appear to be defending
themselves or trying to make their escape from a far greater force. Under conditions of
imminent danger, clumsiness is hardly an appropriate term. In Plate 12: Venus and her
children, we see musicians at work and, in the background, two servant boys who appear to
be cavorting to their own musician. Plate 13: The bathhouse is devoid of anyone who could
be construed as clumsy. Finally, Plate 14: The obscene garden of love focuses on the
licentiousness of the nobility with two servants seemingly feigning shock. There is no overt
clumsiness  in  the  pair’s  movements  and,  incidentally,  this  appears  to  be  an  isolated  example  
of the artist successfully conveying an emotion, albeit a contrived one. And yet Elias held
that the drawings, in general, depicted  the  peasant  as  being  ‘neither  pitiable  nor  a  
representative of virtue. Nor is he a representative of ugly vice. He is simply miserable and
somewhat  ridiculous,  exactly  as  the  knight  sees  him’  (2012:  205).    Again, we see the lack of
substance in the claim that the drawings convey such a subtle combination of emotions. It is
difficult to comprehend how anyone could claim to have provided the seminal interpretation
of these relatively simple pen and ink sketches. To do so would be delusional. It would have
to be the work of an over-active imagination; the work of someone who had little
appreciation of the intrinsic limitations of such an exercise. Elias was, in fact, using his
imagination to extrapolate from the contents of the pictures in a variety of ways. Such an
exercise may give the semblance of breathing an element of life, even drama, into these
frozen events. But it is life fuelled by oxygen imported from a different era, one that must
owe more to the predispositions and objectives of the author as a viewer than being intrinsic
to the drawings themselves. It should have no place in a rigorous sociological enquiry.
When the smoke has dispersed, it also becomes apparent that Elias was practising a selfconfirming form of reasoning. Knights, of course, viewed the world in particular ways,
depending upon their location and circumstances. And Elias was implicitly claiming that his
intuitive  powers  enabled  him  to  acquire  a  deep  appreciation  of  ‘their  perspective’  on  the  
world. This in turn fostered the belief  that  he  was  able  to  judge  whether  or  not  ‘the  artist’  was  
similarly endowed. And, by studying the housebook drawings, he claimed to be able to
determine  that  ‘the  artist’  did  indeed  share  this  attribute.  Thus,  the  circle  of  flawed reasoning
is completed, albeit un-explicated. It should be borne in mind that Elias presented the above
accounts as if they were definitive descriptions, not interpretations. In contrast, when I have
expressed doubts about his understanding of their contents and offered other interpretations, I
fully recognise their speculative character. As stated in the introduction to this monograph, in
this context, readers have the opportunity to determine what credence to give these respective
interpretations or, alternatively, they may prefer to form ones of their own.
Nearly  thirty  years  prior  to  Elias’s  use  of  the  housebook  drawings  in The Civilizing Process,
Max Weber wrote as follows:
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[W]e understand the chopping of wood or aiming of a gun in terms of motive in addition to
direct observation if we know that the woodchopper is working for a wage or is chopping a
supply of firewood for his own use or possibly is doing it for recreation. But he might also
be  ‘working  off’  a  fit  of  rage,  an  irrational  case.  Similarly  we  understand the motive of a
person aiming a gun if we know that he has been commanded to shoot as a member of a
firing squad, that he is fighting against an enemy, or that he is doing it for revenge. The last
is affectually determined and thus in a certain sense irrational. Finally we have a
motivational understanding of the outburst of anger if we know that it has been provoked
by jealously, injured pride, or an insult (1964: 95).

In this context, the issue of the extent to which behaviour can be held to be more or less
rational and whether this distinction is a useful one is not relevant. I only wish to re-affirm
the familiar point made by Weber; that it is very difficult to comprehend the motives and
meanings underlying physical behaviour simply by means of observation. There are likely to
be more clues to the emotions and intentions of individuals if one is able to observe them
directly engaged in a sequence of behaviour or when watching a film of people in action, as
opposed to a still representation of them in the form of photograph. In the case of a painting
or drawing, indications of motive and meaning become far more difficult to gauge. For
example, art connoisseurs have long debated the meaning and underlying emotion that
Leonardo da Vinci intended to capture or convey when painting the Mona Lisa with such an
apparently  ‘enigmatic  smile’.  Perhaps  he,  too,  was  not  sure  of  its  meaning.  Perhaps  he  was  
simply  intrigued  by  it.  Perhaps  he  only  sought  to  reproduce  the  subject’s  demeanour  or,  
alternatively, perhaps, he  deliberately  set  out  to  create  a  mystery.    Franz  Hals’s  depiction  of  
the  ‘Portrait  of  a  Young  Man’,  a  painting  which  subsequently  became  known  as  ‘The  
Laughing  Cavalier’,  has  not  generated  quite  the  same  level  of  speculation.38 Nevertheless, it
is equally difficult to comprehend the emotions underlying his demeanour. To describe him
as laughing is entirely inappropriate. But, even the question of whether he is or is not smiling
is the subject of disagreement. A website of the Wallace Collection contains a question that
would make little sense if the answer was obvious—‘If  it  were  not  for  the  upturned  
moustache, do you think he would appear to be smiling? (2013) The Web Gallery of Art
characterises  his  demeanour  as  one  of  ‘swaggering self-confidence’  (2013).  A  journalist  for  
guardian unlimited seems  convinced  that  he  is  ‘smiling  in  a  rather  self-satisfied, provocative
and  disdainful  way’  (2011). It  appears  that  one  person’s  smile  can  be  another  person’s  
inscrutability and, at this distance  in  time,  it  is  simply  not  possible  to  determine  the  subject’s  
inner  demeanour  or  the  artist’s  intentions.  What  was  Hals  trying  to  communicate  about  his  
subject?  Was  the  sitter’s  expression  primarily  a  figment  of  the  artist’s  imagination  or  did  the
latter  capture  the  former’s  mood?  If,  indeed,  he  was  smiling,  was  it  because  of  something  he  
had said or done or was it engendered by a contribution made by another party? Was he
smiling  at  another  person’s  misfortune  or  was  he  the  object  of  someone  else’s humour? Was
his seemingly ruddy countenance fuelled by alcohol? Again, who can say? In the case of a
painting  or  drawing  of  the  human  form,  the  extent  to  which  it  captures  the  subject’s  physical  
and  emotional  behaviour  is  mediated  by  the  artist’s  intentions, the instructions under which
he/she was or is working and his/her skill. Is the artist trying to reproduce the body language
of the subject? If that is the case, the degree of success achieved is very much dependent on
his or her skill. Alternatively, is the artist using the subject to make of statement of his or her
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own? Of course, Da Vinci and Hals were great artists and their capacity to transfer their
intentions onto canvas is not in doubt, although, as it has been argued here, understanding
these intentions is beyond us. In his Introduction to The Medieval World Complete Robert
Bartlett writes:
In this book we present history through representations created by men and women of that
time, and through pictures of the buildings and artefacts they produced. It is the visual
equivalent of a collection of written sources, texts from the past expressing the thoughts
and feelings of medieval people. Yet this can never be wholly objective. Those medieval
men and women themselves had their own picture of the world in which they lived, and
this conditioned the way they represented it (2010: 9).

Focusing solely on paintings, drawings and engravings, the first thing that deserves comment
is  Bartlett’s  use  of  the  phrase  ‘can  never  be  wholly  objective’.  Here  I  take  him  to  be  referring  
to  ‘the  thoughts  and  feelings  of  medieval  people’,  although  it  could  also  be  applied to the
attempts we make to interpret these thoughts and feelings. Secondly, it is as well to make
clear that these medieval representations were not the work of the vast majority of medieval
people. They were the creations of a relatively small group of artists, craftsmen and some
women working at the behest of a select minority.39 It is I think safe to assume that at least
some of these works were mediated—albeit to unknown and variable degrees—by the
preferences and predilections of their respective patrons. As such, it would be a mistake to
assume  that  the  outcomes  of  such  ‘collaboration’  gave  expression  to  the  way  in  which  the  
majority  of  medieval  people  viewed  the  world.  Thirdly,  Bartlett’s  statement  does  not  appear  
to take into account the degree of skill of the respective artists and the extent to which their
work is informed more by imagination than a straightforward desire to reproduce what they
saw  before  them.  It  takes  no  account  of  the  extent  to  which  artists’  abilities  allowed  them  to  
realise their intentions in practice. To put the problem in circumspect terms, with the passing
of  the  centuries,  it  becomes  no  easier  to  gauge  the  discrepancy  between  artists’  intentions  and  
outcomes mediated by skill, imagination and external constraints. There are, however,
exceptions  to  this  ‘rule’.  We  have  external  benchmarks  for  artists  who  have  attempted  to  
depict objects or creatures to which we still have access. This enables us to make an
assessment of some aspects of their artistic competence. For example, it has recently been
demonstrated  by  means  of  MRI  scans  that  Da  Vinci’s  ‘anatomical  drawings  were  “startling”  
in their  accuracy’  (Hannah  Furness  The Daily Telegraph 2013). Again, because of the degree
to which Venice has been preserved it can serve as a means by which the accuracy
Canaletto’s  paintings  of  the  city  can  be  assessed.  Likewise,  the  work  of  Stubbs  can  be  
compared with actual horses even though breeding may have modified their body-shapes to
some degree. In the case of the housebook we do not know the artist or artists in question,
his or their intentions or his or their level of skill at reproducing them on parchment. An
exception here is Plate 14: The obscene garden of love because it can be compared to
Supplementary Plate1: The large garden of love by Master E.S. In this case, what the copyist
lacked in imagination, he made up for in skill. More generally, however, we cannot determine
the extent to which their artistic preferences were mediated by other parties. Without wishing
to detract from their artistic merit, apart from variations in dress, the human figures in the
housebook are presented in more or less standardized ways. This is not a criticism of the
artist or artists. Rather, it is simply to recognise that the facial characteristics of the human
figures featured in the pages of this manuscript offer no great insight into the situation in
which they have been placed. By way of example, it may prove revealing to reflect upon a
situation likely to generate an acute emotional response. Plate 11: Mars and his children
contains three instances in which individuals are in imminent danger of being stabbed.
Moving from left to right, we have a pilgrim from Santiago de Compostela (Waldburg 1998:
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32). His attacker is gripping him by the hair and pulling his head back. While he appears a
trifle disconcerted, there are no discernible signs of anguish on his face (Supplementary Plate
3). The man in the middle cuts a rather forlorn figure. He is tethered by a rope and has a
hang-dog expression as he confronts the prospect of his imminent demise at the hands of his
mounted assailant (Supplementary Plate 4). The final figure is behind a counter. His facial
expression is perhaps the most puzzling of all. He seems entirely unruffled by a daggerwielding aggressor seemingly about to stab him. He appears to be a man in repose
(Supplementary Plate 5). The question is when these three prospective victims are isolated
from their surroundings do they convey a sense of terror? On the more general level, can it
really be convincingly argued that these relatively simple pen and ink drawings
unambiguously capture the range of emotions that is claimed by Elias? The reader must make
his or her own judgement. While, to my eyes at least, the facial expressions of most of the
figures in the drawings do exhibit some variation, the differences do not seem to give
expression to emotions that are readily identifiable. For the most part they are standardized
and this suggests that the artist was or artists were attempting to depict representatives of
different classes and occupational groups, nondescript people. Even if a minority of these
figures were intended to represent real people, we are not in a position to identify them with
any degree of confidence.
Anyone venturing to offer an interpretation of these pictures would do well to recognise the
layer upon layer of ignorance through which we view them. For the most part, it would be
foolish  to  be  anything  other  than  circumspect  in  one’s  comments.  Given,  for  example,  Elias’s  
intellectual  experiences  at  Heidelberg,  and  his  participation  in  Marianne  Weber’s  salon  
(2005a: 96-98), it is surprising that in his handling of these fourteen pictures he seems to have
displayed no awareness of the immensely difficult interpretive problems that confronted him.
The interpretations he offered seem to be imbued with a level of self-confidence that verged
on  arrogance.  On  occasions,  he  gave  the  impression  that  he  was  at  the  shoulder  of  ‘the  artist’,  
even inside his head. The extent of his self-assuredness is conveyed by the fact that he
characterised  himself  as  ‘describing’  these  pictures.  A  more  appropriate  and  realistically  
modest  assessment  of  his  efforts  would  have  been  ‘offering  but  one  possible  interpretation’.  
If he was so convinced that these pictures provided an authentic impression of the life of a
knight in his heyday, he could have simply presented them without comment. He could have
left  it  to  the  reader  to  absorb  their  apparently  ‘transparent  authenticity  and  relevance’.  
Instead, he chose to view them through his own demonstrably highly refracted lens. Given
his Germanic sociological roots and, specifically his Weberian connections, his failure to
recognise the problems that beset his interpretation of the housebook drawings seems to be a
particularly surprising case of intellectual amnesia.
In his defence, it might be argued that Elias was only using his imagination to interpret the
drawings and, of course, this is true. However, imaginings can take many forms and when
they assume this form they amount to little more than speculation. They have a meagre
substantive content and should not be presented as something that is implicit in the drawings,
just waiting for an astute observer to bring out. Of course, artists have before and after lives
and the composition of their drawings/paintings are a process, but, in the case of this type of
artist at least, the end results are static. They were attempting to capture a single moment in
time. These frozen figures are, for the most part, representative of types. They do not have
before and after lives. They are what they are and as you see them. Of course, people will
view them in different lights and ways and extract from them a variety of, perhaps divergent,
meanings. These different interpretations can be partially a consequence of variable
knowledge,  but  they  also  tend  to  be  expressions  of  viewers’  life-experiences, their
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orientations and emotional needs. Some will seek to persuade others that their interpretation
is the definitive one, perhaps aided by the elegance of their language. Others will be more
concerned to spin an interpretation that seemingly fits the particular case they are striving to
make. Elias would appear to fall into this latter category.40
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Part 3: Moving beyond Elias
Section 7: An overview of the housebook figuration
It is as well to begin Part 3 by emphasising the point that those in search of definitive
answers to many of the questions surrounding The Medieval Housebook would do well to
temper their aspirations and prime themselves for disappointment. There is no escaping the
complexity and mystery engulfing the origins of this manuscript. At more or less every turn
the endeavours of researchers have been brought to a shuddering halt or simply petered out.
As is often the case in such circumstances, the dearth of evidence opens the way for those
who seek to exploit the chasms and crevices of our ignorance by presenting a web of
ungrounded speculations as the liberally varnished truth.41 Diagram 1, at the end of this
section, is aimed at offering a guide to some of the issues involved and some of the questions
that will be posed. The reader will find that for the most part the approach adopted here will
be more enquiring than trenchant. Only from time to time do I venture to make more
assertive statements and, on these occasions, it is for the reader to judge whether or not the
evidence presented justifies the confidence displayed.
Elias’s  admiration  for  the  housebook is widely shared by art historians and connoisseurs. A
few examples of the esteem in which it is held must suffice. Timothy B. Husband, curator of
Medieval  Art  and  The  Cloisters,  The  Metropolitan  Museum  of  Art,  writes  as  follows:  ‘Famed  
for its full-page pen and ink illustrations, some enhanced with color, the Medieval Housebook
is a compendium of secular texts that provide a remarkable view of life in a princely court at
the  end  of  the  late  Middle  Ages’  (Frick  Collection  1999)42. As might be anticipated,
Waldburg is of a similar mind. He writes:  ‘Only  very  few  works  of  art  succeed  in  giving  the  
impression that something which took place 500 years ago just happened yesterday. One of
these is the so-called  Medieval  Housebook…  with  its  incomparably  vivid  representations  of  
the world of the late 15th century’  (1998:  8).  F.  R.  H.  Du  Boulay  describes  it  as  an  
‘outstanding  example’  of  the  hand-illustrated book popular in the later Middle Ages (1983:
16).  Albeit  in  rather  more  constrained  terms,  K.  G.  Boon  observes  that:  ‘The  so-called
Housebook, with its illustrations of life in and around a princely court during the late Middle
Ages,  does  indeed  provide  a  most  valuable  record  of  German  culture  at  the  time’  (1985:  13).  
Therefore, in the eyes of the art cognoscenti and art and medieval historians, there is little
dispute over its eminent status. It is only when the focus shifts to the drawings, particularly
when individual ones are examined and compared, does this unanimity break down.
As will become increasingly apparent, there are many gaps and uncorroborated assertions in
Elias’s  analysis  and,  therefore,  while  the  over-arching preoccupation of this monograph is
with the way in which he employed the housebook drawings in The Civilizing Process, this
central concern can only be properly addressed by going beyond him. Since he did not
concern himself with many of the central issues on which the validity of his argument rests,
we need to expand our understanding of the origins and make-up of the housebook that is in
so far as the rather meagre evidence will allow. In the course of this enquiry, I will be heavily
reliant on the work of art historians as well as social historians of this era and, on many
occasions  it  will  no  doubt  become  apparent  that  I  am  in  a  ‘foreign  land’.  Yet,  as  I  have  
already intimated, one cannot win because, on one hand, if one ignores existing scholarship
in the field one can be justifiably criticised for this neglect. On the other hand, by venturing
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onto the home turf of scholars in other disciplines, one lays oneself open to accusations of
ignorance and, perhaps, even impertinence. This is a risk run by all those who stray beyond
what is deemed to be the prevailing contours of their own discipline. In a word, the choice
seems to be between being rebuked for neglecting work in the field or, alternatively, being
criticised for misunderstanding it. Having decided to take this risk, I fulsomely acknowledge
the  analysis  which  follows  is  not  based  on  any  claim  to  ‘artistic  expertise’;;  it  will  rest  
primarily on an attempt to appraise the consistency with which much of the available
evidence has been handled. However, my lack of expertise compels me to give any
consideration of the artistic nuances of the drawings a wide berth. The aim will be to try to
distinguish between statements that seem to have some evidential credence and those that
owe more to flights of fancy. Having completed this exercise, the hope is that we will then be
better  able  to  assess  the  quality  of  Elias’s  interpretation.

Diagram  1:  A  rough  guide  to  the    author’s  approach
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Section 8: Naming the manuscript; its appearance and form.
The Medieval Housebook is generally dated to around 1480, although Waldburg
acknowledges that this has not been precisely established (1998: 56). Campbell Hutchinson
observes that the first time the manuscript was given  a  title  of  sorts  was  when  it  was  ‘first  
catalogued by Maximilian Franz von Waldburg 9d. 1681), founder of the Wolfegg line, as
Manuscriptum chimicum auff Pergamen der Saturnuse etc., alt. Between1780 and 1800, it
was re-catalogued as Der Lauf der 7 Planeten in Germälde auf Pergament vorgestellt (Filedt
Kok 1985: 244).43 It may be that these catalogue names were chosen simply because The
planets and their children gathering was perceived to be near the beginning of the
manuscript. What these catalogue names suggest is that over this extended period, the
manuscript was not conceived of as a housebook. It only acquired the title by which it is now
generally known in the mid-19th century. Waldburg relates that, ‘in 1865, Ralf von Retberg
[of the German Historical Society] called  it  a  “medieval  housebook”  because  it  contains  
miscellaneous matters which might seem of importance to the owner of a household, or,
more,  specifically,  a  castle,  as  well  as  other  matter  he  …  deemed  worthy  of  note’  (1865:  4,
cited by Waldburg 1998: 8). However, in an earlier monograph, a relative of Waldburg,
Johannes zu Graf Waldburg Wolfegg, put a rather different slant on Retberg’s  interpretation  
of the manuscript. According to this account, Retberg  was  of  the  view  that  ‘a  more  suitable
name…  [for  the  manuscript  would  be]  the  manual  of  a  “Büchsenmeister”,  master  of  munition  
and  of  arms’  (1957:  7,  cited  by  Boon  in  Filedt  Kok  1985:  13).  Boon  adds  that  ‘the  greater  part  
of the collection consists of drawings of cannon and other instruments of war, illustrations of
army encampments and of military equipment, of mining, of smelting-furnace and hydraulic
engineering  instruments’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  13).  Campbell  Hutchinson  is  of  a  similar  view.  
She  writes:  ‘The  only  items  of  purely  domestic interest in the Wolfegg manuscript are the
directions for purifying wine and removing stains, for making candles, toilet soap and dyes
for  textiles,  a  recipe  for  making  hazelnut  torte,  and  a  drawing  of  a  spinning  wheel…  The  
majority of entries in the notebook deal with munitions and military tactics, medical and
cosmetic  treatments  for  humans  and  horses,  metallurgy  and  minting  coins’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  
218). Nevertheless, regardless of its contents, the appellation housebook has endured and
been reinforced  by  designating  the  ‘unknown  artist’  the  ‘Master  of  the  Housebook’.  And,  
because of what are perceived to be the striking similarities between some of the drawings in
the housebook and a collection of drypoint engravings by an unknown artist, known as the
Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet, a coterie of expert opinion now attributes the respective
works to the same hand. Campbell  Hutchinson  identifies  Ernst  Georg  Harzen  as  being  ‘the  
first to attribute the Wolfegg drawings and the Amsterdam drypoints to the same  artist…’  
(Filedt Kok 1985: 44). This linkage implies that the housebook was the work of one artist
and, as we shall see, this is a contention that has not gone unchallenged.
The manuscript is contained in a rather weather-beaten leather folder.44 As far as I can
determine, the question of whether or not this was the original receptacle for the manuscript
has never been considered. With regard to the manuscript itself, while I have not set eyes on
the codex, it is not difficult to imagine that its most immediately striking feature is that it
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consists of a number of  separate  gatherings.  The  possible  ‘rationale’  for  this  arrangement  and  
the content of these folios will be discussed in Sections 9, 10 and 11 of this part.
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Section  9:  What’s  in  a  picture?  Attribution  and  interpretation  
As will become increasingly apparent as this analysis unfolds, there are many gaps and
uncorroborated  assertions  in  Elias’s  analysis  and,  therefore,  while  the  over-arching
preoccupation of this paper is with the way in which he employed the housebook drawings in
On the Process of Civilization, this central concern can only be properly addressed by going
beyond him. As previously stated, since he did not concern himself with many of the issues
on which the validity of his argument rests, we need to expand our understanding of the
origins and make-up of the housebook. When one approaches the debate on the artistic
attribution of the housebook drawings, it is as well to be aware of its complexity. In general
terms, there seems to be three intertwining issues. Firstly, there is the most prominent one,
namely, the debate over whether or not one or more artists were involved. Secondly, there is
the one relating to the intentions and meanings that are claimed to be derived from the
pictures. Thirdly, there is the rather more neglected issue of the extent to which these
drawings are the work of copyists. This final one gives rise to broader questions that are best
addressed before we consider the issues of attribution and interpretation. A central question in
regard to this issue is the relationship between the original patron and the artist or artists? It is
an issue that will be explored further in Part 4: Section 16, but needless to say, it is a question
that is more easily posed than answered. Nevertheless, enquiring into it does serve to
highlight the fragmentary nature of our knowledge. When this issue is touched upon in the
literature, it tends to take the form of ground-level speculation about whether the paths of
artist and patron may have crossed in one context or another. However, in view of the
absence of any substantive evidence about the nature or even the existence of this
relationship, it seems more appropriate to begin with a general survey of the possible forms it
might have taken. Firstly, the patron and artist/artists could have been at one with regard to
their conception of the drawings. Secondly, the patron could have been so dominant that he
was able to ensure that the artist/artists followed his instructions to the letter and in the
desired spirit. Thirdly, the artist/artists may have been in such demand that he/they was/were
in a position to more or less impose his/their will on the patron. Fourthly, the relationship
could have been more nuanced, involving a series of compromises and accommodations by
the parties involved. As we shall see, this far from exhausts the possible forms that this
relationship could have taken. Nevertheless, it must be conceded that this abstract exercise
does not take us any further down the road to understanding the actual relationship between
patron and artist/artists. However, it does sensitize us to the tendency for researchers to make
unsubstantiated assumptions about the form taken by this relationship. Indeed, they regularly
seem to overlook the fact that they were/are dealing with a relationship. It is a common
tendency for participants in the debate to write as if the artist or artists involved in the
production of the housebook drawings were unconstrained by the presence of the patron. For
example,  Boon  writes:  ‘It  is  above  all  else  the  draftsman’s  humor,  his  lack  of  pedantry and
moralizing, and his ability to see through human behaviour that makes these planet drawings
stand  out  above  all  else  in  this  collection’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  14).  This  passage  contains  no  
hint that the artist might have been subject to any constraint from the patron. Notwithstanding
his figurational principles, this also seems to have been the approach taken by Elias. Another
broad impression given in the literature is that the identities of patron/artist have, in effect,
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been merged. In other words, there is no recognition that the artist/s and patron are likely to
have made distinctive contributions to the housebook, even though their respective inputs
remain unknown. The only circumstances that would justify such a merger would be if patron
and artist had been of a single mind and this unity of purpose found un-refracted expression
in the drawings. However, such a fusion of thought and action is highly improbable. On other
occasions, some writers give the impression that the patron took the lead. This is the only
way  in  which  one  can  interpret  both  Waldburg’s  and  Du  Bouley’s  thumbnail  sketches  of  the  
patron, profiles that must be based solely on the contents of the housebook (See Part 4:
Section 17). This does not prevent them switching back to a position that assigns preeminence to the Master when assessing the artistic merit of the drawings.
This relationship between patron and artist/artists can also be approached from another angle.
While the patron may have been well acquainted with the originating artist or artists in some
context or another, it may also be that he had no direct contact with him or them and acquired
the drawings by less direct means. He could have employed copyists and colourists to
reproduce the drawings he wished to include in his manuscript or, he could have acquired an
unknown number in other ways. Perhaps some were gifts or he may have purchased them
‘second-hand’.   Of   course,   the   nature   of   the   relationship   between   the   patron   and   the  
immediate creator/creators of his drawings could have been a combination of the above
possibilities. Even so, this is not to say these examples cover the full spectrum of
possibilities. The problem confronting those who have based their arguments on specific
assumptions about this central relationship is that there seems to be no evidence that is
sufficiently telling as to rule out any of the above possibilities. Therefore, it is advisable for
commentators to be modest in their pronouncements on the subject.
The issue of copying is a pressing one. The physical act of copying the work of someone else
may be characterised as a compliment in some contexts and a civil or even criminal offence
in others. Prevailing views have shifted over time. It seems that in the Middle Ages, far from
being frowned upon,  it  was  common  practice  to  ‘borrow’  from  or,  to  varying  degrees,  copy  
the work of more prominent artists. In the context of artistic communities and studios, it
seems that apprentices and emerging artists were encouraged to copy the work of masters.
Therefore, copying the work of others does not appear to have been perceived as a problem in
the era of the housebook. Indeed, scant attention seems to have been given to it. Some
prominent   artists   actually   specialised   in   producing   versions   of   other   people’s   work. The
notion  that  the  intellectual  or  artistic  appropriation  of  other  people’s  work  should  be  regarded  
as unethical or even theft is a relatively modern concept, becoming more firmly established in
the 18th century. Plagiarism or forgery became the pejorative umbrellas under which such
activities were grouped (See Buelow 1990).45 Diagram 2 is an attempt to clarify the
distinction between these processes. Thus, in the era of the housebook, it was commonplace
for artists to copy or to produce modified versions of the work of other artists. It is this
practice, together with the fact that many artists were not in the habit of signing their work or,
if they did, doing so in a cryptic manner, that gives rise to many of the difficulties
encountered by art historians when they attempt to attribute a piece of work to one artist or
another. At this distance in time the motivations of copyists will forever remain
unfathomable. They could have simply been concerned to practice their craft by striving to
emulate the work of a master. Some such works may then have deliberately or inadvertently
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drifted into circulation. These possibilities give rise to at least two preliminary questions.
How is it possible to know with any certainty that the artists responsible for the housebook
drawings were the originators of these images? How do art historians know if the originators
had anything to do with the inclusion of copied or partially copied versions of their work in
this manuscript? Under the conditions that prevailed in the medieval period, is it possible that
the pictures in the housebook were the work of copyists who felt free to utilize the output of
other artists without the  latters’  consent  or  compliance,  perhaps  because  of  the  way  in  which  
they had been trained and, in any case, because copying was common practice? After all, as
we have seen and will consider further, there is no question that the works by Master E.S.
were effectively copied and that he died before the housebook was even a twinkle in the eye
of its unknown patron. I feel able to ask these questions, not on the basis of knowledge, but
out of a desire to know the evidence on which certain possibilities have been ruled out.

Diagram 2: Copying, Plagiarism and Forgery in the Art World
Prevailing definitions

Acceptable &/or commonplace
Copy or variation on original
Plagiarism  [to  present  something  as  a  product  of  one’s  own                      
imagination when in fact it is a copy or partial copy of another
person’s  work]    
Original

Acceptable &/or commonplace
Copy or variation on original
Forgery  [to  present  one’s  own  work  as  the  work  of  another,  
usually as the work of someone of greater renown or for another
person knowingly to present
someone  else’s  work  as  that  of  another  artist].  
Note: In some societies the physical act of copying is held to be illegal, while in others it
may be considered a compliment and even encouraged or regarded as being of little
consequence. It is appropriate to reserve the terms plagiarism and forgery for those
situations in which these types of copying were or are deemed to be criminal or deviant. I
have no grounds for assuming that art forgery was a practice of any consequence in the
Middle Ages. However, an activity that might point is this direction is the flourishing
trade  in  ‘holy  relics’,  most  of  which  were  of  dubious origin. The claimed remains of saints
were sought after by urban authorities, eager to give their city a mark of distinction, for
example, those of Venice and Santiago de Compostela—St Mark and St James
respectively.
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Filedt Kok has much of interest to say on the issue of copying. For example, he points out
that  Schongauer’s  ‘engravings  were  of  immense  importance  for  the  development  of  fifteenthcentury art. They were not only put on the market in considerable numbers (there are dozens
of good impressions of most of his prints), but they were also quickly and widely copied by
more  or  less  capable  hands’  (1985:  26).  Later  he  adds  that  ‘Wenzel von Olmütz is known
exclusively  as  a  copyist,  above  all  of  Schongauer’s  prints:  …  His  three  copies  of  the  Master’s  
prints…  reveal  him  as  a  faithful  copyist  but  one  who  had  little  feeling  for  subtle  nuances’  
(1985: 37). C Griffith Mann and John Linnell of the Cleveland Museum of Art confirm how
commonplace copying was in this period. They also note the extensive nature of Olmütz’s  
copying activities in the following terms:
In the fifteenth century, little value was placed on originality. Once a successful motif was
introduced, there was no stigma attached to the imitation of one artist by another. Wenzel
von Olmütz was an engraver whose 91 prints are careful copies of the work of other
masters…’  (2014).

And of Master WB Filedt Kok writes  that  ‘it  seems  likely  that…  [he]  worked  in  Mainz  or  its  
surroundings, perhaps at the same time as our Master. His four engraved portraits (heads) are
so closely related to the work of our Master that, in 1910, Baer considered them to be the
work  of  the  latter…  however  Master  WB  has  an  unmistakable  style  of  his  own…  (1985:  37).  
From the foregoing, it is clear that distinguishing between the work of the originator and a
copyist is not an exact science. Understandably, some copies can clearly be identified as
such. The problem is that, towards the more accomplished end of the spectrum, the
assignment of attribution becomes more problematic and, at the extreme end, judgements are
likely to become increasingly fine and opinion more divided. The likelihood is that, one way
or another, an unknown number of works have been wrongly identified. Moreover, the
problem of authenticating a work is compounded by the fact that the originators were
developing their skills and modifying their styles, and, of course, so, too, were the copyists. If
a significant number of artists made their living as copyists there is no reason to doubt that
some of them were as dedicated to developing their skills as were more original artists. Filedt
Kok relates that Master b x g:
[C]opied a number of prints by our Master: it is thanks to his engravings that the greater
part  of  our  Master’s  infants…  has  been  preserved  in  copy…  [Filedt  Kok  goes  on  to  
mention]  other  copyists  of  our  Master…  Israhel  van  Meckenem  [probably  an  apprentice  of  
Master E.S., was] probably the most productive of fifteenth-century engravers: his more
than 620 prints are largely copies of the work of others. To begin with he copied Master
E.S.,…  he  made  more  than  200  exact  copies  of  his  prints…  In  addition  he  also  copied  
work by Schongauer, by our Master and even the young Dürer. Most of the copies of our
Master’s  work  …  were  taken  directly  from  his  drypoint prints…’  (1985:  36).

Given the mode of training, it seems likely that the work of perhaps even the majority of
artists living in this age was highly derivative and, it goes without saying that the respective
ability of copyists to replicate the work of masters must have varied greatly. This gives rise
to the likelihood that, while the output of less able copyists can be readily identified as such,
it is far more difficult to rule out the possibility that the work of accomplished copyists
continues to be falsely attributed to this or that master. By way of an example of the skill of
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some copyists, I  invite  the  reader  to  compare  the  ‘Pair  of  Lovers’  by  the  ‘Master of the
Housebook’ (Supplementary Plate 6) with the copy by Wenzel von Olmütz entitled ‘The
Lovers’ (Supplementary Plate: 27). While it may be that specialists can identify subtle
differences between these two works, I suspect that most viewers would be hard pressed to do
so. As an outsider, I feel bound to ask: What qualities enable some art historians and art
connoisseurs to be so confident in their respective judgments?46 If Filedt Kok is correct in his
view that ‘all  we  can  hope  to  do  is  to  construct  an  overall  chronology  of  the  Master’s  graphic  
oeuvre  based  on  stylistic  considerations’  (1985:  28),  any  confidence  expressed  in  the  
resultant deliberations may tell us as much, if not more, about the self-regard of the
interpreters. Moreover, as we shall see, the problem is if the skills of experts are so reliable,
why is it that these specialists diverge so profoundly in their attributions of the housebook
drawings? Be that as it may, as far as this monograph is concerned, it is not so much my
scepticism regarding the question of artistic attribution or the respective merits of the
competing opinions of members of the artistic community that are of central concern, but
rather the fact that these differences exist. For present purposes all that is required is a
demonstration that divergent attributions and different interpretations of the housebook
drawings are not only possible, some can be shown to be substantially more credible than the
ones proposed by Elias. Therefore, to achieve this end it is not necessary to provide a survey
of the full range of the positions taken up in the attribution debate. All that is required is an
assessment of sufficient breadth to convey a flavour of some of the other opinions on offer.
And  since  Elias’s  interpretation  is  the  primary  focus  of  this  monograph,  nor  is  it necessary to
consider all the housebook drawings. It is, however, important to place the pictures he
selected from The planets and their children and The chivalrous life gatherings in their
broader context. I will also consider another two of his selected drawings in this section –
Plate 6: The mining panorama and Plate10: The army encampment. For reasons that will
become apparent, I will delay a consideration of Plate7—the smelting scene until Part 5:
Section 19.
As far as I can determine, Elias’s  unqualified  belief  that  the  housebook drawings were the
work of one artist has led him to cut a relatively isolated figure. Even those who have granted
pre-eminence to the Master’s  contribution,  qualify  their  position  with  softening  terms  such  as  
‘primarily  responsible’  or  ‘responsible  for  the  majority’  of  the  drawings.    No  such  
reservations  diluted  the  strength  of  Elias’s  convictions.  In  this  respect,  he  even  diverged  from  
the source on which he was apparently most dependent, the work of Bossert and Storck.
Campbell Hutchinson notes that Bossert proposed the involvement of three artists (Filedt Kok
1985: 50). Even in his mission to have the manuscript recognised as an integrated book,
Waldburg  attributed  ‘most of the drawings in the housebook  to  a  single  artist’  (1998:  10.  
Italics added). The only point at which Elias hinted at the possible involvement of another
artist is when he fleetingly considered the idea that perhaps The obscene garden of love owed
something to an earlier work by Master E.S. This observation is made as a mere aside and
there  is  no  attempt  on  Elias’s  part  to  address  the  implications  that  this  possibility may have
had for his broader position. He swiftly moved on. Nor does he show any awareness of or, at
least, feel the need to acknowledge the long-running, fiercely contested debate on attribution
that has accompanied the housebook from the mid-19th century to the present-day. In contrast
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to Elias, at least Waldburg gives the impression of engaging with the debate and weighing the
evidence. He writes as follows:
Questions of attribution remain controversial. Whether and to what extent the works
subsumed  under  the  Housebook  Master’s  name  are  by  a  single  master,  or  whether  several  
artists must share the credit for the works known so far, has long been a subject of debate
among art historians. According to some specialists, the Amsterdam engravings and only a
few of the drawings in the Medieval Housebook are still considered to be masterpieces by
the  artist  himself.  The  rest  of  the  Housebook’s  drawing  are  said  to  be  by various other
artists. [Waldburg cites Daniel Hess as one as being of this view. See Meister um das
‘mittelalteriche  Hausbuch.’  Studies  zur  Hausebuchmeisterfrage, Mainz 1994. He
continues] In opposition, I would argue for the attribution of most of the drawings in the
Housebook to a single artist. I shall explain why below (1998: 8-10).

Here, Waldburg is flagging up the hotly disputed nature of the question of attribution, while
at the same time making clear where he himself stands; all very fair and above board. By
implication, the reader is encouraged to look forward to a balanced consideration of the
evidence, both for and against. If any reader had been persuaded to carry forward this
assumption, he/she would have been quickly disabused, for Waldburg immediately builds the
one-artist thesis into his argument. He writes: ‘The  ooeuvre  of  the  Housebook  Master  is  
unusual in that it encompasses a wide range of primarily secular themes, from lovers to
fanciful coats of arms (1998: 10). This type of language is repeated time and again. Needless
to  say,  such  a  form  of  argument  is  hardly  in  keeping  with  a  balanced  appraisal.  To  foist  one’s  
uncorroborated prejudices on an unsuspecting reader is not in keeping with the spirit of
academic enquiry. Nevertheless, after reflecting on what he holds to be the relevant
evidence, he feels able to reach a surprisingly firm conclusion. While once again
acknowledging  the  controversial  nature  of  the  debate,  he  writes:  ‘As  mentioned  at  the  outset,  
the question of the identity and number of artists who contributed to the housebook is highly
controversial. Assuming that the Housebook is not an arbitrary conglomerate, as we have
demonstrated  here,  the  hypothesis  that  various  artists  participated  is  difficult  to  sustain’  
(1998: 106).  In  other  words,  Waldburg  is  claiming  ‘the  fact’  that  the  codex  is  not  ‘an  arbitrary  
conglomerate’  supports  his  one-artist thesis. Yet even if we were to work on the basis that the
housebook is a thoroughly integrated document, this would tell us nothing about the artistic
input. After all, the achievement of such ‘consummate integration’ could have been due to the
patron’s  supervision.  Far  from  being  persuasive,  Waldburg’s  rush  to  judgement  suggests  that  
he is allowing wishful-thinking and, dare one say, perhaps his financial interests to influence
his critical faculties.47
Once one enters the mainstream of the debate it quickly becomes apparent that the drawings
are held to be of variable quality. Earl A. Powell III, director, National Gallery of Art, New
York,  expresses  the  view  that:  ‘The  book's  finest illustrations communicate a range of human
emotions with obvious delight in the humorous aspects of life, a quality that is unique in the
art of this  period’  (National  Gallery  of  Art,  1998.  Italics  added).48 Campbell Hutchinson
writes:  ‘The  anonymous  late-fifteenth century artist who created the best of the Wolfegg
drawings, as well as the cache of eighty drypoint engravings owned by the
Rijksprentenkabinet…’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  41.  Italics  added). K. G. Boon writes of the
housebook:  ‘its  pages,  some  heightened  with  watercolour  and  some  drawn  with  pen  only,  
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differ so much in both technique and style that few of the authors who have written about the
Housebook Master have considered it the work of a single hand. Most specialists tend to
ascribe  it  to  more  than  one  draftsman  (1985:  13).  Timothy  B.  Husband  observes  that  ‘It  was  
not unusual in the late Middle Ages for manuscripts to be produced by collaborative effort,
and the Housebook appears  to  be  no  exception  …  [He  suggests  that]  the  illustrations  were  the  
cumulative  product  of  no  less  than  three  or  four  artists’  (1999). Even Waldburg, stout
defender of the solo-artist thesis that he is, concedes that the drawings do vary in quality
(1998: 42 and 106). Nevertheless, while on occasions, Waldburg acknowledges the climate of
uncertainty surrounding the question of attribution, his closing remarks crystallise the limited
extent to which he actually engages in a  careful  weighing  of  the  evidence.  He  writes:    ‘The  
debate  about  the  artist,  not  to  mention  the  book’s  relationship  to  other  works  by  the  
Housebook Master, is far from over. But one thing is certain: the decision of the patron to
choose this outstanding artist  when  he  commissioned  his  book  was  a  great  stroke  of  luck’  
(1998: 109). Thus, while still contriving to appear open-minded, he cannot resist the
temptation to present the question of artistic attribution as having been, more or less, put to
bed. All that can be said in the face of this unsubstantiated assertion is that, unlike Elias, at
least he recognised the existence of a patron.
These broad statements by the participants in the attribution debate are too general to convey
the differences of opinion that inform them. As stated above, for present purposes there is no
need to cover the spectrum of agreement and dissent that characterises the attribution debate.
All that is required is a demonstration that views diverging from those offered by Elias are
possible, and moreover, that some of these were in the public arena at the time he was
working on the first edition of The Civilizing Process. In this limited exercise, I will rest
heavily on the interpretations of Campbell Hutchinson and Waldburg. This choice is made for
reasons of balance. Campbell Hutchinson is regarded as one of the foremost authorities on
the housebook49 and Waldburg, while diverging from Elias in some respects, comes close to
aligning  with  Elias’s  one-artist thesis. Having laid the ground, we are now in a position to
return  to  Elias’s  specific  interpretation  of  the  drawings.  However,  rather  than  dealing  with
them in the sequence in which he presented them, it seems more fitting to consider them in
the context of the folios in which they appear. Four of his drawings come from the folio: The
planets and their children and he selected all seven of the drawings in the folio: The
chivalrous life. His final ones were taken from the technical and military sections and can be
dealt with individually. However, I will begin with a drawing that he did not select. It merits
attention because it casts further doubt on Elias’s  one-artist thesis. According to the reconstituted version of the housebook, it is the first drawing after the introductory coat of
arms. It is The artistes.  This  drawing  features  ‘acrobats  or  artistes’,  eight  figures  in  all,  
engaged in a variety of activities, among them fire-eating and snake charming. To the right of
them is a group of four spectators (see Supplementary Plate 7).  In  Waldburg’s  words:
This small group [of spectators] derives from a copperplate engraving of The Martydom of
St Sebastian  by  Master  E.S…  [an  artist  who]  was  active  in  the  Upper  Rhine  area  a  
generation before the Housebook Master, between 1450 and 1467. [He continues] The
Housebook acrobats themselves are also borrowed from the work of Master E.S. They
appear in the larger  of  his  four  decks  of  playing  cards,  dating  from  1463…  The  castle  
buildings on the right and the little rider curiously galloping up hill and down dale derive
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from  another  work  by  Master  E.S.,  The  Large  Garden  of  Love  ’…  [And  he  adds  that]  The  
large castle on the left hill in the picture of the artistes also belongs to the repertoire of
Master E.S. It appears in his Nativity…  (1998:  18-20 italics added).

This  picture’s  lack  of  originally  is  not  in  doubt,  but  perhaps  what  is  surprising  are  the  lengths  
to  which  the  copyist  has  gone.  In  particular,  the  replication  of  the  rider  from  Master  E.  S’s  
The large garden of love (see mounted figure in background of Supplementary Plate 2) is
such a marginal detail that its inclusion suggests that, for this particular copyist, the practice
of  transposing  fragments  from  other  people’s  work  had  become  so  slavish  that  one  could  be  
forgiven if one assumed him to have been incapable of original work. It is almost as if the
figures in this work have been cut-out and stuck on the page, collage-like, an impression
which is reinforced by the un-integrated way in which the figures stand on the landscape.
Waldburg identifies this latter  aspect  as  betraying  its  origins.  He  writes  that  the  figures  ‘are  
arrayed as though against the flat background of a playing card. In rows one above the other,
they are distributed evenly across the page without any contact with each other or relationship
to  the  landscape  (1998:  20).  However,  what  is  striking  about  Waldburg’s  assessment  is the
delicacy of his language—the  ‘small  group  derives from’,  ‘the  acrobats  are  borrowed from’  
(italics added). The question arises in what sense could the work of a deceased artist be
borrowed? It implies that permission was sought. It also implies that the item will at some
point in time be returned (sic). While, of course, one should avoid the temptation to impose
the values of a later period on an earlier age by using pejorative language, it is equally
important to avoid swinging in the other direction and employing terms that obfuscate the
nature of these practices. Surely, the appropriate and non-judgemental characterisation for
such a transaction is copying, even when some minor embellishments have been added. It is
apparent that a substantial number of artists in this period were copying and replicating the
work of other artists, sometimes with some supplementary flourishes. Yet, while many of
these copyists were highly skilled craftsmen, such an approach is bound to have implications
for an assessment of their creative capacities. Therefore, it is surely useful to distinguish
between the originator of a particular style or technique, learning from the approach of
another artist and copying the work of someone else. Having drawn these distinctions it is as
well to recognise that the last two categories can easily merge. It is also the case that the
outcome of an exercise undertaken for didactic purposes could move beyond the workshop,
enter circulation and, in the process, if of sufficient quality, cause confusion with regard to
attribution.
Of The artistes as a whole, Waldburg writes:
Despite its spatial inadequacies it was carefully framed in gold. The miniature is puzzling.
It seems to have been intended as a title page, but one can only speculate about its literal
meaning…  [He  then  offers  his  interpretation,  but  concedes  that  in]  the  final  analysis,  the  
significance of these contrapositions remains obscure (1998: 20-1).

While it is likely that this picture was intended to convey some meaning in relation to the
material that followed, any attempt to draw out nuances surely has to be a case of overinterpretation, particularly given the missing gatherings. As stated, the picture has a collagelike quality, incorporating, as it does four works by Master E.S. and he, too, may have
‘borrowed’  from  the  work  of  other  artists.50 The way in which The artistes was produced
leaves little scope for imbuing the picture with subtle meanings. The compiler is limited by
the body-shapes and demeanour of the original figures. It is, of course, possible to juxtaposed
characters in order to make a point. A possible example of this will be touched upon when we
consider an aspect of Plate 2: Saturn and his children in Part 5: Section 19. Nevertheless, the
‘collage-like’  technique  used  in  the  construction  of  The artistes places severe limitations on
what  the  ‘assembler’  can  achieve.    This  picture provokes  Waldburg’s  most  searching  
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discussion of the extent to which copying is present in the housebook. He does not, however,
raise, let alone pursue, the question of who was responsible for this copying exercise.
Questions such as—Who devised this picture? Who sanctioned its use in the housebook? Was
the  ‘Master’  centrally  involved  in  this  process?  And,  if  he  was,  what  would  this  have  to  tell  
us  about  the  value  he  placed  upon  his  own  reputation?  Waldburg’s  failure  to  pursue  these  
issues stands in marked contrast to his willingness to attribute the copied dimensions in Plate
14: The obscene garden of love to the Housebook Master (1998: 68). The grounds for this
variation in approach may relate to the respective quality of the two drawings. Whereas The
obscene garden of love is of sufficient merit not to inflict too much damage on his reputation,
the same cannot be said of The artistes.  However,  notwithstanding  Waldburg’s  willingness  to  
attribute the former drawing to the Housebook Master, there are strong reasons for disputing
this opinion and these will be considered in Part 5: Section 19. For the present, it is sufficient
to recognise that when seen in conjunction with The obscene garden of love, The artistes is
further testimony to the involvement of copyists in the compilation of the housebook
drawings. These are open and shut cases of copying. However, their presence leads to a series
of questions about how they came to be included and raises the possibility that they are
simply the most readily identifiable examples of this practice in the manuscript.
Moving on to the folio: The planets and their children, until the invention of the telescope
there were five known planets—Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn—together with
the Sun and the Moon which, in this era, were also assumed to be planets. Their movements
were understood in geocentric terms. Under the Ptolemaic system, the seemingly incongruous
paths of the planets were resolved by assuming a hypothetical point in the sky termed the
equant. (North 2008:115).51 This was a notional point around which planetary movements
could be plotted. For more than a millennium this system prevailed and, over this time,
astronomy and astrology were inter-woven activities. Astrological predictions were part of
the job-description of those who studied the planets. Even pioneers of the heliocentric view
of  the  solar  system  were  still  obliged  to  accommodate  astrological  beliefs.  Of  Copernicus’s  
time, (1473-1543), Jack Repcheck writes:  ‘To  be  an  astronomer  was  to  be  an  astrologer  and  
vice  versa’ (2009:6). Thus, for an extended period astrology was an influential belief system
that had to be accommodated by those of a more scientific persuasion. The decisions of kings
and princes on such matters as to whether or not to go to war were often informed by
astrological predictions. This dimension alone made the work of astrologers/astronomers a
risky business. These beliefs co-existed alongside prevailing religious faiths in both Europe
and Asia. The notion that the movement of the planets, in conjunction with their position in
terms of the signs of the zodiac, had a determining effect on the character and personality of
people  born  under  them  was  widespread.    As  Fritz  Rörig  put  it:  ‘[T]the  upper  middle  class  
and the nobility were under the spell of strongly held  astrological  notions…  Similarly  there  
was a great interest in astrological manuscripts and books (1967: 145). Thus, drawings of the
planets and their children were a long-established artistic tradition and, as Waldburg
observes, there was nothing original  about  their  inclusion  in  the  housebook.  They  ‘belong  to  a  
familiar  repertoire…’  (1998:  101).  
With regard to the artistic attribution of the planetary drawings in the housebook, Boon is in
no doubt that the Housebook Master is unquestionably responsible for them. As he puts it:
The pages that most closely resemble the prints of the Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet
are  the  seven  planet  illustrations…  In  the  liveliness  of  portrayal  and  in  the  sometimes  very  
humorous characterization of the temperaments of  the  planet’s  children,  these  seven  pages  
surpass  the  standard  ,  by  no  means  low,  of  the  rest  of  the  manuscript…  these  planet  
drawings  stand  out  far  above  all  else  in  this  collection’  (1985:  13-14). [He is of the view
that  the]  ‘draftsman  is  at  his  most  subtle  in  his  portrayal  of  Luna’s  children…  It  is  above  
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all  the  draftsman’s  humour,  his  lack  of  pedantry  and  moralizing,  and  his  ability  to  see  
through human behaviour that makes these planet drawings stand out far above all else in
this collection (Filedt Kok 1985: 14).

He is clearly convinced that the drawings contained in The planets and their children
gathering are substantially superior to the other drawings in the housebook. While he does
detect variations in their quality, these are not sufficient to lead him to conjecture that another
artist or artists might have been involved. However, this does not hold with regard to his
broader assessment of housebook drawings. He is of the view that:
[I]ts pages, some heightened with watercolour and some drawn with pen only, differ so
much in both technique and style that few of the authors who have written about the
Housebook Master have considered it the work of a single hand. Most specialists tend to
ascribe it to more than one draftsman (1985: 13).

While  Campbell  Hutchinson  acknowledges  that  ‘opinions  remain  divided  as  to  the  extent  to  
which  he  [the  Master]  worked  on  the  drawings  in  the  Housebook’,  She  is  of  the  view  that:  
‘The  greatest  purists  think  that  only  three  of  the  planet  sheets,  Mars,  Sol  and  Luna…  are  by  
him, while others ascribe a large part of  the  illustrations  to  him’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  217.  
Italics added). And, it is clear where Campbell Hutchinson stands. In accordance with those
she  terms  ‘the  greatest  purists’,  she  holds  that  only  three of the Wolfegg Planetenkinder —
Luna, Sol and Mars—have  been  ‘unanimously  accepted  as  a  work  of  autograph  quality’  
(Filedt Kok 1985: 224). Campbell Hutchinson points out that, according to Rüdiger
Becksmann,  ‘[t]he  stylistic  differences  that  exist  between those sheets [Mars, Sol and Luna]
and  those  with  Saturn,  Jupiter  and  Mercury  could  be  explained…  by  differences  in  their  
dates,  the  best  sheets  belonging  to  the  mature,  the  others  to  the  early  work’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  
221). This idea that the variations in quality detected in the drawings could be explainable in
terms of the maturing style of a single artist is also a line pursued by Waldburg, but in the
process, he transforms it into something rather more categorical (1998: 43). It is certainly
possible that the detected variation in styles could be explainable in terms of different phases
in the development of one artist. It is, however, at least as likely that they point to the
involvement of different artists. Therefore, on the assumption that the claim to have detected
variations in style is sound, it could be seen to lend weight to both the one or more artist
theses. The fact that Waldburg has eyes for only one possibility again testifies to bias that is
prone to permeate his thought processes.
When Elias made his first reference to a planetary drawing, he failed to mention its broader
astrological  setting.  In  this  instance,  he  left  the  reader  hanging  on  his  vague  reference  to  ‘one  
sheet’  (2012:  200).  This  was  in  the  context  of  him  floating  the  possibility that one of the
drawings might include a self-portrait of the artist because he was the only craftsman wearing
courtly dress. In fact, the picture in question is Mercury and his children, but since the
majority of readers will not have had access to the drawings, quite how Elias thought they
were supposed to be aware of its astrological setting remains puzzling. Later in his exposition
he  did  make  fleeting  references  to  the  astrological  context  of  ‘a  sequence  of  drawings  
showing people under particular constellations…  At  the  beginning,  for  example,  we  see  
people  born  under  Saturn’  (2012:  201).  His  interpretation  of  this  drawing  then  merges  

54

imperceptibly with a drawing from The chivalrous life folio—The noble hunt. Later, he also
offered interpretations of the scenes explicitly under the signs of Mars and Venus.
Nevertheless, while he recognised that three of these drawings appeared under astrological
signs, at no point did he feel it necessary to probe the implication that this over-arching,
fantasy-laden framework had for his claim that, together, the fourteen drawings constituting
his selection, offered us a reliable, object-adequate window into the world of the traditional
knight or, as he put it at the time,  ‘the  life  of  the  knight  in  its  real  context’  (2012:  200).    
The planets themselves were believed to owe their distinctive characteristics to the pagan
deities with which they had long been associated, and also to interpretations of their
respective movements in the cosmos. The seven astrological drawings were intended to
illustrate the distinctive characteristics of people born under these various constellations.
They involved a distillation—albeit one containing class bias—of what were seen to be the
concentrated  traits  of  children  born  under  the  different  constellations.  Mercury’s  children  
were  creative;;  Saturn’s  were  slothful  and  decrepit;;  Mars’s  were  warlike;;  Venus’s  were  
amorous and so on. As such, to anyone other than believers, these drawings are rooted in
fantasy. Undoubtedly, they do contain insights into life as it was lived—certainly in their
confirmation of the persistence and pervasiveness of astrological beliefs, but also in terms of
architectural styles; prevailing fashions in dress; the occupational structure; the characteristics
of the prevailing social hierarchy and, perhaps, even certain social mores. Nevertheless, on a
fundamental level they remain caricatures, where seemingly most of those born under Saturn
and Mercury come from the lower stratum. Reading into these pictures this type of bias is
supported  by  Boon’s  view  that  the  children  of  Sol  and  Venus  ‘are  members  of  the  upper  
classes’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  14),  an  observation  not  entirely  borne  out  by  the  drawings  in  
question. Nevertheless, quite how believers were able to square these beliefs with the
inevitable anomalies thrown up by actual birth-patterns  remains  a  mystery.  Elias’s  failure  to  
give proper consideration to the implications of this astrological rubric amounted to a selfinflicted wound. It deprived him of the opportunity to argue that, notwithstanding their
broader mystical context, it was still possible to extract some more reality-congruent insights
from these four drawings. Waldburg argues that:
Without realizing it, Elias has allowed himself [to] be fooled by the Housebook Master. As
in the representations of the planets and their children, what is apparently true to life is the
vitality  of  a  fictitious  world…  In  their  imaginary  world,  other  things  are  possible  than  in  
reality,  including  some  incongruities…  the  scenes  in  question,  though  they  no  doubt  reflect  
contemporary notions, make it hard for us to determine how consistent they are with real
life  in  that  period’  (1998:  45).

However, I dispute the claim that Elias was  ‘fooled  by  the  Housebook  Master’  in  this  respect.  
It is clear that he appreciated the broader astrological context of these drawings. He simply
chose to pay it scant attention. Seemingly, to acknowledge its centrality would have hindered
the task at hand. It would have detracted from his promotion of the broader object-adequacy
of the drawings.
Let us now consider some views on the individual planetary drawings, beginning with Saturn
and his children.  Campbell  Hutchinson’s  relates  that  the  accompanying poem describes
Saturn  and  his  children  ‘as  pale,  hard  cold,  sad  and  old,  include  the  cripple,  the  prisoner,  the  
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knacker and the farmer. His element is earth, and his symbolic animal the pig. [She
continues;] This drawing, executed entirely in a black ink, is more awkward than any of
the… [other  planetary  drawings]’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  221-22). For his part, Elias paid no heed
to the artistic quality of the drawing, preferring to concentrate entirely on its contents. For
example,  he  observes  that  ‘The  gallows isn’t  in  the  least  emphasized’  (Plate 2: 2012:202). I
concede that the artist could have given them greater prominence. At the same time, they are
located on a hill in the central ribbon of the picture with a procession moving towards it
stretching across the breadth of the picture. In the same way that the knightly depiction of
Saturn overarches the drawing, the central ribbon could be seen as symbolising the everpresent  measures  by  which  ‘a  wayward  and  indolent  peasantry’  were  held in check and made
productive—by  means  of  stocks,  shackles  and  the  gallows.  Later,  Elias  observed  that  ‘the  
gallows,  the  symbol  of  the  knight’s  judicial  power,  is  part  of  the  background  of  his  life’  
(Plate 3:  2012:  202).  And  later  still,  he  refers  to  ‘the  repeated  depiction  of  the  gallows  with  a  
corpse  hanging  from  it’  (2012:  204).  These  statements  hardly  suggest  a  downplaying  of  the  
symbolic significance of the gallows. As one of the ultimate means by which transgressors
were punished, they cast a shadow over daily life, although their deterrence value may have
been mitigated by the ever-present threat of death by various other means and causes. Robert
Bartlett observes: ‘In  the  Middle  Ages  all  communities  were  frighteningly  vulnerable  to  the  
natural environment and a bad harvest meant hunger and death, while a whole series of them,
as in the Great Famine of 1315-17  could  decimate  the  population…  [He  adds]  Death  was  an  
everyday part of life. In a largish village of a hundred or so households, a funeral would take
place  on  average  every  18  days’  (2010:  160-1). And this, of course, is not to mention the
mortality  peaks  caused  by  the  Black  Death.    Other  aspects  of  Elias’s  interpretation of this
drawing, Plate 2, have been considered in Part II: Section 6, together with elements of Plate
1: Mercury and his children. What could be construed as the humorous dimensions of both
these two drawings will be addressed in Part 5: Section 19.
Turning now to Plate 11: Mars and his children, again Campbell Hutchinson is more
concerned with its artistic qualities. She writes:
An  ironic  touch  is  the  stork’s  nest  in  the  chimney  of  the  bank,  ordinarily  a  sign  of  good  
luck. The scale of the figures in this drawing is well related to the landscape, and the
figures themselves are slender and gracefully drawn and are readily identifiable as the
work of the printmaker. The attempt to create the effect of smoke by means of a smudge
and the reworking of the original bistre drawing, still visible in the foreground, with a
strong  mixture  of  carbon  black  applied  to  Mars’s  horse  and  banner,  seem  in  keeping  with  
the  experimental  nature  of  much  of  the  printmaker’s  work  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  222).

Waldburg opts for detail:
The planetary horseman wears armour. The besagews (discs) at his armpits are meant to
prevent  the  enemy’s  lance  from  hooking  in.  Even  the  steed’s  shaddron  (head-defence) is
unpleasantly prickly. The scene below does not depict a battle in which equally armed
adversaries oppose each other. Instead, the evil children of Mars have sought out weak and
defenceless victims. One of these is a pilgrim in the foreground, with the typical
accoutrements of a staff, shoulder bag, rosary and felt hat decorated  with  pilgrim’s  badges.  
These are little plaques sold at pilgrimage sites. Most familiar was the scallop shell from
Santiago de Compostela, sold in all sizes and in great numbers in front of the cathedral.
The peaceable pilgrim will never reach his goal. A robber has knocked him down and stabs
him with a dagger.
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The building with a stepped gable on the right is a shop. The opened shutter was let down
to form the counter. Thieves seize the opportunity to steal everything on it while the
shopkeeper is being murdered indoors. The other acts of violence on this page are
perpetuated by soldiers. They set fire to a village and misappropriate the cattle. Two
women defend themselves by thrashing the soldiers with a jug and a spindle, respectively.
Most of the villagers hide in the only fortified building in town, the church. Their tiny
frightened faces peer out the windows (1998: 32).

Elias’s  approach  to  this  drawing  is  not  dissimilar  to  that  of  Waldburg’s.  However,  he failed to
register the ironic presence of  the  stork’s  nest  or  that  the  victim  in  the  foreground  is  a  hapless  
pilgrim.  This  latter  detail  may  have  been  intended  to  underscore  the  artist’s  desire  to  convey  
the  indiscriminate  brutality  of  his  assailant,  although  in  this  case  the  aggressor’s  status  is
unclear. More broadly, Elias displayed no appreciation of the extent to which this apparently
negative portrayal of knights seems to be at variance with his premise that the artist was at
one with this order.
I  have  already  touched  upon  Peter  Durer’s  contrasting interpretation of some of the detail of
Venus and her children and Walburg seems to be of a similar mind. He writes:
[T]he scenes in question, though they no doubt reflect contemporary notions, make it hard
for us to determine how consistent they  are  with  real  life  in  that  period.  [He  adds  that]  …  
the  bathhouse…  permits  no  conclusions  about  whether  it  was  customary  in  those  days  for  
both sexes to bathe together. Morality was far stricter than Elias thought. Communal
bathing in the nude was only possible in establishments that were like brothels. Does that
mean the Housebook portrays a house of ill repute? Is it an, admittedly male fantasy? Or
are we dealing with a piece of fiction in which the nudity that was normally immoral is not
considered offensive? (1998: 45-50).52

In  this  respect,  Campell  Hutchinson’  interpretation  appears  to  be  closer  to  that  of  Elias.  She  
characterises the figures as:
Roundfaced and well built, they are inclined to be unchaste. In blockbooks and
Housebook, as on a drawing in the early fifteenth-century Schermar manuscript, unchastity
is illustrated by nude couples caressing in bathtubs. The Housebook goes far beyond the
previous examples in making clear the social distinctions between rich and poor, in
accordance with the accompanying text. In the foreground, aristocratic couples dance
decorously to the tune of a brass ensemble (trumpet and two cornets), while in the
background a plebeian couple are unceremoniously fornicating in the shrubbery,
accompanied by a hurdy-gurdy and a sackhorn. Still further to the rear, two boys dance the
wild Maruschka to a drum and recorder. The distant horizon is bistre, while the bath-tower
in the foreground is drawn in carbon black. A light wash has been used for shading certain
of the figures, most notably the hurdy-gurdy player and her companion, and the dancer at
the lower right. The drawing is flawed by the odd perspective of the bower and its
gateway, and by differences in scale between the occupant of the bower and the adjacent
dancers just outside’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  223-224).

While  the  debate  continues,  if  Campbell  Hutchinson  and  ‘the  purists’  are  correct  in  
attributing only three of the astrological drawings to the Master, this would mean that only
one  of  Elias’s selection from this gathering—Mars—would be so classified. Putting this
problem to one side and, if, for the moment, we limit ourselves to the four astrological
drawings that he did select, it is difficult to see how they could have come to form the basis
of  his  claim  that:  ‘Seldom  has  the  matter-of-fact sense of mastery of this [knightly] class, and
its self-confident, patriarchal contempt of others, been so vividly conveyed as in these
drawings’  (2012:  204).  In  Saturn the central focus is on the lowly and down-trodden.
Admittedly, there is a glimpse of the knightly guard escorting the prisoner to the gallows in
the background, but other than confirming their coercive presence; it is not clear what else
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this drawing reveals about the knightly class. Those wishing to support the Elias position may
argue that this plate reveals how traditional knights saw the peasantry, but, as we shall see
later, other interpretations are possible (see Part 5: Section 19). Venus appears to feature
courtiers and their ladies in the foreground and Mercury depicts a teacher, skilled artisans, a
wood-carver an artist and a noble couple dining at a table. The only drawing that seems to
have unambiguous relevance to the case Elias was striving to make is Mars. This is the only
planetary context in which the knights are granted centre-stage. However, since, as already
noted, it seems to cast them in a pejorative light, it is difficult to see how it could have been
the work of an artist with a particularly strong affinity for this order. The only way in which
this tension might be resolved is if it is assumed that the artist also relished witnessing the
maiming and slaughter of defenceless peasants, artisans and pilgrims and the theft or
destruction of their means of livelihood. While this possibility cannot be ruled out, it would
surely  be  unwise  to  rest  one’s  argument  on  this  assumption,  let  alone  to  make  confident  
assertions on the basis of it.
Waldburg holds the drawings in The chivalrous life gathering  to  be  ‘probably  the  most  
famous  pictures  in  the  Housebook’  (1998:  44).    Elias  selected  all  seven  of  these  drawings,  
half of his chosen pictures. If the claimed dubious relevance of his four astrological drawings
is accepted, this folio appears to form the crux  of  Elias’s  claim  that  the  housebook drawings
offer a window onto the life of a traditional knight and how he saw the world, not only
because of their number, but also because of their content. In this section I propose to look at
five of these drawings. I will postpone consideration of The noble hunt and further
consideration of The obscene garden of love until Part 5: Section 19. Elias offers the
following interpretation of Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game:
A picture of the manor shows the pleasures of the lords. A young lady of the nobility is
crowning her young friend with a wreath; he draws her to him. Another pair go walking in
a close embrace. The old servant woman pulls an angry face at the love games of the
young people. Nearby the servants are working. One of them is sweeping the yard, another
grooming the horse, a third scattering food for the ducks, but the maid waves to him from
the window; he turns round, soon he will disappear into the house. Noble ladies at play.
Peasant antics behind them. On the roof the stork clatters (2012: 202).

Campbell Hutchinson entitles this picture Minneburg (Castle of courtly love), and she
classifies  it  as  one  of  the  more  ‘risqué  drawings’  (Filedt  Kok 1985: 43). However, it is
Waldburg’s  observations  that  expose  the  superficial  nature  of  Elias’s  account.  He  points  to  
the  drawing’s  allegorical  theme.  Under  the  title,  In pursuit of lesser game — he identifies the
predators as being the women and the men as the prey, the lesser game. He writes as follows:
The  women…  are  hunting  men.  A  buxom  woman  behind  the  well  beckons  to  a  stableboy.  
Another has tucked up her skirts to be able to run faster. Appropriately enough, she carries
an empty cage in her hand. A more proper lady places a cautionary hand on her arm in a
fruitless attempt to restrain her. The object of her desire is a peasant dangling helplessly in
the  air  from  a  trap.  The  peasant’s  agitated  wife  gesticulates  in  a  field  in  the  background.  
Two couples are already intimately occupied, one wandering along with their arms around
each other, the other in a close embrace. The drawing is covered with allusions, such as the
stork clattering from the rooftop in mating season, and the decoy attracting entire flocks of
birds…  The  older  ladies  in  this  disreputable  world  either  hinder  the  efforts  of  the  younger  
women or are left to do housework on their knees (1998: 61).

This is an interpretation that is supported by the stable boy and the maid at the well. He
appears to be portrayed as Adam to her Eve, an impression strengthened in close-up with her
offering him what appears to be an apple (see Supplementary Plate 8). If, as seems likely, this
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allegorical  interpretation  is  correct,  then  Elias’s  understanding  of this drawing seems to be
somewhat wide of the mark.53
Moving on, Elias’s  ‘description’  of  Plate 5: The water-surrounded castle offers the reader no
more than could be taken in by a cursory glance. He wrote:
Then there is a small moated and fortified house. On the bridge stands a young nobleman
with his wife. Leaning on the balustrade they watch the servants in the water catching fish
and ducks. Three young ladies are in the boat. Rushes, bushes, in the distance the walls of
a small town (2012: 202-03).

Waldburg  goes  into  more  detail  and  summarises  it  as  being  ‘an  ordinary  day’  with  the  
atmosphere contemplative and peaceful (1998: 50). It is interesting that he does not refer to
the fanciful element in this context. After all, the notion of a rural idyll hardly squares with
the turbulence of the times, and, as we shall see, it seems particularly inappropriate if Swabia
is  held  to  be  the  location  of  the  patron’s  estate.  In  contrast  to  these  accounts,  Campbell  
Hutchinson focuses on what she refers to as the Pond House and regards it as noteworthy
principally because:
[I]t is the architecture rather than the human activities which forms the focus of attention.
The drawbridge by which the small square building is approached was probably the most
important element  from  the  Buchsenmeister’s  point  of  view.  However,  scholars  have  more  
often directed their attention to the iconography of the fishers and fowlers in the
foreground (Filedt Kok 1985: 241).

Turning to Plate13: The bathhouse; after offering a basic preamble, Elias became more
adventurous and assertive in his pronouncements. He wrote:
[O]ne can see, the erotic relation between men and women is much more open than in the
later phase, where it is hinted at in social life, as in pictures, in a way that is
comprehensible to all but nevertheless half-concealed. Nakedness is not yet associated with
shame to the extent that, to circumvent internal and external social controls, it can only
appear in pictures sentimentally, as the costume, so to speak, of the Greeks and Romans
(2012: 206).

While  I  find  Elias’s  broad civilizing thesis as having much to recommend it, in this context
its general plausibility is not at stake. The principal concern here is whether or not this
particular drawing constitutes support for this thesis and, in this respect, Waldburg takes issue
with Elias. Of The bathhouse he writes:
[T]he drawing itself permits no conclusions about whether it was customary in those days
for both sexes to bathe together. Morality was far stricter than Elias thought. Communal
bathing in the nude was only possible in establishments that were like brothels. Does that
mean the Housebook portrays a house of ill repute? Is it an, admittedly male fantasy? Or
are we dealing with a piece of fiction in which the nudity that was normally immoral is not
considered offensive? (1998: 45-50).

All that need be recognised in this context is that the fantasy and allegorical character of
some of the other drawings means that we cannot be sure about the status of The bathhouse.
Is  it  fantasy,  fiction  or  ‘fact’?  Who  can  say  with  any  certainty?  Given  its  problematic  status,  it  
would seem to be unwise to make categorical statements about what it has to tell us about
prevailing attitudes to nakedness, the relationships between the sexes and shame thresholds.
The  unequivocal  nature  of  Elias’s  comments  suggests  that,  when  viewing  this  drawing he
only had eyes for evidence that supported his pre-existing position. In other words, he
stripped the drawing of its ambiguities and melded it into a form that would support his
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thesis. At this point, it is perhaps as well to remind ourselves once again that Elias set out
with the intention of sensitizing the reader to the insights that the housebook drawings offered
into the life-style  of  the  knightly  order  when  in  its  ‘relatively  unbridled  prime’.  In  which  case  
what are we to make of his comments on the above three plates? How can his presentation of
them in any way be construed as expanding our understanding of this traditional warrior class
and how it viewed the world? Where are the comments that underscore his over-arching
objective? It is as if he lost sight of his broader agenda and drifted into a position where he
appeared to be satisfied with the undemanding task of providing a vague impression of the
contents of these drawings, together with the odd assertion.
Let us now move onto the two drawings that ostensibly offer more scope for allowing Elias to
get his analysis back on track. Plates 8 and 9 depict two different forms of combat. Waldburg
identifies Plate 8 as The coronel joust (Kronleinstechen). He writes:
(T)he aim is to knock the opponent from his saddle by a powerful blow with the lance,
without  causing  him  serious  injury…  To  this  end,  thick  lances  have  blunt  ends  topped  by  a  
small trident, the coronel. Moreover, the riders are armed to the point of immobility. On
their heads is a heavy  jousting  helmet,  or  ‘Stechhelm.’  As  its  name  suggests,  it  has  a  beaklike form offering minimal area for attack, but restricting vision considerably. It could only
be  used  for  this  joust.  The  horse’s  forehead  is  also  protected  by  armour,  and  a  sack  stuffed
with  straw  is  suspended  in  front  of  its  breast…  The  focus  at  the  coronel  joust  is  on  the  
large audience. It includes children, young couples and a fool entertaining new arrivals
with his flute. They are all watching and enjoying the performance. (1998: 54-55).

Campbell Hutchinson refers to Plate 8 as the Tournament (Deutsches Stechen). She describes
it in the following terms:
[A] joust performed only for sport, in which victory is awarded to the knight who unseats
his opponent. [She then tries to put it in some historical context]. The festive atmosphere of
this tournament, between a knight wearing as his device the five-petalled rose of Burgundy
and an opponent whose second wears the imperial order of the Jar, suggests that it may
recall the events  staged  in  celebration  of  Maximilian’s  engagement  to  Mary  of  Burgundy  
in  1473  (1985:  241).  [Later,  she  makes  reference  to]  ‘a  recent  discovery  in  the  field  of  
fifteenth-century  German  glass  painting’…  [It  contains  a  fragment]  of  a  patricians’  
tournament. [On this basis she observes that:] [i]t was precisely in rich towns like
Frankfurt am Main, where this panel comes from, that patrician societies put on
tournaments of this kind (Filedt Kok 1985: 273).

Waldburg and Campbell Hutchinson refer to Plate 9 as The tilt and The duel (Scharfrennen)
respectively.  Waldburg  observes  that,  for  this  type  of  contest,  ‘the  only  spectators  are  
warriors’.  He  continues:
There  are  no  splendid  caparisons,  no  ladies  and  no  children  in  sight…  Soldiers,  for  the  
most part faceless and anonymous, stand armed with crossbows as expert observers. A
‘Sharfrennen’  tilt  is  in  process  and  the  opponents  are  both  charging.  They  fight  with  sharp  
lances, wearing battle armour, i.e., gipons, or doublets that allow greater freedom of
movement but more vulnerability. Swords hang at their sides as a matter of course.
Umpires  assign  points  according  to  the  skill  with  which  the  opponent’s  shield  is  hit.  This  
kind  of  joust…  could  easily  be  organized  ad  hoc  in  an  army  camp.  It  was  a  favourite  
exercise for young hotheads who could not afford their own jousting gear (1998: 57).

Campbell  Hutchinson’s  writes:
Unlike the festive tournament with tipped lances, which is attended by women and children
and fully staffed with referees carrying batons, the duel with sharpened lances can result in
death or severe injury, and is witnessed only by men, a number of whom are armed. A
single small boy on horseback is permitted to act as standard bearer, and the start of the
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combat is signalled by a bugler. The combatants ride unprotected horses, using low racing
saddles, and wear battle helmets with chin pieces which provide more freedom of
movement than the rigid tournament helmets used in the Deutsches Stechen. (Filedt Kok
1985: 241).

The only means by which we  can  assess  the  adequacy  of  Elias’s  interpretation  of  these  two  
drawings is in terms of his text. Allowances cannot be made for the extent to which he
indulged in covert literary licence. On this basis, the only possible conclusion that can be
drawn is that, as far as he was concerned, these two drawings constitute different phases of
the same event. Seemingly, he was oblivious to the various distinguishing features brought
out by Campbell Hutchinson. As such, his interpretation has to be declared unambiguously
misleading and fundamentally flawed. Indeed, his interpretation of these two drawings is
such a travesty, the fact that it has remained unchallenged for over seventy years is quite
amazing. The irony is that had he distinguished between these two forms of combat he could
at least have argued that The tilt or The duel offered the clearest insight into the mind-set of
the traditional knightly order. The question remains, how could he have failed to identify the
differences? More generally, if Elias really believed that these two drawings depicted
different phases of the same event, how does this reflect upon his talent for artistic
interpretation? What store should we place on his other sorties into this field? After all, the
credence  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  hangs  on  these  very  intuitive  skills.  Dunning  
has argued ‘few sociologists so far have had sufficient expertise to make use of evidence of
this  kind’  (1987:  366).  Therefore,  the  question  arises:  Was  Elias  one  of  them?  Conversely,  if  
he was aware that these two drawings portrayed distinctively different forms of combat, why
did he think it appropriate to pull the wool over the eyes of the reader? No doubt, literary
licence has its place, but surely this does not extend to research where the author was
avowedly striving to attain a high degree of object-adequacy?
Moving on from The chivalrous life gathering, Elias’s  interpretation  of  Plate 6: The mining
panorama begins with him focusing on the partially finished house. He goes on to refer to
mining activities which he assumes to be stone-quarrying. Other interpreters have tended to
give central importance to the mining aspect, with the drawing being entitled Bergwerk
(mine). Waldburg opts for the title, Mining Panorama. Given that this drawing seems to be
at the beginning of a gathering on mining, metallurgy and coinage, followed by an extensive
section on technology and military equipment, placing the emphasis on mining is perhaps
understandable. Nevertheless, this is a picture that seems to offer ample scope for different
interpretations. It is very difficult to gauge what is going on and the certainty of some of the
existing interpretations is disquieting. Clearly, it features a house under construction and a
mining operation of some sort. However, confusion is not so much generated by the
inanimate artefacts as by the human dimension. Various people are shown working; some, in
the foreground, are fighting and others are shown riding into the scene. Yet, in enlarged
close-up, it is difficult to tell if fighting is confined to the foreground. In the middle ground, it
is by no means clear whether a number of figures are working or fighting or fleeing from
imminent danger (see Plate 6). If we focus on the four-man fight in the foreground, Elias
characterises  it  as  ‘workmen…  quarrelling;;  they  are  about  to  stab  and  strike  each  other  down’  
(2012:  203).  Boon  is  of  the  view  that  ‘it  depicts  a  Brueghelian  brawl  involving  four  
roughnecks, thus emphasising the difference in manners and behaviour with the nobility’  
(Filedt Kok 1985: 13). Waldburg concurs (1998: 80). I have doubts about these
interpretations. Of course, the means by which the two characters in the foreground acquired
the swords they are wielding is unknown. At the same time, it is rather unlikely that these
relatively expensive weapons would have been simply lying around to be seized upon as the
altercation escalated. However, the fact is that the men in question are wearing scabbards.
And, there is also a figure in the middle ground equipped with sword, scabbard and axe (see
Supplementary Plates 9 and 10). The presence of scabbards suggests ownership of the swords
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and also that there is more to their presence in the drawing than meets the eye. What
peasant/artisan would go to work encumbered by a heavy, sheaved sword or, for that matter,
even be allowed to carry such weaponry? This recognition gives rise to other possibilities.
Perhaps the miners have been attacked by a marauding force bent on plunder. Alternatively,
perhaps the miners have rebelled and the armed retainers of the lord and owner of the mine
are trying to restore order. A noble-man, accompanied by his lady, is shown riding into the
scene, but their entrance could be consistent with either of the above scenarios. The courtier
and lady in the bottom right-hand corner almost seem incidental to these events. They appear
to have been assigned the parts of distant observers.54 Could it be that this drawing is an
attempt to capture an actual event? Or, perhaps it has been inspired by such an incident?
Putting speculation aside, at this distance in time, the picture generates a level of confusion
that seems to defy penetration. It is difficult to see how it could be used with confidence to
sustain  anyone’s  favoured  thesis.  If  this  drawing  depicts a rebellion by artisans or a
maundering band attempting to seize the mine, neither interpretation seems to be particularly
in keeping with the highly technical gatherings that are said to follow it and this in turn
suggests the presence of a certain level of expediency in the selection of the pictures.
The final drawing that will be considered in this section is Plate 10: The army encampment.
Elias’s  analysis  of  this  picture  is  limited  to  pointing  to  some  of  its  more  prominent  features,  
although he did make earlier observations that appeared to allude to it as well as to other
pictures. He wrote:
These  drawings…  are  from  the  late  knightly  period,  the  time  of  Charles  the  Bold  and  
Maximilian, the Last Knight. We may conclude from the coat of arms that these two, or
knights  close  to  them,  are  themselves  represented  in  one  or  other  of  the  pictures.  ‘There  is  
no  doubt,’  it  has  been  said,  ‘that  we  have  …  Charles  the  Bold  himself  or  a  Burgundian  
knight  from  his  entourage  before  us’  (2000:  173  - Elias’s  source  is  Bossert and Storck
1912). [He continues] Perhaps a number of the pictures of tournaments directly depict the
jousting following the Feud of Neuss (1475), at the betrothal of Maximilian to Charles the
Bold’s  daughter,  Maries  of  Burgundy.  At  any  rate,  those  we see before us are already
people  of  the  transitional  age…  (2012:200).

As was established earlier, Campbell Hutchinson linked the engagement of Maximilian and
Mary of Burgundy to Plate 8 The joust and  did  so  because  of  the  presence  of  Burgundy’s  
emblem, the five-petalled  rose  on  the  regalia  of  a  knight’s  horse  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  241).That  
having  been  said,  there  appears  to  be  no  justification  for  Elias  linking  these  events  to  ‘a  
number of pictures of  tournaments’.  This  pluralisation  is  particularly  unwarranted  since,  as  
we have seen, he characterised the two drawings depicting different types of tournament as
comprising separate phases of the same event. Waldburg pursues a distinctively different
track. His view of this drawing is that:
It is less of an historical view than a scheme for the best way to array an army camp,
protected by concentric rings of guncarts. This provided the opportunity for a lively
portrayal, ranging from beggars at the camp gates to military leaders gathering around the
imperial banner...
Heraldry lends the camp a further appearance of reality. The arms indicate who is present;
the emperor and lords whose rank is expressed by the size of their shields and banners. The
most magnificent is the imperial banner; next in rank is the one with the device of the lion
and  wheel  of  his  chancellor  Adolf  II  of  Nassau,  who  was  also  Bishop  of  Mainz…  Very  
small in the background is a tent with shields displaying the arms of the tree trunk. Beyond
the inner circle appears the star device of the Erhach family from Odenwald, who were cup
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bearers of the Count of Palatine. Another shield, with two rows of antlers, cannot be
identified (three would have been Württemberg). A chevron device shown in two different
color schemes could be attributed to Hanau as well as to other families. The rest of the
arms are unidentifiable.
At best these arms might indicate in what circles the patron moved, which geographical
area and what families were important in his life. The military campaign represented is,
however, not an historical one. Research tried to identify it with the encampment near
Neuss in 1475. Rather, it is an invention developed through the narrative embellishment of
a military scheme (1998: 93-100).

Therefore, once again we have variations on the meanings that have been attributed to a
drawing. In this case, at one pole we have Elias assuming that it is a reality-congruent
depiction of an army encampment and at the other pole we have Waldburg opting for it being
an idealised presentation of what was held to be an effective defensive military strategy.
Either way, no one can be certain. I will return to an aspect of Plate10: The army
encampment, along with a consideration of Plate 7, the smelting scene, in Part 5: Section 19.
Before concluding this section, it is as well to concede that it is much easier to generate
reservations and uncertainties about attribution and interpretation than it is to establish
something as being categorically the case. Yet, while our quest is for greater clarity, if the
balance of evidence gives rise to doubts, there is no loss of face in recognising that it is
impossible to draw anything resembling definitive conclusions. In such cases, hard
judgements are best held in abeyance if and until stronger additional evidence comes to light.
Identifying the artist or, more probably, the artists responsible for the housebook drawings is
a case in point. If a particular issue is so infused with doubt it is best to postpone drawing
firm conclusions. Delay in making a firm judgement on attribution and interpretation is not
the counterpoint to making a premature one. Rather, it is to display caution, perhaps because
of the eagerness of others to be more bullish. Such judgements are not like issues of policy
where time is pressing and a decision has to be made one way or another. Of course, August
von Finck may have felt under some pressure to embrace a particular assessment of The
Medieval Housebook before lodging his bid for the manuscript, but this is a different matter.
Some academics opt to build their reputation and career on controversy per se. Pressure also
comes from the media where programmers prefer academics to be assertive, rather than, as
they might put it, equivocal, regardless of the balance of the evidence.55 Of course,
speculation has its place, but it should be made clear when and where we are going beyond
the evidence and, if possible, the kind of data that might be required in order to test the
validity of otherwise insufficiently grounded arguments.
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Section 10: Reconstituting the housebook: problems and pitfalls
It is safe to assume that the original, circa 1480 contents of the housebook had a designated
order. This seems to be a reasonable supposition on which to begin because it is difficult to
conceive of one or more parties going to the trouble of compiling a number of gatherings and
then throwing them together without any attempt to put them into some sort of sequence that
was meaningful to them. The very existence of the individual gatherings suggests as much.
However, we cannot know the degree of thought that went into this process. What is not in
dispute is that over the intervening period, at least until the manuscript was acquired by
Maximilian Willibald (1604-1667), some of its gatherings and individual leaves were lost
and, whatever their original order, the remaining ones were or have been shuffled with little
or no attention given to the original sequence or the one that prevailed at the time a particular
folio was removed. As time went by and the gatherings became more and more shuffled, it is
likely that less and less consideration was given to the matter of sequence. Indeed, even if
there had been a desire to recreate some semblance of order at certain points in the first
century of its life, this task would have been made more difficult by the growing number of
folios that had gone astray.
Waldburg describes the present state of the housebook in the following terms:
[T]he manuscript consists of 63 parchment leaves of uniform quality, divided into nine
gatherings, each usually of four superimposed sheets folded in half and sewn together
down  the  middle,  forming  eight  leaves.  They  are  enclosed  in  a  parchment  sheet…  The  
binding of plain flexible leather  with  a  flap  looks  like  a  folder…  [Gathering]  three,  four  
and eight are now missing, indicating that there used to be three more gatherings in the
past,  that  is  96  leaves  in  all…  The  codex  today  is  not  only  missing  gatherings  but  single  
leaves have also been removed: the very first leaf of the manuscript, six more in the
chapter  on  the  technology  of  warfare,  and  two  most  probably  blank  ones… (1998: 15-16).

In summary, on the basis of the above account, approximately one third of the contents
appear to have been lost. This suggests that a quarter of the gatherings, together with odd
leaves from the remaining ones have gone astray. These losses, in conjunction with the
extended disassembling process, have led to an attempt to return the housebook to what is
construed to be a form nearer to its original sequential order. It seems that Bossert and Storck
began this process in 1912. In this respect Waldburg observes:  ‘If  the  manuscript  is  
reconstructed according to the given facts established as early as 1912, its structure turns out
to  be  more  carefully  planned  than  it  has  seemed  in  the  past’  (1998:17).  The  nature  of  these  
‘given  facts’  is  not  disclosed.  While  it  is  not  entirely  clear  from  Waldburg’s  account,  it  
appears  that  Bossert  and  Storck’s  contribution to this process was to outline of how it should
be reconstituted in  principle.  However,  the  ‘restoration’,  as  Waldburg  puts  it,  was  not  
attempted until 1985 (1998: 16), when some of the parchment enveloping the individual
gatherings was also replaced (1998: 15). Certain  aspects  of  Walburg’s  account  are  puzzling.  
He writes:
One series of page numbers probably dates from the second quarter of the 16 th century…  
Of special note is the numbering of the gatherings which was made earlier. They are
numbered from one to twelve, of which three, four and eight are now missing, indicating
that there used to be three more gatherings in the past, that is, 96 leaves in all. According to
this numbering, the Housebook originally consisted of twelve gatherings of four sheets (or
eight leaves) each, provided reconstructing it with a uniform number of leaves per
gathering is correct (1998: 15).
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While he concedes that it is not possible to determine how many leaves the lost gatherings
contained, he does not consider the possibility that the gatherings numbered more than
twelve. Since three of the gatherings have been lost, is it not possible that there were more
than twelve gatherings and these too have gone astray? Of course, it is appreciated that a
substantive answer to this question is beyond our reach. The question is posed simply in order
to underscore the caution and modesty that should inform any attempted reconstruction.
There is little scope for confident assertion and we should be wary of any attempt to wrap
otherwise unsubstantiated claims in the cloak of artistic insight. In the absence of a contents
page, even the most renowned expert cannot determine if the gatherings ran to more than
twelve in number. If there were more gatherings and they, too, featured technology and
warfare, their survival might have led to a reappraisal of the balance struck by the totality.
Under  such  circumstances  perhaps  the  title,  ‘housebook’  might  not  have  been  coined  in  the  
first place. Speculation aside, the point is that aspects, such as its length when in its most
extended form and the contents of the lost gatherings, cannot be known.
With regards to the broad structure of the manuscript, Waldburg writes as follows:
Beyond the mere systematics of technology, the Housebook extends into several other
domains. On the one hand it presents a very traditional view in the courtly ideals, and on
the other great modernity in the technology. The dichotomy this entails becomes apparent
only in hindsight. The fashionable gentleman in pointed shoes was on his way out, to be
replaced by a completely new kind of Renaissance portrait. Confronting the old pictorial
world with innovation makes it seem more antiquated than it was. In fact, chivalrous ideals
and the imaginary world of love allegories continue to be associated with an image of
belonging to the upper classes long into the next century. This image was increasingly
appropriated by the bourgeoisie, now upwardly mobile after the major social upheavals of
the age (1998: 103 italics added).

As did Elias, Waldburg is suggesting that, taken as a whole the codex captures a period of
transition. However, unlike Elias, who saw it as encapsulating the transition between the
period when the traditional knightly class held sway and the firm establishment of court
societies, Waldburg sees it as involving a comparison between court societies and the
emerging technological age. That having been said, the  latter’s  argument  is  rather  confusing.  
While he points to this contrast, he also expresses the view that it is only apparent in
hindsight. It is, however, not clear who is applying and benefiting from this hindsight. Is he
its beneficiary from the great distance of centuries or is it his intention to imply that those
who may have added the technical and military folios at a later date had done so with the aim
of signalling their awareness that they were part of a social transformation? What is clear is
that, if the former interpretation is correct, it has no relevance to our understanding of the
thought processes and intentions that informed the compilation of the housebook. As regards
the second possibility, it is difficult to believe that the compilers of these later gatherings did
not have some awareness of the changing times through which they were living and the
associated innovative nature of technological forms. If this latter interpretation is sound, it
has implications for the formation of the manuscript because it would strongly suggests that it
is not a single piece. Rather, it would be more appropriate to re-conceive it as a document
that bridged changing times and, perhaps, gave expression to the distinctive and contrasting
priorities and concerns of separate generations. Recognition of this possibility has
implications  for  the  way  the  ‘complete’  document  may  have  been  ordered.  Initially,  I  argued  
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in broad terms that the likelihood is that the manuscript had a designated order. It may,
however, be possible to push this proposal a little further. The initiating patron is likely to
have organised the original gatherings in what he or his advisors conceived of as an
appropriate contextual sequence. However, while the later gatherings may also have had their
own original contextual order, it is more likely that they would have been inserted after the
first batch on the grounds that they were created at a later date and perhaps because they were
simply  ‘more  modern’.  In  other  words,  while  the  earlier  and later gatherings may have had an
original sequence of their own which were based on some, albeit unknown criteria, their
respective positions may have been determined solely by temporal considerations. There is,
however, no denying the speculative nature of these reflections.
There is a more fundamental problem confronting those who wish to reconstitute a
manuscript that has been disassembled to an extent comparable to that undergone by the
housebook. Perhaps this problem can be illustrated by an example. One of my academic
colleagues, a man who shall remain nameless, was noted for having the antithesis of a filing
system. When he had finished working on something he simply placed it on the nearest stable
pile. To the outside eye, his office was the epitome of chaos and, it has to be said that, despite
his protestations to the contrary, on many occasions, he encountered considerable difficulty in
retrieving  a  sought  item.  Much  to  his  colleagues’  relief,  quite  late  in  his  career,  he  acquired  
an efficient personal secretary. With his permission, she set about imposing some order on
the morass of written and printed material that adorned his office. No doubt she could have
chosen  a  number  of  systems  of  classification,  but  she  settled  upon  one  geared  to  ‘subject
matter’.  But  whatever  system  she  had  settled  upon,  it  had  to  be  retrospective  in  character  
because he did not and people in general do not conceive of a systematic order to his/their
career output from the outset. The point being laboured is that if one is given or one assumes
the task of bringing order to a collection of seemingly disparate materials created by someone
else over many years, it is rather difficult avoid working towards some semblance of order. It
becomes something of a self-fulfilling prophecy that a greater order will emerge. In
principle, the search for an order may be conceived of as an exercise in empathy, an attempt
to understand what the originator/s had in mind. However, if one begins with the aim of
discerning some order in what is perceived to be a state of relative disorder, it is more or less
inevitable that one will move towards devising a set of criteria whereby this end can, to some
degree, be achieved. Not to make some headway towards this objective would tend to be
seen and experienced as an unsatisfactory outcome, as a mark of failure. Perhaps one way in
which it might be possible to circumvent this tendency to move irrevocably in the direction of
greater order would be to give the same task to a number of individuals and invite them to
work independently of one another with the aim of identifying some order in a confusion of
papers. If these individuals identify the same or a similar pattern or structure, this could be
taken as a more telling indication of an original intended order. Conversely, if this exercise
produced diverse outcomes, while it would not rule out the possibility of an original order, it
would probably mean that the researchers were placing greater reliance on imaginative
interpretation. In other words, if a range of different solutions emerge, this outcome could be
read as an indication that the collection was less likely to have been informed by an overarching rationale or, at least, a readily discernible one. This suggestion is made on the basis
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that such reconstruction processes are bound to involve interactions between the analysts,
their objectives or given objectives and the nature and state of the materials.
In summary, at the risk of stating the obvious, it may be worthwhile reflecting upon the
reasons for the felt need to reconstitute the housebook in what is construed to be an order
closer to its original form. A general observation to make in this connection is that the
pathway to the settled upon resolution could not have been transparent otherwise it would not
have required any great deliberation or expertise. These difficulties stemmed from a number
of sources. Firstly, the fact that the gatherings are physically separate and therefore, could
and, perhaps, may have been designed to be easily removed from the folder. As might be
expected with such an arrangement, over the centuries some gatherings have been removed
and put back elsewhere in the folder or simply not returned. Even some leaves of the
remaining gatherings have gone missing. A second problem confronting those who have
sought to reconstitute the housebook in what they construed to be an approximation of its
original state is that it may not have had an original form in the sense that a normal book has
a bound sequence. There is evidence to suggest that some gatherings were added at a later
date.  After  all,  in  one  of  his  moments  of  candour,  Waldburg  concedes  that:  ‘Whether  we  can  
conclude  that  the  composition  of  this  miscellany  was  constantly  changing  is  not  certain’  
(1998: 16). A further indication that the intention may have been to create a work in progress,
rather than a completed piece is that some leaves were left blank. Thirdly, the fact that a
substantial amount of the contents have been lost means that, in principle, it is simply not
possible to reconstitute the manuscript in its most developed form. If the manuscript was still
in its complete form, but the folios had been shuffled, the challenge confronting those
wishing to re-establish its original sequence would be easier. However, in reality, they are
confronted  with  a  ‘missing  link’  problem.  How  can  one  claim  to  show  the  way  in  which  ‘A’  
leads  on  to  ‘B’  and  ‘B’  on  to  ‘C’  when  we  do  not  know  the  contents  of  ‘B’?  Of  course,  these  
obstacles do not in themselves preclude attempts at trying to move towards to what is thought
to be an approximation of the original complete order, but such a sequence would not
necessarily be informed by an over-arching rationale. If the manuscript was originally
conceived of as being more flux-like, the would-be re-constitutionalists could be chasing a
will-o’-the-wisp. The question of whether or not it is more or less appropriate to regard it as a
book will be pursued in the next section.56
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Section 11: Is it a book?57
The issue that exercises Waldburg above all else is the status of the housebook. As far as he
is concerned it is without doubt a book. Early on in his exposition he makes his position
clear: ‘The Housebook  is  a  book.  This  sounds  banal  but  should  be  emphasised’  (1998:  14).  
Of course, the  reason  why  this  statement  might  ‘sound  banal’  and  is  felt  to  require  
emphasising is because it has a tautological ring to it. If one assigns a title to a manuscript
that  includes  the  term  ‘book’,  the  follow-up declaration that it is in fact a book is bound to
sound superfluous. It is rather like proclaiming a blackbird to be a type of bird. However,
such  a  statement  also  runs  the  risk  of  sowing  seeds  of  doubt  in  some  readers’  minds  where  
perhaps none had previously existed. The reason why Waldburg feels the need to emphasise
its right to be regarded as a book is because others are less convinced. He attempts to garner
support for or foster complacent acceptance of his position, by using of the term book at
every opportunity. For example, on one occasion he writes: ‘that  an  attempt  to  create  order  
pervades  the  book’  (1998:  101).  For  him,  one  of  the  defining  characteristics  of  a  book  is  the  
presence  of  an  informing  rationale;;  a  pervasive  order.  Therefore,  by  using  the  term  ‘book’  he  
pre-empts the very issue he purports to be investigating. The source of this problem emanates
from the act of bestowing a title on this manuscript some four centuries after its conception. It
gives the manuscript a veneer of coherence that it may not have previously possessed. Even
those who are less persuaded by arguments in favour of its book-status are often lulled into
using the term housebook. It becomes the soft option and one to which I have succumbed for
ease of expression and because, notwithstanding his reservations, it was the title that Elias
used. Nevertheless, it is as well to be wary of this pre-emptive tendency. Just by way of a
marker,  when  I  have  employed  the  abbreviated  term  ‘housebook’,  I  have  deliberately
refrained from capitalising it in order to distance myself from this problematic assumption.
The  basis  of  Waldburg’s  case  rests  on  two  premises  or  beliefs:  firstly,  that  most of the
drawings are the work of a single artist and, secondly, that the surviving contents exhibit an
over-arching rationale. He sees both these claimed dimensions as supporting the contention
that the manuscript was a systematic project and that, as such, it deserves to be regarded as a
book. There is, however, an element of logic-chopping involved in this reasoning. Leaving
aside the contribution of patron or patrons, whether or not it was the work of one or more
artists is not necessarily relevant to the question of whether or not the manuscript was
originally conceived of as a book. It is perfectly possible for a lone artist to be eclectic in his
style and disorganised in his working practices. Conversely, it is equally possible for two or
more artists to be capable of working effectively in concert. Therefore, the crucial question is:
do the surviving parts of the manuscript have a discernible and encompassing rationale? If it
can be shown to have such a rationale, it would seem churlish to resist the claim that it
deserves the status of a book in substance, if not in form. But before we press on with our
scrutiny of the manuscript, it is worth returning to external appearances. These would suggest
that the manuscript was not intended to be a book. It is contained in a leather folder and
Waldburg concedes that, in this period, books were bound and, moreover, that it was normal
practice for mundane papers such as accounts to be held in folders. Books also tend to have
prominent titles, but the folder displays no title nor, presumably, any trace markings of one.
Waldburg does not even consider this issue. As noted earlier, when the folder is opened, the
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most immediately striking characteristic of the manuscript is that it consists of a collection of
separate gatherings. Whether or not it was intended, the fact that they are separate has
facilitated their individual removal from the folder. This possibility could easily have been
avoided had, at least, the original foliations been bound together. Turning now to the
structure  of  its  contents,  Waldburg  writes  that  ‘[e]ven in the present state of the Housebook
its underlying structure is still recognizable’  (1998:  101.  Italics  added).  The  statement  ‘even  
in  its  present  state…  ’  implies  that  he  is  basing  his  claim  on  a  worse-case scenario. In fact, the
opposite would be nearer the mark. Prior to Waldburg making this judgement, the surviving
foliations had already been re-assembled in what is held to be their most rational order. In
other words, the most fertile ground for arguing that the manuscript was indeed an integrated
entity had already been prepared. Once again, the presence of a pre-emptive element is all too
apparent. A more accurate rendition of his position would be: the manuscript has been
reconstituted in such a way as to make the strongest possible case for it originally having
involved quite careful planning and, thereby, enhancing its chances of being more widely
accepted as a book.
One issue that is both separate and connected with the existence of an overarching rationale is
the time period over which the contents were assembled. The date that is normally cited for
the housebook’s origin is 1480. This date may be accurate if it refers to the original foliations.
However, whether it can be applied with equal confidence to the remainder of the surviving
contents is more problematic. For example, Waldburg notes that a prescription that appears in
the housebook  ‘must  have  been  written  down  after  1482’  (1998:  13).  He  also  observes  that:  
‘[a]ll  the  manuscripts  with  technical  drawings  comparable  to  the  Housebook originated in the
period ranging from the middle of the 15th century to  just  after  1500’  (1998:  101).  Since,  in  
his judgement, the technical drawings in the housebook are in class of their own (1998: 108),
their greater sophistication could be taken to suggest that they were produced in the later part
of this period. Waldburg also recognises that:
One special feature is not obvious to us today because it has become taken for granted:
computing in Arabic numerals. This was just beginning to become common in trade and in
monetary transactions at the time. In all other domains arithmetic continued to be done in
Roman numerals. It was not until the book by Johannes Widmann, Behende und hübshce
Rechnung auf allen kauffmanschafft (Useful and Elegant Arithmetic for all Commerce)
was printed in 1489 that the simpler way of calculating became widespread. The compiler
of  the  Housebook’s  tables  of  weights  and  of  most  of  the  other  texts  was  therefore  up-todated  when  it  came  to  modern  business  practices’  (1998:  84).

While the presence of Arabic numerals could have been a later modification, they could also
be seen as casting doubt on the dating of the housebook. Either way, the question arises, did
those involved in the compilation of the housebook  become  aware  of  Widmann’s  book  soon  
after its publication and immediately adopted this numerical innovation or did it come to their
attention some years later? If they became aware of the Arabic system soon after publication
of this book might this not suggest that those involved in the production of the housebook had
their fingers on the pulse of innovative developments? In which case, as we will see in Part
IV: Section 15, this is a characteristic that does not seem to sit comfortably with what I have
termed  Elias’s  ‘backwater  thesis’.
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Again, according to Waldburg, the text of the housebook was the work of two scribes. He
writes:
The first two gatherings, containing the art of memory and the verses on the planets, are by
an experienced scribe in uniformly precise minuscules. The illuminated initials of the
planet poems also exhibit the routine professional skill of a workshop. In contrast, the
remaining texts are in cursive script. It is conscientiously tidy but not professional, its
strokes sometimes firm and sometimes weak. The lines are often rather crooked and the
scribe placed one opening initial so awkwardly that he had to lower the next line in order
to  avoid  colliding  with  the  initial…  Slight  variations  in  script  between  the  different  
gatherings suggest that the texts were not written at one go, but that longer periods of time
elapsed  between  them’  (1998:  16).

It seems unlikely that two people with such disparate abilities could have worked together
compatibly and, therefore, their respective contributions may also suggest that the manuscript
was created over a span of years and is indicative of at least two creative phases. The fact that
blank pages are included in the manuscript would also seem to suggest that it was not
regarded as a complete piece. While this may not have been the intention, their presence at
least leaves open the possibility of additional entries—be they drawings or text. Indeed,
perhaps there were originally other blank pages that were filled at a later date. If the structure
of the manuscript was initially conceived of as being more flux-like this must surely have
implications for the extent to which the manuscript can realistically be conceived of as
forming an integrated whole. It would not be unusual or surprising for the initiators of a
project like the housebook to begin with a firm set of objectives. However, as time passed,
aims and priorities may have been subject to re-appraisal. The contrast between, on one hand,
the more ephemeral drawings of The planets and their children and The chivalrous life and,
on the other hand, the technical drawings of machinery and instruments of war seem to be
indicative of distinctively different mind-sets. Another indication of change is the contrast
between the colouration that adorns the first coat of arms and the later black and white
version. Waldburg does not really enquire into the possibility that the variations in the two
coats of arms may indicate that they were created at different times and, perhaps, the latter
under the auspices of a descendant of the first patron with a different orientation and
distinctive interests of his own.
Within the manuscript as a whole there certainly seems to be a transformation in interest and
style from one that is more artistic and fanciful to one that is more practical and precise. In
what may be construed to be one of his more detached moments Waldburg acknowledges that
we  are  unable  to  determine  whether  or  not  ‘the  composition  of  this  miscellany  was  constantly  
changing…’  (1998: 16). In the broader context of him straining to establish the unity of the
housebook, this isolated aside would seem to have serious implications for any attempt to
detect an over-arching rationale. If the codex was compiled over an extended period of time,
the originating patron may have set out with the idea of creating a loosely assembled book.
However, it would have been impossible for him to exercise posthumous control over any
future additions. After all, while the Waldburg-Wolfegg family were legally obliged to retain
possession of the housebook by their predecessors, this did not prevent them from trying to
set aside these legal niceties when they put the manuscript up for sale.58
Waldburg is prone to conceive of the issue of whether or not the manuscript was an
integrated whole in dichotomous terms. For him the contents of the housebook are either
integrated or chaotic and there is no doubt where he stands. This either/or approach makes it
easier for him to fight his corner. However, the reality is almost certainly more complex. At
one end of the spectrum lies explicit order where everything has its place for reasons that are
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transparent. At the other end lies a blind, non-reflective throwing together of items without a
hint of any attempt at organisation. Between these two poles lies a range of possibilities and,
it could be argued that what we see in the housebook are varying degrees of order and
composition. The most obviously arranged gathering is that featuring The planets and their
children. But this is not an order that can be attributed to the imagination of those who
compiled the housebook. Its roots lie in a much deeper astrological tradition. As Waldburg
puts it, the housebook  presents  the  planets  as  being  ‘in  their  customary  sequence’  (1998:  24).  
In other words, they have been placed in an inherited order.
The pictures depicting the chivalrous life are more open to different interpretations.
Waldburg’s  view  that  six  of  the  drawings  can  be  paired  by  the  themes  they  explore  has  some  
plausibility, although in these terms, the ‘final one’—The obscene garden of love—appears to
be  very  much  out  on  a  limb.  Waldburg,  however,  pushes  the  argument  further  stating  that  ‘the  
exceptional presence of structure in the Housebook at least remains evident—both as a whole
and within the chapters, especially in the series of courtly scenes with their highly intricate
and  witty  play  of  mutual  correspondence’  (1998:  103).  It  seems  advisable  to  treat  this  
assertion as having more to do with wishful thinking than constituting an argument of
substance. Self-evidently, the materials contained in the sections on mining, technology and
warfare are thematic. However, the remedies and formulae seem to have more of an ad hoc
flavour. At one point, Waldburg writes:
Whether we can conclude that the composition of this miscellany was constantly changing
is not certain. While books with religious subject matter or secular narratives are
commonly an integrated whole, it is typical for others, such as illustrated manuscripts, to
be open-ended and expandable. It is therefore not unusual for a book such as ours to have
blank  pages  and  provisional  stitching’  (1998:  16).

Waldburg’s  use  of  the  term  book  in  the  above  statement  is  worthy  of  note  because,  again,  it  is  
indicative  of  the  strength  to  which  he  is  committed  to  this  interpretation  of  the  manuscript’s  
status. What he fails to acknowledge explicitly is that it is more difficult to reconcile
something  which  is  ‘open-ended  and  expandable’  with  a  document  that  has  an  over-arching
rationale.    An  ‘open-ended’  collection  of  drawings  and  writings  is  intrinsically  unpredictable.
There is an element of serendipity about it. As such, it is difficult to see how it could
possibly have an over-arching framework, particularly if the input has been intergenerational. Yet when it comes down to it, one cannot escape the fact that had they been
available, the missing gatherings would have helped to clarify and perhaps resolve many of
these issues. Therefore, the truth is we can only go so far and that is no great distance.
Taken as a whole, the evidence for the housebook having being compiled and completed over
a relatively short period of time by one overseeing individual or group seems rather tenuous.
It may be the case that the original foliations were seen as constituting the finished article, as
it were. However, it may also be that later owners had other ideas and added more material
over subsequent decades and the totality became an amalgam of these efforts. These various
strands  of  evidence  bring  into  question  the  viability  of  Waldburg’s  quest  for  an  elusive  unity  
of purpose. I do not propose alternative possibilities in any hard and fast way, I am simply
trying to show that a more open-minded approach broadens the scope for imaginative
speculation and generates sufficient doubt to make categorical judgements appear ill-advised.
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Section12. The precious, the mundane and the commonplace
At one point in his discourse, Waldburg points to what he sees as an anomaly between the
contents of the codex and its container. He recognises that it was common custom in the late
15th century for books to be bound and, therefore, the:
(F)older-like binding is unusual for such a precious work of art. Such plain covers
normally served to keep sheets together temporarily, until they were more appropriately
bound. Similar provisional bindings have survived on archival items such as account books
and collections of drawings where binding  was  immaterial’  (1998:  16  italics  added).

Yet, having acknowledged this practice, he fails to consider one obvious inference, namely
that, at the time of its creation, this manuscript was not seen as having any great intrinsic
worth, any great artistic merit. Whether it was intended or not, the loose structure of the
collection allowed gatherings to be temporarily removed. If this was the intention,
presumably, the expectation was that they would be returned to the folder at a later date.
However, as is so often the way with such arrangements, expectations and practice do not
always coincide. Hence, around a quarter to a third of the contents of the codex has gone
astray. The carelessness with which it was treated—at least until it came into the possession
of the Waldburg-Wolfegg family—does not suggest it was viewed as having great artistic
value. Yet Waldburg does not entertain the possibility that, in its early life, it may have been
regarded as being rather mundane, perhaps even commonplace. This does not, of course,
preclude the  possibility,  perhaps  even  the  likelihood,  that  it  was  regarded  as  a  ‘family  
treasure’.    
Waldburg acknowledges that there is nothing particularly special or original in the subjects
covered.  He  writes:  ‘The  Housebook  is no isolated monolith in the landscape of manuscripts.
Almost all of its contents belong to a familiar repertoire: war and mining technology, the
planets  and  the  liberal  arts,  even  in  combination  with  prescriptions  and  recipes’  (1998:  101).59
For him, the preciousness of the housebook lies in the artistic quality of the drawings and also
in  the  attempt  to  organise  the  contents.  In  his  words:    ‘What  is  without  parallel  in  a  
miscellany, besides its outstanding artistic quality, is that the items of interest have not been
arbitrarily assembled, as was often the case in contemporary manuscripts, but that an attempt
to  create  order  pervades  the  book’  (1998:  101.  Italics  added).
Three issues need to be addressed. Firstly, there is the claim that the housebook is ‘without  
parallel’.  Secondly,  there  is  the  matter  of  its  ‘artistic  quality’  and,  thirdly,  there  is  the  question  
of the rarity of this attempt to organise the contents of such a manuscript. I will deal with
each  in  turn.    If  something  is  ‘without  parallel’, it is unique. If something is said to happen
‘often’,  it  occurs  with  an  unspecified  degree  of  frequency  that  falls  substantially  short  of  the  
norm, but leaves ample scope for replication. We are only in a position to say that the
uniqueness of an antiquarian manuscript relates to the fact that it is the only known survivor
of its type. Whether or not it was without parallel will never be known. For all we know, it
may  well  have  been  commonplace  and,  as  Waldburg  concedes,  it  is  ‘no  isolated  monolith’.  
Given the relative disregard with which it was treated in the century and more, prior to its
acquisition by Maximilian Willibald in the mid-seventeenth century, it is impossible to say
whether or not other, similar works received even rougher handling; treatment that led to the
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dispersal of their contents and their effective destruction. What is undoubtedly surprising is
that the housebook has apparently remained ensconced in its folder, more or less,
recognisably intact. However, what grounds are there for assuming it was a one-off? Is it not
far more likely that it was but one of number of similar collections whose production helped
to sustain artistic communities? After all, the majority of artists could not have realistically
aspired to master status. Therefore, how did they ensure a regular means of subsidence?
Turning  to  the  next  of  Waldburg’s  claimed  distinguishing features of the housebook—its
‘artistic  quality’.  In  his  judgement,  it  is  ‘outstanding’  and,  in  this  context,  one  could  be  
forgiven for assuming it is a remark intended to encompass all the housebook drawings.
However, on a number of occasions, Waldburg concedes that the artistic quality of the
drawings varies. For example, as we have seen, he acknowledges the variation in quality of
the drawings in the gathering featuring The children of the planets. Moreover, he also
recognises  that  two  of  the  drawings  involve  extensive  ‘borrowing’  from  the  work  of  another  
artist and this clearly detracts from any claim as to their artistic originality.
The final distinguishing characteristic of the housebook posited by Waldburg relates to the
effort made to organise its contents. While it is likely that this effort refers to the unknown
input of the original compilers, in this context he draws no distinction between these efforts
and the recent attempts made to reconstitute the housebook. He gives every impression of not
wishing to distinguish between the two. To do so would cast doubt on the claimed success of
this recent exercise. But let us take a step back from these issues. If, as Waldburg
acknowledges, the compilation of miscellanies, the bringing together of miscellaneous items,
was relatively commonplace, it is difficult to believe that some of these did not display at
least some semblance of organisation. To argue otherwise would be to claim that it was the
norm for compilers to be generally satisfied with compiling uncoordinated bundles of
documents. One is left to puzzle over their motivations. Why would they have bothered
assembling a collection in the first place? Were the collections conducted blindly, if not, what
were their informing criteria? Traditionally, it has been thought that even magpies have a
selection criterion—bright objects.60 While not wishing to conflate the centuries, different
people in modern urban nation-states derive satisfaction from collecting a whole host of items
from beer-mats to train-numbers. Yet, even if the order in which they are kept and the
meaning they have for the collectors, are not necessarily apparent to outsiders, one would be
unwise  to  discount  the  existence  of  a  rationale.  Waldburg  acknowledges  that:  ‘Almost  all  of  
its  [the  housebook’s]  contents  belong  to  a  familiar  repertoire:  war  and  mining  technology.  
The planets and the liberal arts, even in combination  with  prescriptions  and  recipes’  (1998:  
101). This statement alone suggests that the tendency to impose some order was more
widespread and, therefore, not as unusual as Waldburg claims. Indeed, as has already been
pointed out, it is apparent that the most clear-cut example of order in the housebook—The
planets and their children—is an inherited order and not an innovation specifically
attributable to the compilers of the housebook.
It is a statement of the obvious that the Waldburg-Wolfegg family had a financial stake in
ensuring that the housebook commanded a premium price when it came to the market, hence,
the highly orchestrated pre-sale publicity campaign. Indeed, they may still have such an
interest in the light of the legal obstacles that have impeded the  manuscript’s  export.  Together  
with other collectors and sellers, they have a long-term material interest in ensuring that the
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market-value of their acquisitions continue to appreciate. As far as the housebook is
concerned, its market value has undoubtedly been enhanced by claims regarding its
uniqueness, that the drawings are to all intents and purposes the work of one artist and that
the contents have the over-arching rationale of a book. A more contentious question is
whether  this  particular  interest  has  played  any  part  in  Waldburg’s  interpretation  of  the  
housebook? More charitably, perhaps it can be accounted for by the fact that it has long been
a  family  treasure,  ‘a  carefully  safeguarded  treasure’  (1998:  7),  albeit  one  that  ultimately  had  
its price, if perhaps a price that may not have been realized for legal reasons.61
It may prove useful to place some of these issues in a wider context. The process whereby the
housebook has  come  to  be  viewed  as  a  ‘precious  work  of  art’  relates,  firstly,  to  its  scarcity  
value. Self-evidently, its market value would be far less if such documents were thick on the
ground. What makes it such a prized possession in certain quarters in the modern era is its
unique survival. But survival in itself is not enough. Its greatly inflated value is dependent on
the existence of a market for such documents, the emergence of select groups of collectors
and traders; people who derive some intrinsic or extrinsic reward or satisfaction from their
possession or  dealing  in  them.  Waldburg’s  judgment  appears  to  be  ‘epoch-centric’.    Because  
he  places  such  store  by  what  has  been  a  ‘family  treasure’,  he  assumes  that  its  great  value  is  as
a property intrinsic to the housebook rather than an expression of the subjective and intersubjective evaluations of later generations; a coterie of dealers, collectors and art cognoscenti.
While it is not surprising, this notion of intrinsic value co-exists with the hope, even the
expectation that its value will increase relative to other forms of investment, including other
forms of art investment and, of course, these relative changes in evaluation have to be a
consequence of inter-subject assessments. The dynamics of these interactions can be
illustrated by a few examples. Firstly, an illuminating parallel can be drawn with another
object that has come to be regarded as having considerable value. While its monetary value is
not in the stratospheric realms of the housebook, in terms of the case to be made, it has a
useful characteristic, namely, it is an object that was originally assigned a monetary value. In
1840, the penny-black stamp was produced in England for the purpose of postal
communication. There is no doubting its mundane purpose. Rowland Hill, the man who long
campaigned for its introduction, described it as ‘[a] bit of paper just large enough to bear the
stamp, and covered at the  back  with  a  glutinous  wash’.  This  was  an inauspicious beginning
for a later to be prized object. It  was  the  world’s  first  postage  stamp.  It  could  be  purchased  in  
batches of 240 stamps for one pound. Even though some sixty million were printed, they
were only in use for a year. Two million are still in existence, but they are perceived to vary
enormously in terms of their quality (British Postage Museum and Archive). In 2009 a penny
black was sold for £20,625 at auction. Of course, there is no telling the heights that some of
these stamps may have reached in private sales. Nevertheless, even taking inflation into
account, this known figure serves to indicate the extent to which the monetary value of
stamps of the requisite quality has soared (Katie Hodge: 2009). Thus, it can be established
beyond doubt that its present value relates not to any intrinsic worth, but rather to the relative
scarcity and the accompanying demand for penny blacks of prized quality. While in some
cases the sheer delight in the possession of a penny black can be distinguished from the
pecuniary satisfaction derived from material ownership, the stamp itself holds minimal
academic  value.    A  similar  example  is  that  of  a  ‘rare  200-year  old  coin…  sold  for  £225,700  
— 72 million times its face value. The half-cent American coin was minted in Philadelphia in
1796’  (Emily  Davies:  2013). Again, a stamp was recently sold at auction in New York for a
record-breaking $9.5 million (£5.6 million). It is the 1856 British Guiana one-cent postage
stamp. Indeed, in terms of weight and size, it ranks as the most valuable object in the world.
(Rosa Prince 2014).
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In contrast to the penny black, half-cent coin and the one-cent stamp, the housebook has
acquired considerable value in terms of the light it is held to shed on a particular human
figuration.  Nevertheless,  the  value  derived  from  an  item’s  capacity to illuminate the past can
be distinguished from its prevailing monetary value; the exchange value assigned to it. Of
course, with objects that can be passed from hand to hand, these two dimensions often
intertwine and even merge. But to confuse the two is rather like trying to assign a monetary
value to the insight that the sun is at the centre of the solar system. An example that
highlights the distinction between monetary and scientific value springs from the case of Ida,
a 47 million year-old fossil found in the Messel Pit in Darmstadt, Germany. It has been billed
as  a  ‘missing  link’.  It  was  held  in  private  hands  for  a  quarter  of  a  century  before  it  was  finally  
brought to market in 2009. It was bought by Oslo University with the assistance of wealthy
backers, for a sum estimated to be in the region of three quarters of a million to one million
dollars. In this case, the monetary worth of the fossil was enhanced by ensuring that only
limited scientific access was allowed prior to a deal being struck (James Randerson 2009 and
Patrick Barkham 2009).62 It is, of course, bound to be the case that different researchers will
see it as being more or less relevant to their area of study.
The recent resurrection of the reputation of the nineteenth century English artist, John Martin,
provides  an  illuminating  example  of  the  fickleness  of  the  ‘art  world’  and  the  fluctuating  
monetary value placed upon paintings. Mark Brown, The  Guardian’s arts correspondent,
writes  of  a  forthcoming  exhibition  of  Martin’s  work:
The show represents a remarkable comeback for a Northumberland artist who lurched in
and out of fashion. At the height of his celebrity, around 8 million people are said to have
seen his triptych of the Last Judgment paintings, which travelled up and down the
country…  “He  has  had  an  extraordinary  roller-coaster ride really as far as his reputation
has  been  concerned,  “  said  Myrone  [the  show’s  curator].  “He  was  phenomenally  popular  in  
his own day. His popularity with a mass public did mean a lot of critics were quite snooty
about him – he  did  suffer  from  an  art  world  snobbishness.”
By  the  turn  of  the  century  Martin’s  reputation  was  in  freefall  and  it  was  not  until  the  1940s  
that there was a reawakening of  interest.  “There’s  a  sense  that  he’s  perhaps  a  slightly  
marginal  and  eccentric  figure…  what  we  want  to  do  with  this  exhibition  is  put  him  back  in  
the story and show him as a figure who was fascinating and complex and produced some
of the most spectacular  pictures  in  the  history  of  art,  full  stop.”  (20/09/2011:  13).

This account demonstrates very clearly how the artistic value placed upon the output of a
particular artist can vary at the whims, preferences and prejudices of the art establishment. It
is also highly likely that the decision to hold this exhibition will have enhanced the market
value of his paintings. Indeed, it may have derived impetus from this very prospect.
Myrone’s  remarks  on  the  snobbishness  of  art  world  are  also  interesting.  He  implies that the
upper echelons of the art market have a preference for exclusivity. While, not excluding the
possibility of disagreements, in so far as they can, this inner circle strives to exercise a certain
boundary control over perceptions of what does and does not have great artistic merit. A not
dissimilar case is revealed by Richard Dorment reporting on a coming exhibition of the work
of Algernon Newton (1880-1968) at the Daniel Katz Gallery in London. He writes:
Notwithstanding the myth of the undiscovered genius, it is actually pretty rare for an
exceptional painter to go unrecognised during his lifetime – and rarer still that the neglect
should  persist  almost  50  years  after  his  death.  But  Algernon  Newton  is  just  such  an  artist’.    
Dorment concedes that  Newton  ‘received  public  recognition  in  the  form  of  election  to  the  
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Royal Academy of Arts. But after his death in 1968 there was no retrospective, no
biography, and not even an entry in the Macmillan  Encyclopaedia  of  Art’  (The Telegraph:
27-11-2013, 27).

What  is  salient  here  is  Dorment’s  language.  He  characterises  Newton  as  ‘an  exceptional  
painter’  as  if  this  judgement  is  absolute  and,  therefore,  encompasses  the  past.    In  other  words,  
it  seems  that  Dorment’s  recently  acquired  admiration  for  the  painter  is so all-engulfing that he
fails  to  recognise  that  this  is  not  judgement  derived  from  the  intrinsic  quality  of  Newton’s  
work, but rather, one that springs from his mind. It  is,  however,  clear  from  Dorment’s  
account that Newton was not widely regarded as exceptional during his lifetime or over the
fifty  odd  years  following  his  death.  While  aspects  of  the  artist’s  work  may  be  conducive  to  
feeding  the  present  state  of  Dorment’s  artistic  psyche,  the  attribute  of  being  exceptional  is  
first and foremost a consequence  of  the  latter’s  recently formed view and probably that of
other members of his circle. Dorment fails to appreciate or at least acknowledge that his
promotion of this exhibition has more to do with fashion and perhaps the commercial
dimensions  of  the  art  world  than  it  has  to  do  with  the  absolutist  claim  that  Newton’s  work  is  
exceptional per se.
Another example that exposes the arrogance of the art establishment is the case of the Welsh
artist, Richard Wilson (1714-82).  Steven  Morris  writes:  ‘Before  Wilson,  the  fashion  was  to  
sketch from nature but return to the studio to produce idealised—and inaccurate—final
versions. But to the consternation of some in the art establishment, Wilson decided to paint
what  was  in  front  of  him’.  Nevertheless,  John  Ruskin  dubbed  him  the  father  of  British  
landscape painting and he strongly influenced both John Constable and J.M.W. Turner.
Morris  writes:  ‘Thanks  to  the  likes  of  Turner  and  Constable  he  retained  a  certain  fame  in  the  
19th century, but fell into obscurity in the 20th century’.  The  attempt  to  re-establish  Wilson’s  
reputation will take the form  of  an  exhibition  at  the  National  Museum,  Cardiff,  and  Morris’s  
report is sub-titled;;  ‘Exhibition  hopes  to  restore  reputation  of  an  overlooked  Welsh  landscape  
painter’  (The Guardian 2014). Wilson seems to have two possible claims to a place in the
history of British art: firstly, in terms of the quality of his paintings and, secondly, on the
basis of the influence he had on other prominent artists. While the quality of his paintings is a
legitimate subject for debate and disagreement, there seems little scope for disputing his
influence on painters such as Constable and Turner. On these latter grounds alone his place
should be secure. Therefore, allowing Wilson to fall into obscurity amounts to an act of
collective philistinism or perhaps just academic incompetence on the part of the art
establishment.
David Smith, The  Observer’s arts and media correspondent, pondered the question of why
Jack  Vettriano  is  the  United  Kingdom’s  most  popular  artist  as  judged  by  the  sale  of  his  work.  
His most well-known picture,  ‘The  singing  butler’,  was  recently  sold  for  three  quarters  of  a  
million  pounds  at  Sotheby’s.    Prints  of  it  outsell  those  of  Van  Gogh  and  Monet,  and  yet  he  is  
shunned by the art establishment. Vettriano is of the view that: 'The art world is not a lot to
do  with  art;;  it's  to  do  with  money  and  power  and  position…  There's  a  snob  association:  when  
something's  too  popular  it's  regarded  as  a  bit  trashy.’  Tom  Hewlett,  owner  of  the  Portland  
Gallery in London, is of a similar mind: 'Art which is accessible to the masses is often
regarded as not worthy of inclusion when the people choosing for galleries prefer old masters
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or cutting-edge contemporary. Should a public gallery give the public what they want or what
the  directors  want  to  give  them?’  He  continues:  'There are two art worlds: the popular one
which anyone can understand, and the academic one controlled by relatively few people. The
latter  has  a  very  different  approach  and  tries  to  be  sensational  for  the  sake  of  it’.  Rather  
defensively,  ‘A  spokesman  for  the  Tate  said  that  his  gallery  ‘collects  British  art  of  national  
importance, and can't purchase works by every British artist. The curators judge which artists
and works are of national importance and we don't discuss artists not included in the
collection’.63 Duncan Macmillan, author of what is described as a definitive history of
Scottish  painting,  thought  Vettriano  warranted  one  paragraph’  in  his  publication.  He  was  
rather  less  guarded  than  the  Tate  spokesman,  arguing  that  the  ‘analogy  in  fiction  would  be  
Jilly Cooper, Mills & Boon or Harry Potter—should J. K. Rowling win the Booker Prize
because she's read by a lot of people? It's interesting as a phenomenon: he's [Vettriano]
obviously struck a popular note, but it cannot be translated directly into enduring quality’
(David Smith 2004). Again, Dalya  Alberge  reports  that  ‘one  of  the  country’s  leading  arts  
figures is to launch  a  ferocious  attack  on  work  that  “rejoices  in  being  incomprehensible  to all
but  a  few  insiders”’.  This  is  in  the  context  of  her  previewing a lecture to be delivered by
Julian Spalding. He will state that ‘[t]here is an intellectual snobbism among the art
establishment…  Art  administrators  despise  popularity’. He has in mind the work of such
artists as Beryl Cook and LS Lowry, ‘artists who are loved by the public, but despised by the
avant garde’  (2014).
It is, however, worth returning to Macmillan’s  phrase  ‘enduring  quality’. It is an interesting
one. Given the context, for Macmillan, it seems to refer to works that have been held in high
regard by the art establishment for a prolonged period. The problem with this criterion is that
it would not encompass the housebook for much of its history. Nor, for a substantial period,
could it have been applied to the 19th century artist John Martin. Macmillan must be a man of
prodigious insight. In view of the way in which John Martin, after a century or more of
relative neglect, has re-emerged to become regarded as an artist of some quality, how can
Macmillan be so certain that Vettriano will not achieve similar heights at some point in the
future? What does the fact that some artists emerge from long periods of relative obscurity to
receive the stamp of establishment-approval have to tell us about the judgments made by the
art establishment in these earlier eras? Moreover, when it happens again, as it undoubtedly
will, what will this have to tell us about the art establishment of the present-day?
Having made these general points, the need now is to demonstrate that they can also be
applied to the housebook, particularly with regard to the contrasting ways in which it has
been viewed over the centuries. Campbell Hutchinson reports that, in 1910, the editor of the
periodical, Cicerone, Eduard Flechsig, presented his readership with:
(O)utline drawings of thirty-one pairs of feet and legs, clad in footgear of various sorts
but all featuring a characteristically high inset and bunion-like formation at the base of the
toe…  He  specifically  solicited  expert  advice  from  specialists  in  German art of the fifteenth
century…’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  48).

All bar one, an anonymous respondent, identified the artist as being the Housebook Master.
However, it transpires that the details in question were in fact drawn from the book by Peter
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Drach — Spiegelmenschlicher Behaltnis (circa1478), (Filedt Kok 1985: 49). Even the
anonymous  individual  opted  for  the  wrong  source.  This  ‘quiz  for  connoisseurs’  may  be  felt  to  
indicate that, even when they achieve almost total unanimity, it is as well not to embrace the
judgements of art experts too readily. Earlier Campbell Hutchinson observed:
There  are  several  reasons  why,  in  the  midst  of  the  vogue  for  things  medieval  …,  the  
Wolfegg Housebook still languished undiscovered. First and most obvious was its relative
inaccessibility. Wolfegg Castle stands in the Allguäu in southern Swabia, far from the
major centres of Romantic scholarship. It was then, is still inhabited by the princely and
Catholic descendants of Georg, Truchsess von Waldburg, supreme commander of Swabia
League…Since  the  initiators  of  the  Romantic  cult  of  the  Middle  Ages  were  almost  
exclusively Protestants from northern Germany, Schloss Wolfegg lay geographically and
socially beyond their purview. More importantly, however, the contents of the manuscript
militated against its publication so long as scholarly and literary opinion held the Middle
Ages (including the fifteenth century) to have been characterized by religious fervor,
knightly altruism and high seriousness of purpose. A manuscript containing occasional
Germany words transliterated into Hebrew characters but no direct reference to
Christianity, and which made light of courtly love in such risqué drawings as Minneburg
(fol. 19b-20a) – a castle of love turned into a brothel – a coeducational Bathhouse (fol.
18b-19a), and a satirical Feast in the garden of love (fol. 24b) did nothing to enhance the
image of the German past which the Schlegel brothers and their contemporaries had been
anxious  to  create…  the  drawings  in  the  manuscript  do,  indeed, include the depiction of
such knightly activities as a stag hunt and jousting with both bare and tipped lances (fol.
20b-21a)…  Still  more  detrimental  to  the  knightly  image  are  the  several  recipes  for  
aphrodisiacs and lubricants of a rather personal nature  which  the  manuscript  contains,  …  
Nor can the scholarly discovery of the Housebook be seen as a manifestation of the
Romantic revival of interest in medieval German literature and illuminated manuscripts,
for the illustrations are drawings rather than miniature paintings, and the text is in high
German.  The  brief  verses  accompanying  the  drawings  of  the  Planet’s  Children  (fol.  11-17)
are neither original compositions nor of any particular merit from the literary point of
view. The initial interest in this entirely worldly manuscript was stimulated rather by the
widespread acceptance of Positivism which, by the 1840s, had given rise to the new
science of Kuturgeschichte, through which a more all-encompassing interest in the
mundane aspects of life in the fifteenth century was stimulated (Filedt Kok 1985: 43).

This passage is interesting because it discloses how interest in and the perceived worth of a
particular item can be mediated by prevailing ideologies, prejudice and fashion. However, I
have gone further than Campbell Hutchinson in distinguishing between the market value of
an item and its academic worth. While, as I have already recognised, the two have a degree of
inter-connectedness, it is still useful to differentiate between them. The market value is an
inter-subjective evaluation which cannot be confirmed by external criteria, whereas, the
academic value of an item can be assessed in terms of the degree of light it sheds on our
attempts at understanding a particular human figuration. Of course, I do not dispute the fact
that some approaches which claim to be academic can also be influenced by ideological and
heteronymous considerations, but beyond these distortions, it is still possible to determine in
broad terms the extent to which an item has made a contribution to the advancement of our
understanding of the existential world. For example, there is no doubt that the discovery of
Lucy has advanced our understanding of the evolution of hominid and hominine species (see
Scott Solomon 2007). Nevertheless, it remains the case that the ground on which prevailing
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explanations rest may shift over time if emerging evidence can be used to demonstrate their
limitations.
Further evidence that evaluations of the housebook have shifted over the centuries emerged
when it was acquired by the Hof family. Campbell Hutchinson writes:
The manuscript apparently remained in the possession of its author and his descendants
until the early sixteenth century, at which time it was acquired by an owner named Ludwig
Hof – perhaps  during  a  trip  to  Innsbrück,  as  a  notation  in  Hof’s  hand  seems  to  indicate  
(‘zog  zu  Innsbrugg’).  Since  Innsbrück  was  the  artillery  capital  of  Europe  during  the  reign  
of Maximilian, it is possible that Hof was himself a munitions officer in the service of a
member of the high nobility. The names of two further owners of the Hof family —
Joachim and Leonhard — are recorded in the manuscript before its acquisition in the
seventeenth century by the Reichserb-truchsess Maximilian von Waldburg, who is known
to have combined a military career with interest in alchemy, medicine, rare books and
works of art (Filedt Kok 1985: 221).

Thus, according to Campbell Hutchinson, three members of the Hof family had no
compunction in making entries in the manuscript. In the late sixteenth Joachim Hof, declared
his satisfaction that the housebook was now in his possession by writing in the manuscript
‘mine,  all  mine’.  This  inscription  is  interesting  from  at  least  two  standpoints.  Firstly,  it  
registers the fact that, for him and probably others, it was an item of some value. However, it
is likely that this estimation was not so much based on notions of its artistic worth, but rather,
because of the military and technological information it contained. Consistent with this
interpretation, Campbell Hutchinson is of the view that only a limited number of people had
excess  to  the  housebook  because  ‘it  contains  military  information  of  the  utmost  sensitivity’  
(Filedt Kok 1985: 220). Secondly, if it had been viewed primarily in terms of its artistic
worth, the new owners would hardly have written in it. This suggests that they saw the book
as a source of information and knowledge rather than an art object to treasure. It was viewed
as a working document. In this regard, an aspect of Plate 10: The army encampment seems
worthy of mention, namely, the puzzling presence of the framed pictured of what appears to
be a child in the background. Doubly puzzling is that, as far as I am aware, its presence does
not seem to have attracted scholarly attention or comment. When compared with rest of the
picture, it is so crudely drawn that it appears to be a later insertion made by someone
possessing little artistic talent. Perhaps it is the daubing of a child. It is difficult to imagine
Maximilian Willibald would have gone to the trouble and cost of acquiring this manuscript
and then allow it to be defaced in this manner.64 Therefore, the likelihood is that it was done
at some time during the first century of its existence and seems to be a further indication of
how carelessly it was treated and how little it was valued artistically for at least part of this
earlier period. Even so, the gatherings: The children of the planets and The chivalrous life
seem to have been created at an earlier date than the military and technological ones. It may
be that initially the manuscript was seen in more artistic terms without necessarily being
highly valued. Its value would have been influenced by the perceived position it occupied on
the unique-commonplace continuum and this remains unknown. Shifting interests and
priorities seem to be indicated by the addition of the military and technological folios. Only
when it came into the possession of Maximilian Willibald does it seem to have begun the
long journey back from being regarded as a practical document to being re-conceived once
again, as an art object. Of course, differences still exist in the way it is viewed. While I am
not suggesting that these are hermetically sealed categories, there are those who see it
predominantly in artistic terms and those who place emphasis on the extent to which it
provides a window onto different dimensions of an historical period. And, of course, there are
also those who view it largely as an appreciating store of monetary value. This, of course, is
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not to argue that all art objects increase in value.65 Suffice it to say, as with all the objects
discussed above, the housebook can have no intrinsic monetary value.
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Part 4: Moving further beyond Elias
Section 13: Elusive timelines
The Medieval Housebook was  central  to  Elias’s  analysis  in  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  
Knight’.  He  recognised  the  implications  of  the  fact  that  it  was  a  product  of  the  last  quarter  of  
the fifteenth century (circa 1475-80).  In  his  words:  ‘These  drawings  are  from  the late knightly
period,  the  time  of  Charles  the  Bold  and  Maximilian,  the  Last  Knight…  those  we  see  before  
us are already people of the transitional age in which the knightly aristocracy was being
gradually replaced by a courtly one. And a good deal that is reminiscent of the courtier is also
present  in  these  pictures’  (2012:  200).  And  yet,  without  furnishing  any  justification  for  the  
shift,  he  continued:  ‘Nevertheless,  they  give,  on  the  whole,  a  very  good  idea  of  the  social  
space of a knight, of how he filled  his  days,  of  what  he  saw  around  him  and  how  he  saw  it’  
(2012:  200).  A  few  pages  later  he  became  more  categorical  and  proclaimed:  ‘Seldom  has  the  
matter-of fact sense of mastery of this class and its self-confident, patriarchal contempt of
others, been so  vividly  conveyed  as  in  these  drawings’  (2012:  204).  Thus, in a few brisk
steps, Elias moved from a position where, he conceded the existence of a disjunction
between,  on  the  one  hand,  the  date  of  the  drawings  and  the  ‘transitional  age’  of  which  they  
were a product and, on the other hand, his immediate period of concern, to one where all such
reservations were cast aside. While the pictures are a product of an era when the traditional
way of life of the knightly class was under growing threat, Elias contrived to present them as
providing insights into a period when the knightly order was in its pomp, when knights were
the unquestioned rulers of their own domains and, as such, they were said to be relatively
unconstrained by pressures from above or below.
Apart  from  the  vague  reference  to  being  rooted  in  a  ‘transitional  age’,  Elias  showed  no  
interest in the provenance of the housebook. His unsubstantiated claim that this manuscript
offered us an authentic window on an earlier age, together with his seeming lack of interest in
its geographical origins creates a problem. In an endnote, Mennell makes the following
observation that relates to this temporal slippage. He writes:
The Mittelalterliche Hausbuch dates from the fifteenth century [in fact the late fifteenth
century],  which  at  the  princely  courts  was  already  the  age  of  the  ‘courtly  knight’  rather  
than of free knights. But the book comes from a region which was then something of a
backwater where earlier ways persisted (1989: 278, note 7 Italics added).

I am grateful to Stephen Mennell for informing me that the source of this statement originates
from a conversation he had with Elias over twenty-five years ago. Therefore, this seems to
have been the undeclared assumption on which Elias judged the housebook to be relevant to
the  era  of  the  ‘free  knight’.  His  failure  to  mention  this  justification  in  The Civilizing Process
was either an oversight on his part or, perhaps, something he regarded as self-evident and,
therefore, something that did not warrant spelling out? Alternatively, his mention of the
backwater character of this unnamed region to Mennell could have been a retrospective
attempt on his part to bridge what he had identified as a serious gap in his argument? One
way or another, it is difficult to grasp why Elias should have thought his assertion that the
housebook spoke of an earlier epoch could stand without any visible means of support. For
Elias to escape the charge of research expediency requires evidence that would somehow
justify him leaping  this  temporal  chasm.  This  gap  is  presumably  what  the  ‘backwater  

81

proposal’  is  intended  to  bridge.  Yet,  as  we  shall  see,  far  from  bridging  the  temporal  gap,  it  
only gives rise to other problems.
The  ‘backwater  thesis’  seems  to  have  been  devised  in  order  to  give  some  credence  to  Elias’s  
otherwise unsubstantiated case for utilising the housebook drawings in the service of his
broader objectives. Unfortunately, he does not present any evidence regarding the
manuscript’s  region  of  origin.  Since  the  only  relevant  source  cited  in  On the Process of
Civilisation is Bossert and Storck (1912) the position of these latter two authors assumes
some significance. In 1910, Bossert wrote a paper in which he attributed the housebook
drawings to three artists. Campbell Hutchinson points out that he identified one of these
artists as Heinrich Lang. This belief stems from the fact that this name appears on the horse
blanket in the drawing of Plate 8: The coronel joust, (Filedt Kok 1985: 50). Together with
Willy F. Storck, Bossert repeated this claim more tentatively in The Medieval Housebook
(1912), in the process changing the name of the said artist from Lang to Mang. Campbell
Hutchinson relates that Bossert believed that Mang was related to the Innsbruck goldsmith,
Conrad Mang (Filedt Kok 1985: 50). Bossert and Storck traced the Mang family to
Augsburg. Moreover, they claimed to detect the first signs of his artistic life in Augsburg and
Ulm in the 1470s. It is presumably on this basis that they assumed Mang to have been a
product of Upper Rheinish-Swabian art circles (1912: 53). As appears to have been a not
uncommon  tendency,  they  seem  to  have  worked  on  the  assumption  that  the  artist’s  region  of  
origin  was  a  major,  if  not  the  major,  pointer  to  the  location  of  the  patron’s  estate.  
Confirmation of this line of reasoning comes with their observation—a view they claimed
was supported by unnamed others—that the scenery in the drawings is reminiscent of the
landscape around Lake Constance (1912: 53). However, Campbell Hutchinson points out that
‘Heinrich  Mang  is  now  generally  believed  to  have been a tournament hero rather than an
artist’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  50).  Therefore,  on  this  basis,  while  Bossert  and  Storck  left  the  
impression that the drawings depicted an estate in Swabia, near Lake Constance this
conclusion seems to have been arrived at by following a false trail. Nevertheless, given the
fact that Bossert and Storck are the only relevant source cited by Elias, it seems likely that he,
too, embraced the Swabian-origin thesis.
Wilhelm Pinder may have been another possible influence on Elias. While he does not refer
to Pinder  in  the  context  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’,  it  is  known  that  he  was  tutored  
by  him  for  a  short  period.  Pinder’s  view  of  the  housebook  differs  from  that  of  Bossert  in  two  
respects. Firstly, he did not regard Swabia as being the housebook’s  region of origin; and
secondly, he attributed its drawings solely to the artist known as the Housebook Master.
Therefore, it may be that Elias sided with Bossert and Storck in terms of the origins question
and, given the exercise that he was embarked upon, he was predisposed to side with Pinder
on the issue of attribution. Pinder held what seems to be a rather idiosyncratic view of the
housebook drawings. Campbell Hutchinson relates that in his book on the Dürerzeit (1940)
he  argued  ‘the  joyous  and  humourous nature like that of the Hausbuchmeister best reflects the
speech patterns of Rhenish Franconia and the Palatinate’ [Wilhelm Pinder, Die Kunst der
Durerzeit, Leipzig 1940, 144 cited in Filedt Kok 1985: 52].66 Therefore, if Elias believed that
the housebook originated in Swabia, Pinder could not have been the source of this belief
because he located its roots as being some way north of this region. Moreover, while the
limitation may be mine, it is difficult to grasp how the humour he perceived in these drawings
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could have been indicative of the speech patterns of a particular region. In more general
terms,  Campbell  Hutchinson  sees  Pinder’s  book  as  a  perpetuation  of  the  tribal  mythology  
emanating  from  the  belief  in  the  ‘”Germanness”  of  German  art’  (Filedt Kok 1985: 52). This
view is supported by The Dictionary of Art Historians. It  describes  Pinder  as  a  ‘medievalist  
art  historian’  and  the  entry  proceeds  as  follows:
Pinder's strong nationalism and almost exclusive focus on the art of Germany attracted the
praise of the burgeoning Nazi party. His denunciation of his Jewish colleague at the
University, August Liebmann Mayer, by attacking Mayer's work at the Alte Pinakothek [an
art museum in Munich], resulted in Mayer's dismissal. After the Nazi's assumption to
power, Pinder was appointed to a chair at the University of Berlin (1935), though one of
his  students,  Otto  von  Simson,  later  asserted  the  Nazi  cultural  minister  disapproved…  His  
two assistants in Munich, Ernst Michalski and Ernst Strauss, both Jewish, were dismissed
because of the Nuremberg law forbidding Jews to teach. In Berlin Pinder advised the Nazi
government on looting art for the Reich collections. His loyalty to the Nazis appeared to
waver; Pinder was a member of the intellectual group Mittwoch Kreis (Wednesday Circle),
whose membership was largely anti-Nazi. However, with the German surrender, he was
imprisoned by the British as a Nazi collaborator, initially mistaken for another higher
official, and eventually released (Sorensen).

Therefore, while  the  strength  of  Pinder’s  Nazi  affiliations  remains  problematic,  there  is  little  
doubt that he was prepared to rub along with the regime for a period at least. Whether or not
Elias  was  aware  of  Pinder’s  appointment  to  a  chair  at  the  University  of  Berlin in 1935 and
some  of  his  subsequent  activities  is  not  known.  Either  way,  if  Pinder  was  the  source  of  Elias’s
erroneous conviction that the housebook drawings were the sole work of the Housebook
Master, it would contain more than a touch of tragic irony. The issue of humour in the
housebook drawings will be explored more fully in Part 5: Section19. In the meantime, the
viability  of  Elias’s  claim  that  the  housebook drawings speak of an earlier age when knights
held sway appears to rest on the strength of the claim that the manuscript was of Swabian
origin and that, during this period, this region was something of a backwater. Consequently,
before directly addressing the plausibility of the backwater thesis, an assessment of the
dynamics of the Swabian figuration in the later Middle-Ages would seem to be in order.
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Section 14: Excurses on Swabia in the later Middle-Ages67
Swabia was one of the stem duchies of ancient Germany. It is located in southwest Germany
and, at its territorial peak; it included parts of present-day France and Switzerland. The
Encyclopaedia Britannica entry reports that:
In the Middle Ages, the term Swabia indicated a larger area [than present-day Swabia],
covering all the lands associated with the Frankish stem duchy of Alamannia stretching
from the Vosges Mountains in the west to the broad Lech River in the east: This also
included the region of Alsace and the later Margraviate of Baden on both sides of the
Upper Rhine Valley, as well as modern German-speaking Switzerland, the Austrian state
of  Vorarlberg  and  the  Principality  of  Liechtenstein  in  the  south’  (2013).

It is, however, as well to treat any description of the boundaries of Swabia in this period with
circumspection because of the difficulty in determining the contours of long stretches of its
borders (Mike Pantel 2000: See map and text). Of the broader region of south-western
Germany of which Swabia was a part, Du Boulay writes that perhaps it:
(W)as the most dramatically fragmented region  of  all…  it  showed  during  our  period  [the  
later Middle Ages] a friability almost into political dust. Even rural holdings were partible.
Leaving  aside  the  exceptional  Württemburg  …  the  area  was  covered  with  a  multiplicity  of  
dwarf states and town republics, forming and reforming into leagues. (1983: 95).

Reflecting on the Hohenstaufen era (1137-1250), William Stubbs saw its impact on Swabia
as  being  one  characterised  by  ‘lax  and  wasteful  rule’  and,  consequently,  the  region  became  
‘prey  to  private  war,  robber  counts,  and  a  free  nobility’  (1908:  226).  And,  following  the  
deaths of Conrad IV (1254) and then William of Holland (1256), Stubbs relates that Swabia
was  ‘rapidly…  broken  up  among  petty  lords,  whom  the  removal  of  their  duke  rendered  
independent’  (1908: 46). The Encyclopedia Britannica concurs:  ‘From  the  High  Middle  Ages  
onwards, Upper Swabia became fragmented into a large number of small independent
political units: Free Imperial Cities, principalities, counties, seigneuries, Imperial Abbeys and
other clerical  territories’  (2013a). Thus, after 1268, Swabia in large measure consisted of
small principalities and fiefdoms.
As indicated above, Du Boulay singled out Württemburg as a distinctive territorial entity
within broader Swabia. Its counts already controlled a sizable portion of land during the
Hohenstaufen era, and their domain was expanded when the Hohenstaufen family lost control
of  the  Duchy  of  Swabia  in  1268.    Stubbs  characterises  these  counts  as  ‘enterprising  and  
unscrupulous  chieftains  in  private  war’  and,  no  doubt  because  of  these activities, he reports
that  ‘their  territorial  advantages  improved  between  the  thirteenth  century  and  the  sixteenth,  
and  at  the  close  of  the  fifteenth  we  find  them  raised  to  the  rank  of  princes;;  …  (1908:  226).  By  
this  time,  Württemburg  had  ‘become  a  leading  principality…  (And)  in  1495  its  count  became  
a  duke…’  (1983:  102).    Du  Boulay  explains  the  relatively  slow  emergence  of  Württemburg  
as  a  ‘solid  princedom’  in  the  following  terms:
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It had begun with many of the classic disadvantages of German political life: powerful and
intermittently hostile neighbours, like Bavaria, Baden and the Rhine Palatinate; the custom
of  princely  partible  inheritance,  and  a  lack  of  special  natural  wealth’  (1983:  103).

Yet notwithstanding the rise in the fortunes of Württemburg, Du Boulay also informs us that
‘the  emperor  himself,  Frederick  III,  …  wrote  on  5  February  1488,  that  the  province  of  Swabia  
had no princes of its own other than himself as Roman emperor (1983: 76). This comment
may have been intended as a slight on the Württemburgs, although, given that Frederick III
spent much of his reign at some distance from Germany, he may not have been particularly
well-informed about the situation in Swabia. Probably because of his prolonged absences and
the fact that his priorities lay elsewhere, Frederick  III  ‘gave  leave  for  the  Societies  [leagues,  
confederations  and  societies]  …  to  exist,  in  the  belief  or  at  least  the  hope  that  they  would  
continue the injunction of their Bundbrief [Federal  letter]  of  1426  “to  praise  God,  our  dear  
lady and the holy knight  St  George,  and  honour  the  Holy  Roman  Empire”’.  (1983:  76).  In  
other words, the inhabitants of Swabia seem to have been left to their own devices, a sure
recipe for intra-regional  strife.  ‘When  petitioned  by  his  towns  in  Swabia  about  the  wild  
private wars  of  the  region,  he  [Frederick  III]  referred  them  to  his  regular  injunction’.  (1983:  
82).
The church was another participant in the Swabian figuration. According to Du Bouley, it
accepted the secular authority of the nobility. He writes:
[I]t was the prince who dominated, even over important monasteries like Bebenhausen and
Blaubeuren, and he did this while still maintaining good relations with both local churches
and the papacy. The secular grip of the count on the church in Württemburg was expressed
in the great amount of patronage he possessed over parish churches, chaplaincies, chantries
and monasteries. He had control over elections, a veto on the alienation of church property,
and even the right to hospitality for men and hounds while he was hunting…  From  1482  
prelates had to swear an oath to the count on taking office that they were loyal
representatives  of  the  count’s  people  (1983:194).

Yet this degree of centralization was not characteristic of Swabia as a whole in this period.
Stubbs summarises the general situation in the following terms:
As the greater princes, the electors especially, both secular and ecclesiastical, gained and
consolidated larger territories, they were better able to secure peace and keep their vassals
in order. Those districts in which the process of consolidation was not going on, such as
Swabia, the Rhine countries and Westphalia, had recourse to voluntary associations; those
leagues, confederations, and societies, partly of an aristocratic character, like military
orders,  and  partly  of  a  republican  character…  (1908:  214).

Turning now to the part played by urban developments, Fritz Rörig estimates that, in the
Middle  Ages,  Germany  had  some  3,000  ‘towns’.  He  writes:
By far the greater part of these 3,000 towns — about 2,800 — had populations of less than
a 1,000; in other words there is no question of their being considered as truly urban
economies, least of all as self-contained ones, because there was really no possibility that,
within these tiny little populations, there would be room enough for all the trades necessary
to the self-sufficiency  of  a  town,  however  modest.  A  further  150  ‘towns’,  roughly  
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speaking, also very modest by medieval standards, had populations of between 1,000 and
2,000. Only the remaining ones, about fifty of them, were towns of any real importance
within the German economy, over half of which, with populations of less than 10,000,
formed the German medium-sized towns. Finally there was a group of about fifteen large
German towns whose populations were in excess of 10,000. Cologne was the largest with
more than 30,000 inhabitants; the second largest was Lübeck with no more than 25,000
around 1400. Apart from this only Strasburg, Nuremburg, Gdansk and perhaps Ulm would
have reached and exceeded 20,000 in the fifteenth century. Towns of the rank of Franfurt
am Main, Wroclaw, Zürich and Augsburg grew from 10,000 to 18,000 in the course of the
fifteenth  century…  (1967:  112).

Du Boulay writes of towns’  growing  power  in  the  following  terms:
Germany by the thirteenth century disposed of numerous fine towns over its enormous
area, places where writing was done in the normal course of events, places which already
performed administrative functions for a world which was no longer exclusively agrarian,
and indeed which had begun to express in their chronicles a political awareness. By this
time the town economies were allowing power to pass into the hands of the burghers in the
form of town councils (the Rat). In some large towns power flowed out beyond the walls
and began to be exercised over portions of the surrounding countryside, and in defensive
leagues formed from time to time with towns in like predicaments. These developments
were hastened by the collapse of the Hohenstaufen monarchy after Frederick  II’s  death  in  
1250 (1983: 121).

While holding some reservations about the extent which it does justice to the urban diversity
that characterised Germany in the later Middles-Ages, Du Boulay draws the distinction
between  ‘those  directly  subject  to the empire, the so-called imperial towns (Reichsstädte) and
those subject to lords other than the king (Landesstädte), which may be translated as
provincial  towns’  (1983:  124).  A  number  of  Swabian  towns  and  cities  were  given  the  
designation,  ‘imperial’. While  grouped  under  the  heading  ‘imperial  cities’  their  populations  
differed widely. Aalen had a population of a few hundred (Wikipedia 2013a), Freiburg had a
population of around 5,700 in 1500. In the course of the fifteenth century Augsburg grew
from 10,000 to 18,000 and over the same period Ulm boasted a population of some 20,000
(Rörig 1967: 154  and  112).  While  imperial  cities  tended  to  be  ‘free’,  Du  Boulay  again  sees  
those coming under the auspices of Württemberg as the exception. He writes:
[U]nder the [Württemberg] prince, the towns were woven firmly and skilfully into the
fabric  of  a  modernizing  German  ‘state’.  In  the  thirteenth  century  the  countship  of  
Württemberg possessed only a handful of towns, lying on the periphery of his realm and
acting mainly as protectors against the Habsburgs. Many kinds of good fortune in the
fourteenth  century  brought  an  expansion  of  Württemberg’s  territory  and  hence  the  
acquisition  of  many  more  towns…  Within  Württemberg  the  nobles  were  not  independent  
rivals of the count so much as his officials. As to the towns, even with their own law and
administration  they  lived  under  the  count’s  bailiffs,  and  some  became  important  centres  of  
local administration under a comital steward. In 1442 there were in fact thirty-two
administrative districts (Ämter), each denoted by the name of its head town. To these
towns justice and administration were transferred from the castle: The law was
administered not by the councils so characteristic of autonomous towns but by the courts
under a bailiff (Schultheiss),  who  in  the  fifteenth  century  gave  way  to  ‘discreet  men’  under  
the  comital  officer…  No  doubt  these  discreet  men  of  Tübingen  or  Stuttgart  were  miniature  
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oligarchies, patricians such as might be found flourishing in big cities elsewhere, yet there
was  here  a  difference,  for  they  were  the  oligarchs  through  whom  the  prince  ruled….  In  this  
heartland  of  the  Peasants’  War  we  can  see  how  the  countryside  was  being  engulfed  by  rule  
from  the  towns…  (1983:  130).

The two decades or so following the deaths of Frederick II in 1250 and William of Holland
in 1256 and the election of Rudolf of Habsburg in 1273, proved to be:
[A threatening time for Swabian] towns, which were already stirring into self-government,
with subjections to local lords or princes. Swabian cities in particular wanted no
“protection”  from  noblemen  after  their  long-standing dukes, the Hohenstaufen, had been
removed; so they loudly proclaimed the validity of their peaceful leagues during times of
vacancy, and they played a considerable  part  in  recognizing  the  new  king…  In  this  way  the  
Interregnum pushed some towns into claiming autonomous jurisdiction in the name of an
emperor who had not yet been elected (1983: 125).

Consistent  with  Rörig’s  general  view,  Du  Boulay  holds  that towns in Swabia tended to be
relatively small compared with those further north and their ruling groups more modest and
less  secure  in  their  position  than  those  he  describes  as  the  ‘proper  patriciates’  of  larger  towns  
(1983: 141). Perhaps because of their size and consequent vulnerability, in response to the
turmoil that surrounded them, Swabian towns were in the vanguard of those forming leagues
and  this  defensive  strategy  ‘spread  over  southern  and  western  Germany’  (1983:  45).      At  the  
same time, Du Boulay  also  argues  that:  ‘The  forces  deployed  by  Swiss,  Swabian  and  Rhenish  
town  leagues  could  hardly  have  been  procured  from  sleepy  villages…  ‘(1983:  118).  
Therefore, while many Swabian towns may have been on the small size, perhaps little more
than what we would regard as villages, there were urban centres like Ulm and Augsburg that
were much larger and substantially more prosperous. While Ravensburg was small by
comparison,  it  was  wealthy  by  virtue  of  the  fact  it  was  the  headquarters  of  the  ‘Great  Trading  
Company’.    Given  these  conditions,  it  is  not  surprising  that  the  larger  and  wealthier  towns  
took the lead in the formation of leagues and, in all likelihood, provided a disproportionate
share of at least the non-human resources.
While most of the nobility came from older families, from the eleventh century on
‘Ministeriales who served king or lords were given the title of count; some acquired it
prescriptively through exercising jurisdiction over newly colonized lands, others just started
calling  themselves  counts’  (1983:  66).68 Du Boulay provides an overview of the rise of the
Ministeriales and the tensions their ascendency created. He writes:
Teutonic nobility was heritable, and in the absence of primogenitary custom the class was
large and diverse in economic fortune. But sons naturally took precedence over servants
and  retainers,  and  a  primitive  aristocracy  of  birth  was  formed…  In  the  course  of  time  the  
structure of the German nobility became more complicated. Leading families, princely as
well as royal, required the help of administrators and counsellors, lay as well as clerical,
and the highly-placed servants who got appointed, secured for themselves, not only
protection  from  outside  attack…  but  lands  of  their  own,  peasants  on the lands, and personal
retainers.  So  the  expansion  of  society  engendered  a  new  kind  of  nobility,  that  of  service…  
These Ministeriales originally unfree like all other non-noble persons, were rapidly
becoming knightly and noble in the twelfth century. These men mostly did not live
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continuously  in  their  masters’  household  but  on  their  own  lands,  from  which  they  could  be  
called  when  necessary…  (1983:  67).

Prestwich reflects on the general situation in the following terms:
In Germany, there are knightly families that were in their distant origins, unfree.
Ministeriales were officials who served the crown and the nobility, and rose to great heights
in society in the 11th and 12th centuries despite the fact that they were not free. By the 14th
century these origins had been forgotten, and all knights were considered noble, and
hereditary.  [Although  he  adds]  Social  climbing  is  certainly  frowned  upon  in  Germany…  
(2010: 24-5).

Rörig traces the emergence of another social stratum in Germany—the patriciates—to the
Rhenish towns of the eleventh century (1967: 122). By the thirteenth century they too were
well  established.  In  Du  Boulay’s  words:
A  ‘patrician’  was  one  of  a  small  group  of  townsmen  which  formed,  by  reasons  of  its  
capital  wealth,  a  city’s  ruling  oligarchy. This wealth was derived basically from longdistance  trade.  The  word  ‘patrician’  was  in  fact  a  fifteenth-century  humanist  expression…  
It was in the larger towns that proper patriciates formed. Lesser ones, in Austria or
Württemburg, for instance, presented more ephemeral or modest groups, and were
sometimes  described  as  ‘the  worshipful’  (die Ehrbarkeit), that is to say, wealthy, people or
as  ‘the  hereditary  citizens’    (Erbbürger). True patriciates were deep-rooted, ramified
networks of families which, by the thirteenth century, were monopolizing city
government…  The  essential  characteristic  of  the  patrician  class  is  that  it  was  engaged  in  
long-distance trade. From this commercial basis its members were able to accumulate
capital, sometimes to invest in urban properties, often to become financiers as well as
managing businesses of considerable diversity and long geographical connections.
Naturally, the kind of commercial activity in which patricians engaged was not exactly the
same everywhere and sometimes changed in the course of time. Cloth merchants were
ubiquitous, but the economic character of the locality altered the balance of mercantile
interests. Patricians controlled the supply of metal in mining and metal manufacturing
regions (1983: 141-42).

According  to  Du  Boulay:  ‘Within  his  city  the  patrician  lived  in  noble  style,  too.  He  was  
addressed  as  ‘Dominus’  or  ‘Herr’,  often  occupied  a  stone  house,  fought  on  horseback  and  
displayed a shield and a coat of arms’  (1983:  143).  Not surprisingly, the tensions which
accompanied the rise of Ministeriales were paralleled by the ascent of the patricians. As Peter
Moraw  puts  it,  the  ‘[t]he  land-owing aristocracy had been trying for some time to keep the
urban patricians at bay, while the princes found the services of wealthy and well-educated
townsmen  as  indispensable  as  ever’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  85).  However,  as  Rörig  observed:
From the late fourteenth century the relationship of the upper middle class to the nobility
shifted, as the latter continued to decline in military importance, but at the same time its
self-consciousness of itself as a class increased. The nobility began to recognise the urban
patriciate as members of an admittedly higher rank, but one nevertheless which was still
properly townsmen and fundamentally lower-born…  [He  continued]  The  threat  posed  by  
the  urban  elite  provoked  the  ‘noble  associations  of  South  Germany  expressly…  [to  deny]  
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the  right  of  the  urban  patriciate  to  participate  in  tournaments’.  More  significantly, they also
disputed  their  ‘right  to  occupy  high  ecclesiastical  office’  (1967:  125).

In addition to the urban elite:
Every  town  had  a  particular  hierarchy  among  its  guilds…  In  Augsburg  [in  Swabia]…  a  
trading city but prominent in fustian production, weavers had a more prominent position,
amongst the merchants and the brewers, leaving carpenters and joiners at the bottom.
Likewise in Ulm [again in Swabia], with its combination of trade and textiles, saw
clothmakers and lesser merchants enter the patriciate in the late fourteenth century, while
building workers were again left at the bottom (Du Boulay 1983: 150).

The inequalities within urban communities also generated recurring social unrest. Du Boulay
records that:
The fourteenth century saw a spate of town risings which was to last until the middle of the
sixteenth century at the earliest. They all shared the characteristic of being rebellions
against the patrician monopoly by mixed groups of lesser townsmen, most often referred to
collectively as either  ‘the  craftsmen’  (die Handwerker)  or  ‘the  gilds’  (die Zünfte). In
reality, the rebels were an amalgam of various social elements who either were or felt
excluded from the top, hereditary management. [He adds that] Professor Maschke has
enumerated 210 town risings, from 105 different towns, during the 250 years between
1300 and 1550, and his list is patently incomplete (1983: 145-46).

In  the  light  of  Rörig’s  estimate  that  Germany  in  the  Middle-Ages contained some 3,000
towns,  Du  Boulay’s  reservations  are understandable. It seems that most of these disturbances
arose from what were perceived to be the imposition of unwarranted taxes (1983: 151). But
why did these uprisings not bring about more radical change? While Du Boulay couches his
argument in the form of questions, its thrust is clear enough. For him the:
[R]ebellions, for all their total number and their long collective duration, never issued in
revolution but permitted the richest citizens to remain at the head of political and social
life…[they] were fundamentally about heavy taxes and the social exclusiveness of those
who  levied  the  taxes  and  [when]  the  rebellions  simmered  down…  life  went  on  under  the  
same  sort  of  town  rulers  as  before,  with  a  few  personal  changes  here  and  there…’  (1983:  
153-54).

In other words, while, on many occasions, the grievances of urban under-classes reached
breaking-point, after their fury had been vented, they had nowhere to go. They were still
trapped in the same sack. Of the urban poor, Du Boulay writes:
[I]t must be recognized that it is probably impossible at this stage to say anything much
about  the  poorer  classes…  So  the  urban  poor  must  be  relatively  neglected  here,  not  
because  they  escape  the  writer’s  mind  but  because  he  knows  too  little  about  them  to  offer  
more than generalities (1983: 154).

Again not surprisingly, the historical record tends to be preoccupied with the activities of the
higher echelons of social figurations and neglectful of the lower orders, the urban poor and
peasantry alike. It is, however, probable that lowly participants in town life lived under the
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fear that they could be cast out of the town and, if the destitution they might experience had
degrees, being expelled was perhaps one of the more onerous fates.
Why, then, did town authorities feel the need to form leagues? According to one source:
The Swabian Imperial cities had attained great prosperity under the protection of the
Hohenstaufen emperors [1138–1254]; however the deposition of Emperor Frederick II in
1245 and the extinction of his dynasty in 1268 was followed by disintegration. Cities and
nobles alike, owing allegiance to none but the German king who was seldom able to
defend them, were exposed to the aggression of ambitious princes (Encyclopedia
Britannica 1911).

Indeed, in the later Middle-Ages Swabian leagues came to be influential participants in the
struggles between the Holy Roman Emperor and members of the greater and lesser nobility.
The first Swabian league was formed in 1331 by 22 imperial cities. These included Ulm,
Augsburg, Reutlingen  and  Heilbronn.  They  offered  their  support  to  Emperor  Louis  IV  ‘in  
return for his undertaking not to mortgage any of them to a vassal and, in 1340, Count Ulrich
III of Württemberg aligned himself with them (Encyclopedia Britannica 1911). However, in
1366, under Charles IV, the Swabian knights formed their own league (the Schleglerbund –
the hammer). The flux-like character of alliances in this period is exemplified by the fact that
Ulrich’s  son  and  successor, Eberhard II turned on and defeated the forces of the imperial
cities in 1372 (Encyclopedia Britannica 2013a).
As is suggested by the concerns that led to the establishment of the 1331 league, these
leagues in Swabia and the upper Rhineland usually  ‘had  less  to  do  with  [defending  and  
advancing the interests of] the king than with the protection of their own interests against
hostile  princes  or  the  furtherance  of  their  trading  and  fiscal  advantages’  (Du  Boulay  1983:  
132). These urban concerns had deep roots. For example, Du Boulay quotes a Rhenish source
in 1254:
[W]hile the empire is vacant and we lack a lord and king, they should form a league and
bind  themselves  together  to  conserve  all  the  property  …  In  this  way,  the  Interregnum  
pushed some towns into claiming autonomous jurisdiction in the name of an emperor who
had  not  yet  been  elected’  (1983:  125).

The  Rhenish  League  was  formed  in  the  same  year  in  order  ‘to  oppose  princely  attempts  at  
exploiting  its  members  and  to  push  forward  the  towns’  long-term plans to become
autonomous  under  the  emperor’s  nominal  overlordship’  (1983:  134).  It  also  had  to  contend  
with ‘robber  barons’,  as  they  were  called.  According  to  Gardiner  et al they  imposed  ‘unjust  
tolls  on  merchants  using  the  Rhine’  (2002:  3).  This  league  ‘sought  through  a  general  peace  
along  the  Rhine…  to  reduce  the  onslaughts  of  the  feudal  lords  through  economic  sanctions  
and  the  destruction  of  robber  castles’  (Mueller-Mertens et al 1965 cited by Gardiner et al
2002: 4).
The formation of the Swabian League of 1376, an alliance of 14 cities, emerged out of similar
concerns  to  that  of  its  forerunners.  It  was  partly  in  reaction  to  what  was  seen  as  Charles  IV’s  
failure to fulfil his obligations. The members were primarily concerned with maintaining
their  imperial  status  and  administrative  ‘independence’  and  freedom  to  trade.  Under  ‘the  
leadership of Ulm [the aim of the league was] to stop the emperor pledging his town to
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princes as a method of repaying his debts, to resist princely jurisdiction over them and to
combat the attacks of knightly leagues like that of St. George, which often had princely
allies’  (1983:  134  -35). In  1377,  this  league  defeated  Eberhard  II’s  son  Ulrich  at  Reutlingen
and, in 1382, it formed an alliance with Archduke Leopold of Austria and, through him,
established links with the three major knightly groupings of Swabia. However, the overthrow
of the archduke precipitated the outbreak of a general struggle between the burghers and the
nobles  of  Swabia,  a  struggle  which  culminated  in  the  defeat  of  the  league’s  forces  in  1388  by  
the  ‘Wittlelsbachs  and  numerous  lords  of  Swabia  and  Franconia  at  Döffingen  in  
Württemberg’.  As  a  result,  many  of  the  region’s  cities  were brought to their knees so much
so, that most of them fell meekly into line when in 1389 Wenceslaus prohibited all leagues
between cities. For nearly a century thereafter, Swabian cities made no concerted attempt to
form a new league, save a few short-lived affairs (Encyclopedia Britannica 1911).  ‘In 1395,
Eberhard III of Württemberg went on to topple the Schleglerbund by taking its fortress at
Heimsheim’  (Encyclopedia Britannica 2013a).69
It is readily apparent from the foregoing that these leagues were not purely alliances of towns.
Stubbs summarises the diversity of their membership as follows:
These leagues, sometimes cities against nobles, sometimes nobles against nobles;
sometimes of cities and nobles of one district against cities and nobles of another, became
gradually known and welcome to the legal machinery of the empire; and capable of
definition and authorisation by imperial law (1908: 214).

Du  Boulay  concurs:  ‘Towns  could  be  allies  of  each  other  and  of  princes  but  were  in  no  way  
an independent and universal system, least of all in so vast and rambling a country as
‘Germany’.  They  entered  leagues  and Landfrieden with princes and against other towns and
princes,  and  their  political  fates  were  highly  various’  (1983:  164).70 As Du Boulay puts it, the
inability of the towns to achieve and maintain unity and a collective purpose was a major
constraint  on  their  ability  to  influence  outcomes.  In  his  words,  ‘they  could  help  and  follow  
but  could  not  rule’.  He  cites  a  statement  made Emperor  Charles  IV  in  1359  that  ‘what  really  
counted  were  the  decisions  taken  in  the  royal  court  on  the  advice  of  the  princes  there’  (1983:  
135). This concentration of power also had the effect of increasingly marginalising the lesser
nobles. As Elias observed in Court Society, these centralizing processes were apparent in
many parts of Western Europe. In his words:
With the centralization of all controls and power at the royal court, the provincial nobility,
from simple country nobles to what remains of the country nobility at small courts, loses
more and more of its social significance (1983: 241).

The participants that were perhaps most buffeted by these figurational dynamics were the
‘free’  knights  and  the  peasantry. In retrospect, the decline of the ‘free’  knightly  order  can  be  
seen to have been an extended process. These lesser nobles found themselves increasingly
dependent on warfare to make ends meet. Du Boulay writes:
Private war was a more frequent and natural condition in those numerous parts of Germany
which  were  politically  fragmented…  much  of  old,  or  western  and  central  Germany  was  in  
this condition. The disappearance of the Hohenstaufen, the Interregnum, and the rivalry of
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Habsburg, Wittelsbach and Luxemburg left many areas unsubjected, or not yet subjected,
to higher nobility, with the consequence that there were innumerable occasions for dispute
and many men able to eke a living by taking sides. This is where the Raubritter [Robber
barons] had their heartlands, where they lived in their country castles or fortified houses,
sometimes in conditions of poverty. When bound in companies or leagues for banditry,
self-help or hire as mercenaries they took some collective name and wore uniform or
insignia:  …  (1983:  73).  [Earlier  he  had  written]  By 1300 there were perhaps more than
10,000 [castles] in Germany. Their holders and tenants, often simple knights, formed a
lower nobility which operated with a handful of retainers, perhaps a toll-station, even a
gallows (1983: 69).

Yet, even on the battlefield, as early as the eleventh century, the power of the lesser knights
was being challenged. As Du Bouley observes:
In 1032 at Courtrai and in 1315 at Morgarten in Switzerland, plebeian and peasant infantry
fighting with pikes in defence of their homes had hacked to pieces their chivalric enemies.
The defeat of mounted knights was becoming a common experience: at Bannockburn,
Crécy, Sempach, Nikopolis and Tannenberg. If pikes and missiles threatened them in the
field, gunpowder was about to threaten them at home (1983: 69).

Prestwich provides a compelling list of battles where the limitations of fighting on horseback
became increasingly apparent. He writes:
The battle of Courtrai in 1302 saw the Flemish townspeople, fighting on foot, defeat the
flower of French chivalry
At Bannockburn in 1314 the English cavalry were cut down by Scottish spearmen.
Swiss troops fighting on foot, with long halberds, were successful against knightly cavalry
at Morgarten in 1315.
The Swiss infantry were successful against aristocratic cavalry at Laupen in 1339.
The English broke the French cavalry in spectacular fashion at Crécy; archery was one key
to their success, but in the mêlée it was the dismounted English knights and men-at-arms
who won the battle.
At Nàjera  in  1367  the  Black  prince’s  troops  were  successful  against  the  cavalry  of  Henry  
of Trastamara, the claimant to the Castilian throne.
At Aljubarrota in 1385 English dismounted forces, including archers, assisted the
Portuguese in their defeat of the Franco-Castilian army.
At Sempach in 1386 the Swiss infantry defeated the Austrian cavalry.
The crusading battle of Nicopolis in 1396 was the final demonstration of the failure of the
mounted knight (2010: 164-5).

Friedrich Engels summarised their predicament in the following terms:
The development of military science, the growing importance of the infantry, and the
improvement of fire-arms  dwarfed  the  knighthood’s  military  merits  as  heavy  cavalry,  and  
also put an end to the invincibility of its castles (1850: 403).

In fact, their general position was becoming increasingly tenuous. Du Boulay writes:
[They saw] themselves as lower nobility and behaved as such. Yet their position was
anomalous. They did not wish to be subject to the local prince; and although some noble
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families entered towns and became patricians, still less did most knights wish to be subject
to burghers, whose wealth they envied while despising their unmilitary preoccupations.
Above all, princes and towns were at a point of intense competition, for independence,
territory, and jurisdiction over potential tax-payers and able-bodied men, wherever they
might live. Knights therefore were caught in the middle, too poor for comfort,
unacceptable to greater lords or to towns, and at best able to sell their military skills by
engaging on one side or the other in private wars. In this climate the leagues began to
flourish…  (1983:74).

To  add  insult  to  injury  ‘mercantile  townsmen,  who  were  richer  than  they,  were  aping  the  style  
and even adopting the title of knighthood, securing arms and insignia from kings in return for
money and service, and actually taking part in tourneys, though usually with blunted lances.
It was little wonder that real knights of the late medieval period who found no useful work
with  an  archbishop  of  Trier  or  a  count  of  Württemburg  …  went  on  the  rampage  as  
professional bandits against soft merchant convoys or formed leagues to protect themselves
against  each  other  and  the  harsh  world  outside  their  circle’  (1983:  69).  Du  Boulay  adds  that:  
‘The  sense  of  political  insecurity  was  unusually  strong  at  the  time  of  King  Wenzel’s  
accession  1378,  and  it  was  from  this  point  that  the  leagues  of  knights  began  to  flourish’  
(1983: 74).71 One such league was that of St George. It was made up of lesser Swabian
nobility, formed during the Appendzell War of 1403-11. While the focus of the league’s  
activities  shifted  over  time,  ‘the  Society  remained  essentially  one  for  the  benefit  of  its  
knightly members, who might or might not enjoy the protection of powerful noble families or
membership of a city’ (1983: 75). Of  the  plight  of  ‘free’  knights,  Klassen writes: ‘The  
knightly class, responsible only to the emperor, felt its position being steadily eroded as local
princes extended their territorial claims, and towns grew in commercial power. Changing
economic and political patterns threatened the knights with extinction, and reduced them to
the  status  of  predators’  (1979:  55).
The segment of the population that was numerically dominant throughout this period was, of
course, the peasantry. In the later Middle Ages, eighty percent of  the  ‘German’  population
live in rural communities (1983: 170). However, the peasantry was not an undifferentiated
mass. Du Boulay observes that:
[I]n all villages everywhere there were elders who had authority, usually because they
had more land or more wealth than the other, more years on their backs, and no doubt
belonged to one of the leading local peasant families (1983: 171). [He continues:]…  on  
the whole the German countrysides of the later middle ages were not happy places. There
was  increasing  differentiation  between  the  richer  and  poorer  peasants.  Rural  landlords…  
were turning the screw, and were the harshest enemy (1983: 181). [And moreover]…  
During  the  later  part  of  the  fifteenth  century…  there  were  more  occasions  when  the  action  
of lords, particularly in south-west and central Germany, distressed the rural communities
(1983: 182-83).

In the period following the Black Death, the decimation of the population and subsequent
increased demand for labour enabled the surviving peasantry to achieve higher wages and
some relative prosperity. However, as economic conditions worsened and prices rose, so
many  lesser  nobles  sought  to  rekindle  ‘feudal  rights  that  had  fallen  into  disuse’  (Klassen  
1979: 56). Under such conditions many peasants were driven to seek refuge in nearby towns.
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According  to  Du  Boulay,  towns  not  only  offered  the  safety  of  their  walls;;  they  also  ‘offered  a  
better living because, as increasingly concentrated centres of manufacturing, production and
sale, they gave higher prices for agricultural produce. On their side towns could be glad of
extra manpower for both menial and military purposes as well as for suburban food-growing.
In short, town life in later medieval Germany was coming to dominate country life in the
sense that there was a drift to the towns and towns were in many ways better places to live in
than  the  country’  (1983:  160).  While  they  undoubtedly  offered  greater  security, whether the
lives  of  the  urban  poor  were  in  all  respects  ‘better’  or  worse  than  the  lot  of  the  countrydwelling peasantry is more debatable. After all, concentrated populations were more
susceptible to the recurring outbreaks of plague that beset the era. The likelihood is that
survival was probably dependent on marginal differences. For those who remained on the
land, mounting pressure came, not just from more traditional rural sources, but also from
emerging manufacturing activities. The increasing demands of developing industry meant
afforestation and the consequent withdrawal of the long-standing right of freedom of the
forest  or  onerous  conditions  of  access  by  ‘lords  with  mining  and  timber  interests’  (1983:  
183). Du Boulay argues that these pressures were exacerbated by the fact that, towards the
end of the fifteenth century, the possibility of escaping to the towns became more
problematic because:
[G]ild  restrictions  and  other  measures  limited  immigration…  [and  these]  restrictions  on  
country people from easy entry into towns delivered them the more readily into the hands
of great landlords and princes. W. Abel has explained the seignorial problems of the
fifteenth century. The price of corn and the lease-prices of land both decreased. It was
difficult to get land cultivated because labourers had become relatively scarce and their
wages relatively high. Seignorial income fell. Landlords could try to deal with these
problems by use of blandishment and threats, and the documentation shows both (Du
Boulay 1983: 182).

By way of summary, Du Boulay writes:
A more generalized assault upon peasant communities was the quite widespread attempt to
raise rents, dues services and taxes where this seemed possible. Violent resistance to such
policies does not need peasant poverty or peasant affluence to explain it, any more than
rebellion in the towns against the patricians and their tax-men proves anything about the
rebels  except  that  they  had  a  determination  to  resist…  German  peasants  were  probably  
especially vulnerable for lack of a royal court system which might mitigate lordly excesses,
and  for  their  increasing  rejection  by  towns    …  In  such  circumstance  in  the  fifteenth  
century, lords were sometimes finding that they had the physical power to compel
peasantries to pay up, and even to enserf them (1983: 183-84).

As  an  example,  he  cites  the  abbots  of  Kempton  who  in  ‘the  fifteenth  century  tried  to  create  an  
unfree subject tenantry, irrespective of actual historical differences in status among their
peasant population and the free customs of many. Overall prohibitions were issued against
movement  and  against  marriage  outside  the  abbey’s  jurisdiction,  and  every  tenant  was  
reduced to the position of a rent-paying serf’  (1983:  184).  It  was  then  the peasantry who bore
the  brunt  of  the  desperate  attempts  made  by  ‘free’  knights  to  cling  onto  their  traditional  life  
style. Given their sedentary and exposed way of life they were particularly vulnerable to
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maundering  attack  and  the  ‘devastating  feuds  and  private  wars’  that dominated the period
(1983: 182).
These, then, are some of the broad contours of the Swabian figuration of which the lesser
knights were a part. Thus, as we approach the period of our principal concern, Swabia was
one of the most conflict-ridden regions of Germany. It was a seething caldron of figurational
tensions. While any one party seems to have been prepared to form alliances of convenience
with most other parties, they were but temporary affairs because their own priorities quickly
re-surfaced to crush any semblance of mutual interests. In northern Germany, the dominance
of the Hanseatic League did much to undermine the position of the lesser nobles and
weakened their hold over the peasantry. However, given the absence of a similar commercial
presence in the south, knights were better placed to defend their seigneurial rights and the
means by which they did so became more and more desperate (Engels 1850: 400-01). The
maintenance of this relationship in its more traditional form in the south and the
accompanying heightened brutality go some way towards accounting for the greater
militancy of the southern peasantry and the subsequent uprisings. Klassen makes this point in
the following way:
Trouble broke out in Swabia and soon spread throughout southern and central Germany.
Social, political, cultural, and economic conditions here were more conducive to revolution
than conditions in the north. In the north, powerful secular and ecclesiastical lords had
largely subordinated the lesser nobles, who, in the south, continued their despotic rule over
the peasants. Serfdom was found chiefly in the southwest part of Germany, while areas
along the Rhine had an economy in which state revenues came largely from commercial
taxes rather than peasant dues. Also, the peasant village communities of the south,
enjoying a significant measure of self-government, lent themselves more readily to
organization  for  revolt  than  did  the  isolated  farms  of  the  north’  (1979:  57). 72

And it was not just the peasantry who saw themselves as victims of the growing turmoil. In
the last quarter of the 15th century, ruling urban groups became increasingly fearful of what
they saw as the constant violation of their rights. In response to the growing disorder,
Frederick III proposed a plan aimed at pacification and reform. From it, emerged the Great
Swabian League of 1488. It included four constituent parties: the archduke Sigismund of
Austria, Count Eberhard V. (to become the duke) of Württemberg, who became the first
captain of the league, the knightly league of St George, and lastly, twenty-two Swabian
Imperial cities. Given this composition, clearly, it would be inappropriate to characterise it as
an urban alliance. Rather it was said to be a broader attempt, under princely leadership, to
bring  the  cities,  the  prelates  and  lesser  nobility  of  the  region  into  ‘a  permanent  federation  for  
the  sake  of  better  government  and  resistance  to  the  Wittelsbachs’  (1983:  135).73 But
regardless of imperial aspirations for peace and order, by the late 15th century the figurational
tensions that were building in Swabia presaged a period of more widespread and intensive
conflict. In 1499, the Old Swiss Confederacy and the House of Habsburg engaged what
became known as the Swabian or Swiss War. While the Habsburgs secured the support of the
Swabian League, the battle-hardened Swiss troops were more than a match for them. The
Swabian forces were undermined by a general lack of commitment and conflict between
knights and their foot-soldiers, most of whom were peasants. Peasant discontent was more or
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less continuous throughout this period. Engels has provided an extensive account of the
peasant  uprisings  in  the  course  of  which  he  made  reference  to  the  ‘revolt  in  the  Abbey  of  
Kempten  in  Upper  Swabia’  (1850:  431),  the  formation of Poor Conrad in Swabia in the early
years of the 16th century (1850: 433).74 He  also  observed  that:  ‘Not  a  year  passed  since  
Luther’s  declaration  of  war  against  the  Catholic  hierarchy…  without  the  peasants  again  and  
again bringing forward their demands. Between 1518 and 1523, one local revolt followed
another in the Black Forest and Upper Swabia (1978: 446). Thomas Robisheaux relates that
that  ‘[b]y  1500  population  growth  had  already  made  it  increasingly  difficult  for  marginal  
peasants in Upper Swabia, the Neckar valley, and Franconia to bear easily their burdens of
seigneurial rents  and  dues’  (1989:  26).  While  some  lords  exercised  restraint  in  the  face  of  
peasant hardship, others showed scant regard for their plight and sought to intensify their
exploitation. It was in large measure the dismissive way in which some lords dealt with pleas
for leniency that encouraged smaller-scale protests prior to 1520 and also proved to be the
trigger for the later mass rebellion (1989: 45).
Historians  remain  divided  on  the  precise  roots  of  the  Peasant’s  War  of  1524–1525. However,
while it had religious dimensions, it seems to have been largely engendered by economic
concerns: the tax burden, the struggle to retain common rights in the face of private
expropriation and a wish to break the bonds of serfdom. Klassen  notes  that  ‘[f]or  more  than  a  
century,  the  German  peasantry  had  been  in  ferment,  but  in  the  decade  preceding  Luther’s  
emergence as a national figure, peasant uprisings had become especially violent and
widespread’.  Klassen  argues  that,  ‘when  Luther  denounced  ecclesiastical  wealth  and  power  
and insisted that all were equal before God [their] social and economic grievance seemed to
gain  religious  sanction’  (1979:  56).  Unsurprisingly,  this  message  struck  a  chord.  It  was  as  if  
the  peasant’s  case  had  found  a  voice  and  attained  greater  legitimacy. Their petition which
demanded  specific  rights  and  safeguards  came  to  be  known  as  ‘The  Twelve  Articles’.  
Klassen  characterizes  this  document  as  a  ‘clarion call for justice and liberty, [it was, he
said,]…  an  unmistakable  challenge  to  the  old  order  whose  very existence was predicated on
privilege  and  exploitation’  (1979:  58).  Its rejection by the emperor triggered the mass
rebellion that began in Swabia and spread swiftly to the rest of southern Germany. During the
peasants’  uprising  many  castles  and  monasteries in Upper Swabia were besieged and
invaded, including some of the estates and castles of Truchsess (Engels 1978: 458). And it
was he, in alliance with Trier and the Palatinate League, who led the counter-attack. By 1525
the rebellion was finally crushed in this region, with countless numbers of peasants losing
their lives either in battle or in the purges that followed. Klassen relates, that the army of
Truschsess  ‘slaughtered,  roasted  alive,  or  barbarously  maimed  those  who  dared  to  protest…  
[His] executioner…  boasted  that  he  had  personally  beheaded  1200  rebels’  (1979:  59-60).
Entire communities were rendered bankrupt and, thereafter, the legal position of peasants
remained more or less unaltered for some three centuries. The league was dissolved in 1534
because of tensions engendered in large measure by the Reformation. A substantial number
of peasants sought to eke out an existence by turning to banditry and these activities were but
one more hindrance to the recovery of commerce and trade. The harshness with which the
Swabian peasants were treated helps to account for the fact they were the first to take up arms
in  the  ‘Peasants’  War’  and  is  further  exemplified  by  the  violence  with  which  their  rising  was  
put down. As has been made clear, while this conflict  culminated  in  the  ‘war’  of  1524-25,
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the conditions that gave rise to it had far deeper historical roots. In this connection it is as
well to bear in mind that the evidence seems to suggest that the housebook was compiled
over an extended period, one in which Swabia was rife with conflict. To conceive of Swabia
in the later Middle-Ages as consisting of a number of specific groupings locked in prolonged
struggle—the king/emperor and his entourage, the princes, the lesser knights and towns with
their patricians, burgers and the urban poor, and the peasantry—would be an oversimplification. The picture is complicated by the fact that there were barely any permanent
alliances as the various parties sought to defend and advance their perceived interests. Towns
could align with princes against other towns and princes, while lesser knights could find
themselves on opposing sides. Over this period it is, therefore, more appropriate to see
Swabia as a cauldron of embattled groups constantly forming and forsaking different
alliances. Of course, the above account is nothing more than an attempt to provide a thumbnail sketch of what seem to be the principal contours of this conflict-ridden figuration.
Nevertheless, taken in the round, the hope is that it constitutes a reasonably sound basis on
which to proceed.
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Section 15: Backwater or whirlpool: Aggressive resentment or nostalgia?
In the light of the foregoing, there does seem to be substantial agreement that, in this period,
Swabia was distinguished by a relatively high concentration of lesser nobles who fervently
strove to maintain their traditional way of life and, in particular, their seigniorial rights over
the peasantry. Moreover, they did so not only in the face of peasant resistance, but also
mounting pressure from the greater nobles and the urban bourgeoisie. Accordingly, there
seems to be some substance to the argument that the lesser knights in Swabia formed part of
the rump of a traditional order whose way of life was under threat. They were representatives
of a class that, further north, had largely disappeared or been more or less incorporated into
courtly society. However, if as seems likely, Swabia was the region that Elias had in mind
when  using  the  term  ‘backwater’,  this characterisation still remains problematic. On one
hand, if, by this term he meant a region that was somehow relatively immune from the
transformative processes gripping the surrounding territories it appears to be singularly
inappropriate. Far from being a backwater, it was in the eye of the transitional storm. If, on
the other hand, by backwater he meant a region where the knights struggled to maintain
relationships that, in large measure, had disappeared elsewhere, it bears more weight. On
these latter grounds and for sake of argument, let us assume that it is appropriate to see
Swabia as having been a backwater in this period. On this basis, it would seem pertinent to
ask: What led this region to become a backwater? What was it that was distinctive about its
figurational dynamics that gave rise to its relative insularity or, perhaps more accurately, its
resistance to processes that made more rapid headway elsewhere, in other regions of Western
Europe, including Germanic territories to the north? Were these differences of such a
magnitude as to undermine the claim that it is appropriate to view it as representative of an
earlier era? Even if the backwater argument had some credence, would it not boil down to
one of exceptionalism? As is no doubt apparent, I do not have the expertise in the regional
history of medieval Germany to answer these questions. However, posing them seems
preferable  to  the  alternative,  namely,  uncritically  embracing  the  ‘backwater-thesis’.  The  
reality is that, over an extended period, Swabia was a focal point for conflict, with the lesser
nobility being assailed from all sides. Faced with these multiple threats to their traditional
way of  life  Elias’s  claim  that  the  housebook drawings are expressive of knightly selfconfidence at its peak seems incongruous. The defeat of the revolt of Franconian knights led
by Franz  von  Sickinge  in  1523  meant  that  ‘the  power  of  the  nobility  as  a  body  independent  of  
the  princes’  [was  broken].  From  then  on  the  nobility  acted  only  in  the  service  and  under  the  
leadership  of  the  princes.  The  Peasant  War…  compelled  the  nobles  to  seek  the  direct or
indirect  protection  of  the  princes’  (Engels  1850:  445).
In  contrast  to  Elias’s  characterisation  of  ‘free’  knights,  Frederick  Engels  summarised  their  
plight in the following terms:
The lesser nobility, or knighthood, was fast moving towards extinction. Much of it
was already totally impoverished and lived in the service of the princes, holding
military or civil offices; another part of it was in the vassalage and under the sway of
the princes; and a small part was directly  subject  to  the  Emperor…  The  knights’  need  
for money considerably hastened their ruin. The luxury of their palaces, rivalry in the
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magnificence of tournaments and feasts, the price of armaments and horses — all
increased…  (1850:  403).

Thus, in brief, the lesser knights perceived themselves as being assailed on all sides. They
were fighting a rear-guard action for the survival of their way of life. Far from being in the
grip of nostalgia, their mood must have been one of fury, embitterment that what they saw as
their birth right was being undermined; destroyed. The immediacy of these threats makes
Engels  presentation  of  them  seem  far  more  plausible  than  Elias’s  claim  that,  at  this  time,  they  
arrogantly  bestrode  their  estates,  with  a  ‘matter-of fact sense  of  mastery’  and  a  ‘selfconfident,  patriarchal  contempt  of  others’  (2012:  204).  Confronted  by  the  erosion  of  their  
traditional  way  of  life,  Elias’s  depiction  of  the  knightly  order  in  this  period  as  being  imbued  
with a swaggering self-confidence would surely amount to little more than whistling in the
wind, quixotic defiance?
If members of a warrior class felt their way of life to be threatened, it is likely that they would
have reacted aggressively, and if, over time, they had felt their position was becoming
increasingly precarious the prevailing mood would have been likely to shift to one of
resentment and bitterness. Only when the sun had irrevocably set on their period of
supremacy; when they had reconciled themselves to the fact that their period of dominance
had passed, might these feelings have subsided and, perhaps, given way to nostalgia. Thus,
even if we were to accept  Elias’s  claim  that  the  housebook drawings spoke of the old knightly
order and did so on the assumption that the region in question was Swabia, his
characterisation of these warrior knights as masters of their own domain bears little relevance
to the challenges that confronted them and the anxieties that must surely have gripped them.
It should, however, be acknowledged that it is not unusual for groups who once enjoyed a
privileged position, one which encouraged them to view themselves as superior and to view
other beings as lesser mortals, to cling on to this positive self-image after the social
conditions which cultivated and buttressed it had undergone substantial erosion. This line of
argument seems to be consistent with the position taken by Elias in, for example The
Established and the Outsiders (1965)  and  ‘Group  Charisma  and  Group  Disgrace’  (See  
Goudsblom and Mennell 1998: 104-12). Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish between
these  two  phases,  between  the  one  where  a  group’s  self-confidence is part of a positive
feedback cycle in a supportive figuration and one, where the group members are, to all intents
and purposes, in denial; where their self-image is more the residue of a bygone age or, at
least,  one  in  terminal  decline.  In  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  Elias  opted  to  focus  on  
the former and ignore the latter. Or perhaps, more accurately, he strove to present the latter as
what he took to be the former. In summary, if the drawings offer an authentic window onto
the life-style  of  the  traditional  knightly  order,  one  that  has  ‘seldom’  been  bettered,  how  could  
they fail to convey the fact that this way of life was in extreme peril? How could they fail to
convey the bitterness and envy that must surely have convulsed the lesser members of this
noble order?
On one level, the presence of a large number of traditional knights may appear to offer
support for the Swabian backwater thesis. However, this very much depends upon accepting
Elias’s  related assertion that, while the housebook drawings come from a transitional period,
they also provide insights into an earlier period when traditional knights held sway.
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Regardless of the problematic way in which Elias interpreted knightly dispositions, the
presence of substantial numbers of traditional knights in this region may appear to add weight
to his argument. The problem is that while those Swabian knights that did not come under the
control  of  dukes  and  princes  did  maintain  some  of  the  characteristics  of  traditional  ‘free’  
knights,  the  notion  of  them  being  in  any  sense  ‘free’  could  only  have  been  the  product  of
perceptual delusion. It is a notion we should not embrace. Far from being free they were
constrained on all sides. If the higher nobility had no use for them, they sought to control
them. The patriciates and burgers were richer than these lesser knights and also their principal
creditors and, moreover, some members of these  rising  groups  had  ‘the  audacity’  to  regale  
themselves in the vestiges of knighthood. And, for its part, the peasantry resisted the
desperate attempts by knights to maintain their traditional rights. Under such conditions to
interpret the housebook drawings as conveying an image of traditional knights in their
arrogant pomp seems implausible. If the drawings actually offer reality-congruent insights
into the life-style and orientation of courtiers with a knightly lineage and, through them,
further insights into how so-called  ‘free’  knights  deported  themselves  in  an  earlier  period,  
they must surely have also captured the extent to which they feared their traditional way of
life to be gravely imperilled. If the drawings fail to capture these trepidations, this would
surely  undermine  the  claim  that  they  offer  a  ‘seldom’  bettered  window  onto  the  traditional  
knightly order.75
However,  the  whole  question  of  whether  Swabia  in  this  period  was  or  was  not  a  ‘backwater’  
may be beside the point because there is and, indeed, long has been, a body of opinion that
does not see the housebook as being a product of this region. The manuscript only came into
the possession of the Waldburg-Wolfegg family in the 17th century and, since its origins go
back another century or more, its most permanent resting place offers few clues as to its
actual region of origin. After all, as Waldburg acknowledges, Maximilian Willibald
employed agents to engage in a wide-ranging search for items to add to his collection
(1998:11). In addition to disputes over its provenance, there is a body of evidence that
suggests the housebook drawings do not feature courtiers with a traditional knightly lineage.
If this is the case, they cannot be said to offer insights into the habitus and orientation of old
‘free’  knights.  From  this  alternative  perspective,  it  is  more  appropriate  to  see  the  manuscript  
as a means by which a line descended from Misteriales or patriciates celebrated their
ascendancy, a rise based on their administrative skills or trading acumen or both, rather than
their warrior heritage. Their success enabled them to acquire many of the accoutrements of
the courtier/nobleman, acquisitions that, as far as lesser nobles in straitened circumstances
were concerned, would have been like red rags to a bull. The evidence favouring this
interpretation can only be assessed by returning to the housebook. For the moment, what can
be said is if the drawings in The chivalrous life gathering do depict a recently risen family of
this status they can hardly be said to offer insights into the life style of the traditional warrior
class, that is unless, of course, their aping of them was so uncannily accurate that these
drawings offer clues as to how this old order conducted itself. Needless to say, such a turn in
the argument would smack more of desperation than substance.76
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Section 16: The quest to identify the Master
When researchers have set about trying to trace the roots of the housebook, as might be
expected, the lines pursued tend to reflect their orientations and interests. Art historians have
dominated research into the origins of the housebook and they have tended to be more
interested in identifying the artist or artists in question, that is resolving the problem of
attribution. Since social historians have tended to be more interested in ascertaining what the
drawings have to tell us about the later Middle Ages, they have been rather more concerned
with identifying the patron and his region. With regard to the activities of art historians, there
seems to be a strong measure of agreement that at least some of the housebook drawings are
the work of the anonymous artist who is also known as the Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet.
Therefore,  regardless  of  the  fact  that  ‘purists’  have  been  inclined  to  attribute only a few of the
housebook drawings to this faceless man, others have been more inclusive. Nevertheless, the
merger of these two identities has been the overarching assumption informing the debate over
naming the Master and locating the hub of his artistic life. The quest to put a name to this
artist has led art historians to propose and promote a range of candidates and their efforts
have met with varying degrees of acceptance, scepticism or outright rejection. No
recognisable consensus has been reached.
In  this  context  it  must  suffice  to  outline  the  breadth  of  opinion  on  the  Master’s  identity  and  
the centre of his creative activities. Campbell Hutchinson provides a useful overview. As
noted earlier, she points out that in 1860, Ernest George Harzen  ‘was  the  first  to  attribute  the  
Wolfegg  drawings  and  the  Amsterdam  drypoints  to  the  same  artist’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  44).  He  
identified  the  artist  as  being  the  ‘Swabian  painter  of  the  late  fifteenth  century,  Bartolomaus  
Zeitblom’,  and  it  seems  others,  among them Waagen and Retberg, found this claim
persuasive, although the latter did not rule out the elder Holbein as another possible candidate
(Filedt Kok 1985: 45). In the same year, Passavant argued that the Amsterdam prints were
Flemish in origin and, moreover, that the artist was a member of the van Eyck school. This
thesis found favour with a number of German experts, among them Karl Woermann and
Alfred Woltmann (Filedt Kok 1985: 45). In 1886, Robert Vischer pressed the case for his
Rhenish Swabian roots  and  this  led  Max  Lehrs  to  propose  that,  ‘henceforth,  in  deference  to  
his  German  origins,  he  should  be  called  the  ‘Master  of  the  Housebook’  rather  than  the  
‘Master  of  the  Amsterdam  Cabinet’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  46). Wilhelm Lubke was of a similar
mind. In 1891 he identified the housebook as being of Swabian-Alemannic origin, more
specifically, from Kontanze (Filedt Kok 1985: 46). However, by way of variation, in 1898,
Max  Friedländer  argued  that  the  evidence  ‘firmly  established…  the  Master’s  presence  in  the  
middle  Rhine  region’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  47).  Boon  points  out  that  in  1932  Lehrs  expressed  
the  view  that  the  upper  Rhenish  origins  of  the  Housebook  Master  were  ‘problematic’  (Filedt  
Kok 1985: 21). Campbell Hutchinson notes that, in 1935 Solms-Laubach also disputed the
artist’s  links  with  the  upper  Rhine  (Fildet  Kok  1985:  51).  Boon  adds  that  this  man  went  on  to  
identify the Netherlandish painter, Erhard Reuwich of Utrecht, as the Master (Filedt Kok
1985: 19). This thesis was supported by Fedja Anzelewsky, but rejected by Thiems-Becker
(Filedt Kok 1985: 53). In 1953, Walter Hotzs nominated Nikolaus Nievergalt of Worms, of
the middle Rhine, as the prime candidate, a proposal that has been endorsed by Max Lehrs,
Fedja Anzelewsky, K. G. Boon and Peter Halm, but not it seems by the majority of the
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cognoscenti  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  53).  In  1958,  Alfred  Stange  argued  for  ‘the  artist’s  upper  
Rhenish  origins’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  49).  Boon  relates  that,  in  the  process,  Stange  went  so  far  
as to minimise the extent to which the Master had been influenced by art in the Netherlands
(Filedt  Kok  1985:18).  In  1970,  V.  M.  Strocka’s  nominated  Wolfgang  Peirer,  an  artist  hailing  
from Strasbourg who was active in the central upper Rhine. Consistent with this, CampbellHutchinson states that the:  ‘The  Master’s  activity…  is  traceable  today  in  the  area  of  western  
Germany  bordering  on  France…’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  59)  and  she  adds  that  the  Master  is  
known to have been active in Heidelberg and Mainz and also visited Cologne (Filedt Kok
1985: 60). The historian  Du  Boulay  is  unsure  about  the  Master’s  Netherlandish  roots.  He  is  
more  inclined  to  see  his  mature  work  as  being  more  characteristic  of  the  middle  Rhine  area’  
(1983: 17). For his part, Boon detects the influence of Utrecht art and plays down the
Swabian and Rhenish dimensions (Filedt Kok 1985: 21). The social historian, Peter Moraw,
is of the view that:
The period during which the Housebook Master was active represented an historical
watershed and his geographical location was no less a meeting point of several regions – as
far as we can tell his sphere of activity was largely confined to the middle Rhine and the
Franconian upper Rhine. He may also have been familiar with the Alemannic upper Rhine,
and with Alsace in particular, and even with Swabia as far as Augsburg, and with both
banks of the lower Rhine, but there is no reliable evidence of his presence in any but the
two middle Rhenish political centres, namely Mainz and Heidelberg. From there, he must
however have been in contact with the neighbouring bishopirics of Worms and Speyer and
with Frankfurt-on-Main,  then  the  economic  metropolis’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  79 ).

He continues:
If the Housebook Master, as seems likely, worked for a time at the Palatine court, he was,
in fact, serving the mightiest  dynasty  in  the  region…    State  officials  of  bourgeois  origin,  
some of whom may perhaps be recognised in the Housebook, cultivated noble manners or
even vied with the nobility. At the Heildelberg court, in particular, a small caste of
bourgeois, legally-trained  officials  close  to  the  nobility  and  enjoying  the  prince’s  favour  
first appeared in the late fifteenth century. Humanism, too, gained admission in about
1470….  It  may  well  be  that…  [this  influence  can  be  seen]  in  the  work  of  the  Housebook  
Master which  seems  less  ‘medieval’  than  the  rest,  for  instances  his  accurate  observation  of  
nature and his naturalistic representation of men, was a graphic expression of such
‘modern’  views  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  83-84).

More recently, in the context of the housebook’s  grand  tour  of  prestigious  museums  and  art  
galleries in the United States in 1998, a press release by the Frick Collection declared in
favour of the middle Rhine (Husband1999), as did Grace Glueck of the New York Times
(1999). Similarly, Waldburg is of the  view  that  ‘[t]he  Housebook  Master  was  presumably  
active  in  the  middle  Rhine  area’  (1998:  8).  Although  he  had  previously  argued  that  ‘[t]he  
language [of the housebook]  points  to  southern  Germany…[because it includes] a
surprisingly large number of Italian  words’  (1998:  16).    However,  Earl  A.  Powell  III,  director  
of  the  National  Gallery  of  Art,  is  of  the  view  that  the  Master’s  sphere  of  greatest  activity  was  
southern Germany (1998). Moraw ends his analysis on a cautionary note. He writes:
We would like to be more certain about it all but as long as our artist cannot be identified
and given a name of his own, we must content ourselves with fixing his position with the
help of a general system of historical co-ordinates (Filedt Kok 1985: 86).
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Such circumspection seems entirely appropriate. As Campbell Hutchinson observes:
After nearly two centuries of detective work, and more than a dozen hypothetical
identities,  several  missing  persons  of  the  fifteenth  century  have  been  located…  but  the  
creator of the Amsterdam  prints  remains  nearly  as  enigmatic  as  ever’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  
56).

Thus, the question of attribution continues to frustrate the best efforts of researchers to
identify the housebook artist/s. While in no way comprehensive, the hope is that the
foregoing account has been sufficient to provide a flavour of the convoluted nature of this
long-running debate. Yet, in so far as we can judge from his treatment of the housebook in
On the Process of Civilisation, Elias appears to have been oblivious to its existence. Or, if he
was aware of the longevity of this controversy, for reasons best known to himself, he chose
not to enlighten his readership. Those limiting their reading to his presentation alone could be
forgiven for assuming that the issues surrounding the origins of housebook and attribution of
the drawings had  been  resolved  to  everyone’s  satisfaction.  So much so that its provenance did
not even warrant a mention. And, this also seems to be the position taken by figurational
sociologists in general. It is one of complacent acceptance.
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Section 17: From Master to Patron
While  some  of  the  research  into  ‘the  Master’s  identity’  has  probably  been  more  fanciful  than  
rigorous and some of it has been informed by nationalistic preoccupations, in principle the
quest to put a name to this artist has, of course, been entirely legitimate. Moreover, had it
been successful, that is to say, if a reasonable level of evidenced-based consensus had been
achieved, this may have offered clues as to the identity of the original patron. Resolving the
questions  of  the  Master’s  identity  and  the  artistic  attribution  of  the  housebook  drawings  
would certainly be notable achievements. However, they would not necessarily offer any
pointers  as  to  the  hub  of  the  patron’s  courtly activities and the location of his estate. Making
this connection would have been and is dependent upon establishing the existence of a direct
relationship between the said artist or artists and the originating housebook patron and to date
no such link has been established. This absence of evidence does not prevent Waldburg from
assuming the existence of a direct relationship between the patron and the Master. For
example,  he  writes  ‘the fact that it was the Housebook Master he [the patron] gave the
commission  to’  (1998:  105.  Italics  added).  It  is,  however,  clear  that  such  an  assumption  is  
unwarranted.
I presented a series of abstract questions regarding the possible forms the relationship
between the artist/s and patron might have taken in Part 3: Section 9. One of the issues this
exercise was addressing was a tendency that seems to be implicit in the work of some
researchers,  namely,  the  tendency  to  tie  the  patron’s  whereabouts  to  the  coat-tails of the artist.
Such an assumption may be erroneous. But before we pursue this matter further, it is first
necessary to ask a leading question: How strong is the evidence encouraging the merger of
Master  of  the  Amsterdam  Cabinet  with  that  of  the  ‘artist’  responsible  for  some  of  the  
housebook drawings? To my, admittedly untutored, eye and notwithstanding the weight of
scholarly  opinion,  the  evidence  linking  the  hand  that  produced  the  Amsterdam  Cabinet’s  
engravings to even a minority of the housebook drawings falls some way short of
overwhelming. Like the exercise to reconstitute the housebook, the downward slope of
research aimed at establishing links between different works and identifying a particular artist
has something of the self-fulfilling prophecy about it because an entirely inconclusive
outcome is difficult to bear. Therefore, if links are discerned and a candidate is found, the
temptation to over-promote the findings can prove difficult to resist. The unpalatable
alternative is to reconcile oneself to failure. If the debate surrounding the attribution of the
housebook drawings points in any direction, it would seem to be towards the involvement of
a number of unknown artists, copyists and colourists. This possibility alone would seem to be
sufficient grounds for counselling caution when appraising the relationship between the
original patron and an unknown number of artists/copyists and the regional foci of their
respective lives. Yet such caution has not always been a prominent characteristic of the
debate. There seems to be ample scope for outsider scepticism. After all, it is not as if experts
in the field are in agreement on how many of the housebook drawings are attributable to this
Master. Moreover, recalling the competition that Eduard Flechsig, the editor of the periodical
Cicerone, set experts in 1910 (See Part 3: Section 12), is there any reason why we should
necessarily find their unanimity persuasive? I am open to persuasion, but for the time being I
remain to be convinced that any of the housebook drawings can irrefutably be shown to be
the work of the Cabinet Master? A recent report in The Observer would seem to testify to the
benefits of maintaining a healthy level of scepticism, even in the face of concerted expert
opinion. It relates specifically to the recent contribution that members of the medical
profession have made to the interpretation of paintings. The medics in question used the
analytical skills of their discipline, attributes that are not normally available to art historians
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or the average connoisseur. In this instance, Robin Mckie reports on a painting that hangs in
the National Gallery:
[A] painting by the 15th-century Italian artist Piero di Cosimo of a woman lying on her side
has been hung opposite Botticelli's Venus and Mars. The fame of the latter makes it a
significant attraction for visitors. Yet those who shuffle past Cosimo's canvas miss an
intriguing work, not just for its enigmatic content but for the unexpected way it shows how art
can be opened up through scientific scrutiny. The painting shows a young woman, halfclothed, lying on the ground as a satyr crouches over her corpse. According to the gallery's
guidebook, the work – A Satyr Mourning over a Nymph – depicts the death of Procris,
daughter of the king of Athens, who was accidentally killed by her husband Cephalus during a
deer hunt. Put "death of Procris" into Google and the search throws up countless versions of
Cosimo's painting. But Professor Michael Baum, one of Britain's leading cancer experts, and a
keen art critic, will have none of this. "This is not a depiction of the accidental death that Ovid
wrote about," he says. "It is a painting about a murder, and a very nasty one at that." Baum's
interpretation is based on artistic and medical sleuthing which he has been carrying out for the
past two decades. Every year he organises an artistic "ward round" for his students, one that
takes them through the rooms of the National Gallery in order to show them how medical and
scientific knowledge gives a new perspective to classical paintings – and to show how art can
provide new insights for a young doctor. "Dozens of papers have been written up, and
published in respected journals, by our students on subjects that range from syphilis to Paget's
disease of the skull as a result of the observations they have made in the gallery," says Baum.
"It's a great way to learn medicine and appreciate art." (The Observer: 2011).

By applying such means, specialists with different skills-sets have exposed the limitations of
long-standing interpretations made by members of the art establishment. I mention this in
order  to  make  the  point  that  there  are  many  instances  in  art  and  science  where  ‘outsiders’  
with different skills and experiences have challenged established views to great effect. For
example, in recent years, archaeology, palaeontology and ancient history have been
transformed by advances in carbon-dating and genetics. Colin Renfrew makes the point that
‘the  sort  of  prehistory  that  could  be  written  before  the  Second  World  War  had  its  limitations.  
It lacked the firm chronology that radiocarbon dating and other radiometric methods could
provide,  following  the  development  of  atomic  physics’  (2008:15).  Again,  the  use  of  DNA  to  
trace the migration and settlement patterns of different tribes in ancient history is predicated
on our expanding knowledge of the human genome. As Bryan Sykes has observed, such
developments  have  enabled  a  fresh  and  ‘entirely  independent’  light  to  be  shed  on  early  
human history (2006: 2). Likewise, it seems that medical insights can also provide a deeper
appreciation of some works of art. The application of such knowledge also follows on from
contributions that developments in x-ray technology and infra-red photography have made to
our understanding of art.77
We know that copying the work of more prominent artists and imitating their styles was
common practice in the Middle-Ages and it is generally acknowledged that the housebook
drawings vary in terms of their quality. It is, therefore, at least a possibility that these
differences in quality can be accounted for by variations in the skills of unknown artists and
artist-cum-copyists. It is transparently the case that two of these drawings—The artistes and
The obscene garden of love—did involve extensive, not to say slavish, copying from works
by Master E.S. I remain to be persuaded that the other drawings could not be the work of less
gifted creative artists schooled in studios where imitation was the principal mode of training.
The general point is that, given the widespread nature of such practices, the search for the
Master/patron link could be a red herring. That such misconceptions can arise and be given
the stamp of official approval is suggested by a recent report in The Guardian. It seems that
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research presented to a recent symposium at the National Gallery has claimed a painting in
the  Prado  which  ‘had  long  been  thought  to  be  one  of  dozens  of  surviving  replicas  of  
Leonardo’s  masterpiece,  made  in  the  16th and 17th centuries,  …  [is now thought to have been]
…  made  by  a  copyist  in  Leonardo’s  studio at precisely the same time he was painting the
original’  (Martin  Bailey:  2012).  Therefore,  given  the  surrounding uncertainty, could the
housebook patron have acquired the drawings by other, less direct, means? If convincing
evidence demonstrating that the Master and patron moved in the same circles cannot be
provided, it is as well to recognise that, while court venues, castles and estates have specific
locations, drawings are portable and can also be readily copied and styles imitated. Of course,
all the above scenarios amount to little more than idle speculation. They are, however, no
more  speculative  than  assuming  that  identifying  the  centre  of  the  Master’s  creative  life  kills  
two birds with one stone because, by implication, it also resolves the mystery  of  the  patron’s  
location.
Given the shakiness of such grounds, it may prove more productive to focus on the profile of
the patron and his regional base as research problems in their own right. From this standpoint,
the housebook drawings take centre-stage. Unfortunately, this, too, is not a pathway free of
impediments, a critical one being whether the images in the housebook are reasonably
accurate depictions of aspects of life at the time or whether they are largely the product of
artistic imagination. Waldburg seems to favour the latter interpretation. With reference to
Plate13: The bathhouse he  writes:  ‘As  in  the  representations  of  the  planets  and  their  children,  
what  is  apparently  true  to  life  is  the  vitality  of  a  fictitious  world…  In  their  imaginary world,
other  things  are  possible  than  in  reality,  including  some  incongruities’  (1998:45).  This  line  
also seems consistent with his allegorical interpretation of Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game,
together with his argument that Plate10: The army encampment ‘is  less  of  an  historical  view  
than a scheme for the best way to array  an  army  camp’  (1998:  93).  There is, of course, no
doubt that the gathering The planets and their children is fantasy-based. However, given our
present level of understanding, it has to be acknowledged that it is impossible to determine
whether the drawings in The chivalrous life gathering are more a work of the imagination or
an attempt to capture substantive dimensions of the life of the patron and his circle. If, for the
moment,  we  accept  Waldburg’s  interpretation,  one  implication  could  be  that  the  creators  of  
these  drawings  never  set  foot  on  the  patron’s  estate?  A  visit  to  his  estate  would  not  seem  to  
have been required in order to produce the drawings of The coronel joust, The tilt or The
obscene garden of love. And perhaps this may also be the case with the other drawings in this
gathering. But regardless of whether or not they were largely drawn in situ or were primarily
works of the imagination, the pictures in The chivalrous life folio appear to be a celebration
of  the  patron’s  life.  Waldburg  is  certainly  of  this  view.  He  writes:  ‘[t]he  Housebook’s  purpose  
and aim are the representation and glorification of  the  patron’  (1998:  105).    While  the  
housebook does not have the lavish character possessed by the many illuminated works
produced for the medieval kings and princes of Europe in this era, it probably shares with
them a common purpose, one pointed to by Janina Ramirez; namely, that such manuscripts
were a central means by which individuals whose position was not yet secure attempted to
confirm and legitimise their social standing (2012). If we take these celebratory and
legitimizing objectives to be the housebook’s  raison  d’etre, the patron may have felt that a
series of abstract depictions of life on a non-descript estate would not have been sufficient to
satisfy these ends. To fulfil them, it would be understandable if he felt the drawings needed to
capture cameos of his actual life. One aspect that could be seen as pointing in this direction is
that the same characters appear to feature in a number of the drawings, thereby creating the
impression that the patron, his family, his circle and life were intended to be their principal
foci. In the light of this, could it be that the artists received their fees, not for producing, albeit
imaginative, artistic platitudes about life on an estate, but rather creating drawings that
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depicted  life  on  the  patron’s  estate which enabled him to register and celebrate his
ascendency?
While there is little to be gained in speculating about the contents of the missing gatherings, it
would  be  surprizing  if  the  patron’s  crowning  glory,  his  castle,  did  not  feature  in  one  of  them.
If it did and had these drawings still been available to us, they may have helped to clarify our
appreciation of the imaginary/reality balance. By its structure it may also have offered some
clues as to the extent to which the region in question was characterised  by  ‘private  warfare’  in  
this period. However, all that can be said in this regard is that most of the featured buildings
in The chivalrous life drawings seem to lack any kind of effective fortification. One only has
to glance at The Bathhouse or the building featured In pursuit of lesser game to appreciate
their vulnerability to attack. While Elias characterised The water-surrounded castle as a
‘fortified  house’,  to  my  eyes  it  would  succumb  to  an  attack  by  ‘the  big,  bad  wolf’.  The  castle  
standing in the background of Plate 3: The noble hunt looks more secure, although the church
in its shadow seems to be rather exposed. Waldburg would no doubt argue that their very
vulnerability supports his emphasis on the fictitious dimension of the drawings. However,
another possibility is that the relaxed ambiance of the above four plates could be taken to
suggest  that  the  patron’s  estate  was  located  in  a  region  where  the  emperor’s  Landfriede rite
ran more effectively.
Nevertheless, while acknowledging that the fantasy/reality content balance of The chivalrous
life gathering remains unresolved, let us proceed by trying to identify those aspects of the
pictures that seem to have a firmer basis in the life of the patron and his era.78 The insights
provided by these drawings can be said to fall broadly into two categories. Firstly, there are
those that may be characterised as intrinsic to the drawings, such as the structure of buildings;
the clothing fashions of the different social groups; the hierarchy of the estate; the tasks
involved in the daily round and leisure activities. Of course, even though the drawings
comprising The planets and their children gathering are cast in a fantasy-laden framework,
they, too, offer insights of this kind. I will, however, leave this general aspect of the surviving
drawings to those more qualified to interpret them. In any case, it seems more marginal to the
issues being explored in this monograph. Secondly, there are those elements that involve a
greater element of speculation and, as such, retain a higher degree of uncertainty, such as the
profile of the patron, the location of his rural estate and its prevailing ambience. While the
search for the specific identity of the patron seems to have hit a dead-end,79 the scarcity of
evidence relating to his interests and attributes has not inhibited Waldburg. Notwithstanding
the emphasis he places on the fantasy element, he is still persuaded that the contents offer
substantive clues as to the patron’s  character  and  interests.  Accordingly,  he  holds  that  the  
patron must have had an interest in intellectual matters. His confidence in his interpretative
powers grows to a point where he feels able to claim:
[T]o say the least, he [the patron] was neither a munitions master nor a miner, but
someone with a sense for the complex relationships which lend books their own cosmos in
the good old traditional manner. He was more at home in the world of the doctor and
humanist Hartmann Schedel than the artillery master Philipp Mönch. He was an educated
man who took the time and trouble to assemble materials for the book (1998: 105).

Du Boulay expresses himself in a similarly confident manner. He writes:
The first owner was probably a well-to-do townsman of a Rhinish city, technically minded,
interested in warfare (he took part in the siege of Neuss), and accustomed to a conventional
family life in which the father looked up to the emperor, taught his grown-up sons how to
behave, viewed with cynicism the marriage of partners of very disparate ages for the sake
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of money, and enjoyed the entertainments of hunting, fishing, mild gambling and the antics
of jugglers (1983: 16).

Both these summations have to rest solely on the surviving contents of the housebook and
would make no sense whatsoever if they were not based on the assumption that the patron
played a hands-on part in its compilation. Aside from references to the contents of the
manuscript, the detailed references to his character would be more persuasive had they been
supported by solid evidence. As they stand, they appear to be little more than flights of fancy.
In  the  absence  of  evidence  relating  to  the  patron’s  individual  identity,  it  seems  only  realistic  
to lower our sights and focus on possible clues as to his broader profile and social standing.
The first clues are the coats of arms that, on the basis of the restoration, appear at the
beginning of the manuscript and at the start of the more technical section. As Prestwich
observes,  ‘[c]oats of arms are extremely important. They are not just a method of
identification;;  they  carry  with  them  messages  about  a  man’s  lineage  and  his  connections  in  
society’  (2010:  31).  Since  we  are  primarily  interested  in  building  a  profile  of  the  originating  
patron, it seems more likely that the first coat of arms is the most direct link to him (see
Supplementary Plate 11). It is surmounted by a helmet known as a Stechelm. Filedt Kok
writes:  ‘In  heraldry  a  Stechelm is found particularly in the arms of burgher families, who had
begun to organize their tournaments by the mid-fifteenth  century’  (1985:  180).  It  seems  that:  
‘This  is  a  type  of  helmet  that  was  used  for  jousting  and  it  customarily  appears  on  the  heraldry  
of commoners’  (Waldburg  1998:  13).  For  example,  it  is  worn  by  the  combatants  in  Plate 8,
featuring  the  coronel  joust.  Waldburg  points  out  that  this  helmet  offered  ‘minimal  area  for  
attack,  but…  [it restricted] vision considerably. It could only be used for this  joust’  (1998:  
54). This form of tournament was predominantly non-lethal and more sports-like. Therefore,
the Stechelm tended to be most strongly associated with men who are not the progeny of a
traditional knightly lineage. They are more likely to have achieved their courtly status by dent
of their wealth and/or administrative acumen, by their proven usefulness to members of the
higher nobility. Such men found degrees of acceptance in court circles.
Another  less  specific  indication  of  the  owner’s  identity may come from the number of times
the drawings depict a prominent figure wearing a white sash over his left shoulder. It displays
the emblem of the Order of the Jug or Northern Pitcher, namely, an embroidered golden vase
of lilies. This was a secular order dedicated to the Virgin Mary. It was founded by Ferdinand
I who, at the time, was heir to the throne of Aragon. The Order of the Jug fell into disuse with
the unification of Spain under the Hapsburgs. It was, however, revived in the 1470s by
Frederick III,  the  Holy  Roman  Emperor.  It  seems  that  the  Order  ‘was  granted  to  many  people  
from  both  the  upper  and  lower  aristocracy  and  to  patricians…  [Frederick  III]  wore  the  Order  
of  the  Jug  himself’  (1998:  73).  A figure wearing the sash appears in six of The chivalrous life
drawings and also in Plate 6: The mining panorama and, arguably in Plate7, the smelting
scene. Waldburg  suggests  that  the  presence  of  a  ‘Knight  of  the  Jug  [as  indicated  by  the  sash  
in the housebook drawings] may serve to emphasize a courtly element. It is more likely that
his presence is a personal reference to the patron, who was conceivably a member of the
order  himself’  (1998:  73).  It  may  also  be  that  the  appearance  of  this  figure  in  a  number  of  the
drawings indicates his guiding influence on the housebook or, at least, the presiding presence
of  someone  who’s  sense  of  self-importance and wishes had to be acknowledged and
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accommodated.80 What does not seem to have been mentioned by any of the commentators is
the apparently fluctuating age of the wearer of the sash. In Plate 8: The coronel joust he
seems to have a more stooped appearance conveying the impression of an older man. This is
particularly the case when compared with the youthful figure in Plate 3: The noble hunt. In
fact, this younger figure seems to have more in common with sash-wearer’s  riding  
companion in The coronel joust. However, it must be confessed, I am by no means sure of the
direction in which this observation leads us. Perhaps these drawings depict father and son
and, if this is the case, it may be indicative of inter-generational patrons. Needless to say, this
amounts to nothing more than a highly tentative suggestion. As far inter-generational bearers
of the Order of the Jug are concerned,  Moxey  notes  that:  ‘Not  only  did  the  bourgeoisie  own  
large landholdings, including castles, but their habits and dress coincided with those of the
hereditary nobility. Like the latter they could inherit,  earn  and  buy  titles  without  impediment’  
(Filedt Kok 1985:78. Italics added).
If we now turn to the ambience of The Chivalrous life drawings we find ourselves once again
embroiled in the unresolvable question regarding the extent to which the depictions of the
patron’s  estate  are  more  fantasy  or  reality based? Nevertheless, while acknowledging its
speculative nature, let us assume that most of these drawings amount to a more or less
concrete celebration of the ascent of the patron and, in particular, life on his estate. On this
basis, in what region  of  Germany  might  the  patron’s  estate  have  been  located?  Judging  by  the  
seemingly tranquil, not to say idyllic, setting of some of the drawings and carefree life-style
of the featured characters, his residence would seem to have been in an area that was
relatively free of marauding knights and a turbulent peasantry.
There is no doubt that Elias believed the housebook drawings depict a region where the
knightly order prevailed unchallenged and their view of the world held sway. For example, he
wrote:
Here [presumably in Swabia] the peasant is neither pitiable nor a representative of virtue.
Nor is he a representative of ugly vice. He is simply miserable and somewhat ridiculous,
exactly as the knight sees him. The world revolves around the knight. Hungry dogs,
begging women, rotting horses, servants crouching against the ramparts, villages in flames,
peasants being plundered and killed — all this is as much a part of the landscape of these
people as are tournaments and hunts. So God made the world: some are rulers, the others
bondsmen. There is nothing embarrassing about all this. (2012: 205. Italics added).

The question is can this be taken as an accurate characterization of greater Germany in this
period, let alone Swabia? As  Du  Boulay  argues  ‘[p]rivate  warfare  made  the  [German]  
countryside  more  continuously  dangerous  than  it  was  in  England’  (1983:  160).  That  having  
been said, private warfare appears to have been particularly prevalent in Swabia. Would the
Swabia of this period have been a region in which a high-flying patrician could flaunt his
wealth and courtier pretentions? Is it likely that he and his circle would have felt free to
cavort around the countryside at a time when it was riven with conflict, an increasingly
rebellious peasantry to contend with and embittered robber-knights on the prowl? Clearly,
some of the imperial cities of Swabia were prosperous enough to produce men of sufficient
wealth to own castles and estates. However, given the fraught and unpredictable nature of
relationships between the lesser nobility and the prosperous burgers in this region, it cannot
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lightly be assumed that someone with an administrative or commercial pedigree and
knightly/courtly pretensions would have felt safe engaging in carefree hunting and spending
time in buildings that appear to offer little protection from external threat. He and his family
would have been sitting targets for impoverished knights, men who would not think twice
about a spot of plunder with the bonus of exacting revenge on those they regarded as social
upstarts. Fritz Rörig offers a flavour of this antagonism:
From the late fourteenth century the relationship of the [urban] upper middle class to the
nobility began to shift, as the latter continued to decline in military importance, but at the
same time as its self-consciousness of itself as a class increased. The nobility began to
recognise the urban patriciate as members of an admittedly higher rank, but one
nevertheless that was still properly townsman, and thus fundamentally lower-born. With
remarkable arrogance it maintained that the only difference between the townsman and the
peasant was that the former were ensconced within the city wall. The actual circumstances
were certainly very little affected by  evaluations  of  such  a  nature;;  …  It  was  a  direct  
product  of  these  tendencies  that  towards  the  end  of  the  fifteenth  century  the  nobles’  
associations of South Germany expressly deny the right of the urban patriciate to
participate in tournaments. (1967: 125).

In the light of these circumstances, it might be thought more likely that the patron resided in
one of the less conflict-ridden,  more  ‘modern  regions’,  as  Moraw  terms  them,  such  as  the  
middle or the Franconian upper Rhine, where ascending members of the bourgeoisie with
courtly pretensions had achieved a higher degree of acceptance (Filedt Kok 1985: 79). With
regard  to  the  location  of  the  patron’s  castle  and  estate  Campbell  Hutchinson  ventures  down  
another possible track. She finds:
Lanckoronska’s  identification  of  the  coat  of  arms  forming  the  frontispiece  on  
the manuscript as that of the castellan of the Schalksburg, a knight of the
Ergenzingen family known as Ast (bough), seems convincing. This castle, an
ancient Hohenzollern fortress, had come into the possession of the counts of
Württemberg by the fifteenth century — a fact of interest in view of the
depiction of Count Eberhard im Bart at the siege of Neuss — and had been
rebuilt  in  1467…  its  remote  location  at  the  highest  peak  of  the Swabian Alps
(near Ballingen) would account for the emphasis upon military science as
well as for the lack of reference to agricultural estate management. This
remoteness would militate against an extended personal association between
the Büchsenmeister and the maker of the drypoints, whose activities were
centered in the Rhine valley far to the west (Filedt Kok 1985: 220-21).

In terms of the present exercise, it would be inconsistent not to recognise that speculation can
prove stimulating. However, in this context, Campbell Hutchinson does not seem to take into
account the presence of the Stechelm on the introductory coat of arms. Nor, when folios are
missing, can one assume the absence of any references to estate management. As argued
earlier, if The chivalrous life gathering  was  intended  as  a  celebration  of  the  patron’s  life  and  
life-style, is there not a possibility that the crowning glory of his rise, his castle, would have
been the focus of one of the missing folios? It seems strange that a manuscript widely known
as The Medieval Housebook would not have originally featured the residence in question, but
perhaps even stranger is the fact that those commentators who have fulsomely embraced this
title do not seem to have raised this as at least a possibility. Of course, whatever interpretation
one holds to be the most persuasive, one must surely concede that many imponderables
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remain. However, it is sufficient for present purposes to put forward other plausible
interpretations of the provenance of the patron and the subject-matter of the drawings to
render any argument that rests on certainty look vulnerable and exposed. This is my heuristic
justification  for  putting  to  one  side  Waldburg’s  view  that  the  drawings  are  primarily  fantasybased  and  for  working  on  the  assumption  that  they  capture  aspects  of  the  patron’s  life  and  
circumstances.
Another, perhaps neglected, indicator of the social standing of the patron is the humour
present in the drawings. In particular, I would argue that the humour has been surreptitiously
introduced into at least one of the drawings that points clearly in the direction of the patron
being a member of a recently risen class. The drawing in question is Plate 3: The noble hunt
and, in this case, the artist appears to be covertly ridiculing such men and their
knightly/courtly pretensions. In my view, this drawing is of sufficient significance to deserve
examination in its own right and, therefore, I will postpone a more extensive assessment of it
until Part 5: Section 19. For the time being it must suffice to say that artists of this period
who employed ridicule seem to fall into two broad groups. Firstly, there were those who
identified with the nobility. They not only ridiculed parvenu groups, but also poured scorn on
the peasantry, characterising them as imbecilic and moronic. Indeed, they often used the
imagery of the latter as a means of humbling the former. This art form was overt and often
appeared in the form of satirical shields (see Supplementary Plates 12 and 13. For more
examples, see Filedt Kok 1985: 72, 178-87 and 210). After all, there was less risk attached to
it, expressing as it did the prejudices of sections of the hereditary nobility. Secondly, there
were also artists who targeted the pretensions of newly risen groups. For example, Master
E.S. appears to have been an artist who was prepared to ridicule openly the airs and graces of
the court, including those who aspired to join these circles. Some artists of this persuasion did
not denigrate them by means of association with the peasantry. Rather, they cast peasants as
perpetrators of the joke. It is not clear how numerous they were or where this second group of
artists stood in relation to the greater and lesser nobility, although their higher regard for the
peasantry perhaps offers a clue as to where their affiliations lay. The fact that the humour
they injected into their art seems to have been more covert, suggests that identification with
the peasantry would have been interpreted as more subversive and, therefore, incurred greater
personal risk. Given that art in this period was servicing the demands of a wealthy minority
of the population, I can only imagine that when an artist engaged in this form of subversion,
the resultant pleasure was private or, perhaps, for sharing with other, like-minded artists,
taking the  patron’s  money  and,  at  the  same  time,  secretly  despising  him.  
In so far as it points in any direction, the evidence would seem to suggest that the patron of
the housebook was someone who had risen from patrician or Ministerialis stock. While the
Stechelm on the coat of arms and the Order of the Jug may not be seen as sufficiently strong
evidence on their own, taken together they seem more persuasive. And, as I hope to
demonstrate in Part 5: Section 19, the humour present in some of the drawings would be out
of place had it not been targeting an arriviste patron and his inner-circle. Therefore, the
limited evidence available suggests that the patron was not a member of the hereditary
nobility, but rather a thriving member of the bourgeoisie who has achieved a level of
acceptance in court circles, presumably in return for services rendered—monetary or
administrative or perhaps both. Had he been a member of the traditional nobility, it seems
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unlikely that the introductory coat of arms would have been adorned with a symbol strongly
associated with a parvenu group—the Stechelm. On this basis, he appeared to be flagging-up,
not only his present status, but also, perhaps inadvertently, telling us something about his
social origins. Given the achievements of such men, it is likely that, on one level at least, they
were not short of self-confidence even if when in courtly circles they kept its expression
under wraps. It seems safe to assume that their rise was not only due to their personal
resources, but also their skill at recognising, submitting to the prevailing order and mastering
the nuances of court etiquette and its status hierarchy. It is likely that such accommodations
and the subordination they entailed would not have been seen as burdensome, but rather, as a
significant measure of their achievements to date, of how far they had come. Therefore, given
their social trajectory, it is likely they viewed the future with a considerable degree of
optimism. Such men would have had nothing to be nostalgic about. On the contrary, the
extent to which they had managed to achieve acceptance in court society would surely have
been indicative of the strength of their determination and success in distancing themselves
from their relatively humble origins. Thus, the absence of signs of nostalgia in the drawings
may be accounted for by the likelihood that they were commissioned by a member of a class
on the rise, and this broader process comingled with the decline of the traditional knight. It
is, therefore, possible to make a case for the patron being a wealthy man; well-established
and well-connected in court, perhaps even in royal court circles, sufficiently well-connected
to be awarded the Order of the Jug by Frederick III. Indeed, he may have been sufficiently
valued to be granted the right to pass the Order down his line. The circles in which such men
moved and company they kept encouraged them to adopt the fashion and the airs and graces
of those they served. Moreover, their standing and wealth enabled them to acquire the
accoutrements and paraphernalia of the courtier, including the infra-structural elements—
castles and estates and the wherewithal to run them. It hardly seems productive to speculate
on whether the lost foliations may have contained illustrations of the patron in a court setting.
However, if they did, it is likely that an accurate depiction of his life at court would have
placed him in something of a quandary. Instructing an artist to pursue these themes would
have involved treading the delicate line between the vaunted-status he enjoyed when at home
on his estate, in contrast to the relatively subordinate position assigned to him in the more
illustrious company of the court, where he had to be acutely aware of the pecking order.
While he may have reigned supreme on his estate, there would have been no concealing his
more subordinate status in the court hierarchy. It seems likely that commissioning the
housebook and the initial foliations, in large measure, amounted to an exercise in selfaggrandizement. Yet, as tends to be the way with those who seek to distance themselves from
their original reference group and identify with a higher-status one, his pride in what he had
achieved may also have been tinged with lingering elements of insecurity. In other words,
consistent  with  Janina  Ramirez’s  earlier  cited  remarks,  the  housebook could be expressive of
a familiar amalgam—a  means  of  celebrating  the  patron’s  achievements  and,  at  the  same  time,
indicative of the insecurity that tends to accompany such a rise. The desire of such men on
the rise to distance themselves from their urban past had been aptly captured by Rörig. He
writes:

112
Many a member of rich patrician families in the smaller southwest German towns moved
as early as the fifteenth century into a castle probably built at great cost. The family arms
were, wherever possible, improved in the knightly manner and the identity of merchant
renounced  forever’  (1967:  127).  [He  continued  that for] the descendants of successful
merchants  …  the  possession  of  urban  property,  later  of  rural  estates,  and  eventually  the  
possession of areas of legal jurisdiction and castles appeared more important than
application to commerce which had been the foundation of the whole thing; then one can
observe again and again how the patricate has become alienated from municipal life and
municipal solidity. The new goal to be striven after became the alien, knightly-noble way
of  life…’  (1967:  126).

Yet it seems:
The more zealously they affected externals — coats of arms, seals and so forth — the more
scorn and rejection was poured on them by the nobility. Any connection with trade and
living in the town were proclaimed to be irreconcilable with nobility in the later Middle
Ages;;  …  songs  like  this  were  sung  about  the  patricians  who  affected  nobility  —
His seal is polished, very great
And of a formidable weight;
His rank comes not from his family,
But India across the sea;
Cash for the way of life he apes
Is drawn from  negro  boys,  and  grapes’  (1967:  126).

While there is no denying the presence of a speculative element, the hope is that, in
constructing, this social profile I have kept literary and artistic license in check and stayed
within the broad contours of the evidence, thereby, avoiding inventing personalising touches
in the mode of Waldburg and Du Boulay. The initial coat of arms and seemingly being
awarded the Order of the Jug constitute tantalising, yet ultimately frustrating pointers as to
the  patron’s  personal identity. However, they do seem to offer clues as to his social origins
and standing. Moreover, it will be argued in Part 5: Section 19 that the humour present in
some of the housebook drawings adds weight to the parvenu thesis. That having been said, it
must still be conceded that our knowledge of the ownership and initial oversight of the
housebook is sketchy to say the least and, I suspect, will remain so.
There  are  a  limited  number  of  possible  justifications  that  may  help  to  explain  Elias’s  total
neglect  of  the  patron  and,  therefore,  his  neglect  of  the  patron’s  relationship  with  ‘the  artist’.  If  
this issue could be put to him, he might claim that, self-evidently, the aims and objectives of
the artist were the same as those of the patron. Or, he might argue that it is clear that the
patron was happy to grant artistic autonomy to the artist. The only other possibility that
springs to mind is the unlikely scenario that the artist was sufficiently dominant in the
relationship to be able to impose his views on the patron. The problem is that there is not one
scintilla of evidence to support any  of  these  contentions.  Elias’s  failure  to  even  acknowledge  
the existence of the patron is a serious omission and the only explanation that seems to make
sense relates to the importance he attached to his assumption that the housebook drawings
convey the fact the artist had a great affinity with the knightly class. Had he acknowledged
the existence of a patron it would have greatly complicated his interpretation of the drawings
in ways that are likely to have been unwelcome, partly because they would have been
unfathomable and, partly, because he was in search of certainty. Therefore, if the existence of
a patron occurred to him on any level, such thoughts must have been quickly dismissed
because of their disruptive impact on the otherwise unerring trajectory of his thesis. Elias was
fully cognisant of the fact that a member of the bourgeoisie could have risen so far. Of this
transitional period, he wrote:
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[It was a] phase in which the old nobility of feudal knights was still in decline, while the
new aristocracy of the absolutist courts was still in the process of formation. This situation
gave, among others, the representatives of a small, secular-bourgeois intellectual class of
humanists…  an  opportunity  to  rise  in  social  station,  to  gain  renown  and  authority…  (2012:  
81).

It is, however, clear that this appreciation made no discernible impact on his interpretation of
the housebook.
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Section 18: In search of Elias’s  benchmarks
Perhaps  one  of  the  most  significant  statements  in  Elias’s  case  study  occurs  when  he  declared  
that  the  housebook  pictures  ‘give,  on  the  whole,  a  very  good  idea  of  the  social  space  of  a  
knight, of how he filled his days, of what he saw around him and how he saw it (2012: 200)’.    
In fact the adequacy of his analysis rests on the substance of the claim that the pictures
provide an authentic, reality-congruent window onto the life and times of the knight when at
his most dominant. Elias also wrote that:
[T]he image of the knight in general, became clouded in obscurity quite soon after what is
called  their  “decline”.  Whether  the  medieval  warrior  came  to  be  seen  as  the  “noble  knight”  
(only the grand, beautiful, adventurous and moving aspects of his life being remembered)
or  as  the  “feudal  lord”,  the  oppressor  of  peasants  (only  the  savage,  cruel,  barbaric  aspects  
of his life being emphasised), the simple picture of the actual life of this class is usually
distorted by values and nostalgia from the period of the observer (2012: 199. Italics added).

If,  indeed,  ‘the  image  of  the  knight  in  general,  became  ‘clouded  in  obscurity’  and  ‘distorted  
by  values’,  how  was  Elias  able  to  deduce  and  claim  with  such  authority  that  the  housebook  
drawings provide an authentic insight into the life of the traditional knight? How was he able
to penetrate and disperse the engulfing cloud? What are the sources that enabled him to
achieve this level of insight? The reality is that he could only have confirmed the artist’s  
familiarity with the knight’s  lifestyle  if  he  already had a privileged view of this culture. In
other words, Elias could only have assessed the extent to which the housebook drawings
illuminated our understanding of the life of knights on the basis of his pre-formed image.
What is clear is that the means by which he confirmed the reality-congruence of these
pictures cannot have come from the pictures themselves. Such an argument would have
involved a vacuous degree of circularity. Therefore, the credibility of his judgement must rest
on external sources that are reliable. While, of course, he does name the sources he drew
upon in other parts of The Civilizing Process,  the  problem  is,  in  the  context  of  ‘Scenes  from  
the  Life  of  a  Knight’  he  chose  not  to  share this information with the reader. How then can we
identify the extraneous sources that were used to confirm the extent to which the drawings
were fit for the purpose to which Elias put them? Of relevance here is the fact that he had
already observed that most of the chronicles of the period were unreliable because they
amounted to little more than celebrations or denigrations of warrior knights (2012: 199). This
means that there was all the more reason to specify the less contaminated primary sources
that constituted his benchmark texts. In contrast, to the majority of value-laden chronicles, the
housebook is presented as being one of the few sources that remains free of such problems.
As  he  wrote:  ‘Seldom  has  the  matter-of-fact  sense  of  mastery  of  this  [the  knightly]  class…  
been so vividly conveyed as in these  drawings’  (2012:  204).    While  his  employment  of  the  
terms  ‘few’  and  ‘seldom’  offer  tantalizing  hints  as  to  the  existence  of  other  primary
documents of not dissimilar quality, he could only have known this if he had been familiar
with them. This, of course, only makes the composition of his benchmarks all the more
intriguing.
One may argue that Elias referred to many sources in the course of developing his broader
thesis. However, given the claims made regarding the illuminating properties of the
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housebook, citing at least the main primary sources that were held to underpin them would
seem to be a reasonable requirement. In this regard, one should bear in mind that Elias
sanctioned  the  publication  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  on  a  stand-alone basis, with
only a short preface for purposes of contextualisation.
What qualities did these un-named  ‘additional  primary sources’  possess  that  enabled  Elias  to  
use them as a seemingly unimpeachable means of corroboration? Whatever these sources
may have been, unlike the housebook, they must surely have originated in the period that was
Elias’s  immediate  focus  of  attention.  One  can  hardly  play  the  ‘backwater’  card  twice  and  
expect to retain credibility. The only other relevant source Elias drew upon when developing
his  interpretation  of  the  drawings  in  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  is  when  he  cites  
snippets from some of the sermons by Berthold von Regensburg (1220-1272). Elias was
specifically concerned in this context with Regensburg’s  justification of the prevailing order
of dominance and subordination and, to this end, he cited the following passages:
‘Who  would  plough  our  fields  for  us  if  you  were  all  lords’…  And  elsewhere  he  says  even  
more  clearly:  ‘I  shall  tell  you  Christian  folk  how  Almighty God has ordered Christendom,
dividing it into ten kinds of people, and what kinds of service the lower owe the higher as
their  rulers…  The  first  three  are  the  highest  and  most  exalted  whom  Almighty  God  himself  
chose and ordained, so that the other seven should  all  be  subject  to  them  and  serve  them’  
[Elias adds] The same attitude to life is still found in these [the housebook] pictures from
the fifteenth century (cited 2012: 202).

Bertold was a thirteenth century figure; a German, Franciscan preacher who died more than
two centuries before the appearance of the housebook and this seems to have been the era that
was  Elias’s  immediate  concern.  Notwithstanding  the  time-gap, he felt able to argue that the
approach  to  life  in  Bertold’s era is also detectable in the housebook drawings. Given the two
centuries separating these two sources, this is an audacious claim and not one that should be
taken lightly. It may be that such continuities were maintained over this extended period.
However, to make such an assumption is hardly in keeping with the central thrust of the
civilizing thesis, linking, as it does, psychogenetic and socio-genetic processes. After all, the
era of the housebook was one in which the emergence of a distinctively different courtier
figuration was well underway. Nevertheless, it should be recognised that Elias did, at least,
exhibit some geographical consistency since the likelihood is that he believed the housebook
to be of Swabian origin and Regensburg, too, was located in this region.81 One way in which
Elias could have sought retrospectively to explain this discrepancy would have been to have
recourse to a concept he developed in the context of Part 3 of The Society of Individuals.82
The  concept  in  question  is  the  ‘drag  effect’.  He  presented  it  as  encapsulating:
[A] habitus problem of a peculiar kind [and continued]. In studying social development
processes we repeatedly come across a constellation in which the dynamic of unplanned
social processes is tending to advance beyond a given stage towards another, which may be
higher or lower, while the people affected by this change cling to the earlier stage in their
personality structure, their social habitus. It depends entirely on the relative strength of the
social shift and the deep-rootedness and therefore the resistance of the social habitus
whether — and how quickly — the dynamic of the unplanned social process brings about a
more or less radical restructuring of this habitus, or whether the social habitus of
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individuals successfully opposes the social dynamic, either by slowing it down or blocking
it entirely (2001b: 211).

Elias  not  only  applied  this  concept  to  individuals  caught,  as  it  were,  in  a  ‘time-warp’,  but  also  
to groups. One example he gives is that of the Indian tribes after European migrants had
achieved dominance in North America. He characterised their retention of their tribal
organization  as  being  like  ‘a  semi-petrified formation, like fossils amid the developing
American  state  society’  (2001b:  212).  Later  he  wrote  that:  ‘The  dominant  pressure  urging  
people towards state integration now usually leaves the pre-state units, e.g., only the choice
between preserving their identity as a kind of museum piece, a stagnant backwater on the
periphery of a rapidly developing humanity or renouncing a part of their identity and,
therefore,  the  traditional  habitus  of  their  members’  (2001b:  214.  Italics  added).  He  
elaborated:
The problem concerns the fixation of individual feeling and behaviour on a human
association with important survival functions, even after this association has given up a
good part of its functions to a higher level of integration. Seen as a purely intellectual
problem,  the  absorption  of  one’s  own  we-group into a we-group of a higher order appears
merely as a devaluation of something highly prized. One might say that that is what it is.
But it is far more than a devaluation. As long as no feelings of personal identity, no wefeelings are associated with the higher-order unit, the fading or disappearance of the lowerorder we-group appears in reality as a kind of death threat, a collective destruction and
certainly a loss of meaning to the highest degree. If resistance to integration at a higher
level is presented as primarily a problem of thought, an intellectual problem, it can never
be  properly  understood’  (2001b:  225).

In  the  context  of  this  monograph,  Elias’s  use  of  the  phrase  ‘stagnant  backwater’  is  at  least  
noteworthy. However, a more important point to make is that he could have drawn upon this
concept  of  the  ‘drag  effect’,  albeit  in  retrospect,  in  order  to  justify  using  Regensburg’s  
sermons as a source. The trouble is that this line of argument would have created a different
problem. If knights in this regional context were to be depicted as victims/carriers of the drag
effect, the insights that Elias claimed to derive from their life-style from the housebook
drawings could hardly have been indicative of them in their pomp when they bestrode their
domains with arrogant self-confidence. Or at least, if he had sought to maintain this claim, he
would have been under pressure to add the rider that this demeanour was a form of denial, an
illusion. However, the fact remains that at no point did Elias suggest or imply the writings of
Regensburg constituted the means by which he was able to affirm the reality-congruence of
the housebook drawings. This is just as well because a single source could hardly have borne
the weight that would have been placed upon it. Therefore, we are compelled to return to the
original question. If his mysterious benchmark sources do contain evidence of such reliable
quality that they can be used to confirm the authenticity of the impressions Elias conjured
from the housebook drawings, why are they not named? Moreover, since they would surely
have  had  more  temporal  relevance  to  Elias’s  period  of  concern,  why  did  he  not  build  his  case  
on them rather than a manuscript from a more distant era? In the event, he opted to present
the housebook pictures as his lynchpin and, in the absence of any benchmark references, this
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decision has left the impression that his argument and the claimed reality-congruence of the
insights derived from the housebook rest on a tautology.
How,  then,  are  we  to  account  for  Elias’s  failure  to  cite  the  sources  that  sustain  his  claim  that  
this set of drawings are both object-adequate and, notwithstanding the temporal discrepancy,
relevant to the era that was his immediate concern? It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that,
other than vague impressions, in this instance he was not in fact dependent on other primary
sources. Their absence was of no great consequence to him because he was so strongly
predisposed to see the housebook pictures as fitting seamlessly into his preformed
interpretation of the dynamics of the central human figurations that characterised the period.
In other words, his particular rendition of the housebook drawings was preordained. It was
tailored to the image he was striving to create and convey. It was a self-fulfilling-prophesy.
He  was  bound  on  a  ‘seek  and  ye  shall  find  mission’.  In  answer  to  the  question  as  to  whether  
Elias’s  benchmarks  were  substantive  or,  largely,  a  figment  of  his  imagination,  the  balance  of  
the available evidence suggests the latter. Of course, he drew upon secondary sources in the
context of his broader thesis, Ranke, Luchaire, Huizinga, to name but three. However, there
are no such underpinnings cited in his cavalier interpretation of the housebook drawings.
Moreover,  when  he  selected  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  to  be  published  in  Neue
Auslese, the vast majority of readers could have had no knowledge of even the secondary
sources that he had drawn upon in the broader context of his civilising thesis.
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Part 5: Climbing out on a limb
Section19. Artistic empathy or could it be ridicule?
Before addressing the degree to which there is a humorous dimension to some of the
housebook drawings, it may prove useful to establish the extent to which humour features in
the surviving art of this period. The previously cited statement by Earl A. Powell III, director,
National Gallery of Art in New York that the humorous dimension of the housebook’s  
drawings   is   ‘a   quality   that   is   unique   in the   art   of   this   period’   is   highly   problematic.   It   is  
difficult to see on what basis he could have formed such an opinion. A passing glance at the
satirical  shields  in  Filedt  Kok’s  publication  on  the  Housebook  Master  would  surely have led
him to revise this judgement (see Supplementary Plates 12 and 13 and Filedt Kok 1985: 72,
178-87 and 210). When writing of humour in the Middle-Ages, Albrecht Classen employs a
similar measuring rod to that used by Du Bouley when, as we shall see, the latter argues that
‘[l]aws   against   arrivistes   are   a   sure   sign   of   social   mobility’   (1983:   68).   For   Classen,   the  
Church’s   ‘stern   warnings   about   proper   behaviour,   which   was   certainly   not   supposed   to  
include laughter (loud or quiet), in the long run really expressed the opposite, that is, the
delight in basic human nature, indicating the true extent to which people in the Middle Ages
could and did laugh. Both bawdy and irreverent, both  satire  and  irony…  (2010:  18).  Of the
Germanic later Middle-Ages, Du Boulay writes:
[T]he huge number of surviving pictures possess generic qualities which indicate clearly
what people liked. Over and over again the portrayal of life, work and death suggests that
many educated and half-educated Germans lived in a world half satirical, half fantastic, in
which humour played a stronger part than wit, and folly was castigated with a solemnity
that placed a higher value on right order than on simple pleasure. Hedonism was for
peasants, who are depicted guzzling and vomiting without restraint. The burger gave more
thought to aping noble style, but interrupted his efforts constantly by sombre reflections on
the discipline of work and the folly of desire (1983: 18).

As will become apparent, the use of art as a vehicle for humour was common in this broad
region during this period. Many drawings and engravings from this era take the form of spiky
cartoons. Sometimes, the butt of the humour is obvious. In other instances, at least from this
distance  in  time,  there  is  scope  for  debate  on  who  were  the  targets  of  the  artist’s  wit.  A  case  
in point is Keith   P.   F.   Moxey’s   interpretation   of   the   part   played   by   satire   in   medieval  
engravings and drawings. It is, however, an interpretation with which I wish to take issue
(1985: 66-78). He compares the engraving of the Pair of Lovers attributed to the Master of
the Amsterdam Cabinet (see Supplementary Plate 6), with the engraving of the same name by
Master E.S. (see Supplementary Plate 14). Moxey identifies the latter as being the probable
inspiration for the former work (see Filedt Kok 1985: 69). He observes that:
[T]he artists have chosen to emphasize very different aspects of the relation between the
sexes. Whereas the Master offers us an admirable and inspiring vision of the chivalric
ideal, Master E.S. defines the relation between the pair in terms of sexual attraction or lust.
The   male   figure   makes   an   overt   sexual   advance   by   placing   his   hand   on   his   companion’s  
breast. The woman appears to resist the action, if rather ineffectually, by pushing him away
— a gesture which is comically echoed by her lap dog. The sense of emotional intimacy in
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our   Master’s   print   is   absent   from   that   by   Master   E.S…   Whereas   the   former   serves   to  
enhance the value of the chivalric ideal, the latter subverts it by passing moral judgment
upon it (Filedt Kok 1985: 69-70).

This is an interesting comparison, but it is as well to begin by pointing out that both artists
were making moral judgments—one in praise of chivalric customs, the other bent on
ridiculing them. In so doing, both artists were signalling their contrasting orientations towards
the prevailing order. By failing to recognize that the Cabinet Master was also giving equally
strong expression to his affiliations, Moxey appears to be flagging-up his own preferences
and prejudices.83 Whether out of commitment or expediency, the Cabinet Master chose to
present the chivalric code in its idealized form. As such, it is unlikely that he would have
poked even innocuous fun at the nobility, let alone made this group the subject of sharper
critical   comment.   In   contrast,   Master   E.S’s   take on the chivalric code bordered on biting
satire.  Indeed,  one  could  interpret  the  fact  that  he  depicted  the  woman’s  pet  as  emulating  her  
own  distaste  for  the  man’s  unwelcome  advances  as  having  the  implication  that  his  behaviour  
is unworthy of a dog. Elsewhere,  Moxey  recognizes  that  ‘the  secular  imagery  of  the  [Cabinet]  
Master served to confirm the class attitudes of the audience for which his prints were
intended’   (Filedt   Kok   1985:   76),   but   he   leaves   unexplored   and   unidentified   the   groups   that  
might have been receptive to the work of Master E.S. Of relevance here is his observation
that:
Historians have recently pointed to evidence that the appeal of the chivalric code was
stronger in this period [the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries] than in any other time. They
cite the revived interest in chivalric literature, the increased willingness of the nobility to
act out ritual behavior described in chivalric romances, and the ever-increasing popularity
of the tournament (Filedt Kok 1985: 75).

On the face of it, the strengthening of such ritual attachments would not appear to sit very
comfortably with a penchant for self-deprecation or an indifference to being ridiculed by
those deemed to be inferior to the nobility. One is, therefore, left to puzzle over the identity of
the social groups to which Master E.S. hoped his work would appeal. Since it could hardly be
adherents to the chivalric code or those who aspired to acceptance by the elite groups that
fostered it, perhaps his audience consisted of those burgher groups who either did not feel the
need to be accepted by the nobility or, perhaps, experienced a sense of permanent exclusion
from these higher status circles. In which case, could it be that Master E.S. was trying to
appeal to their feelings of resentment, animosity and contempt for what perhaps they saw as
an  anachronistic  order’?84 Unlike Master E.S., the Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet did not
direct his satirical lance at the nobility. Rather he used it in their service, against lower status
social groups. A common vehicle for his satirical work and also that of other artists in this
period were coats of arms and many of these incorporated the Stechelm. As has already been
noted, this type of helmet was associated with burgher tournaments (see Part 4: Section 17).
Filedt Kok writes:
In heraldry the Stechelm is found particularly in the arms of burgher families, who had
begun to organize their own tournaments by the mid-fifteenth century. [He points to the
Master’s  engraving,  Peasant woman with the sickle shield, as an example of this genre and
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continues]…  the  print  can  therefore  be  read  as  a  satire  on  a  nouveau-riche burgher who
cannot  conceal  her  peasant  ancestry…  it  remains  possible  that  [this  print  was]…  intended  
to ridicule the knightly ambitions of the lower estates (1985: 180. See Supplementary Plate
12).

For his part, Moxey accepts that:
In Germany, the helmets surmounting coats of arms were taken from the tournament
context and consisted mainly in the Stechhelm (or helmet used for jousting with lances)
and the Kolbenhelm (or helmet used when fighting with clubs).
Since the Kolbenhelm (which was only introduced in the fifteenth century) was originally
associated with aristocratic arms, the fact that it should be the Stechhelm that appears on
most (though not all) of the satirical coats of arms of the Master has been taken as an
indication that the satire was directed at members of the professional and middle classes. In
other words that the humor was aimed at those whose right to bear arms might have been
considered questionable (Filedt Kok 1985: 73).

Yet, having outlined the case, Moxey remains unconvinced. He is of the view that:
[T]here  are  …  a  number  of  considerations  that  indicate  that  this  humor  was  directed  at  a  
social class other than the bourgeoisie. Not only are most of the figures on the coats of
arms peasants, but they are also supported by other peasants, while the objects that fill the
shields  are  implements  drawn  from  a  peasant  milieu’  (1985:  73).    [For  examples  of  
satirical engravings based on shield and coats of arms see 1985: 72 — Fig 59, and 178188].  [He  continues]  ‘In  the  [Master’s]  Peasant woman and the sickle shield, the
traditional symbol of aristocratic pride is defiled by the incongruous appearance of a
peasant implement. In a location inextricably bound up with the myth of martial prowess
and heroic action, a tool used in manual labor by the humblest of social classes makes an
unexpected  and  startling  appearance…  [Again,  he  continues:] ‘The Master also engraved a
pair of pendant shields bearing a Lady with radishes in her escutcheon and a Youth with
garlic in his escutcheon. In this case the shields are filled with items drawn from peasant
diet yet they are supported by elegantly dressed figures belonging to the aristocracy or the
bourgeoisie. What is the meaning of this curious juxtaposition of elements drawn from
disparate social contexts? Like the other satirical coats of arms, these prints have been
regarded as a mockery of bourgeois pretentions. According to this view, the social origins
of the young couple would be betrayed by their shields, despite their attempt to adopt the
dress of the aristocracy. However, since the articles of food on the shield specifically refer
to a peasant milieu it seems more likely that these images were meant to ridicule the
peasants’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  74.  For  reproductions  of  these  shields  see Ibid 183 — 84 and
85).

On  this  basis,  Moxey  takes  issue  with  Bossert  and  Storck’s  suggestion  ‘that  the  insertion  of  
the sickle into the coat of arms [in the Peasant woman and the sickle shield (see
Supplementary Plate 12)] finds parallel in literary works in which peasant satire was used as
a  means  of  mocking  the  institution  of  chivalric  society’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  74).  He  is  also  
critical of them and, by implication, Campbell Hutchinson, for:
[S]uggesting  that  the  Master’s  satirical  coats  of  arms…  [were]  directed  at  the  bourgeoisie
because of their illegitimate aspirations to participate in aristocratic culture. [He argues that
this interpretation] depends in part on a misunderstanding of late medieval class structure.
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Recent historical studies have confirmed that far from subscribing to different value
systems, the nobility and the urban bourgeoisie shared a common cultural identity. Not
only did wealthy bourgeois own large landholdings, including castles, but their habits and
dress coincided with those of the hereditary nobility. Like the latter they could inherit, earn
and buy titles without impediment (Filedt Kok 1985: 78).

The  way  in  which  Moxey  shifts  from  the  expression  ‘urban  bourgeoisie’  to  ‘wealthy  
bourgeois’  in  a  few  swift  steps  deserves  comment.  The  discrepancy  between these two terms
leaves ample scope for the existence of divisions within this broad stratum and for its
members having had diverse experiences at the hands of the nobility who themselves were
differentiated.  Moxey’s  reasoning  also  seems  flawed  in  another respect. The low regard in
which the Cabinet Master and his patrons held the peasantry is not in doubt. Nor is it
surprising that wealthy elements in the bourgeoisie should have sought to adopt the wellentrenched values and standards of the nobility. However, the fact that they should have had
these aspirations is hardly the point or that, as a consequence of the services they rendered,
some of their number were absorbed into court circles. Here the central issue is whether these
aspirations and, indeed, the presence of bourgeois elements at court were resented by sections
of the ancestral nobility and whether there was pressure to halt or, at least, limit this process.
And there is little doubt that some of the old guard did wish to curtail and even reverse this
process. As Du Boulay observes:
Barbarossa’s  constitution  against  Arsonists  (1196)  happens  to  exclude  from  knightly  status  
all who were not the sons of knights, and elsewhere makes a distinction between those
whose parents were legitimately knights and others who were spurious knights. Laws
against arrivistes are  a  sure  sign  of  social  mobility…  [One  such  law]  came  in  1231,  in  
Frederick  II’s  Constitution  on  the  making  of  knights.  ‘Henceforth’  the  emperor  ordered  ‘no  
one shall receive the honourable grade of knighthood unless he comes from a knightly
family.’  Here  again  is  a  clear  sign  that  what  was  being  forbidden  was  happening  (1983:68).

As has been noted in Part 4: Section 17, the more aspiring members of the bourgeoisie strove
to distance themselves from their urban and commercial origins and adopt the ways and
regalia of the courtier, the more they came to be regarded with knightly contempt. Of the
artistic dimension, Moxey argues that:
Since what little is known of the cost of early engravings indicates that they were relatively
expensive, it has always been assumed that they were acquired and collected by those
sectors of society that were at least comfortably off. Such a consideration would tend to
reinforce  the  conclusion  that  the  Master’s  work  was  produced  for  a  restricted  circle  of  
discriminating patrons belonging to the higher ranks of society. Further support for this
point of view is found in the fact that the secular subjects of the Master find their closest
parallels in ivory carvings and in tapestries. Both of these were expensive media
traditionally associated with the patronage of the aristocracy and the urban bourgeoisie.
Finally it must be observed that in representing the chivalric ideal on one hand and
engaging in peasant satire on the other, the Master was producing visual equivalents of
themes  that  have  been  traditional  favorites  of  aristocratic  literature’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  74.  
Italics added).
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Thus, again we see Moxey attempting to ring-fence the aristocracy and urban bourgeoisie per
se from ridicule and, in the process, conveying the impression that they can be viewed as a
single social entity. The bourgeoisie were members of an emerging class. This class did not
materialize from out of the blue. In large measure, it emerged slowly, gathering impetus from
the cataclysmic conditions created by the Black Death. It had a long tail. Its higher echelons
found acceptance in court circles, not as equals, but as an indispensable element in the
nobility’s  efforts  to  retain  overall  control  by  gaining  access  to  the  financial  resources  of  the  
bourgeoisie and utilizing their administrative skills. This is not to say that the hereditary class
viewed  with  equanimity  those  of  recent  ‘humble’  origin  and  who  aspired  to  emulate  them.  On  
the contrary, such a conclusion would fly in the face of the lessons of history and is testified
to by the attempts made by some artists to ingratiate themselves with their patrons by playing
on, feeding on and pandering to the prejudices of the nobility. In doing so, regardless of the
consummate  skill  displayed  by  many  of  these  artists,  their  mocking  portrayals  of  the  ‘upstart’  
bourgeoisie  and  the  ‘low-life’  peasantry  meant  that  they  were  in  effect  acting  as
propagandists in the service of the established order.
Moxey’s  interpretation  of  these  engravings  takes  only  incidental  account  of  the  shields  and,  
in particular, the looming presence of the Stechhelm. It hardly seems conceivable that
members of the peasantry would aspire to have coats of arms and to adopt the air and graces
of the nobility. If an establishment-minded artist wanted to poke malevolent fun at the
peasantry, he could have done so without recourse to helmets and escutcheons, whether they
be blank or decorated with coats of arms, incorporating objects that were perceived to be
demeaning, such as garlic (see Supplementary Plate 13). The gauche and imbecilic
characterization of the peasantry is all too apparent, but in this case it seems more likely that
it was seen as a means to another end. The central clue to the meaning of these engravings
seems to lie in the presence of the Stechhelm. The context in which these helmets are placed
amounts to a barely concealed expression of scorn for the less incorporated members of the
bourgeoisie, if not also those who had already achieved a foothold in court society, by
mocking  the  proximity  of  their  humble  origins.  It  seems  that  the  artists’  intentions  were to
give amusement to their noble patrons by appealing to their vanity and prejudices. It,
therefore, appears far more likely that artists of this type were employing the contempt with
which their patrons and, perhaps, they too, viewed the peasantry as a means of signalling the
recent humble roots of the parvenu class, the rising bourgeoisie.
Whereas Moxey is confident in his assertions, Filedt Kok is more cautious. For example, he
finds a coat of arms featuring jugglers puzzling. He writes:
The young  man  standing  on  his  head,  the  crest  of  the  arms  may…  represent  the  world  
upside-down…  Another  possibility  is  that  the  print  is  a  satire  on  the  popular  amusement  
offered by itinerant jugglers. These predecessors of circus acrobats belonged to the class of
vagabonds…  that  is  so  mistrusted  by  the  burghers.  Medieval  moralists  disapproved  of  
them for distracting people from more elevated thoughts.
The fashionably dressed youths on the shields, who seem to be engaged in a friendly duel
with daggers or short swords, reminds one of the young wrestlers and swordfighters who
figure  as  children  of  Sol  in  the  Housebook…  In  both  cases  one  is  inclined  to  think  of  the  
athletic pastimes of young aristocrats. On the other hand, the somersaulting youngsters in
the foreground make it more likely that the swordfighters too are travelling acrobats. One
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wonders to what extent the print is a parody of the aristocratic pastime of the tournament.
The lances in the foreground and the Stechhelm both point in that direction (1985: 186).

Again, of another coat of arms he writes:
The shield is adorned with a peasant or farmboy standing on his head, supporting himself
on  two  rocks.  Cresting  the  Stechhelm  is  a  peasant  being  ridden  by  his  wife…  The  meaning  
of the representation is clear: just as the man standing on his head sees the world upside
down, the peasant couple represent a reversal of the natural order of society, a reversal that
is  both  ridiculous  and  reprehensible…’  (1985:  187).

As argued above, the presence of the Stechhelm seems to be the most telling indication as to
the target group of these satirical engravings and drawings. While Filedt Kok notes its
presence, he nevertheless appears to marginalise it, opting to concentrate on the human
figures. In contrast, I would hold that both of these Cabinet Room engravings are examples of
the use of invidious comparison, that is to say, the upwardly mobile burghers are being
ridiculed  by  association  with  what  are  perceived  to  be  the  ‘lowest  of  the  low’.    Moxey does
concede that social climbing was an issue in some quarters. At the same time, he argues that
this did not emanate from class antagonism. He seems to be arguing that the transgressors
were always seen in terms of isolated individuals crossing or attempting to cross the status
demarcation line between the traditional noble order and the bourgeoisie? The problem is that
these  transgressions  were  clearly  sufficient  in  number  to  generate  a  line  in  ‘art-as-ridicule’  
that formed a pattern. Therefore, if not in class terms, how else might it be appropriate to
characterize this pattern?85 This is not, of course, to deny the incorporation of certain
members of the bourgeoisie, elements on which the nobility were particularly dependent.
Using the peasantry as a symbolic means of attacking  ‘uppity’  members  of  the  bourgeoisie  
for having the temerity to harbour aspirations above their station and doing so by caricaturing
their humble roots may have been a satisfying sop to noble grievances. At the same time, its
ambiguity may have also constituted a diplomatic means by which the more incorporated
members of this rising class were, to a degree at least, insulated from these starker criticisms.
What  is  not  in  doubt  is  the  nobility’s  contempt  for  the  peasantry.  It  was  a  contempt  that  
mingled with their fear of the recurring threat they posed. In fact, both these reactions were
heavily  veiled  expressions  of  nobility’s  high  degree  of  dependence  upon  them.  Moxey  makes  
this point, albeit in a rather value-laden way:
The late fifteenth century saw the emergence of a number of peasant movements that
threatened to destroy the very fabric of German society. [And he continues] Complex
though the reasons for this discontent were recent scholarship has emphasized two major
developments which have combined to exacerbate the social tensions existing between the
aristocracy and the peasantry. The great landowners, the nobility and the monasteries made
attempts  to  bind  “their”  peasants  more  closely  to  them  while  at  the  same  time  demanding  
greater economic tribute from them. Such exactions were the product of the population
losses brought about by the Black Death as well as the flight from the land occasioned by
the economic vitality of the expanding cities. Towards the end of the fifteenth century a
population explosion which more than offset the losses of the previous century began to
affect the economic position of the peasantry. A period of high peasant earnings brought
about  by  a  labor  shortage  gave  way  to  a  period  of  hardship  and  want’  (Filedt  Kok  1985: 76.
Italics added).

As Moxey points out:
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The use of the peasant as a comic figure in the context of the chivalric literature was taken
over by fifteenth-century urban drama where it was used to contrast the moral laxity of
peasant life in the surrounding countryside to the strictly controlled social life of the city.
The criticism of the peasantry thus became an opportunity for the assertion of urban
values. (Filedt Kok 1985: 78).

The impressions we form of under-classes in distant eras tend to be dependent on the
accounts and characterisations of them by more powerful groups or their agents who are more
concerned  to  stigmatize  than  provide  accurate  portrayals.  Du  Boulay  writes  that  ‘artists,  
especially  in  south  Germany…  [depicted  the  peasantry]  as misshapen, almost subhuman, and
engaged in crude festivities. German literature, too, depicts them as avaricious, envious
imitators of their betters, pugnacious guzzlers and naturally brutish and lecherous (1983:
158). He later adds that, in the fifteenth  century  ‘anti-peasant  satire  rises  to  a  new  harshness’  
(1983: 182). The nature of their life and the poverty that the poorer sections of the peasantry
had to endure is bound to have had a detrimental effect on their well-being, appearance and
demeanour. It would, however, be foolish not to recognise the presence of caricature. We
should, therefore, treat these accounts and depictions with a degree of scepticism. Given the
landed  nobility’s  level  of  dependency  on  the  peasantry,  perhaps  a  principal  way  in  which they
could sustain their own sense of superiority was to denigrate them; a means which served to
mask  the  extent  to  which  their  way  of  life  depended  upon  the  latter’s  servitude.  Neither is it
surprising that this contempt for the peasantry was shared by the bourgeoisie. It is a recurring
pattern in history for upwardly mobile groups to stigmatize those deemed to be beneath them
as a measure of how far they had come and as a way of placing cognitive distance between
themselves and the maligned groups. At the same time, significant elements within such
groups have also been prone to identify with those above them in the social hierarchy. Far
from these two patterns being incompatible, they have been two recurring sides of the same
coin.
To date, the main focus has been on the humour of artists working in the service the nobility,
humour  that  was  directed  at  aspirant  members  of  the  bourgeoisie  and  how  the  ‘contemptible’  
peasantry  were  used  as  a  means  by  which  these  ‘up-starts’  were  confronted with and
reminded of their recent humble origins. This  approach  is  epitomised  by  Moxey’s  penchant  
for seeing satire in this period as an up-down process. The super-ordinates and those that did
their bidding were the ridiculers, while the subordinates were the objects of that ridicule.
However, if the analysis were to be left there, the impression might be conveyed that satire
and ridicule were the sole preserve of those groups occupying the higher echelons of the
society. The idea that humour was one-directional, emanating from the top down, amounts to
a failure of the imagination. More speculatively, with reference to the work of Master E.S., I
have already touched upon humour which may have appealed to the prejudices of lesser
burghers, humour aimed at highlighting the perceived discrepancy between the chivalric ideal
and what were seen as the realities of courtly behaviour. In general, however, it might be
expected that humour identifying with or flowing from the lower levels of society and
directed at more dominant groups is likely to have been more covert, less obvious. Some of
the grotesque, bawdy and comic gargoyles that adorn medieval cathedrals and churches may
be examples of humour directed at the authorities by artisans resentful of their governance.
Of course, interpreting the motives and meanings that informed their creation at this distance
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in time is no easier than is the case with other forms of art. As always, these obstacles to
interpretation provide ample scope for speculation. Some commentators prefer a benign
explanation by conceiving of these gargoyles as aspects of the formal design, a means by
which the beauty of the church can be exemplified by contrasting it with their ugliness. This
seems rather implausible since they are part of the church and, if anything, they detract from
or, at least, jar with its broader, more elegant dimensions. It would be rather like placing a
wart on the nose of a painting of an attractive woman as a means of trying to emphasise her
beauty. A variation on this type of interpretation suggests that they are a means of warding
off evil spirits, presumably, in much the same way as a vaccine immunises against a virus.
Others opt for a more prosaic explanation, seeing them as part of the plumbing systems, but
such suggestions take little account of the fact that rainfall tends to exit from various orifices.
Yet others suggest that they are expressions of humour on the part of stone-masons, humour
ranging from harmless fun, such as the nose-picker on Ely Cathedral, to vengeful satire, such
as the Freiburg defecator, a gargoyle that has been linked with a failure to pay a stone-mason
the agreed wage. Weight is lent to these kinds of suggestions by the fact that most defecating
gargoyles are located high up in obscure and inaccessible parts of churches. For example, a
defecating man, barely visible from the ground, decorates the Cathedral of Saint-Lazare in
Autun, France. Therefore, their location could be taken as an indication that the intention
was subversive rather than at the behest of the commissioning authority. It is not difficult to
imagine that stone masons were used and abused by their employers on many occasions in
this period.
There are many other examples of counter-cultural humour. Robin Stummer of The Observer
reports  that  the  Norfolk  Medieval  Graffiti  Survey  ‘has  identified  tens  of  thousands  of  
examples  of  graffiti  in  East  Anglia’.  Matthew  Champion,  the  project  leader  said:  “This  is  the  
work of the common people, the non-nobility. For centuries, we have studied artefacts like
memorials and stain glass, which record the lives of the wealthy, but graffiti have barely been
studied”.  The  report  continues:  ‘Graffiti  revealed  by  the  survey  include  ships,  prayers  for  
good fortune, satirical cartoons, charms, curses, windmills, word puzzles, architectural plans
and  heraldic  designs’  (The Observer: 2014). Again, Mark Brown of The Guardian reported
on a surprising discovery recently made with the use of x-ray, infrared technology and
dendrochronology (tree-ring) analysis. Under a portrait of Sir Francis Walsingham—the
spymaster general of Elizabeth I—lies  ‘an  overtly  Roman  Catholic  image  of  the  holy  Virgin  
and  Child’.  In  the  sub-headline,  this  discovery  is  described  as  a  ‘subversive  secret’.  In  the  text  
itself,  Brown  is  more  cautious,  wondering  ‘if  the  artist  might  be  enjoying  a  private  joke’.  This  
research  also  discovered  an  image  of  the  ‘Flagellation  of  Christ  under  the  queen’s  lord  
treasure,  Thomas  Sackville’.  It  seems  that  the  ‘Walsingham  portrait  dates from the 1580s,
when Protestant England was isolated and supporting the war in the Netherlands against the
Spanish’.  Dr  Tanya  Cooper,  the  chief  curator  of  the  National  Portrait  Gallery,  states  that  the  
‘Catholics  are  the  absolute  enemy  at  this  period,  so  the  idea  that  you’ve  got  this  wonderful  
devotional  image  underneath  your  portrait  would  probably  be  rather  horrifying  to  him’  (Mark  
Brown 2013).86 Of course, the presence of this concealed image could be explained in terms
of the artist simply re-cycling an old canvas. However, given the dangerous times and the risk
involved, it hardly seems possible that it could have been done without reflection and intent.
It seems far more likely to have been a deliberate act of covert defiance. It is not difficult to
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image stone-masons and artists engaging in a form of retaliation, activities that, in recent
times,  might  be  regarded  as  types  of  ‘industrial  sabotage’  (see  Taylor  and  Walton,  1982)87.
There is, however, no escaping the fact that we cannot know with any certainty what was in
the minds of their creators. At the same time, it is most unlikely that these acts can be
understood in terms of a single set of motives and meanings and, therefore, it is more likely
that they can be attributed to a range of intentions, among them, perhaps, humour and satire
directed at specific authority figures or the authorities in general. Thus, under certain
conditions, the higher status audiences who formed the principal market for works depicting
the ridicule of others could themselves become—albeit in guarded ways—the targets of
ridicule. In the case of the medieval peasantry, the inversion is all the more effective because
the  dominant  stigmatizing  group’s  negative  image  of  them  was  so  deeply  embedded  in their
consciousness that it must have been difficult for them to conceive of an artist thinking that
members of the peasantry were capable of the requisite mental agility to perpetrate subtle
humour. And yet the idea that a subordinate group would not be capable of developing a
counter-culture containing elements aimed at off-setting the stigmatization they had to endure
again flies in the face of the historical record.
These generalisations are all very well, but where in the housebook is there evidence of the
existence of such covert, subversive humour? While I have previously felt obliged to concede
my lack of artistic expertise and counselled the need for circumspection when interpreting the
housebook drawings, on this occasion I am prepared to put my limitations to one side, forego
my own advice and throw caution to the wind. I am willing to do so because, in the case of
one drawing in particular, this inversion of the dominant direction of ridicule seems to be
strikingly obvious. The drawing in question is Plate 3: The noble hunt. My willingness to
climb out on this particular limb is because of my confidence in its sturdiness. This
confidence derives from my interpretation of the antics of the peasant who occupies a central
place in the drawing. It is also accompanied by no little admiration for the sheer audacity of
the artist. However, before I offer my interpretation of this drawing, it will, I think, prove
illuminating to consider the ways in which other writers have seen it. Norbert Elias wrote of
it in the following terms:
The gallows is not in the least emphasized. It is there like the stream or a tree; and it is seen
just the same way when the knight goes hunting. A whole company rides past, the lord
and lady often on the same horse. The deer vanish into a little wood; a stag seems to be
wounded. Further in the background one sees a little village or perhaps the yard of a
household — well, mill wheel, windmill, a few buildings. The farmer is seen ploughing a
field; he looks round at the deer, which is just running across his field. High up to one side
is the castle; on the other, smaller hill opposite, wheel and gallows and with a body, and
birds circling. (2012: 202).

Campbell Hutchinson is of the view that:
[The Noble Hunt] features a young man wearing the chivalric order of the Jar, the
decoration  which  Maximilian’s  father  awarded  to  his  favorites.  As  in  the  Venus  page  from  
the Planetenkinder, a deliberate contrast is drawn between the aristocracy and peasantry
has been drawn here: a set of rabbit snares in the background, and a gallows where dead
men are themselves the food for birds of prey make a counterpoint to the festive hunting
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party of noble couples. The moment depicted is that of the Halali (view halloo), when the
deer  have  been  sighted.  The  ‘kneeling’  stag  in  the  foreground  recalls  the  designs  from  the  
Playing  Card  Master’s  suit  of  stags  which  were  used  as  illuminator’s  models  in  Utrecht  and  
Mainz, while the village and trees in the rear seem to betray a knowledge of Martin
Schongauer’s  early  engraving,  the  Peasant family going to market…  The  printmaker’s  two  
drypoints dealing with comparative themes, the Stag hunt and the Departure for the
chase…  are  drawn  with  greater  sensitivity  to  the  contours,  texture  and  proportions of
horses and game animals, and show a superior knowledge of human anatomy. The detailed
observations of the plow, turnstile and mill wheel, on the other hand, suggest an intimate
connection with the interests of the Büchsenmeister or castellan (Filedt Kok 1985: 241-42).

Campbell Hutchinson is also of the view that The noble hunt is not the work of the Master. I
concur. However, whereas her judgement is based on style, mine rests on its humorous
content.88 Waldburg offers the following interpretation:
[In The noble hunt] we see a large-scale landscape and in the background a castle, a village
and the bent figure of a peasant who, having broken out in a sweat from plowing, is pulling
his  smock  of  over  his  …  In  the  foreground  there  is  a  merry  carefree hunt on the noblest
species of game: the stag. While the does have sought shelter in the wood, the stage
collapses before the company of hunters. The leader of the company, riding without an
accompanying lady, points in the direction of the game. He bears the device of the Order of
the Jug. This hunt is a relaxed affair. No one carries weapons, at most a whip to guide the
horse, fearing no danger. There has thus been no riding up hill and down dale, and little
risk  of  falling  from  one’s  mount  Their attentiveness leaves something to be desired : one of
the participants points out to his companions the comical figure cut by the peasant with his
contortions in the field (1998: 60).

Writing in more general terms Peter Moraw observes that:
The economic and social structure of the late Middle Ages, still a predominantly
agricultural one – some eighty percent of the population was engaged on the land – is
reflected no more than marginally in the work of the Housebook Master. Peasants to him
were objects of ridicule or amusement or victims of circumstance; in any case their
reactions were passive (Filedt Kok 1985: 85, italics added).

Moraw’s  general  comments  on  the  peasantry  aptly  sum  up  the  general  tenor  of  the  
authoritative perspective. The contours of the Elias, Campbell Hutchinson and Waldburg
interpretations of The noble hunt are cases in point. They have much in common. While all
three writers find various ways of regaling us with their interpretative skills and the depth of
their artistic knowledge, when the frippery is stripped away, their understandings of The
noble hunt have a surface-like quality. For them, it is what it appears to be; a depiction of
courtiers at play, their higher status being amplified by the infantile antics of the peasant. In
my view, all three commentators fail to appreciate the joke. They fail to detect the subversive
message that, to my eyes at least, becomes obvious when the clowning peasant is juxtaposed
to the distressed stag (see Supplementary Plates 15 and 16). The crouching and disrobing
peasant is drawn in this manner to present him as imitating the exhausted stag. To further this
exercise  the  artist  placed  dots  on  the  peasant’s  sleeve  to  represent  the  stag’s  one  visible  eye  
and nostrils and, as a final touch, he placed a tree with forked branches by his head to
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symbolise  the  stag’s  antlers.    By  portraying  the  farmer  as  pretending  to  mistake  the  posturing  
peasant for the real stag, the artist was also making him an accomplice to the subterfuge.
While the leading horseman points towards the real stag, four of his companions are the
victims of the joke. They mistakenly identify the peasant as the eagerly sought prey. What
message was the artist trying to convey to those who saw the joke? I would argue that his
aims were primarily subversive. The most credible interpretation seems to be that he was
trying to ridicule what he saw as the pretensions of parvenu members of courtly circles.
Perhaps he saw their affected, effete manner as mirrored in their ignorance with regard to the
ways of the countryside. Thus, he contrived to ridicule the hunting party by conveying the
impression that some of their number mistook the peasant for the real stag at bay. I would
argue that, once one recognises the similarities between the plight of the stag and the
otherwise incomprehensible antics of the peasant, it is very difficult to see the drawing in any
other  way.  If  the  reader  will  excuse  the  vernacular,  the  artist’s  message appears to be that
these  new  members  of  the  courtier  class  are  incapable  of  telling  ‘their  arse  from  their  elbow’.  
Perhaps a further indication of the disregard in which the artist held these arrivistes members
of the courtier class is revealed in the way in which he presents the leading figure. While he
is the one participant who is aware of the location of the stag, this is simply a means by which
the ineptitude of the other members of the hunting party is highlighted. Yet, while ostensibly,
he appears to be the worldly-wise  member  of  the  group,  he  too  does  not  escape  the  artist’s  
rancorous  humour.  In  this  case  the  satirical  lance  is  aimed  at  the  man’s  ignorance  of  courtly  
protocol. Etiquette dictated that the sash of the Order of the Jug be worn on the left shoulder.
He is shown wearing it on the wrong shoulder (see Supplementary Plate 17). The implication
being that, like the rest of his party, this courtier cannot tell his right-side from his left.
Moreover, if, as Waldburg suggests, the figure that appears in a number of the drawings
wearing the sash is none other  than  the  patron  himself,  the  artist’s  humorous  intent  becomes  
even more pointed and audacious (1998: 95). In order for this subversive message to remain
below the radar and to go uncensored required a plausible cover story. There had to be a
built-in ambiguity to the drawing. If the patron enquired as to what the peasant was doing, the
artist could assuage any suspicion of subversive intent by explaining away his bawdy
capering  in  terms  of  ‘what  would  one  expect  of  the  infantile  peasantry?’  After  all,  were  not  
peasants beneath contempt? Were they not buffoons? He might have added that he included
this imbecile in order to enhance still further the contrasting refinement of his superiors.
Again, if the patron spotted the incorrectly worn sash, it could be explained in terms of the
wish to make the garment more visible, although, admittedly, this end could have been
achieved simply by reversing the whole scene. If the central presence of the ridiculing
element in this drawing is accepted, the incorrectly worn sash is likely to be something more
than an error or artistic licence. Thus, the artist was not only ridiculing the hunting group, in
addition, he cast two representatives of the most vilified social group, the peasantry, as the
devisors and perpetrators of the humour. The  artist’s  wit  was  all  the  more  effective  because,  
in order to avoid exposure, he had to exploit the engrained sense of superiority felt by the
patron and his peers. The possibility that anyone could conceive of the tables being turned,
with the ridiculed being portrayed as the ridiculers, was for them inconceivable. Such
disbelief would have served well an artist bent on subversion. It would have enabled him to
give the impression that he shared their incredulity. Was not his portrayal of the disrobing
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peasant a clear indication that he was striving to capture the moronic nature of the peasantry
as a group in contrast to the elegance and refinement of the courtiers, both the traditional and
new variants.
Strangely, Elias seems to have been oblivious to the disrobing peasant in The noble hunt. At
the  same  time,  he  interpreted  the  farmer  as  ‘look[ing]  around  at  the  deer,  which  are  just  
running  across  his  field’  (2012:  202). In fact, other than the stag, the only deer present in the
drawing are the three does sheltering in a copse and they are depicted as being motionless.
The  deer  crossing  the  farmer’s  field  seem  to  be  a  figment  of  Elias’s  imagination.    His  failure  
to note the crouching peasant is difficult to explain. Perhaps he mistook him for a deer.
Alternatively, perhaps he mistook the rabbits for deer. The only other possible explanation
that springs to mind is that Elias did not have access to this drawing when putting this
interpretation down on paper and he was, therefore, dependent on memory. In which case, his
memory clearly failed him. There may, of course, be other possible explanations, but, I
confess, I find his interpretation of this drawing baffling. A striking difference between
Waldburg’s  interpretation  of  The noble hunt and the one offered here is that while, his slant
on the drawing involves unwarranted speculation on what the peasant was doing before the
artist put pen to parchment, mine involves no such assumptions.  He  characterises  ‘the  bent  
figure of a peasant [as someone] who, having broken out in a sweat from plowing, is pulling
his  smock  off  over  his  head’  (1998:  60).  Again,  it  is  as  if  this  cartoon-like figure had a life
before the drawing. Thus, perhaps by way of compensating for what seems to have been his
limited sense of humour, Waldburg is laying claim to a more mystical power. In contrast, the
interpretation offered here simply involves a static comparison of the peasant and the stag.
Everything is in full view. This seems to be an appropriate occasion on which to invoke
Ockham’s  razor. For her part, Campbell Hutchinson makes no direct reference to the
disrobing  peasant,  preferring  to  note  in  more  abstract  terms  the  ‘deliberate  contrast  between  
the  aristocracy  and  peasantry’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  241).
If the above alternative interpretation of The noble hunt is sound, where does it take us? It is
surely not the kind of humour one would expect to find in the work of an artist with a strong
affinity for the patron and his circle. After all, it is difficult to associate identification with a
particular group with the willingness to make them the target of subversive and denigrating
humour. The two seem to be incompatible bedfellows. Of course, it may be that, while
working under the patronage of a recently risen member of the bourgeoisie, this artist was
expressing surreptitious contempt for what he judged to be the effete way of life of his patron
and his circle and, what he judged to be their pathetic attempts at aping warrior knights.
Although  the  artist’s  antipathy  for  this  newly  risen  group  could  be  taken  to  suggest  that  he  
had a higher regard for the ancestral nobility, his depiction of The noble hunt does not appear
to offer any clues that support this contention. What is clear is that the nobility were as much,
if not more, contemptuous of the peasantry, yet the artist portrays the peasants in The noble
hunt as having the upper hand, as being fully capable  of  mocking  their  ‘superiors’  under  the  
radar, as it were. It is they who are portrayed as playing the joke and are shown to relish it all
the more because it fails to register with the targets of this humour. It may be that the artist
resented his dependency on his patron. Perhaps he sought to invest his pictures with private
humour, providing a modicum of psychological comfort, a little victory of sorts. Therefore,
far from empathising with his masters, if anything, this artist seems to have sided with the
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under-class. What seems clear is that the patron and his inner circle failed to realise that the
joke  was  literally  and  figuratively  at  their  expense.  Only  this  failure  explains  the  drawing’s  
survival. Indeed, if the drawings in the folio: The Chivalrous Life, were intended to be a
celebration of a particular member of this emergent class, it seems certain that the patron
believed he had achieved this end. And, no doubt, he would have done so in an unadulterated
form had it not been for the mischievous wiles of one or more of the artists.
Comparing the targets of the humour of the Peasant woman with a sickle shield and The
Noble Hunt is revealing. I have argued that, in both cases, it is likely that the objects of this
humour are those bourgeois elements who craved acceptance in court circles. However, in the
former case, the artist used the negative imagery of the peasantry as a means of denigrating
these aspiring groups by association. In contrast, in the latter case, the artist presents peasants
as taking the lead and poking fun at these same groups, albeit covertly. While it is not
inconceivable, I have difficulty in accepting that these two modes of humour were products
of the same mind-set. The former artist embraced establishment values, ridiculing aspiring
members of the bourgeoisie and the peasantry alike. In contrast, the latter artist conceived of
the peasantry as being capable of engaging in an alternative form of satire sufficiently subtle
to fool not only his patron, but also, if this interpretation is sound, art experts some six
hundred years into the future. And, if proof be needed that it is possible to pull-off the
subterfuge perpetrated by the creator of The noble hunt, look no further than the
interpretations placed upon this drawing by Elias, Campbell Hutchinson and Waldburg. Of
course, I could be mistaken, but to my eyes, once the audacity of the artist is revealed, the
other interpretations on offer appear superficial and flawed.
As might be expected, other commentators have a different over-view of the humour in the
housebook. While  Elias  noted  Bossert  and  Storck’s  observation  on  the  regular  injection  of  
ridicule  into  the  Master’s  work,  it  does  not  seem  to  have  influenced his interpretation of the
housebook drawings. Since Elias consigned the humour present in The obscene garden of
love to the bawdy category, the only ridicule he detected in the drawings was the rather
unsubtle  type  directed  at  the  peasantry.  He  simply  noted  that  ‘[f]ools  cut  clumsy  capers’  
(2012: 204). In contrast, Waldburg sees humour manifest everywhere. As he put it:
[T]he friendly, playful sense of humor we encounter everywhere speaks against the
collaboration  of  several  artists.  The  vain  maiden  as  a  sign  of  the  zodiac  in  Mercury…  or  
the fish in Jupiter — a pike devouring a stickleback — are witty innovations. It is scarcely
conceivable that two different artists could correspond this fully in personality and skill,
unless  they  were  brothers’  (1998:  108).

It is far from beyond the bounds of possibility that two or more people could share the same
or similar sense of humour. After all, it is unlikely that we as a species would have developed
the capacity for humour were it not something that could be shared. Nevertheless, I concede
that, if the form taken by humour in the drawings can be shown to come from the same stable
this might offer some support for the single artist thesis. Accordingly, the question at issue is
whether or not the humour detected in the drawings is of a kind. I find it difficult to believe
Waldburg would resist the claim that the maiden with the mirror (see Plate 1: Mercury and
his children) is indicative of a more restrained and delicate sense of humour than, say, the
figure emptying his bowels in the foreground of Plate 10: The army encampment or the
flasher in Plate14: The obscene garden of love. In fact the examples of humour that
Waldburg provides fall into what might be described as the innocuous, almost child-like,
category. They are unlikely to have caused any offence to the patron or his circle. They are
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far removed from what I take to be the biting counter-cultural wit smuggled into The noble
hunt or the bawdy humour of The obscene garden of love. All of this is not to deny that one
person may be capable of engaging in a range of humour. But since the humour in the
housebook is so diverse the greater likelihood is that it signals the involvement of more than
one  artist,  artists  with  distinctively  different  tastes  and  sensibilities.    Waldburg’s  preference  
for the one artist interpretation is typical of his mode of argument. He clutches onto any
fragment of evidence that might conceivably be judged to point in the desired direction,
namely, towards the integrated nature of the manuscript. The intention here is not so much to
argue for or against the one artist thesis, but rather to demonstrate the folly of rushing to
judgement  on  the  basis  of  flimsy  and  inconclusive  evidence.  Waldburg’s  willingness  to  draw  
premature and unwarranted conclusions calls into question not just the specific point that he
is striving to make. It also casts doubt on his general capacity for relatively dispassionate
enquiry.
Campbell  Hutchinson  attributes  the  Master  with  a  ‘lively  sense  of  humor…  [She  continues]  
The  adjective  most  often  used  to  describe  him  has  been  ‘genial,’  a  quality  formerly  thought  to  
have been unique to him in the art of his time. It is certainly true that his humour is more
subtle and, to the modern mind, more genuinely funny than that of the Master E.S. or of
Hieronymus  Bosch,  for  whom  humor  and  indecent  exposure  were  frequently  synonymous’  
(Filedt Kok, 1985: 57). Granted, he may well have been seen as genial in the circles within
which he moved and sought to gratify, but it is open to question whether the targets of his
humour would have been of a similar mind. After all, the ridiculed stratum constituted more
than eighty per cent of the German population. This is not, of course, to suggest that the great
mass of humanity at this time had any awareness that they were being ridiculed by artists in
the service of the nobility, although they were almost certainly cognisant of the fact that they
were held in contempt by the dominant groups. It is, however, surprising that Campbell
Hutchinson felt able to generalise about something as diverse as taste in humour in the
contemporary  world  as  she  does  when  asserting  that  his  humour  would  be  seen  as  ‘genuinely  
funny’  to  ‘the  modern  mind’.  When  people  engage  in  such  sweeping  generalisations,  it  can  
bring  into  question  other  statements  made  by  them.  The  Cabinet  Master’s  principal  targets  for  
satire were upwardly mobile members of the bourgeoisie, people who sought to achieve a
degree of acceptance in court circles. He combined this with an utter contempt for the
peasantry. Ploughing these particular furrows in more egalitarian modern societies might be
likely to find a more restricted audience. In this regard, a recent incident in British political
life springs to mind. A government minister, Andrew Mitchell, was accused of referring to a
House  of  Parliament  police  officer  as  a  ‘pleb’  (plebeian).  This  expression  proved  to  be  
politically toxic because it was widely held to be indicative of how members of a cabinet
dominated by a public school educated elite secretly viewed the majority of the electorate.
And,  therefore,  far  from  being  seen  as  ‘genuinely  funny’  to  the  so-called  ‘modern  mind’,  
Mitchell was forced to resign, an outcome that he found far from amusing. However, the
point of interest here is not whether Mitchell did or did not use the term  ‘pleb’  but the fact
that the Prime Minister and his cabinet colleagues felt the need to distance themselves from
its damaging implications.89 For the record, after a long legal battle Mr Justice Mitting found
on  the  balance  of  probability  that  ‘Mitchell  did  use  the  “politically  toxic”  word  “pleb”’  
(McVeight and Watt 2014). I  suspect  that  Campbell  Hutchison’s  image  of  the  ‘modern  mind’  
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is derived from a relatively small and select coterie of like-minded people. In complex and
diverse  contemporary  societies,  the  singularity  of  the  term  ‘modern  mind’  should  
immediately sensitize us to its vacuous nature. For example, in terms of box-office appeal,
one of the most successful cinematic series in Britain in the post-war period has been the
‘Carry  On’  films.  Thirty-one of these films were made between 1958 and 1992. Their trademark was smutty humour and sexual innuendo. While not to everyone’s  taste,  there  is  no  
denying  their  popularity  and  commercial  success.  It  is  quite  clear  that  some  ‘modern  minds’  
found  and,  indeed,  still  find  them  ‘genuinely  funny’.
If the alternative interpretation of The noble hunt offered here has anything to recommend it,
perhaps other drawings in the housebook also contain disguised messages. This is not to say
that the type of humour claimed to have been found in The noble hunt is necessarily
replicated elsewhere. It could perhaps be argued that the closest to this form of subversive
humour occurs in Plate 7, the smelting scene, where an artisan is depicted holding his nose
while observing one of the visiting courtiers and his lady. Supplementary Plate 18 leaves
little room for doubt. The artisan is covering his nose and looking directly at the courtly
couple. This particular couple are nearer to the furnace than the artisan in question and we
can safely assume that, for such people, being in close proximity to a furnace was not an
everyday occurrence. Yet, unlike the artisan, they seem untroubled by the noxious fumes. It is
surely  possible  that  the  artist  is  using  the  artisan’s  actions  as  a  means  of  mocking  this  couple  
and, by implication their peers, holding his nose in response to their presence. The artist was
careful to guard himself against the patron spotting this little ruse by including another
artisan, this time very close to the furnace, holding a cloth to his nose. In other words,
covering  one’s  nose  was  normal  practice  for  those  working  under  such  conditions. Therefore,
while  Elias  interpreted  this  drawing  as  indicative  of  the  nobility’s  ‘patriarchal  contempt  for  
others’  (2012:  204),  the  artist  seems  to  have  inverted  the  prevailing  directional  flow  of  scorn.
Some of the other drawings could be seen as including elements that make a similar point,
albeit in less subtle ways. Waldburg asserts that the Order of the Jug sash only appears in
positive contexts (1998: 73). While, this is largely the case, in addition to Plate 3: The noble
hunt, there are other instances where the artist could be construed to have crossed this line.
For example, the courtier furthest away from the furnace appears to offer a glimpse of a sash
which, again, is being worn on the wrong shoulder (see Supplementary Plate 19). This
humorous tactic could be taken to suggest that The noble hunt and the smelting were drawn
by the same hand. There are also grounds for arguing that the sash is presented in a negative
light in The obscene garden of love. The courtier on the right of the  table  fondling  a  lady’s  
breast appears to be wearing a partially concealed sash. Its presence is given credence by the
fact that this drawing can be compared with the engraving by Master E.S. (see Supplementary
Plates 21 and 22). Both works depict a courtier sitting at the right-hand end of the table
molesting his female companion. However, only in the housebook version of this drawing is
there the addition of what looks distinctively like a sash. This suggests that this alteration was
made after some deliberation. As such, had its presence been detected by the patron or
another member of his circle, it is likely that it would have been interpreted as a sign of
covert insolence. However, given the detailed nature of the drawing and partial disclosure of
the sash, the chances of it having been picked-up were probably slight. Nevertheless, to his
credit, particularly in the light of his broad stance on the housebook, Waldburg does identify
this detail and he writes: ‘[I]n“The  Obscene  Garden  of  Love”  his  [the  courtier  seated  on  the  
right of the table] arm conceals the device [the sash]... In the same picture, clearly identifiable
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once more, the Knight of the Jug walks with a lady who points to the lascivious company,
safe  on  the  far  side  of  the  brook’  (1998:  74).  However,  having  identified  the  partially  
concealed sash, Waldburg does not attempt to probe its implications. Moreover, its negative
presence sits uncomfortably alongside his earlier assertion that the sash only  appears  in  ‘the  
positive  sections  of  these…  pictures’  (1998:  73).  Again,  he  makes  no  attempt  to  reconcile  
these two statements, leaving it for others to try to bridge this gap. The bawdy humour of
Master E.S. is all too apparent in The large garden of love, but not it seems apparent enough
for the copyist responsible for The obscene garden of love. Just in case any viewer might fail
to  see  ‘the  joke’,  he  felt  the  need  to  add  two  figures  to  the  original,  a  man  pointing  at  the  
offending member and a woman feigning shock. Perhaps the need to underscore the bawdy
element was really a subterfuge, the aim being to distract attention away from the presence of
the partially concealed sash. But what one wonders was this artist trying to achieve by
including two sash-wearing courtiers in the drawing—the molester and the one escorting the
lady? Could it be that he was suggesting that despite all his polished ways, the courtier on the
right-bank  was  but  a  wolf  in  sheep’s  clothing?    Perhaps  the  subject-matter of this picture also
tells us something about the sense of humour of the patron and his circle; that is, as long as it
was directed at clown-like figures. However, if this alternative interpretation has substance,
unbeknown to them, the joke was really at their expense. There is also the hint of a negative
presentation of the sash in Plate 8: The coronel joust. In addition to a prominent figure
wearing a sash, this drawing includes two men on horseback; one is fondling the breast of a
peasant girl, while the other is touching a lady sharing a horse with her courtier. Again, the
latter figure could be viewed as wearing a partially concealed sash (see Supplementary Plate
22). Apart from the presence of the sash, this strain of humour seems more reminiscent of the
bawdier humour found in The large garden of love by Master E.S and also in his Pair of
Lovers than it does of the work of the Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet (see Supplementary
Plate 14).
By way of further variation, there could be a more pointed political dimension to some of the
other drawings. Plate 1: Mercury and his children may be a case in point. Elias chose to
highlight the artist because he was dressed as a courtier. However, it could be argued that of
greater importance and certainly of greater prominence is the wood-carver. The rope securing
the block of wood he is carving may just be a holding device, but it could also be interpreted
as being symbolic of the servitude of the masses. This reading of the drawing is encouraged
by the fact that the lady is offering the wood-carver a drink, while her courtier attempts to
restrain  her.  It  may  be  an  attempt  to  capture  a  ‘world-upside-down’  view  of  the  status  
hierarchy. Understandably, the reader may consider the above interpretation to be little more
than interesting speculation. However, there is another barely visible aspect of drawing that
gives this interpretation more weight. Scarcely detectable though it is, the carving of the man
has been worked in such a way as to show him pointing his penis in the direction of the
courtier (see Supplementary Plate 23).90 This is surely the most telling aspect of the drawing
and the one that offers the clearest insight into how the artist viewed the patron and his ilk.
Far from viewing him with great respect, he secretly held him in contempt?
Again, is the water carrier in Plate 2: Saturn and his children so positioned as to allow those
in  the  know  to  recognise  that  it  was  the  artist’s  intention to depict him as drenching the knight
escorting the man to the gallows? (See Supplementary Plate 24). And is there not just a hint
that the condemned man is wearing a crown of thorns (see Supplementary Plate 25)? Plate 5:
The water-surrounded castle depicts two ladies in a boat, gossiping away, without an
apparent care in the world. One of them nonchalantly grips the neck of a servant who has just
caught a fish. While not easy to interpret the meaning of this detail, it is possible that the
artist was trying to capture what he saw as the depraved indifference of the ruling groups
towards the servant class, so much so that the lady in question was quite willing to use one of
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their number as a fishing rod. If this interpretation has any credence, the discrepancy in
power between the artist and the patron may go some way towards explaining the obscurity
of this point (see Supplementary Plate 26).  Waldburg    argues  that  ‘Even  in  the  most  serious  
and dangerous scene, the warlike joust [Plate 9 ], tension is defused with humor: In a furious
horse race sweeping across the page, one of the horses is seized by the tail and thus prevented
from  starting…  This  friendly  dissimulating  manner is utterly typical of the Housebook
Master  and  can  be  perceived  in  many  of  his  engravings’  (1998:  44).  I  am  by  no  means  as  
certain as Waldburg seems to be with regard to the meaning of this so-called  ‘horse-race’.  
Apart from the horseman in the rear, it is not clear which parties belong to the pursuers and
which to the pursued. Another possibility is that the artist wished to imply that the antics of
the rider in front have, in some way, upset the armed rider and he is bent on apprehending
him or, perhaps, them or, at least, he may simply be chasing him or them off. Seemingly
unbeknown to him, his progress is being impeded by a peasant hanging onto the tail of his
horse. The humour present in the Master of the Cabinet engravings seems aimed at upholding
the dignity of the establishment rather than challenging its authority. His work exhibited
contempt for the peasantry. Whether the artist responsible for Plate 9 intended the peasant
clinging  to  the  horse’s  tail  to  be  mockery  or  a  more  concerted  attempt  to  slow  down  the  
armed horseman and undermine his mission is obviously unknown. Nevertheless, either way,
it suggests that he was intending to register the presence of some disregard for authority. If
the above interpretations have any credence, what would the artist or artists in questions have
been trying to say? Could he/they have been striving to make a critical comment on the
prevailing order and its  ‘iniquitous  system  of  justice’?    Another,  less  barbed,  strain  of  humour  
could be seen as appearing in Plate 8. While the antics of two peasants could be interpreted
as  fools  cutting  ‘clumsy  capers’  (Elias  2012:  204),  they  could  also  be  seen  as  mocking  the
assembled throng. In a similar vein, the peasant dancers in Plate 12 could be interpreted as
mocking the airs and graces of the nobility.
Moving  back  onto  a  more  general  level,  Filedt  Kok  observes  that  ‘it  is  striking  that  the  
satirical prints with peasants by Master bxg are of a much more vulgar character than those
by  the  [Cabinet]  Master  himself’  (1985:  210).    But  could  not  this  same  judgement  be  applied  
to creator/s of The bathhouse, what I take to be, the centre-piece of The noble hunt, the
smelting scene and, in particular, Mercury and his children and The obscene garden of love?
Judging by the engravings in the Cabinet Room, the Master identified with the court nobility,
regarded the peasantry as beneath contempt and the rising bourgeoisie with courtier
pretensions as somewhat ludicrous. His distaste for this parvenu class found particular
expression in his presentations of mock-coats of arms whereby he accomplished a double
strike. He used heraldic imagery to ridicule their recent humble origins by depicting them as
grotesque peasants. The Cabinet Master seems to have been catering for the prejudices of at
least certain members of the nobility. Given his track record, why might he have accepted a
commission from a member of a group he apparently despised? Of course, it may be that
money alone could have been the inducement. While this is a possibility, it still required two
to tango. It has been widely suggested or implied that the patron of the housebook was
acquainted with this artist because both were active in court circles. But, if this is the case, is
it  not  equally  likely  that  he  would  have  been  aware  of  this  artist’s  reputation  for  denigrating  
men of his standing? Therefore, the possibility that these two parties would have felt inclined
to strike up a working accord is, at the very least, questionable. If the Master had accepted a
commission from a member of this emergent class, he might well have found oblique ways in
which he could express his distaste for the task at hand. However, it seems most unlikely that
a man who considered the peasantry and artisans to be beneath contempt would conceive of
them as being capable of instigating subversive humour. To use members of these groups as a
means of lampooning the bourgeoisie is one thing, to conceive of them as being capable of
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perpetrating subtle humour would have been quite another. But when all is said and done, it
must be conceded that some of the alternative interpretations offered here amount to little
more than idle speculation. They are, however, no more lacking in substance than the
blandness of many of the prevailing assessments. There are, of course, degrees of ridicule. It
can take a gentle and affectionate form. It can also be deprecating and, at times, have a
vindictive edge. In this latter form, it clearly contains a strong element of disapproval, a
negative judgement on the targets of this humour. To argue otherwise would be to deny a
moralising dimension to political cartoons. The gentle type is more likely to occur between
parties of more or less equal status—friendly banter. This is unlikely to have been the case
between patron and artist/s in this period. If the interpretations offered here have some
plausibility, what we see in at least three of the housebook drawings is a subversive form of
ridicule, a means by which the artist or artists are taking a sneaky form of revenge on one of
the groups that dominated their working lives. However, if this interpretation of The noble
hunt, the smelting scene and Mercury and his children and perhaps other drawings is wide of
the mark, a humble apology is in order. There again, if these interpretations have some
credence, what then accounts for the failure of art experts to detect the presence of this downup satirical element? I say element, but it could be argued that, once identified, this humour
becomes the central theme of the three above named drawings. It would not seem appropriate
to conceive of them as pieces of incidental humour. Having identified a collection of
drawings, as being prestigious, perhaps this designation makes it more difficult for the
cognoscente to see them through quirkier eyes, to view them from a less reverential
perspective. Perhaps their broader cultural experiences also render them less in tune with the
humour of those from a distinctively different background. Perhaps a group that is prone to
see  itself  as  the  arbiter  of  ‘good  taste’  is  predisposed  to  discount  the  views  of  the  laity.  In  
other words, there may be a parallel between their disdain for the opinions of outsiders and
their failure to detect humour directed at the high status groups with whom they are more
inclined to identify.
James  C.  Scott’s  work  helps  to  put  the  above  argument  in  a  broader  context.  On  a  general  
level he writes that there is a tendency for:
[S]ubordinate classes [to be] less constrained at the level of thought and ideology, since
they can in secluded settings speak with comparative safety, and [to be] more constrained
at the level of political action and struggle, where the daily exercise of power sharply limits
the options available to them. To put it crudely, it would ordinarily be suicide for serfs to
set about to the murder their lords and abolish the seigneurial regime; it is, however,
plausible for them to imagine and talk about such aspirations providing they are discreet
about it (1990: 91).

More  specifically  and  pertinently,  he  observes  that  ‘the  historical  evidence  clearly  shows  that  
the subordinate groups have been capable of revolutionary thought that repudiates existing
forms of domination. Schwabian artisans and cultivators in the German Peasant War could
imagine  that  Christ’s  crucifixion  had  redeemed  all  believers  from  serfdom,  bondage  and  
taxes;;  …’  (1990:  101-102). Interestingly, he also argues that:
The elaboration of hidden transcripts depends not only on the creation of relatively
unmonitored physical locations and free time but also on active human agents who create
and disseminate them. The carriers are likely to be as socially marginal as the places where
they gather. Since what counts as socially marginal depends so heavily on cultural
definitions, the carriers will vary greatly by culture and over time. In early modern Europe,
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for example, it seems that the carriers of folk culture played a key role in developing the
subversive themes of the carnivalesque. Actors, acrobats, bards, jugglers, diviners, itinerant
entertainers of all kinds might be said to have made their living in this fashion. Other
itinerants — journeymen, craftsmen on tour, tinker, colporteurs, shoemakers, petty traders,
vagrants,  healers,  “tooth  artists”  — while perhaps less active in elaborating a dissident
subculture, might be important vectors for its propagation (1990: 123-24).

While Scott does not make an explicit reference to itinerant artists, Du Boulay, writing of
Germany in the later Middle Ages, states that:
Illustrators were often independent and itinerant and used their print-blocks in different
places. Some were creative but many were skilled copyists. They had the tantalizing habit
of identifying their works, if at all, by initials or monograms. Production required capitalorganization and money troubles were frequent. Hence plagiarism, sale bankruptcy or
inheritance, it is extremely difficult to be sure who executed the picture and where. (198317-18).

Scott continues:
If we step back slightly from specific groups in a particular cultural milieu, something
more general may be said about the principal carriers of the hidden transcript. It is not
simply a question of their anomalous or low social standing. They are also likely to follow
trades or vocations that encourage physical mobility. As travellers they often serve as
cultural brokers and social links between subordinate communities while remaining,
themselves, less socially anchored and hence more autonomous. In the case of guilds or
sects, they may also have a corporate existence that provides its own social insulations
from direct domination. Finally, a good many of these groups depend directly on the
patronage of a lower-class public to make their living (1990: 124).

He goes on to reflect on the prevalence of depictions of the world-upside-down in the
following terms:
In  the  Reformation  and  the  subsequent  Peasants’  War,  the  [world-upside-down broadsheet]
prints play an undeniably major role in disseminating the spirit of revolution. As the
conflict became open and violent, the imagery became more direct; a Lutheran cartoon
showed a peasant defecating into the papal tiara. The prints associated with the peasant
revolutionaries  under  Thomas  Münzer  pictured  “peasants  disputing  with  learned  
theologians, ramming the scriptures down the throats of priests, and pulling down the
tyrant’s  castle”  (1990:  171).91

The portrayal of an inverted social order chimes with some of the alternative interpretations
of the housebook drawings offered here. Again, the reference to a defecating peasant recalls
the presence of one performing the very same act in Plate 10: The army encampment. To the
eyes of the elite it may have been seen as a typical display of characteristic uncouthness so
representative of the peasantry at large. However, it could also be interpreted as a peasant
emptying  his  bowels  in  a  location  that  could  conceivably  be  read  as  the  artist’s  signaturecum-commentary on the folly and brutality of war.
The ways in which people view pictures should be seen as a relationship. It is not only the
content of the picture, but the experiences and emotional and intellectual concerns that

137

viewers bring to bear—including, in the case of some works, their sensitivity to different
forms  of  humour.  However,  people’s  receptivity  to  humour  varies  with mood, circumstances
and experiences. In addition to his theoretical concerns, knowingly or unknowingly, Elias
brought his sense of humour to his viewing of the housebook pictures, but given the
conditions under which he wrote The Civilizing Process, it would be entirely understandable
if it had not been at its sharpest. More generally, when  reflecting  upon  people’s  capacity  for  
approaching their work with varying degrees of involvement and detachment the issue of
sensitivity to different forms of humour rarely, if ever, features. Perhaps the various
interpretations of, for example, The noble hunt should lead us to take the humorous
dimension rather more seriously. Finally, I can appreciate that some readers may interpret
this attempt at second-guessing the fraternity of art experts and offering an alternative
interpretation of a number of the housebook pictures as being the height of impertinence.
After all, have I not acknowledged my layperson status in the field of art? Nevertheless,
while my lack of expertise in this field can hardly be over-stated, in at least three instances, I
feel confident in sticking to my guns. It is, of course, for readers to make their own
judgement. It would be foolish not to add that, unbeknown to me, other people may already
have offered similar interpretations of The noble hunt, the smelting scene and Mercury and
his children to the ones offered here. If that be the case, I readily relinquish any claim to
originality. I will, however, derive some comfort from the security of feeling less exposed. If
my speculation about the type of humour present in some of the housebook drawings has any
substance, clearly it would not affect their artistic merit. Indeed, it could be held to make the
manuscript more interesting from an historical perspective. Given that, we are largely
dependent upon the dominant groups for heavily-slanted depictions of the lower orders in this
period,  if  these  ‘alternative’  interpretations  of  some  of  the  drawings  have  some  substance  
they could be seen as offering us fleeting glimpses of perhaps a thriving counter-culture.
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Part 6: Conclusion
Section 20: Were the housebook drawings fit for purpose?
When faced with the inter-connectedness of human history, any single attempt at penetrating
this complexity is, to say the least, severely circumscribed. Given that so much evidence
relevant to so many research projects has been irrevocably lost, even the totality of our efforts
are bound to be found wanting. Grandiose research is strictly limited in terms of its depth.
And regardless of its scope, it is still limited in terms of its breadth. Conversely, with research
where the focus is more specific, its location within the broader scheme of things tends to be
rather vague.92 And, no matter how detailed it is, its depth still leaves room for further
digging. Researchers have to call a halt to their research at some point. It has to peter out to
greater or lesser degrees in every direction. Therefore, in the face of this complexity and its
unknown elements, all we can aspire to are analyses which, for the time being at least,
achieve reasonable degrees of object-adequacy, assessed in terms of the extent to which they
can accommodate the available evidence. In other words, estimating its worth has to be in
terms of whether or not it has advanced our understanding? As implied, even these
judgements may not stand if further evidence is discovered which can be used to demonstrate
their limitations. John Wheeler, an American theoretical physicist, admirably sums up our
situation:  ‘As  our  island  of  knowledge  grows  so  does  the  shore  of  our  ignorance’ (cited by
Jim Al-Khalili: 2012).93
The quality of any emerging analysis of social processes is subject to a number of constraints.
First and foremost, there is the sheer complexity of the human figurations with which we are
grappling. The second constraint is the amount of evidence that is held to be relevant to a
given project currently available or that can be uncovered. The third constraint is a bundle of
limitations relating to a researcher or researchers’  circumstances  and  capacities. Firstly, there
is the time and the resources available to them. Control over these dimensions tends to be
subject  to  great  variation.    One  aspect  of  these  resources  is  the  researcher’s  support  network  
and the access he/she has to those in and outside his/her discipline who may have the
potential to facilitate or add a spark to the research process. Secondly, there is the
accessibility of this evidence to particular researchers. Thirdly, there are the opportunities
available to communicate the findings, including the space available to present them in
publishable form. These opportunities are often controlled by gate-keepers who may have
their own particular axes to grind. Given these over-arching constraints, a battery of interconnected intellectual capacities comes into  play.  The  researcher’s  ability  to  assess  what  is  
more and less relevant. While limited in the scheme of things, the data judged to be relevant
to  a  project  may  still  be  voluminous.  Therefore,  the  researcher’s  capacity  to  select  those  
elements that are most relevant to the task at hand, to the problem on which he/she is
endeavouring  to  shed  light,  is  a  pressing  issue.  The  researcher’s  ability  to  interpret  the  
selected evidence relates to his/her intellectual skills in combination with his/her character,
personality and energy. What  is  crucial  in  this  regard  is  the  researcher’s  ability  to  adhere to a
theoretical framework which has a relatively high degree of object-adequacy and, in
consequence, limit the extent to which heteronymous concerns encroach upon the research
process.  Then  there  is  the  extent  to  which  the  researcher’s  qualities  complement  the  type  of  
research methods he/she intends to employ and his/her ability to apply them consistently.
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Finally, there is the  researcher’s  skill  at  communicating the research findings in an effective
and understandable manner.
Since the complexities with which we struggle are to all intents and purposes limitless,
researchers would do well to combine their assessment of their own personal qualities and
intellectual skills with a strong dose of modesty. For example, I hope I have a certain level of
awareness of the limitations of my knowledge in an embarrassingly wide variety of areas. In
some, I know a little, while in others, including some touched upon in this monograph,
virtually nothing. Cases in point are the paucity of my appreciation of art history and the
medieval history of Germany. It would not be surprising if specialists in these respective
fields were able to pick some rather large holes in the analysis presented here. At the same
time, those who aspire to produce an explanation/analysis that has a reasonable degree of
adequacy are bound to wander into fields where their level of understanding is found to be
wanting.  I  say  ‘bound  to’  because  the  contours of the respective disciplines are in large
measure arbitrary constructs which have been the outcome of figurational dynamics. Those
who think they can ring-fence their research concerns are deluding themselves. While I am
not unsympathetic to their anxieties, those who treat their research field as an autonomous
region are giving their need for security more priority than the quest for more object-adequate
knowledge. I appreciate that, for many readers the foregoing is likely to fall into the category,
‘teaching  one’s  grandmother  to  suck  eggs’.  Nevertheless,  I  felt  that  it  was  necessary  to  
rehearse my position as an introduction to what follows.
In addition to being far longer than originally intended, this erstwhile paper-cum-monograph
has taken the reader down various circuitous pathways. However, the over-riding objective
has  always  been  to  assess  the  adequacy  of  Elias’s  utilisation  and interpretation of the
housebook drawings, the analysis of which is the centre-piece  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  
Knight’.  The  various  detours  were  not  anticipated at the outset, but they came to be judged
necessary because an effective assessment was simply not possible within the bounds of
Elias’s  appraisal.  The  hope  is  that,  as  a  result,  we  are  now  better  placed  to  assess the objectadequacy of his case-study. When considering the question of the extent to which the
housebook drawings were fit for the purpose that Elias envisaged, the crucial point to
remember is that his principal intention was to provide a graphic impression of the lifestyle of
the warrior knight in his hey-day. On this basis, there appear to be a multitude of
discrepancies between this objective and the means he employed to achieve it. There are at
least ten significant shortcomings. They are as follows:
1. He  failed  to  register  the  fact  that  more  than  a  third  of  the  housebook’s  contents  are  
missing. The missing elements compromised his whole project from the outset because we
can never be sure what the lost folios might have told us about the orientations and intentions
of  those  who  participated  in  the  manuscript’s  compilation.  Their  absence  demands  that  any  
interpretation we place upon the contents should be circumspect and any conclusions drawn
should  be  tentative.  Elias’s  presentation  is  devoid  of  these reservations.
2. Given that Elias knew the drawings would not appear in the first edition of The Civilizing
Process, on the presentational level he should have done a number of things. Firstly, he
needed to acknowledge their absence and discussed the problems this created for the reader.
Secondly, he should have explained how he came to select the fourteen drawings from among
the others available. Thirdly, he should have recognised that his interpretation of the selected
pictures was speculative and that other interpretations were possible. Fourthly, he should also
have made clear where his interpretation of one drawing ended and another began. And
fifthly, he should have referenced each one to ensure that at least the few readers who had
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access  to  Bossert  and  Storck’s  publication  could  readily  identify  the  respective  drawings.  His  
failure to do any of these things was little short of shoddy.
3.  Elias’s  failure  to  recognise  the  fact  that  housebook’s  geographical  origins  are  directly  
linked to his unanchored claim that, while the housebook drawings were the product of a
period of transition, they were, nevertheless, still relevant to the era and figuration that was
his immediate concern. As we have seen, this failure to make a single reference to its
geographical roots is an omission that he later recognised in conversation with Stephen
Mennell and tried to rectify with his backwater thesis, a thesis that I have taken to be based
on Swabia. The problem is that the evidence pointing to its origins lying in this region lacks
the  strength  to  justify  Elias’s  foundational  claim  that  the  drawings  spoke  of  a  much  earlier  era  
and, consequently, it is not substantive enough to support the edifice he proceeded to erect
upon it.
4. The housebook was a product of a transitional period when the traditional knight was
under growing pressure from above by the courtly figuration, from below by an increasingly
militant peasantry and also from the growing presence of the urban bourgeoisie. Agreed, at
the time Elias was writing, Swabia was held by some participants in the debate to be the
housebook’s  place  of  origin.  It  was  also  one  of  the  eyes  of  the  transitional  storm.  It  was  a  
region characterised by a substantial number of relatively unincorporated lesser knights who
felt particularly exposed to this pincer movement and the threat it posed to their traditional
‘rights’  and  way  of  life.  Accordingly,  they  responded  with  great  ferocity.  It  was  hardly  a  
social climate in which knights would have reflected nostalgically on days of yore. They
were fully engaged in the struggle to ensure the maintenance of their seigniorial rights. Nor
does Swabia seem to have been a context in which successful members of the bourgeoisie
would have felt sufficiently secure and able to adopt and display the opulent and carefree life
style of a courtier as appears to be portrayed in The chivalrous life folio.
5.  Elias’s  air-brushing of the patron from history amounts to an act of intellectual expediency.
There must surely have been a patron. After all, why would an artist or group of artists,
colourists and scribes contribute to the manuscript with no commission in prospect? On this
basis, the supervising task must have been performed by some combination of the patron
and/or his representative, artist/s and other craftsmen. It is likely that the patron or his
functionary mediated the compilation, the focus and content of the housebook drawings to
some  unknown  degree  and,  to  the  extent  to  which  this  occurred  undermines  Elias’s  decision  
to focus  solely  on  ‘the  artist’.  Moreover,  his  total  neglect  of  the  patron  flies  in  the  face  of  his  
analysis of the patronage system in his study of Mozart (2005b). Was the patron of the
housebook an  ‘outsider’  whose  orientation  and  interests  were  tied,  not  to the declining
knightly order, but to emergent court society? The evidence pointing to the patron being a
newly risen member of the bourgeoisie is far from conclusive. However, it seems to be
substantially  stronger  than  that  which  supports  Elias’s  interpretation. Incidentally, the fact
that the patron or patrons failed to ensure that the contents of the codex were held in tact is
itself indicative of the influence—in this case the neglectful influence—that he/they wielded.
6. Elias made the unsupported assertion that his selected drawings are the work of a single
artist. He stood by this claim even though he acknowledged that one of the drawings was
perhaps copied from an engraving by Master E. S.; an artist who died before the housebook
saw the light of day. He maintained this stance even though the question of the artistic
attribution of the drawings has been the subject of a hotly contested debate that has spanned
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more than a century and even though the authors of his principal source—Bossert and Storck
—were of a different mind. In the event, the balance of evidence does not support his
assertion. Since the possibility exists that the drawings could be the work of an unknown
number of artists, copyists, colourists and perhaps even studio communities, this would make
his  claim  that  ‘the  artist’  had  a  great  affinity  with  the  knightly  order,  appear  highly  
problematic, not to say contrived.
7. Elias argued that this unknown solo artist had a strong, not to say total affinity with the
knightly class. Moreover, by implication he also held that this artist possessed sufficient
proto-sociological insight and detachment to be able to locate this class in its broader social
figuration. Both these claims are at variance with the recognition of the centrality of
interdependency  ties.  It  is  as  if  ‘the  artist’  was  entirely  unconstrained  in  his  creation  of  these  
drawings. Surprisingly, the possibility that artists could have been internally constrained or
externally pressurised to do the bidding of their patron or his overseeing agent does not
feature  in  Elias’s  purview of the process by which the housebook was compiled.
8. Elias displayed an unwavering belief in his ability simply to describe the subject-matter of
his selected drawings, as if no other interpretations were possible. He paid no heed to the
immense problems of interpreting motives and meanings from static and in many ways
rudimentary depictions of human behaviour. Since these drawings are by unknown artists,
there is no way of knowing what they were trying to achieve and the meanings they strove to
invest in their work. Nor is there any way of knowing how able they were at giving
expression to their intentions on parchment. Yet, notwithstanding these problems, on
occasions, Elias went so far as to imagine that these cartoon-like figures had real lives beyond
the housebook. True, a minority may have been depictions of real people, but we cannot
know for certain one way or the other.  Elias’s  imaginings  have  no  place  in  a  serious  
sociological text and have more in common with the license granted to writers of historical
fiction.
9. Elias claimed that the drawings offer authentic insights into the life of a knight in his
period of dominance without at any point in the context of his case study disclosing his
benchmark primary sources. He, therefore, left the impression that this was an exercise in
tautology—the housebook pictures confirm their own object-adequacy. It is an outcome
deeply sought after and one driven by his desire to find a source that would help advance his
broader thesis.
10. Elias clearly believed that he had a flair for artistic interpretation, a view shared by some
who work within his contours. While this attribute may manifest itself in other contexts, he
seems to have been singularly ill-equipped to interpret the housebook drawings. Crucially in
this regard, he seems to have been oblivious to the controversy surrounding the origins of the
housebook and the artistic attribution of the drawings, a debate that raged for the century or
more preceding his decision to select some of its drawings for analysis in The Civilising
Process. The only other possibility is that Elias was aware of the surrounding controversy,
but decided not to inform his readership for reasons of relevance or expediency.
Many of the above ten shortcomings can be unpacked to reveal the depth of our collective
ignorance. By way of illustration, consider the following series of questions. Who was the
originating patron? By commissioning the housebook what was this man trying to achieve?
Was he primarily intent on producing a document for display that would enhance his prestige
or was he more concerned with producing something that had an intellectual and practical
purpose? It could, of course, be a combination of both these objectives. That having been
said, if his central aim was display, why did he not go the extra step and have it bound.
Another  issue  that  feeds  into  the  question  of  the  balance  struck  between  the  patron’s  concerns  
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with prestige and his intrinsic interest in the contents relates to his educational level? Having
commissioned it, did he go on to play an active a part in its compilation? How prescriptive
was he in designating its contents? Alternatively, having decided or having been persuaded to
embark on the production of the housebook, did he then delegate the task of overseeing its
compilation to a functionary? If this was the case, what was the relationship between the
patron and this other party? Were they at one or were there spoken and unspoken differences
in terms of their respective visions of what was required? Was this other party able to
manipulate or modify the expectations of the patron? How scrupulously did the patron peruse
the draft document? Did he simply wave it through or was his approach more controlling and
censorious? Did he insist on alterations and, if so, how many? Did he go so far as to insist on
the removal of some pictures, text and gatherings? How much material was available for
inclusion and how much of it was considered for selection? By what process was the material
for the final version selected? Were the items that were included specifically commissioned
for the housebook or were some or all of them already in circulation? Since the housebook
consists of a number of separate gatherings was this arrangement settled upon to allow the
insertion of additional material? If there were later additions, when were they made and who
proposed and sanctioned them? If it is the case that the housebook was compiled over a
period of decades, was there more than one patron? If so, what was the relationship between
these parties? It is certain that more than one artist contributed to the manuscript. Were any of
the drawings specifically commissioned for the housebook? How many of the drawings were
the work of copyists, borrowing from the work of more gifted and original artists. If some of
the drawings were based on the work of other more talented artists, who were they? The
search for answers to the majority of these questions has frustrated best efforts of art scholars.
They are posed simply in order to highlight the meagre nature of what is known and the scale
of our ignorance. The possibility—perhaps even the probability—is that an extensive
network of people were involved in the production of the housebook; different patrons,
different compilers, co-opted artists, copyists, colourists and scribes, not to mention those
whose work was drawn upon and reproduced, in all likelihood, without their knowledge or
consent. The imponderables make their presence felt at every turn, undermining all those who
contrive to present their arguments as resting on even moderately secure foundations. And
while this list does not remotely exhaust the gaps in our knowledge, it is sufficient to
highlight the difficulties confronting anyone who ventures to speculate on the meanings and
substance of the housebook’s content. We are, in effect, viewing the pictures through
multiple layers of ignorance. An unavoidable implication of this impasse is that it would be
presumptuous to make categorical statements about many aspects of the housebook. Of
course, the possibility that additional evidence will come to light cannot be ruled out, but
judging by the discrepancy between the research energy expended to date and the knowledge
generated, it seems only realistic to view the housebook as something of a cold case. The
chances are that the central dimensions of its origins and history will forever remain clouded
in mystery, thereby, offering ample scope for those who have a preference for speculation.
Had Elias allowed the standards of research rigour to prevail, he would have couched his
argument  in  the  following  terms:  ‘I  am  setting  out  to  convey  a  picture  of  the  life  of  a  
traditional  ‘free’  knight.  Unfortunately,  there  is  little  reliable  contemporary data available to
me at this time. What there is tends to be overlaid with the prejudice of the chronicler and, as
such, is either celebratory or condemnatory in tone and orientation. However, I have come
across a manuscript—The Medieval Housebook—that contains a series of drawings depicting
the rural life of a courtier and his household. It may be that this manuscript originated in
Swabia, a region of Germany that was one of the last bolt-holes of the traditional knight. On
this basis, I am going to assume that these drawings depicting aspects of the life of a courtier
when at home on his estate some two centuries or so after the hey-day of the  ‘free’  knight,  
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also provide us with insights into the life-style of his knightly ancestors. Moreover, in order
to underpin my claim that these drawings offer a reality-congruent window onto this earlier
world, I am going to assume that they are the work of a single artist who had great, not to say,
total affinity with the old knightly order, but at the same time, he also had the capacity to
render an accurate picture of its life-style and place in the broader figuration. Of course, this
entire exercise amounts to no more than ungrounded speculation, but, because it fits in with
my broader purpose, I will ask the reader to bear with me and accept my unsupported
assumptions and the resultant shortcomings of my analysis’.  Needless  to  say,  if  Elias  had  
framed his argument in these terms, while it would have been admirably transparent, it would
not have cut any ice and it is probable that he would have thought better of it and dropped
this case study from the final draft of The Civilizing Process. In the event, his preferred
course was to adopt a bullish position, informed by the hope that such would be the confident
sweep of the presentation his readership would be carried with him. Given that his case study
has stood for more than seven decades without encountering serious scrutiny, one may well
conclude that this strategy has achieved a certain kind of success. However, if success it be, it
has been achieved at a cost. Once the limitations of his analysis are exposed, it becomes
apparent that, what amounts to a subterfuge, was secured by reneging on his oft proclaimed
commitment to explanations that have a high degree of object-adequacy. As a result, far from
advancing his sociological mission, in the longer-run, this predilection for cutting corners has
detracted from it.
Viewed  from  a  highly  partial  angle  it  could  be  said  that  Elias’s  interpretation  of  the  
housebook drawings was fit for purpose, but that purpose was to add credence to his broader
thesis. In other words, his concerns were confirmatory rather than exploratory. As such, while
his preoccupations were couched in academic language, they were fundamentally
heteronymous rather than scientific in orientation. While he believed himself to be engaged
in a project aimed at expanding human knowledge, in this mode, he was more intent on
sustaining his preconceptions. On these grounds, it is difficult to avoid concluding that
Elias’s  use  of  the  housebook was contrived and self-serving.
There  may  be  those  who  will  wish  to  defend  Elias’s  handling  of  the  housebook  pictures  and  
re-affirm the quality of his analysis. Such an objective is, of course, entirely legitimate.
However, there may be others who, in the light of the above reappraisal, will seek to
downplay  the  importance  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  for  Elias’s  broader  thesis.  
This manoeuvre seems to be less acceptable. At the very least, it would surely require that
they explain their previous explicit or implicit support for this case study or, at least, their
silence on the matter. The Established and the Outsiders includes the following statement:
Once  built  up  one  could  examine  how  far  …  a  model  was  consistent with observable facts,
could  revise  it  or  abandon  it  if  failed  the  test,  and  [it]  could  [be  handed…  on  for  further  
tests,  for  revision  or  demolition,  as  the  case  may  be,  to  others  engaged  in  related  studies’  
(1965:22).

I am confident that Elias saw this statement as having general applicability. Therefore,
regardless of the merit of the bulk of his work, when it is applied to his interpretation of the
housebook, there seems little doubt that any relatively detached appraisal would lead it to be
assigned  to  the  category  ‘for  demolition  and  abandonment’.  Quite  simply,  it  is  not  fit  for  
purpose.
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Section 21: Involvement and detachment: principles and practice
I began this monograph by making reference to an earlier critical appraisal of Elias and
Scotson’s,  The Established and the Outsiders. In it Daniel Bloyce and I concluded that there
were a number of shortcomings in the way in which the evidence presented in this study had
been gathered and interpreted. It was, however, conceded that Elias was not himself
responsible for the collection of the data, only its selective use in the service of a distinctively
different project to the one originally envisaged. At the outset of this monograph, I posed the
question:  ‘Did  the  research  expediency  that  Elias exhibited in The Established and the
Outsiders make  itself  felt  elsewhere?’  That  is  to  say,  was  the  tendency  to  select  and  interpret  
evidence in such a way as to support his preformed theoretical objectives rather than engage
in a more demanding assessment of the illuminating potential of his theories and models also
present in other areas of his work? With this issue in mind, in the present study I have
focused on a piece of theoretically informed, empirical research—‘Scenes from the Life of a
Knight’—that was unquestionably the sole handiwork of Elias. I have taken the title of this
section of the paper from the sub-title of the earlier re-appraisal of The Established and the
Outsiders with the intention of emphasising the continuity of interests that links these two
pieces of work.
I am aware that there are those who have no taste for detailed appraisals. They prefer the
sweep of a broad brush. They may well view the present author as being unnecessarily
preoccupied with dissecting the minutia. I do not dispute the need to move towards more
broadly based approaches. However, in my view, a preference for operating solely at a high
level of generality or largely on the theoretical plain is prone to be associated with a tendency
to treat evidence in a cavalier fashion, to see it, not so much as a means by which the
adequacy  of  a  theory  can  be  assessed,  but  rather  as  the  trimmings  on  one’s  already  bespoken  
thesis. We have all read books and articles that have a regal sweep to them. They can appear
erudite, elegant and scholarly. They are often sprinkled with nuggets of juicy evidence that
just so happen to dove-tail with the very points their authors are striving to make, cherrypicked for the purpose. Likewise, we have also read critical responses to such works, written
in  a  similar  vein,  although,  on  these  occasions,  the  critics  select  alternative  ‘facts’  to  fit  their  
claimed  refutations.  It’s  all  part  of  a  game  that  often  allows  reputations  to  be  built  and  careers  
to flourish, but in truth they do little to advance the body of human knowledge. The reality is
that human history is sufficiently complex to allow the proponents of any number of halfbaked theses to identify morsels of data that add a semblance of plausibility to their projects.
Of course, this complexity also imposes limitations on what can be claimed for even the most
thoroughly researched projects. In my view—and without making any claims for the
foregoing analysis—there is no substitute for rigour and, perforce, the foci of rigorous
analyses tend to come in relatively small packages. Nevertheless, their size in itself does not
necessarily limit their capacity or potential for providing illuminating insights. While we
cannot extrapolate from the findings of such studies willy-nilly, they can offer substantive
pointers as to where further research might be needed and the directions it might take. On
these grounds, it seems entirely legitimate to focus upon a section of On the Process of
Civilisation that the author himself held and a number of his associates still hold to be an
important part of the empirical underpinnings of his broader thesis. There seems little doubt
about the weight Elias placed upon these pictures. They were not simply a supplement or
adjunct to his broader argument. For him, they constituted a central part of the supporting
edifice for his thesis. As he observed and, as I have noted, on  a  number  of  occasions:  ‘Seldom  
has the matter-of-fact sense of mastery of this class, and its self-confident, patriarchal
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contempt of others,  been  so  vividly  conveyed  as  in  these  drawings’  (2012:  204).  This  
statement is clear testimony as to the importance Elias attached to his case study. He viewed
it as providing vivid insights into the halcyon days of the medieval knights and, in so doing
he saw it as helping to demonstrate the marked contrast between the values and standards of
this warrior culture and that of the emergent court society.
‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  occupies  ten/eleven  pages  of  On  the Process of
Civilization. The present monograph, with its Appendix, runs to just short of two hundred
pages. Even those broadly or vaguely sympathetic to the case being made may ask if its
central critical points could not have been made more succinctly? Without doubt! Why then
go to such lengths to make points that could have been made in a fraction of the space? With
apologies for the clashing metaphors and, while, of course, I have fallen short, my intention
has been to try to leave no stone unturned; to put the matter to bed; to establish a platform on
which we can recognise that Elias was prone to significant lapses in sociological judgement
and, thereby, advance on this basis with a revitalized capacity to approach his work in a more
critically constructive way. I am firmly convinced  of  Elias’s  continued  relevance  and  it  seems  
safe to assume that those who work within his broad schema are of a similar persuasion. And,
when it comes down to it, I suppose these are the people I am primarily addressing. It goes
without saying that this type of reader may not accept the arguments contained in this
monograph. However, being persuaded of the continued relevance of Elias would seem to be
a necessary, though not sufficient condition for also recognising that this monograph has
something pertinent to say. There may be insiders who disagree with the thrust of this critique
and feel driven to defend Elias or, from my standpoint, seek to rationalise away the
shortcomings that have been imputed to him. There may also be a minority who see the
arguments in this monograph as having some merit, but I suspect this may prove to be
misplaced optimism. After all, as far as I am aware, our critique of The Established and the
Outsiders has made no discernible impact. This, incidentally, may be why this monograph is
couched in less compromising language than the earlier joint paper. There again, there may
be some readers who respond to this monograph by asking privately or, perhaps openly, why
would anyone bother to spend time dissecting an aspect of the work of a man who many
regard as having one foot in the classical era. I suspect that those who are so minded do not
have a high regard for Elias or, at least they view his work as passé. For example, when we
sent our critical re-appraisal of The Established and the Outsiders to the journal Theory,
Culture and Society for consideration, one of the reviewers replied to the effect: what is the
point of criticising the unsophisticated methodology of a study undertaken in the mid-1960s?
Clearly, the broader purpose of the paper was beyond the purview of this reviewer.94 The
likelihood  is  that  he/she  was  not  so  much  fending  off  ‘an  unwarranted  attack’  on  Elias,  but  
signalling the fact he/she regarded him as being old hat.
That Elias placed far too much weight on the material he drew from the housebook is readily
apparent. In his preface to the Neue Auslesen reprint  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight;;  
Elias wrote:
The forms of behaviour and of feeling that prevail in the relations between people do not
only differ from society (Volk) to society, but also change with a society in the course of
history…                                                                                                                                                                                          In  my  book  Über den
Prozeß der Zivilisation I investigated such changes in behaviour and their causes on a
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larger scale. The following excerpt gives a little picture of the state of the behaviour and
affects  of  a  stratum  of  German  lords  at  the  end  of  the  Middle  Ages’  (2012:  617).

It is, therefore, clear that Elias selected ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  for  publication  in  
this context because he believed that, apart from a short preface, it had the power to stand
alone and illuminate the movement from the knightly to the courtly figuration. If the reader
required any further persuasion, this decision is surely testimony to the importance that he
attached to this case study. Elias made firm, not to say categorical assertions, about the
pictures he selected that were entirely unwarranted. However, it is important to make clear
that the case against his use and interpretation of the housebook is not so much based on the
strength of an alternative interpretation, but rests primarily on the sheer scale of the engulfing
uncertainty. Notwithstanding the inordinate amount of time and energy that art aficionados
and social historians have invested in trying to trace the roots of the housebook and its
‘artist’,  the  only  thing  that  can  be  said  with  any  certainty  is  that  the  origins  of  the  codex  
remain obscure. This should not be taken as a criticism of these scholars. Rather it stems from
the recognition that, in human history, there are many areas and issues that are destined to
frustrate our best investigative endeavours. An unavoidable implication in this outcome is
that it would be little short of presumptuous to make assertive statements about many aspects
of the housebook. If Elias believed himself to be standing on ground that was sufficiently
firm to justify making emphatic statements about the housebook, he was deluding himself
and, at the same time, trying to persuade others to share in this delusion. Perhaps in
mitigation, it should be recognised that, while our understanding of the origins of the
housebook and the processes informing its compilations, are still limited, the debate has
moved on somewhat since the days when it was one of Elias’s  preoccupations.  This  could be
held to temper the critical thrust of this monograph, but only to a limited degree. The
controversy surrounding the origins of the housebook and attribution of the drawings had
been raging  long  before  Elias  became  aware  of  the  manuscript’s  existence.  Moreover,  as  he  
himself acknowledged, since the first publication of The Civilizing Process, there was ample
time and opportunity for him to address these issues in subsequent editions. However, there is
no sign that he sought to determine whether or not the debate surrounding the housebook had,
in the interim, moved on.
A number of questions arise from the foregoing analysis. Firstly, what implications do the
shortcomings  in  Elias’s  treatment of the housebook material have for his analysis of the
transformation from the knightly to the courtly figuration? It would be erroneous to suggest
that his thesis was solely dependent on this source. I have already mentioned some of his
sources in Section 18, and  he  also  drew  heavily  upon  Erasmus  of  Rotterdam’s  De civilitate
morum puerilium.  Nevertheless,  as  has  been  shown,  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  was  
held by Elias and is held by others to be a key element supporting his thesis. Secondly, how
widespread are these self-serving practices in his work? In other words, does this appraisal
have more general implications for his approach to empirical material?95 Thirdly, why did
Elias, a man who prided himself on his capacity for maintaining a high level of detachment,
slip into what can only be described as a value-laden mode of research practice? The first and
second questions can only be established by further theoretically informed, empirical
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investigations. The third question throws up many complex issues, some of which I will try to
address in the final paragraphs of this monograph.
Elias’s  name  is  most  strongly  linked  with  The Civilizing Process. However, in the longer run,
it may be that this telling contribution to the sociological enterprise will be eclipsed by
Involvement and Detachment because, in my view, this theory has broader implications. It
holds out a means for negotiating the obstacles in the way of human beings being better able
to understand themselves, their immediate figuration and their place in their wider sociohistorical figuration. Robert  van  Krieken  is  of  the  view  that  ‘it  is  fair  to  say  that  nothing in
Elias’s  approach  cannot be found in some other schools of sociological and psychological
thought’  (1998:  75-6).  Of  course,  it  would  be  surprising  if  anybody’s  work  was  found  to  owe  
nothing  to  the  earlier  labours  of  others.    As  Elias  himself  observed:  ‘No  one  can  start  from  
scratch;;  everyone  must  start  where  others  left  off’  (1978:  34).  Richard  Kilminster  is  of  the  
view  that  Elias’s  theory  of  involvement  and  detachment,  as  it  relates  to  scientific  activity,  
may be seen as having reformulated the Weberian model of values, value-freedom and
scientific  authority  by  transposing  Weber’s  principles  to  another  level  (2007:  103).  In  an  
associated  endnote,  he  broadens  this  statement  to  include  other  influences  ‘in  the  context  of  
Weimar  sociology  and  philosophy’  (2007:  172).  It  is  clear  that  an  individual’s  contribution  is  
always  a  question  of  degree  and,  on  this  basis,  in  my  view,  Elias’s  involvement  and  
detachment  thesis  is  sufficiently  innovative  to  deserve  to  be  seen  as  an  ‘original  
contribution’.96
Elias urged sociologists and social scientists in general when engaged in research and
teaching to strive to distance themselves from their heteronymous concerns and aspire to a
higher level of detachment. As he put it: ‘If  a  calm  sociological  study  of  ideologies  and  
double-bind traps is to be  possible,  this  itself  requires  a  certain  degree  of  detachment’  (2005a:  
151). He was critical of both those who believe it is impossible for us to escape subjectivity
and those who believe that they are able to view the social and, indeed, the biological world
and physical universe objectively. Elias, in my view correctly, regarded both positions as
inadequate and his advocacy of the need to break-away from this fruitless objectivitysubjectivity dichotomy was ground-breaking. His theory of involvement and detachment is
both complex and sophisticated. Nevertheless, it remains a work in progress. In my view, it
has a number of shortcomings and is in need of substantive reconfiguring, but, in this context,
I do not propose to venture down this particular path. Here I am more concerned with
preparing the ground for such a re-appraisal. And, as an element in this ground preparation, it
is surely appropriate to try to gauge the extent to which its advocate-in-chief adhered to his
own declared standards. There is no doubting his own belief in his capacity to exercise
control  over  heteronymous  influences.  Reflecting  on  his  life’s  work  he  declared:
There should be more people like myself who are not afraid of what they discover. People
are obviously afraid that they will find out something unpleasant if they think realistically
about  themselves’  (2005a:  48).    [He  later  added]  My  father  had  a  deep  aversion  to…  [the]  
muddying or falsifying of accounts, as I myself have to mystifying or misleading passages
in scholarly books, and I fight as best I can against their appearance in my own. The
difficulty is that, especially in the field of social life, the traditional language, the tools of
our thought, the concepts themselves, often harbour falsifications and distortions within
them. At times this makes the work of sociologists difficult indeed (2005a: 130).
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It should be made clear that, whatever the impression given, the primary intention of this
exercise has not been to demonstrate the extent to which Elias fell short of his own standards.
The over-riding objective has been and is to show how difficult it is to achieve and maintain
an effective level of detachment. However, it must be conceded that these two dimensions are
prone to merge. A case in point is what   I   take   to   be   Elias’s   relatively   undeveloped  
appreciation of the part that values play in our struggle to expand our understanding of the
social  and  biological  worlds  and  the  physical  universe,  at  least,  when  he  was  writing  ‘Scenes  
from   the   Life   of   a   Knight’   and   The Established and the Outsiders. There are a number of
formulations   and   arguments   in   ‘Scenes   from   the   Life   of   a   Knight’   which   are   difficult   to  
square with his later articulation of the involvement-detachment thesis and, indeed, his
figurational approach in general. This is, of course, only to be expected. After all, from a
figurational standpoint, it would make no sense to assume that his mature approach was fully
formed during this phase of his sociological development. It therefore goes without saying,
that these relatively undeveloped elements were bound to have detracted from the adequacy
of his earlier analyses.97 Nevertheless, it should still be noted that these shortcomings were
allowed to stand in subsequent editions. In this respect, I want to focus on two issues.
The  first  one  arises  from  some  of  Elias’s  assumptions,  in  particular,  the  tension  between  the  
artist’s commitment to the knightly order and his ability to provide a reality-congruent
appreciation of its place in the broader social figuration. The second one relates to the
question  of  whether  or  not  it  is  possible  to  provide  a  ‘description’  of  any  relatively complex
entity, even one as seemingly straightforward as a drawing, in a way that can claim to be allencompassing.    Since  I  am  concerned  here  with  unravelling  Elias’s  thought  processes,  I  will  
work on the basis that his attribution of the drawings to a solo artist is valid. At the outset of
this monograph, I pointed out that in the English translation of Volume II of The Civilizing
Process, Volume II of The Civilizing Process (1982), Elias observed that he had availed
himself  of  the  opportunity  ‘to  revise the text in minor, but important ways and to add notes
which  set  the  work  in  the  context  of  my  later  thinking’  (See  2000  edition:  xvi). While it is the
case that Involvement and Detachment was not published until 1987, one of its central
chapters was published as a paper in 1956. However, I am not aware of any revisions in The
Civilizing Process that can be traced to his later work on the sociology of knowledge. Since
he acknowledged that the opportunity to revise his thinking presented itself, it seems entirely
appropriate to assess the former in terms of his more mature position. In Involvement and
Detachment Elias urged researchers to produce work characterised by a high degree of
objective-adequacy and this requires that they operate at a commensurately high level of
detachment. And again, in Reflections on a life he argued that, ‘[u]ntil one has taken this
further step of self-detachment, and is able to come to terms with it conceptually, it is, in
brief, difficult to steer the ship of sociology, as of the human sciences in general, between the
ideologies  of  individualism  and  collectivism’  (2005a:  136). Much of his output, particularly
his theoretical work, is endowed with this quality and this is not to mention the impressive
sociological imagination he also displayed. However, whether the same quality consistently
informs some of the empirical dimensions of his work is more problematic. Having laid down
the ground rules for this potentially more productive path, he does not seem to have had a
particularly sensitive appreciation of the hazardous nature of the terrain. It is almost as if,
having once formulated his involvement-detachment thesis he assumed that its articulation
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somehow granted him immunity from further heteronymous influences. He certainly failed
to appreciate quite how insidious and deep-seated are the values we acquire during our life
course and this is an observation that could also be applied to other figurational sociologists.
Some of them have failed to appreciate how difficult it is to achieve and maintain a
reasonably high level of detachment. An abstract and genuflecting appreciation of the theory
of involvement-detachment is not enough. It has to pervade every phase of the research
process. Hopefully, the above analysis and the earlier re-appraisal of The Established and the
Outsiders go some way towards demonstrating that, even for Elias,—the advocate-in-chief of
the importance of relative detachment—slipping back into heteronymous concerns was an
ever-present danger and one to which, on occasions, he succumbed. To be capable of
exercising a high degree of detachment is predicated on a high level of self-knowledge. Such
knowledge is not of the navel gazing variety that comes from introspective techniques or, at
least, not solely through them, but also developing the capacity to place ourselves both in our
specific and in our broader socio-historical figuration. To some degree, this encourages us to
see ourselves and the values we have internalised during our life course as objects for study.98
With regards to the first issue, Elias began his search for evidence that would enable him to
illuminate the life of a knight by pointing to the relative dearth of relevant material. For him,
the texts that were available tended to be either a celebration or a condemnation of the
knightly order. In his search for material less distorted by the prejudices of the day he lighted
upon The Medieval Housebook and characterised it as  one  of  the  ‘few  works  [that]  reflect  the  
life of a knight in its real  context’  (2012: 200. Italics added). His focus was not so much on
the housebook per se, but rather the fourteen drawings he had selected from it. Given the
grounds on which he rejected the judgemental accounts of chroniclers, his justification for
using the housebook drawings then took a surprising turn. He characterised the solo artist he
believed  responsible  for  these  drawings  as  being  someone  who  ‘must  have  seen  the  world  
through the eyes of a knight and largely identified  with  their  social  values’  (2012:  200  Italics  
added). In the preface to the Neue Auslesen edition of the case study, he dispensed with all
reservations  stating  that  he  ‘must  have  been  a  man,  familiar  with  the  life  of  the  knights  of  his  
time, who, unlike his artisan fellows, saw the world through the eyes of a knight and
identified  himself  with  their  social  values’ (2012: 617-18 Italics added). In other words, while
Elias rejected the usefulness of sycophantic texts that eulogise the warrior knight, he
embraced the work of an artist with seemingly identical affiliations. At no point did he make
any attempt to justify the implicit distinction he drew between the orientations and
commitments of the eulogising chroniclers and that of the artist. Quite the contrary, in this
case, he utilised the claimed affinity the artist was said to have for these warriors to argue that
it  enabled  him  to  create  a  set  of  drawings  that  ‘reflect  the  life  of  the  knight  in  its  real  context’  
(2012: 200). Thus, here was a man who shared the values, the preferences and prejudices of
knights. Yet, at the same time, it was also claimed that he was able to put these affiliations to
one side and exploit the insights so derived in order to create a more or less reality-congruent
picture of the knightly order. I agree that, under certain circumstances, it may be possible to
reconcile this melding of a total identification with a particular group and the ability to place
the insights gathered from this experience within a more dispassionate, more detached frame
of reference. In this respect, it is useful to distinguish between, on the one hand, affinity with
a particular individual or group, and, on the other hand, the capacity to empathise with such
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an individual or group. I associate the former with a propensity to be blind to any
characteristics  that  are  at  variance  with  the  individual  or  group’s  self-image. As such, it
severely limits the extent to which the identifying party can provide a reality congruent
impression of an individual’s  or  a  group’s  location  in  the  broader  social  figuration.  This  is  not  
to deny that such an approach is capable of producing an insightful account of what it feels
like to be an insider. With regard to the latter capacity, it leaves open the possibility that an
observer may also be capable of distancing him/herself from his/her empathetic stance, and is
able to place the insights that accrue to it within a more detached frame of reference; in other
words, using these insights to provide an adequate appreciation  of  an  individual’s  or  a  
group’s  place  in  the  wider  figuration.  Many  writers,  artists,  actors  and  others  often  display  a  
developed capacity for empathy with people coming from a variety of different social
circumstances. A capacity for empathy is also an indispensable tool for those seeking a
deeper understanding of human figurations. However, if they are to achieve an adequate level
of understanding, it is not enough simply to provide an accurate account of how particular
individuals or groups see the world. Such an account may prove useful in and of itself, but in
order to provide a heightened understanding, the researcher has to be able to step back from
the stance that enabled him/her to acquire these insights. He/she has to be able to place the
knowledge gained within a more detached framework, one that allows him/her to locate the
individuals or groups within the figuration of which they are a part.
‘Total  affinity’  with  a  particular  group  rules  out  the  possibility  of  distancing  oneself  from  the  
collective. One cannot be totally immersed in the world-view of a group and, at the same
time, retain the capacity to view its members more dispassionately. Authors and artists who
celebrated the life-style of medieval knights may shed light on how members of this order
saw themselves, but it is inevitable that the prejudices they shared with the order would have
ensured that their presentation of their world view would be skewed in a variety of ways. For
example, while these knights were heavily dependent upon peasants, they, nevertheless, held
them in contempt. Are we, therefore, to assume that this scornful dismissal of the peasantry is
a reality-congruent depiction of the nature of this bond of interdependency? If Elias was
correct  and  ‘[t]hese  [housebook] pictures simply narrate how the knight sees and feels the
world…  The  world  revolves  around  the  knight’  (2012:  205)  are  we  to  assume  that  they  do  not  
depict the world from the standpoint of other participants in the figuration of which the
knights were a part—the peasant, the artisan, the merchant, the cleric and females at all levels
of  the  social  hierarchy  or,  indeed,  the  average  artist.    If  it  is  the  case  that  the  artist’s  
identification with the knightly order was as complete as Elias claimed, then paradoxically,
the former would not have had the capacity to offer any great appreciation of what it was like
to be a member of his own craft. Had he been able to do so, this would have meant that he
also possessed the capacity to put some distance between himself and the knightly order and
this in turn would have mitigated the strength of his identification with the knightly fraternity.
Elias cannot have it both ways. On one hand, he held that these drawings provided a window
on to how knights viewed the world and, on the other hand, he claimed that they were
sufficiently free of knightly ideology to convey a realistic impression of the life of this
warrior class in its broader social context. The extent to which the artist shared the fantasyladen dimensions  of  the  knight’s  self-image is the extent to which his ability to render an
accurate portrayal of the world of the knight would have been compromised.
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Apart from the greater probability that the housebook drawings are not about the knights and
their courtly descendants, it is difficult to see how they can provide an exclusive view of how
one group or another viewed the world. To the extent that these drawings are an accurate
depiction of at least certain aspects of life in this period, it is likely that all the participants in
this figuration share some of this knowledge. Nevertheless, there would still be variations in
their outlook because they view the world through distinctive sets of experiences and
circumstances. If we take Plate2: Saturn and his children as an example, it is likely that
members of the knightly order saw such men as the one being marched to the gallows, the
figures occupying the stocks and the disabled female figure as part of the wretched and
undeserving poor. However, people like these imaginary figures may have seen their plight
and the knights who helped to make their lives so miserable through rather different eyes.
What  then  is  it  about  this  or  the  other  drawings  that  support  Elias’s  contention  that  they  are  
an exclusive representation of how traditional knights viewed the world? In any case, more
generally, the notion that someone in this era would have possessed this combination of
proto-sociological attributes, namely, the capacity to empathise with members of another
group and, at the same time, the ability to step-back and offer a realistic picture of their
broader situation, is scarcely credible.
Elias’s  assumptions  about  the  affiliations  of  this  artist can be approached from another angle.
In effect, Elias characterised  the  artist  as  a  ‘true-believer’.  His  personal  circumstances  were  
entirely subsumed by the strength of his identification with the knightly order. To put it
another  way,  the  artist’s  subservient  position  led  to  a  level  of  psychic  dependency  that  
rendered him incapable of viewing the world in any way other than through the eyes of a
knight. In other contexts, Elias would have almost certainly have explained the tendency for
someone in a subordinate position to identify totally with a dominant group in terms of past
and prevailing power differentials. Such affiliations are often accompanied by a negative self
and  group  image  (see  ‘Group  Charisma  and  Group  Disgrace’,  Goudsblom  and  Mennell  1998:  
104-12).  However,  in  this  case,  he  accepted  the  artist’s  affiliations at their face value, as if
they had not been constrained and shaped by figurational dynamics. While, for the sake of
argument,  ‘the  artist’  could  have  been  a  ‘true-believer’,  when  these  relational  dimensions  are  
taken into account a number of other possibilities arise. His demeanour may have been one of
instrumental  submission  or  compliance  because  he  felt  obliged  to  do  the  patron’s  bidding.  
Perhaps he judged it to be the most rewarding or less painful course and both these
possibilities could have been accompanied by degrees of resentment and even elements of
subversion, such as inserting covert humour into his work. Judith Herrin provides an example
of the way in which someone in the service of a mighty individual can find expression in a
‘many-layered’  life.  The  man  in  question  was  Procopius.  He  served  Justinian,  emperor  of  the  
Eastern Roman Empire. Procopius wrote The Buildings,  ‘a  detailed  account  of  Hagia  Sophia’  
and  many  other  constructions.  Herrin  depicts  it  as  ‘a  eulogy  of  the  emperor,  possibly  written
to  gain  an  imperial  position’  (2007:  58).  He  also  wrote  Anecdota (Secret History), a far more
critical account of the emperor and his wife, Theodora. It is called The Secret History,
‘because  it  remained  unpublished  in  his  lifetime  and  was  only  discovered in the seventeenth
century  in  a  manuscript  in  Rome’  (2007:  59).  Of  course,  at  the  end  of  this  continuum  comes  
outright rebellion, but this form of response does not seem to be of relevance in this context.
Be  that  as  it  may,  in  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’,  Elias  never  probed  these  other  
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possibilities. While it is true that, venturing down this path would have been a speculative
exercise,  it  would  have  been  no  more  so  than  the  actual  flights  taken  by  Elias’s  imagination.  
There is, however, one crucial difference. What I treat as speculation, he presented as
certainty. Moreover, I would argue that the approach adopted here is more figurational and
more in keeping with the one he pursued in a number of other contexts.
Interwoven with his failure to explicate the relationship between heteronymous commitments
and the capacity for relative detachment is a second issue that requires addressing, namely,
the tendency for Elias to believe he had the capacity to capture in words the complexity of
aspects of  the  social  world.  This  ‘gift’  finds  expression  in  the  seemingly  innocuous,  but  
fundamentally absolutist term—‘description’.  As  he  put  it:  ‘the  simple  picture  of  the actual
life of this class is usually distorted by values and nostalgia from the period of the observer. A
few drawings, or at least descriptions of  them,  may  help  to  restore  this  picture’  (2012:  199.  
Italics added). The strength of his belief in his capacity to describe these drawings, rather
than making the more modest claim of offering an interpretation of them, finds even stronger
expression in his preface for the Neue Aulesen piece.  There  he  wrote:  ‘I  have  tried  to  give  the  
reader an unprejudiced picture by describing a series of drawings made in the knightly age. I
think, they will give a more vivid and true picture of the feelings and behaviour of these
people than the  written  record.’ (2012: 617). Admittedly, on this occasion, five of his
fourteen selected pictures are presented in miniaturised form in association with this
publication. However, these hardly allow for a forensic assessment of the adequacy of his
‘description’  and,  in  any  case,  what  of  the  other  nine  drawings?  The  claim  regarding  his  
descriptive powers  gives  rise  to  a  glaringly  obvious  question:  How  does  Elias’s  description of
these pictures differ from the ‘written  record’? What distinction was he drawing between the
words  he  employed  in  the  text  and  the  ‘written  record’?  The  only  way  in  which  he  could
maintain the legitimacy of such a bizarre distinction is if he had been able to show that his
powers of perception and description trumped all other possible interpretations, even in
combination.  And,  of  course,  the  weakness  of  Elias’s  position  can  be easily be demonstrated
by referring the reader back to his transparently flawed interpretations of many of the
drawings, thereby exposing the fallaciousness of his implicit claim regarding the
‘infallibility’  of  his  descriptive  powers.    
It should be made clear, I am not criticising Elias for not having developed his involvementdetachment  thesis  at  the  time  he  was  writing  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  Knight’.  It  is,  however,  
true to say that, at this phase in his life, he was not in a position to benefit from the greater
understanding that, in principle, would have flown from it. In other words, I am simply
arguing that these conceptual limitations are bound to have detracted from the quality of his
work at this stage in his life.99 It seems clear that at this time, as part of a more general
malaise,  Elias  was  prone  to  drift  into  an  absolutist  position,  embracing  such  notions  as  ‘pure  
description’.  His  belief  that  it  was  possible  to  describe  something,  in  this  case  a  collection  of  
drawings, is only understandable in these terms. The unavoidable implication of this position
is that it is possible to encompass in words the totality of the object; that it is possible to
describe per se. This is not consistent with his later view that explanations and interpretations
vary in terms of their degrees of object-adequacy. There is no hint of such subtlety or
circumspection in his unequivocal presentation of the housebook pictures. It is as if he was
able to see these pictures through the eyes of the artist; that he understood  the  artist’s  
intentions. He exhibited no appreciation of the likelihood that even if the artist had a clear
idea about what he wanted to achieve from the outset, he may not have had the requisite skills
to realise all his aims in practice. Nor is there any appreciation that there are likely to be
unintended elements that emerge in the course of the creative process. All such issues are
given  no  airing  because  of  Elias’s  unshakable  belief  in  his  ability  to  be  able  to  identify  the  

153

artist’s  commitments  and intentions. I have explored at length the difficulties confronting
anyone  trying  to  practice  the  mystical  ‘art’  of  reading  the  runes  of  artistic  works  in  Part II
Section 6 and, in the course of this monograph, I think I have provided enough evidence to
cast  serious  doubt  on  the  standing  of  Dunning’s  glowing  assessment  of  Elias’s  artistic  
acumen, at least at this stage in his life (1987: 366).
It  is  difficult  to  avoid  concluding  that  Elias’s  use  of  the  housebook was contrived and selfserving. He seized upon it, plundered and interpreted it in such a way as to serve his
theoretical objectives. Elias saw in the housebook pictures what he wanted to see. He was
not in search of data that would enable him to test the adequacy of his thesis. Rather, his
quest was for evidence that would provide support for it. Not surprisingly, given this
fundamentally heteronymous orientation, he identified or imagined material that would fit the
bill. It could be argued that it is for critics of figurational sociology to provide the
countervailing evidence. I disagree because to adopt such a position would be to polarise
debate as a matter of principle. It would also make nonsense of any claim to aspire to a higher
level of object-adequacy. If this is the atmosphere that prevails then academic debate is
reduced to an ideological, point-scoring exchange. Social scientists will surely remain
trapped in a pit of their own making as long as they continue to infuse their work—
knowingly or otherwise—with greater or lesser doses of their own heteronymous concerns.
We, as figurational sociologists, can hardly claim to point the way out of this heteronymous
malaise,  this  ‘double-bind’,  if  we  are  not  prepared  to  face  up  to  the  fact  that,  on  occasions,  
Elias fell substantially short of an effective level of detachment. To what extent this tendency
pervaded other areas of his work remains an open question, but it is surely one that deserves
further investigation.
So  strong  was  Elias’s  desire  to  demonstrate  the  explanatory  value  of  his  approach that it came
to over-shadow his appreciation that he should be seeking to test rather than confirm it. In
‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  the  presented  evidence  has  been  shoe-horned into his preconceived framework. It is yet another way in which fervent wishes can impede and distort
the  quest  for  greater  understanding.  But  why  was  he  driven  to  engage  in  these  ‘detours  via
involvement’?  Individuals’  lives  are  short.  In  the  case  of  Elias,  while  he  had  a  relatively  long  
life-span, some 90-odd years, it is likely that he did not experience it as such. His desire for
an academic career was interrupted by two world wars. Moreover, it would not be surprising
if his arrival in England at the age of 40 led him to view his prospects of an academic career
as being bleak. In fact, he did not secure a lecturing post until the age of 57. From his arrival
in England his chances of achieving his lofty intellectual ambitions must have seemed a
distant dream. Perhaps it was the experience of operating under such conditions, with all the
attendant pressures, that, on occasions, led him to cut research corners; allowed his fervent
wishes to rule his intellect. I am not in a position to judge the extent to which Elias was aware
of this tendency to have recourse to expediency; the extent to which it was consciously
recognised or more subliminal. Some of the strategies he employed in his analysis of the
housebook drawings are so disarmingly naïve that I am persuaded they were driven by
commitments that dwelt below the level of consciousness. At the same time, it is difficult to
believe that he was entirely oblivious to them. But perhaps he was able to rationalise this
expediency in terms of the means justifying the end. After all, was it not an end that was
transparently valid? Regardless of whether these preoccupations were primarily subliminal or
existed  more  on  the  level  of  consciousness,  neither  sit  comfortably  with  Elias’s  oft  
proclaimed exaltations to approach research with a high degree of detachment. The former
suggests that, at least on occasions, his self-knowledge can be shown to have been wanting,
while the latter suggests that he was openly prepared to manipulate the evidence to suit his
purpose. In the case of his interpretation of the housebook, whatever the psychic processes
by which it came about, his commitment to demonstrating the viability of his theory
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overwhelmed his capacity for even a relatively modest degree of detachment, an attribute he
displayed in abundance in other contexts.
It is, however, one  thing  to  appreciate  Elias’s  impatient  desire  to  achieve  so  much  in  so  little  
time, but quite another to allow the corners he cut to stand unchallenged. I am not suggesting
that figurational sociologists have consciously overlooked these limitations. It would be
remiss if I did not acknowledge my own failings in this regard. For example, I accept that
prior to our critique of The Established and the Outsiders and this re-appraisal  of  Elias’s  
interpretation of the housebook, the broader currents of his analysis led me to be swept along
on a wave that seems to have had a soporific effect on my critical facilities. It is also as well
to make clear that this criticism is not laced with any sense of satisfaction. I appreciate only
too well how difficult it is to achieve and maintain a relatively high level of detachment. I
also appreciate the strength of the temptation to cut corners. Our lives are so short and when
one  has  ‘good  ideas’  it  is  all  too  easy  to  be  overwhelmed  by  the  desire  to  demonstrate  their  
illuminating qualities at the cost of more balanced, rigorous, systematic research. If one has
an array of such ideas, as was the case with Elias, it is so time-consuming to have to test them
thoroughly. The frustrations are not difficult to appreciate. Some researchers cut corners for
reasons of expediency, perhaps a desire to advance their careers. I have little doubt that
Elias’s  primary  motivation  was  a  desire  to  advance  human  understanding.  But  just  as  selfinterested and ideological preoccupations can detract from the object-adequacy of research,
so, too, can an overly strong commitment to particular theories. The only safeguard we have
against such tendencies is the scrutiny of fellow academics. The problem is that, in the social
sciences, we do not have an over-arching commitment to object-adequate research. It is
awash with the heteronymous evaluations of its practitioners and, in my view, these concerns
are far more deeply embedded and it is far more difficult to exercise an effective degree of
control over them than is generally recognised. That having been said, while the quality of
our research would improve if we strove to distance ourselves from our heteronymous values,
we should not lose sight of the fact that the formation of our values, preferences, prejudices
and priorities during our life course are the very soil in which our variegated purposes
germinate. Without such existentially derived purposes, life tends to become unbearable and
a life devoted to sheer survival becomes interminable drudgery. A commitment to the
scientific  enterprise  is  but  one  purpose  that  gives  some  people’s  lives  greater  meaning.  But  
there is a difference. Many other purposes are so entwined with particular values that a more
scientific, more detached, approach is to a substantial degree hobbled. What is distinctive
about the explanations that emerge from a scientific approach is that they can, in principal at
least, be supported, undermined or disproved by external means. Their object-adequacy can
be tested against the available evidence. Of course, there are some philosophers, even some
sociologists of a philosophical bent who would challenge this statement, preferring a more
subjectivist approach. However, it is most unlikely that they conduct their everyday lives on
this basis of this principle. And, if they did so, it is likely that they would soon find
themselves in some form of residential care, if only for their own safety. Those who adopt an
extreme subjectivist position and reject the notion that explanations can vary in terms of their
degree of adequacy will presumably regard this re-examination of the housebook as being no
more or no less valid the one offered by Elias. In which case, I will just tip-toe away, leave
them to their own musings and focus on the more figurationally inclined. Surely the time has
come when we should take a harder look at Elias’s  work  with  a  view  to  distinguishing  
between its great merits and it shortcomings. Robert van Krieken sees one of these
shortcomings  as  being  his  [Elias’s]  disinclination:
[E]ver to say he had changed his mind about anything. When a new idea or formulation
emerged, he simply stopped using the earlier versions, with little explicit discussion of
whether his line of thought had changed. Indeed, he had the irritating habit of presenting
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such  developments  in  his  thinking  as  mere  ‘clarification’  of  ‘misunderstandings’  of  his  
work’  (1998:  4).

This  observation  seems  to  be  confirmed  by  Elias’s  complaint  that  he  knew  that  he  was  
‘constantly  being  misunderstood,  because  people  distort  things  to  fit  in  with  their  wishes’  
(2005a: 37). I concede that it would be easy to interpret this monograph as an attack upon
Elias’s  approach  to  sociology.  It  could  be  seen  as  providing  critics  with  another  stick  with  
which to beat him and figurational sociology in general. This kind of point scoring mentality
is better suited to the political arena. While I do have a number of reservations about aspects
of  Elias’s  work,  it  has  not  been  my  intention  to  undermine  his  broad  approach.    For  example,  
as  stated  earlier,  I  find  Elias’s  general  thesis  that  levels  of  repugnance  changed  over  this
period and these changes are both a consequence of and contributor to other broad changes in
human figurations to be highly plausible. I find his involvement-detachment thesis as an
initial step even more impressive. My concern in this context has been to question a specific
attempt he made to substantiate his civilising thesis. It is an attempt that has been given a
considerable degree of centrality, not only by Elias, but also by prominent proponents of the
figurational approach. If the critical approach adopted in this monograph has some merit then
one implication is that, however plausible his analysis of the figurational dynamics of the
process whereby the knightly order gave way to court society may appear, it is still in need of
further theoretically informed empirical appraisal. It is a task that should not be undertaken
with the crude intention of confirming or refuting it, but with a view to determining the
balance of the evidence for and against it and, perhaps, in the process refining the theory.
While it may not always seem to be the case, my overall objective has been and is to
strengthen  Elias’s  broad  approach  by  challenging  what  I  take  to  be  certain  unnecessary  
shortcomings in his work; shortcomings that once confronted and side-lined open up a clearer
pathway along which to advance. In my view, he was one of the most productive and
insightful sociologists of the twentieth century. With the exception of The Netherlands,
Germany and, to a lesser degree, France, his work has in large measure been ignored or
neglected. Even today it has yet to be widely understood and digested. Some of the
resistance to his approach has emanated from ideology and prejudice, but this should not lead
us  to  ignore  the  fact  that  some  of  the  hostility  that  Elias’s  work has engendered can be traced
to  his  door.  Moreover,  there  has  been  a  tendency  for  ‘insiders’  to  embrace  his  work  relatively  
uncritically. In my view, we should use the bases of the approach he developed to engage in a
thorough re-examination of his work with a view to clarifying and strengthening it. Of
course, it may be that some supporters of Elias would diverge from the implications of
Lyndon  Baines  Johnson’s  comment  on  J.  Edgar  Hoover:  ‘It's  probably  better  to  have  him  
inside the tent pissing out, than  outside  the  tent  pissing  in’  (David  Halberstam cited by Matt
Haber 2008). They may feel more comfortable fending off external criticism. However, it is
important to appreciate that this critique and the reappraisal of The Established and the
Outsiders were  not  launched  with  the  aim  of  inflicting  damage  on  Elias’s  reputation,  but  with  
the longer-term objective of reconfiguring aspects of his broad approach in such ways as to
make it stronger, more reality-congruent. At the same time, revealing some of Elias’s  
shortcomings does serve a more immediate purpose. It helps to demonstrate how difficult it is
to achieve and maintain an effective level of detachment and it helps to correct what I take to
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be a strong tendency in figurational circles, namely, the tendency to assume that once the
involvement and detachment relationship has been recognised, it is simply a matter of ticking
the box and perhaps genuflecting in its direction from time to time in order to neutralise the
insidious effects of heteronymous values. I take no pleasure in dissecting and, from my
standpoint  at  least,  exposing  the  shortcomings  of  Elias’s  analysis  of  The Medieval
Housebook. Nevertheless, in my view, it is a task that has been long overdue, together with a
number of other issues that also deserve reappraisal. Only when we have cleared the ground
of deadwood will we be in a better position to assess his overall contribution and be better
able to explore the many insights his work undoubtedly contains. Notwithstanding my
intentions, it may be that aspects of this monograph have caused some collateral damage.
That is to say, I may have trampled on the sensitivities of some long-standing colleagues and
friends, people who I hold in high regard. If this proves to be the case I am sorry and it is, of
course, open to anyone to challenge the arguments put forward here and point out the flaws.
Heteronymous  values  tend  to  be  so  insidious  they  can  infect  one’s  approach  below  the  level  
of awareness and I do not for one moment regard myself as immune from these influences.
On re-reading the text, I became aware of the judgemental way in which I sometimes
characterise members of the art establishment. For example, when I was reflecting on its
neglect  of  the  artist  Richard  Wilson,  I  portrayed  it  ‘an  act of collective philistinism or maybe
just  academic  incompetence’.  Again,  I  am  rather  scathing  of  Campbell  Hutchinson’s  use  of  
the  expression  ‘the  modern  mind’.  I  also  confess  to  becoming a little annoyed at some of the
arguments propounded by Waldburg. And, by way of a final example, I have also been
dismissive of philosophers and sociologists of a subjectivist persuasion. Nevertheless, if we
are to move to a deeper appreciation of, shall we say,  ‘the  art  establishment’,  a  higher  level  of  
detachment is required. If we are to understand better how, through their socialization,
members of this relatively powerful group are constrained and induced into adopting and
cultivating notions of exclusivity we have to distance ourselves from our prejudices. Since I
only became more aware of these slippages into greater involvement retrospectively, I
decided to let them stand as examples of my own vulnerability to the insidious effects of
heteronymous influences. At the same time, I recognise that these are transparent examples of
the encroachment of my values and assumptions and, there may be others that are more
deeply embedded and of which I remain unaware.
I began this monograph with a quotation from James Lovelock and I will close with two
strikingly similar ones, both from the pen of Norbert Elias. In Involvement and Detachment
he warned of the tendency for scientists  to  ‘hope  that  the  results  of  their  [e]nquiries  will  be  in  
line  with  theories  they  have  enunciated  before’  (1987:  5)  and,  finally,  in  What is Sociology?
he  argued  that:  ‘Anyone  who,  under  the  pretext  of  saying  what  science  is,  is  really  saying  
what  he  thinks  it  ideally  should  be,  is  deceiving  both  himself  and  other  people’  (1978:  52).  
Postscript
As the heading postscript implies these final comments are very much an afterthought,
triggered by remarks made by someone who read a draft of this monograph.100 The person in
question seemed to accept my  broad  criticisms  of  Elias’s  analysis  of  the  housebook,  but  then  
immediately went on to express the view that some of my more general comments had gone
too far and verged on an intemperate attack on Elias. He added that if it ever came to be
published it would be subjected to severe criticism. While it has not been my intention to
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court such an attack, my response was that if his prophesy came to pass, so be it.
Nevertheless, his comments did lead me to reread this monograph with a view to detecting
any passages that might fall into the ‘over-the-top’ category and while, of course, it may be
down to myopia on my part, I was unable to identify any statements that might be so
classified. I have tried to be balanced and I have endeavoured to avoid any tendency to overgeneralise  my  criticisms.  At  the  same  time,  I  have  argued  that  the  shortcomings  in  Elias’s  
analysis of the housebook are of such an order that it would be foolish to paper over them or
simply assume that similar flaws are entirely absent from other parts of his work. But even if,
on  occasions,  I  have  gone  too  far  in  suggesting  that  Elias’s  selection,  interpretation  and  
presentation of evidence needs to be revisited, I still find my critic’s response somewhat
disconcerting. Seemingly, having accepted the substance of the housebook critique, he
immediately felt compelled to go onto the attack. There was not the inkling of a pause to
reflect  upon  how  he  had  come  to  embrace  Elias’s  analysis  so  uncritically over an extended
period of time. There was no discernible moment of contemplation, no hint of self-criticism.
If one has uncritically embraced and defended a particular analysis over a long period of time
before finally coming to accept that it is irretrievably  flawed,  this  transformation  in  one’s  
perspective surely demands a period of self-reflection? Surely it is not simply a question of a
fleeting nod of acceptance before moving on. Surely we have to reflect upon our gullibility
—and  I  say  ‘our  gullibility’  very  deliberately  because  I  too  was  guilty  of  suspending  my  
critical faculties over many years. Surely it is important that we, a group of academics who
pride ourselves on our exceptional ability to distance ourselves from heteronymous concerns,
take the time to ponder on how  we  came  to  be  so  involved,  so  mesmerised  by  Elias’s  
intellectual aura that we dispensed with the need for effective critical scrutiny of his work?
How can we be so rigorous in our assessment of the work of people operating under different
flags and yet be so lax in our appraisal of Elias? Should this not lead us to recognise that in
striving for a relatively high degree of detachment in our own research, we also need to
approach  other  people’s work in a similar vein and that means  everybody’s  work—without
exception? At the same time does not this critique help to demonstrate the insidious nature of
values? Is it not crucial we recognise that the royal road to detachment is beset by the
temptation of numerous detours via involvement, detours which detract from our best efforts?
My  critic’s  attempt  to  ring-fence this critique and consign it to the done and dusted category
without any further reflection is in my view entirely unacceptable. Such a response is
indicative of the same mind-set  that  led  to  the  uncritical  acceptance  of  Elias’s  case-study over
far too many decades. The author, Jane Smiley, recently said in an interview, published in
The Observer,  that  ‘All  you  need  is  for  one  reader  to  love  your  book’  (Robert  McCrum,  
2014). My aspirations are, at one and the same time, more ambitious and more modest. I hope
that at least a handful of readers find some merit in this monograph.
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Appendix*
Contents
Plate 1: Mercury and his children
Plate 2: Saturn and his children
Plate 3: The noble hunt
Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game
Plate 5: The water-surrounded castle
Plate 6: The mining panorama
Plate 7: Interior of a smelting plant with cupel furnace bellows and workers.
Referred  to  in  the  text  as  ‘the  smelting  scene’
Plate 8: The coronel joust
Plate 9: The tilt
Plate 10: The army encampment
Plate 11: Mars and his children
Plate 12: Venus and her children
Plate 13: The bathhouse
Plate 14: The obscene garden of love
Supplementary Plate 1: Sol and his children (housebook: fol 14r).
Supplementary Plate 2: The large garden of love (Master E.S.).
Supplementary Plates 3, 4 and 5: Show details from Plate 11: Mars and his children: They feature three people
in mortal danger.
Supplementary Plate 6: The Pair of Lovers (Housebook Master – Reproduced by kind permission of
Kunstsammlugen der Veste Coburg).
Supplementary Plate 7: The artistes (housebook: fol 3r).
Supplementary Plate 8: Shows detail of Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game — ‘A  latter-day Adam and Eve
perhaps?’  
Supplementary Plate 9 and 10: Show details from Plate 6: The Mining Panorama — ‘Highly  visible  scabbards.’
Supplementary Plate 11: Coat of arms with Stechelm ( Housebook: fol 2r).
Supplementary Plate 12: Peasant woman with sickle shield (Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet — Reproduced
by kind permission of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
Supplementary Plate 13: Youth with garlic in his escutcheon (Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet — Reproduced
by kind permission of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam).
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Supplementary Plate 14: Pair of Lovers (Master E.S.).
Supplementary Plate 15: Shows detail of Plate 3: The noble hunt — ‘Crouching  peasant,  hidden  joke.’
Supplementary Plate16: Shows detail of Plate 3: The noble hunt — ‘Stag  at  bay’
Supplementary Plate 17: Shows detail of Plate 3: The noble hunt — ‘Breach of sash protocol.’
Supplementary Plates 18: Shows details of Plate 7: The smelting scene — ‘A whiff of arrogance in line of
sight.’
Supplementary Plates 19: Shows details of Plate 7: The smelting scene — ‘Another  breach  of  sash  protocol.’
Supplementary Plate 20: Shows detail of Supplementary Plate 2: Large garden of love — ‘Courtier  without  
sash?’  
Supplementary Plate 21: Shows detail of Plate 14: The obscene garden of love — ‘Sash  bearer  shown  in  
negative  light’.  
Supplementary Plate 22: Shows detail of Plate 8: The coronal joust — ‘Another  sash  bearer  shown  in  negative  
light’.  
Supplementary Plate 23: Shows detail of Plate 1: Mercury and his children — ‘A  private  joke’.
Supplementary Plate 24: Shows detail of Plate 2: Saturn and his children — ‘Looks  like  a  wet  knight’
Supplementary Plate 25: Shows detail of Plate 2: Head-gear of the condemned — ‘A  crown  of  thorns  perhaps?’
Supplementary Plate 26: Shows detail of Plate 5: — ‘Don’t  spare  the  rod’.
Supplementary Plate 27: The Lovers (Wenzel Von Olmütz after Master of the Housebook — Reproduced by
kind permission of The National Gallery of Art, Washington)
*Notes
(1) Plates 1 to14 and Supplementary Plates 1, 3-5, 7-11, 15-19 and 21-26 appear on the commons website:
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Mittelslterliches_Hausbuch_von…
(2) Supplementary Plates 2 and 20 appear on the commons website:
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ars_moriendi_(Meister_E.S.),L.181
(3) Supplementary Plates 12 and 13 are reproduced by kind permission of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
(4) Supplementary Plate 6 is reproduced by kind permission of the Kunstsammlugen der Veste Coburg.
(5) Supplementary Plates 14 appears on the commons website:
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/FileLiebespaar_auf-der-Gartenbank,_jpg
(6) Supplementary Plate 27 is reproduced by kind permission of The National Gallery of Art, Washington.
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Plate 1: Mercury and his children
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Plate 2: Saturn and his children
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Plate 3: The noble hunt
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Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game
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Plate 5: The water-surrounded castle
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Plate 6: The mining panorama
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Plate 7: The smelting scene
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Plate 8: The coronel joust
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Plate 9: The tilt
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Plate 10: The army encampment
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Plate 11: Mars and his children
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Plate 12: Venus and her children
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Plate 13: The bathhouse
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Plate 14: The obscene garden of love
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Supplementary Plate 1: Sol and his children
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Supplementary Plate 2: The large garden of love
[Master ES]
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Supplementary Plate 3: Pilgrim in mortal danger

Supplementary Plate 4:
Supplementary Plate 5:
Tethered man in mortal danger
shopkeeper in mortal danger
[Supplementary Plate 3, 4 and 5 show details of Plate 11: Mars and his children]
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Supplementary Plate 6: Pair of lovers
[Master of the Housebook. Reproduced by kind permission of Kunstsammlungen der Veste Coburg]
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Supplementary Plate 7: The artistes
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Supplementary Plate 8: A latter-day Adam and Eve perhaps?
[Detail from Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game]
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Supplementary Plate 9: Foreground fight with scabbards visible

Supplementary Plate 10: Middle ground — man with sheathed sword
[Supplementary Plates 9 and 10 show details of Plate 6: The mining panorama]
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Supplementary Plate 11: Coat of Arms with Stechelm
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Supplementary Plate 12: Peasant Woman with sickle shield
[Master of Amsterdam Cabinet. Reproduced by kind permission of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam]
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Supplementary Plate 13: Youth with garlic in his escutcheon
[Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet. Reproduced by kind permission of the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam]

Supplementary Plate 14: Pair of lovers
[Master ES]
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Supplementary Plate 15: Crouching peasant, hidden joke

Supplementary Plate 16: Stag at bay
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Supplementary Plate 17: Breach of sash protocol
[Supplementary Plates 15, 16 and17 show details of Plate 3: The noble hunt]
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Supplementary Plate 18: A whiff of arrogance in line of sight

Supplementary Plate 19: Another breach of sash protocol
[Supplementary Plates 18 and 19 show details of Plate 7: The smelting scene]
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Supplementary Plate 20: Courtier without sash
[Detail from Supplementary Plate 2: The large garden of love – Master ES]

Supplementary Plate 21: Sash bearer shown in a negative light
[Detail from Plate 14: The obscene garden of love]
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Supplementary Plate 22: Another sash bearer shown in a negative light
[Detail from Plate 8: The coronel joust]
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Supplementary Plate 23: A private joke
[Detail from Plate 1; Mercury and his children]
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Supplementary Plate 24: Looks like a wet knight

Supplementary Plate 25: Headgear of the condemned: a crown of thorns perhaps?
[Supplementary Plates 24 and 25 show details from Plate 2: Saturn and his children]
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Supplementary Plate 26:  Don’t  spare  the  rod
[Detail from Plate 5: The water-surrounded castle]
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Supplementary Plate 27: The Lovers (Wenzel Von Olümtz after Master of the Housebook —
Reproduced by kind permission of The National Gallery of Art, Washington).
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Notes
1

© Patrick Murphy 2015.
Acknowledgements: It was not my intention to pursue the issues that are the focus of this monograph at this time. This reorientation came
about as a result of comments I made to Stephen Mennell in the course of our collaboration on the Appendix XXX: Notes on the plates from
Das mittelalteriche Hausbuch in On the Process of Civilisation (2012). From the outset I expressed reservations about the way in which
Elias had interpreted The Medieval Housebook,  the  source  which  forms  the  centrepiece  of  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  in  the  book  
previously known as The Civilizing Process.  He  correctly  pointed  out  that  this  book’s  Appendix was not an appropriate context in which to
raise this type of issue and he encouraged me to explore my concerns in a separate paper. I would like to express my gratitude to him for this
encouragement and guidance. I also have to thank Stephen for his reading of a draft of this monograph and his constructive comments.
Thanks are also due to Peter Burke for taking the time to read the manuscript. In addition, I must thank Huigen Leeflang, curator of prints at
the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam for his help and advice, while at the same time exonerating him and, indeed, everyone else from any
responsibility for the contents of this monograph. Thanks are also due to Nigel Palmer for his help in tracing to present whereabouts of The
Medieval Housebook and for his assistance in translating medieval German and to Mike Hearn for his technical assistance. Finally, I would
also like to take this opportunity to register my gratitude to Eric Dunning and Ivan Waddington for their friendship and the unstinting
support they have given me over some forty years.
3
While we were concerned with a rather detailed analysis in our reappraisal of The Established and the Outsiders and the present
monograph is characterised by a similar focus, as far as the present author is concerned both pieces of work are conceived of as building
blocks in the service of a longer term and broader programme of work, mind and body permitting with no dichotomy implied.
4
My interest in the influence of heteronymous and ideological concerns on the research process goes back to when I published a paper on
the way in which historians have interpreted the British engineers lock-out of 1852 (Murphy 1978).
5
This point is made by Stephen Mennell and Johan Goudsblom (1998: 25).
6
The original research focused on the uneven distribution of delinquency in Winston Parva. Elias and Scotson explain why this project
became non-viable in the following  terms:  ‘In  the  third  year  of  the  research  the  delinquency  differentials  between  the  two  larger  
neighbourhoods  (which  had  supported  the  local  idea  that  one  of  them  was  a  delinquency  area)  practically  disappeared’  (1965:  ix). I am
grateful to Stephen Mennell  for  pointing  out  that  John  Scotson’s  son,  Tim,  has  said  that  his  father  was  really  only  interested  in  doing  good  
and he implied that his father had lost interest in the project after he had obtained his degree. Therefore, it is possible that the published
reason for the change of focus may contain an element of rationalisation.
7
For the purposes of this monograph I have relied largely upon On the Process of Civilisation. However, on occasions, where I have felt it
to be contextually appropriate, I have employed the original title—The Civilizing Process.
8
The initial intention was to produce a normal length paper. However, as is sometimes the way with research, the project became far more
complex  than  I  originally  envisaged.  It  ‘grow’d  like  topsy’. Notwithstanding its length, the specific nature of the subject-matter means that it
more apt to characterise it as a monograph, rather than a book. This narrow focus also means that it is unlikely to have appealed to a
publisher, hence, the decision to publish the manuscript in this form.
9
Elias did not regard The Medieval Housebook as a very appropriate title for the codex (2012:200). While he did not specify his reasons for
these reservations, it is readily apparent to anyone with access to a facsimile edition of the housebook that a substantial part of its contents
has a tenuous connection with the running of a domestic household. Much of the text and illustrations relate to technology and military
equipment. This is certainly the view of both K.G. Boon and Jane Campbell Hutchinson (see Part III: Section 8). It is safe to assume that
most  of  Elias’s  readers  will  not  have  had  a  facsimile  copy  ready  to  hand.  It  is  also  likely  that  they  have  not  been  inclined  to consult one or
felt it necessary to do so.
10
For the purposes of this monograph I have reproduced the fourteen plates that Elias drew upon and also some supplementary plates that
are felt to be relevant to this analysis. It was not practical to reproduce all the drawings in the housebook. For those who wish to gain an
overview of the range of plates from which Elias selected his fourteen a useful source is Waldburg (1998). Another readily accessible source
is the website: (commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Mittelslterliches_Hausbuch_von…).  If readers only want to view the fourteen
drawings that Elias selected for his case study they are all included in On the Process of Civilisation (2012: between 202-03).
11
Even the famous case of the two contrasting studies of the same Mexican Village, Tepoztian, by Robert Redfield (1930) and Oscar Lewis
(1951) were separated by two decades. This at least raises the possibility that changes occurred in the intervening period. For a more
detailed discussion of these studies see Gouldsblom (1977: 66-67).
12
In the 2000 edition four drawings were contained in an appendix (513-16).
13
The extent to which our understanding of this process is advanced by the Freudian inspired psychic model Elias employed most
extensively in On the Process of Civilization is, in my view, problematic. However, this is an issue that cannot be explored in the present
context.
14
In accordance with his figurational principles, Elias did not conceive of theory and empirical research as distinct activities. Empirical
research has to be theoretically guided and the relative object-adequacy of theories and models need be demonstrated by assessing their
ability  to  accommodate  the  available  evidence.  As  Elias  put  it:  ‘An  examination  of  theoretical  concepts…  is  apt  to  remain  sterile unless it is
undertaken  in  close  contact  with  empirical  studies’  (Goudsblom  and  Mennell  1998:105).  If  research  is  not  explicitly  guided  by theory then it
is based either on undeclared premises and/or blind assumptions. It cannot be free of premises or assumptions.
15
As  Waldburg  points  out  ‘Helmuth  T.  Bossert  &  Willi  F.  Storck  published  a  facsimile  edition  of  almost  all  the  pages  of  the  Housebook’  in  
1912, (1998:14).
16
I was unable to gain access to the two volume publication which accompanied the public exhibition of the housebook in select museums
and art galleries in 1998. The first of these volumes is the first coloured facsimile edition of the housebook and Volume II is a collection of
academic studies of the codex. These two volumes carried a price tag of $2,000, a sum way beyond my means. I had to settle for the
slimmer, cut-price version by Christoph Graf zu Waldburg Wolfegg Venus and Mars: The World of the Medieval Housebook, a publication
no doubt aimed at mopping up the lower end of the market. Again, I am grateful to Huigen Leeflang, Curator of prints at the Rijksmuseum,
Amsterdam, for providing me with extracts from the Bossert and Storck book.
17
This preface to the Neue Auslesen piece is included in On the Process of Civilisation, Collected Works Vol 3. 2102: 617-18.
18
The maverick picture in question is entitled The Stag Hunt and is held to be the work of the Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet, an artist
widely assumed to be the Housebook Master (Filedt Kok: 1985, 165). I have not been able to determine how it came to be selected for
inclusion in the Figurations’ review. The only explanation I can offer is that this particular drawing features as the jacket illustration of a
2
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book compiled by J.P. Filedt Kok which was published on the occasion of the 1985 exhibition at the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam of  ‘the  
Master’s  complete  production’,  save  a  single  print  located  in  the  German  Democratic  Republic  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  7).  In  other  words,  The
Stag Hunt has been prominently displayed and is ready to hand in Amsterdam where Figurations was published at the time.
19
As already mentioned, in the 2012 edition—On the Process of Civilization—all fourteen of the drawings to which Elias referred in his
analysis of The Medieval Housebook are reproduced.
20
The  computer  word  count  of  Elias’s  analysis  of  the  selected  pictures  based  on  the extracts presented in Section 3 is as follows: Plate 1:
Mercury and his children—63 words; Plate 2: Saturn and his children—214 words; Plate 3: The noble hunt—124 words; Plate 4: In
pursuit of less game—107 words; Plate 5: The water-surrounded castle—52 words; Plate 6: The mining panorama—122 words; Plate 7:
Interior of a smelting plant with cupel furnace, bellows and workers—30 words; Plate 8: The coronel joust—75 words; Plate 9: The Tilt—
74 words; Plate 10: The army encampment—125 words; Plate 11: Mars and his children—193 words; Plate 12: Venus and her
children—259 words and Plate 13: The bathhouse—303 words and, finally, Plate 14:The obscene garden of love—93 words This word
count does not include the later fleeting references that Elias made to certain plates. The Plates that appear in conjunction with the Neue
Auslesen version are bolded.
21
In fact, he obtained his first academic appointment in England—in the department of sociology at the University of Leicester—in 1954, at
the remarkably advanced age of 57 (Elias 2005a: 65).
22
One example of a drawing that did not make the cut is Sol and his children (see Supplementary Plate 1). It could be interpreted as
showing the kind of training undergone by those who aspired to be knights. As such it could be argued that it has greater potential relevance
to the case Elias was striving to make than some of the chosen ones. The army on the march was another possible candidate for selection.
After all, apart from their seigniorial rights, war and plunder were the principal means by which lesser knights subsisted. This drawing
occupies four leafs and, therefore, is too large to reproduce in the context of this monograph. A facsimile of this drawing appears in
Waldburg (1998: 94-7).
23
It is not clear from the drawing whether this figure is a man or a woman.
24
Robert Bartlett provides an illuminating demonstration of the effectiveness of such an approach in The Medieval World Complete (2010).
25
In fact the pictures in the housebook are pen and ink drawings, not prints from woodcuts, although K.G. Boon suggests that the woodcuts
in  the  German  and  Dutch  versions  of  a  planet  book  dating  back  to  the  1460s  ‘could  occasionally  have  served  the  [housebook]  draftsman as a
model’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  13).
26
For a more extensive appraisal  of  Duerr’s  position  vis-à-vis Elias see Goudsblom and Mennell (1997) and Robert van Krieken (2005).
27
Media journalists throw the terms expert and guru around like confetti. In the 1980s I was a member of a research group that was dubbed
by various  media  outlets  as  the  world’s  leading  experts  on  football  hooliganism.  Apart  from  understandably  raising  the  hackles  of  other
researchers in the field, such a characterisation was grossly overblown. Because someone may know a little more than most people about a
particular  subject  or  issue  hardly  warrants  them  being  regarded  as  an  expert.  Often  simply  appreciating  the  limits  of  one’s  knowledge is
enough to give one an edge. This debasement of the language has gone a step further. At the time of his death a number of media outlets
described the fashion designer Alexander McQueen as a genius. For example, see Jess Cartner-Morley’s  piece  in  The Guardian (2010). In
the BBC News Magazine Rajini  Vaidyanathan  characterized  McQueen  as  ‘the  man  who  made  the  builder’s  bum  fashionable.  His  “bumsters”  
[low-slung trousers], which appeared in 1996, spawned the trend in perilously low-rise crevice-revealing  jeans’  (2010).  Stephen Hawking
had better look to his laurels.
28
The two names, the Master of the Housebook and the Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet, are sometimes used interchangeably. The latter
name arose because most of his engravings are housed in the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam. Some commentators prefer to use one or other of
these  names  because  they  have  firm  views  on  the  artist’s  origins  and  his  principal  region  of  activity.  Sometimes  these  judgements have been
informed by nationalistic affiliations (see Boon in Filedt Kok 1985: 13).
29
Fildedt  Kok  characterises  the  Master’s  drypoint  technique  as  follows:  He  ‘used  a  sharp  needle  to  “draw”  ...  In  this  technique  a  small ridge
of metal , the burr, is left alongside the furrow; as a result the ink not only collects in the furrow but is also retained by the burr. This gives
the  line  on  the  print  a  velvety,  “deep  black”  quality…  The  great  disadvantage  of  this  technique  is  that  the  burr  wears  away  fairly quickly and
that the furrow by itself yields only very slight impressions. The technique is therefore  not  suitable  for  larger  editions’  (1985:  26-8).
30
For  example,  Waldburg  observes  that  ‘[a]  number  of  paintings  are  attributed to him or his circle—best known are the panel of a Pair of
Lovers in Gotha and the so-called  Speyer  Passion  Alterpiece…  ’  (1998: 8).
31
The text of the 2000 edition of The Civilizing Process actually refers to a Master E.F. This is a misprint that was corrected in the 2012
edition, On the Process of Civilisation, see page 206.
32
Master E. S. is the name given to an unknown German engraver, goldsmith and printmaker of the late Gothic period. It seems that he was
very influential, so much so that his work was widely copied and imitated. He signed his work with the initials E.S. He is thought to have
come from southwestern Germany or Switzerland, although his activities appear to have been concentrated in the upper Rhine region. Filedt
Kok characterized him as the  ‘most  important  artist  in  the  second  generation  of  German  engravers  …  who  flourished  …  in  the  upper  Rhine  
region – between  1450  and  1467…’  (1985:25).
33
By  characterising  these  drawings  as  ‘relatively  simple’  it  is  not  my  intention  to  detract  from  their  quality,  but  to  make  the point their form
is not dissimilar to that of a modern cartoon.
34
Giovanni Della Casa (1503-56) was an Italian bishop and writer best remembered for his much translated treatise on manners, Galateo
(Encyclopedia Britannica 2013b).
35
The four planetary drawings that Elias selected for inclusion in his case-study  were  part  of  the  gathering  ‘The  Planets  and  their  children’  
which is comprised of seven drawings in total. They are the product of a long-standing fantasy-based tradition. This astrological context
inevitably  has  critical  implications  for  Elias’s  claim  that  The Medieval House-Book is one of ‘a  few works [that] reflect the life of a knight in
its real context’  (2012:  200. Italics added). A failure to recognise or acknowledge these  implications  is  rather  like  arguing  that  Botticelli’s  
depiction  ‘Circles  of  Hell  in  Dante’s  Inferno’  is  a  reality-congruent  presentation  of  what  awaits  ‘sinners’  and  unbelievers  when  they  die.  
36
Elias suggested that Plate 10: The army encampment may have  featured  ‘the  king  or  even  the  emperor’  (2000:177)  and  others  have  
claimed to identify a few of the figures and actual events in the drawings (See, for example, Waldburg 1998: 13, Campbell Hutchinson in
Filedt Kok 1985: 241).
37
It  is  possible  that  Elias’s  doubt  over  the  number  of  noble  dancers  in  this  drawing  was  because  he  was  writing  these  ‘descriptions’  from  
memory, perhaps aided by incomplete notes, because he did not have ready access  to  facsimiles.  He  also  counted  ‘three  boys  making  
music’,  while  in fact there seems to be five musicians accompanying the noble dancers. As we shall see in Part V: Section 19, if he was
drawing upon his memory of these pictures, this would also help to explain the anomalies contained in his interpretation of Plate 3: The
noble hunt.
38
The  title  ‘The  Laughing  Cavalier’  was  coined  between 1875 and 1888. It is inappropriate on two counts. Firstly, the sitter is obviously not
laughing. Secondly, it also seems he is not a cavalier (The Wallace Collection).
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39

With regards to women engaged in artistic activities, I have in mind embroiderers. Henry Samuel Paris reports on the findings Alexandra
Makin’s  research  on  the  Bayeux  Tapestry.  She  states  that:  ‘They  [the  embroiderers]  would  have  been  well  regarded  in  society:  in one
example from the Doomsday book, the Sheriff of Buckingham gave land to an embroider, as long as she taught his daughter her  skills’
(2012.  Italics  added).  Again,  the  website  of  Victoria  and  Albert  Museum  states  that:  ‘Although  nuns  and  other  amateur  needlewomen  
produced embroidery from as early as the 8th or 9th century, practically all surviving examples of Opus-Anglicanum [English Work] were
worked by professional embroiderers, both men and women, in workshops generally run by men. The names of some of these embroiderers,
both  male  and  female  are  recorded  in  contemporary  records’  (2014).
40
When most people look at a painting they see it through the eyes of their experience and imagination. For the vast majority of people first
and foremost it is an aesthetic experience, a subjective and perhaps inter-subjective one. Do they like or dislike it and to what degree? Of
course, for some people a particular painting can conjure up emotional attachments, previous relationship or events. Nevertheless, for most
people the aesthetic appeal of a painting is paramount, if not all. In the case of specialists, other related dimensions may be taken into
account. The former include different types of knowledge. Specialists tend to be better informed about the respective lives of artists and their
historical period; the techniques the artists have employed and the amount of skill they display. A smaller group of experts have a
developing capacity to analysis what lies beneath the surface layers of paint. Yet other specialists, such a certain medics, may be able to
bring their set of skills to bear on their interpretation of certain paintings. These various aspects can often serve to enrich their appreciation
of particular paintings and they are prone to commingle with the aesthetic dimension, so much so that they often merge. Yet, while this
knowledge-based input provides added value to their appreciation, it does not mean that their aesthetic appreciation of painting is any more
valid than that derived by a lay-person. It is akin to a person simply enjoying the warmth of the sun, as opposed to a scientist having a
developed appreciation of thermonuclear processes involved in its generation. The scientist cannot be said to derive greater pleasure from its
warmth than the lay-person. The lay-person’s  assessment  of  a  painting,  whether  he  or  she  likes  or  dislikes  it  and  to  what  degree,  can  be  
viewed  as  an  aesthetic  judgement  in  its  purer  form.  It  has  been  less  mediated  by  background  noise.  I  use  the  relative  terms  ‘purer  form’  and  
‘less mediated’  because  everyone  brings  their  previous  experiences  to  bear  when  viewing  a  painting,  the  tastes  they  have  formed  and their
emotional needs. However, the extent to which the aesthetic judgements of art experts are mediated by extraneous issues tends to be far
greater. Thus, two experts can be thoroughly informed about the background of a piece of art to the same degree and yet, they can diverge
greatly on its aesthetic appeal. Again, if experts are agonising over the authenticity of a particular painting, it is likely that the side they
come down on will modify their aesthetic appreciation of it. The painting will have marginally aged in the course of their deliberations, but
to all intents and purposes it will not have changed. What has changed is the meaning that experts now attach to it. Their aesthetic
experiences have been mediated by the value—artistic and monetary—they now place upon it.
41
An example of this tendency is provided by Michael Haag. He notes the way in which Dan Brown has argued  that  the  Templars  ‘were  
founded  on  a  mysterious  order  called  the  Priory  of  Sion’,  a  belief  that  rests  upon  ‘the  fanciful  invention  of  one  Pierre  Plantard’,  a  man  who  
later  ‘admitted  under  oath  that  he  had  made  the  whole  thing  up…’  (2009:  336).  
42
Quite how Husband reaches this conclusion baffles me. None of the housebook drawings feature life at court.
43
With the help of Nigel Palmer, I have translated Manuscriptum chimicum auff Pergamen der Saturnuse etc., alt.  as  ‘Old  alchemical  
manuscript  on  parchment  of  Saturn  etc’.  Its  re-catalogued name: Der Lauf der 7 Planeten in Germälde auf Pergament vorgestellt has been
translated as ‘The  course  of  the  seven  planets  in  drawings  on  parchment’.  
44
For a photograph of the folder see Waldburg 1998: 15.
45
Buelow  argues  that:  ‘It was in the eighteenth-century England that the concept of originality as the main force in the creative process in all
the arts received its earliest definitions. After a centuries-long humanistic period in which imitation was held to be the creative force in
English arts, a reaction set in by those who became dismayed at the excesses of many artists who copied literally from other sources. This
stimulated a considerable literature debating when imitation  became  plagiarism…  Originality  soon  was  viewed  as  the  essential  factor  
determining  artistic  genius…’  (1990: 117).
46
An American art forger, Ken Perenyi, has recently revealed how he fooled the art establishment on both sides of the Atlantic. Dalya
Alberge of the Observer reports  that  ‘Perenyi’s  specialities  included  British  sporting  and  marine  paintings  of  the  18 th and 19th centuries. He
concentrated on the work of well-known but second-rank artists, believing that the output of the greatest is too fully  documented  …  Perhaps  
Perenyi’s  proudest  moments  came  when  a  forgery  of  Ruby  Throats  with  Apple  Blossoms,  by  the  American  Martin  Johnson  Heade…  was
heralded  as  a  major  “discovery”.  It  later  fetched  nearly  $100,000  [£64,000]  at  auction  in  New  York’  (2012). The relevance of the foregoing
to the issue of copying in the Middle-Ages is that even when the original artist is known and with all the analytical tools at their disposal,
present-day art connoisseurs still make mistakes. Inevitably, some forgeries have yet to be discovered or, at least, publicly revealed.
47
From time to time Waldburg seems compelled to concede that the question of attribution is ringed by doubts, before resuming his pregiven position. For example, on one occasion he writes of the Master  that:  ‘A  number  of  paintings  are attributed to him or his circle – best
known are the panel of a pair of lovers in Gotha and the so-called Speyer Passion Altarpiece—but his work in the graphic arts is his claim to
fame.  His  preferred  medium  was  drypoint  engraving,  which  was  not  used  by  his  contemporaries’  (1998:  8,  italics  added).  The  problem in
determining whether these paintings are the work of the Master of the Housebook or another member of his circle presumably arises because
the styles of members of the same studio tend to be similar. This difficulty in assigning attribution is readily understandable, but it seems to
be one that is equally applicable to the drawings in the housebook or the engravings in the Amsterdam Cabinet for that matter. In the light of
this one might have expected Waldburg to engage in a careful assessment of the available evidence with perhaps a presentation of the range
of possibilities emanating from the unknown dimensions of the housebook’s origins. In the event, he gravitates back to a position that
accords  with  his  preferences.  The  central  drift  of  Waldburg’s  argument  is  brought  out  clearly  in  the  following  Statement:  ‘The other
drawings of war technology are presumably also by him [the Master], for their differences in artistic quality from most other books on the
subject  is  remarkable’  (1998:  108).  In  other  words,  on  the  grounds  that  these  drawing  are  so  different  from  most other surviving books on the
subject, we can, therefore, assume that the artist in question was the Housebook Master. By any standards, this is a fatuous assertion. It is
indicative of someone clutching at every available straw, for want of something more substantial on which to cling. A surfeit of elegant
prose cannot hide the bias nature of this type of approach. He makes a habit of couching his arguments in such a way as to encourage the
reader to believe that his appraisal has laid to rest the surrounding controversy (see, for example, his concluding remarks —1998: 109).
48
As we shall see in Part V: Section 19, both Du Boulay and Classen are not of this view.
49
S. N. Levie, the director of the Rijksmuseum, and J. W. Niemeijer, the director of the Rijksprentenkabinet write of Professor Jane
Campbell  Hutchinson  in  the  following  terms:  She  ‘continued  to  study  the  Master  intensively  even  after  concluding  an  exhaustive doctoral
dissertation  devoted  to  him’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  8).
50
Filedt  Kok  recognises  that  ‘we  cannot  determine  with  certainty…  the  degree  of  originality  of  Master  E.S.’s  frequently  copied  
engravings…  It  is  believed  that  a  number  of  his  compositions  are  based  on  the  work  of  the  Master  of  the  Karlsruhe  Passion…’  (1985:  25).
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And Waldburg  is  of  a  similar  mind.  He  writes:  ‘Possibly  the  people  in  the  major  card  deck  of  Master  E.S.  were  themselves  modified
borrowings from the figures in the illustrated fencing guide  by  the  fencing  master  Hans  Thalhofer,  of  which  they  are  strongly  reminiscent’  
(1998: 18).
51
North  writes:  ‘This  introduction  [by  Ptolemy]  of  the  notion  of  the  equant  was  all  the  more  commendable  because  it  meant  breaking with
the traditional dogma that  all  must  be  explained  in  terms  of  uniform  circular  motions’  (2008:  115).  
52
For example, figurational  sociologists,  the  present  author  included,  would  take  issue  with  the  way  in  which  Waldburg  characterises  Elias’s
theory on the process of civilization as  ‘his  theory  of  the  progress  of  civilization’  (1998:  45).
53
Plate 4: In pursuit of lesser game could also be seen as subscribing to the misogynistic image of women rooted in the Bible, one that
contrasts with the chivalrous ideal, a more romanticised view of noble ladies that can be traced back to the 12 th century troubadours, a
development which may have its antecedents in Islamic Spain. For elaboration on these issues see Robert Bartlett (2008).
54
Boon  notes  that  ‘Solms  came  upon  a  page  from  a  Tavernier  manuscript  of  about  the  same  date  [and  was  struck  by  the  similarity  between
a]  walking  couple…in  the  foreground  of  one  of  its  miniatures  [and  the  couple  observing  Plate 6: The mining panorama ] (Filedt Kok 1985:
16). The same comment could be made about the couple on the right of Plate 7, the smelting scene.
55
In the course of my career I have been involved in radio and television programmes that have been set-up in such a way as to pit one
academic against another because of the anticipated entertainment it will provide, rather than the light that would shed.
56
Another element to take into account when contemplating an exercise in reconstituting a disassembled document is that sequence does not
necessarily implied linked meaning. Perhaps one can draw a parallel between the problems facing any would-be re-constitutionalist and the
differing structures of a dictionary and a thesaurus. The words in a dictionary are in alphabetical order. While some sequential words may be
connected in terms of their linguistic roots, one cannot assume such a relationship. In contrast, a thesaurus collates synonyms and antonyms.
In other words, did the would-be re-constitutionalists form a view on whether the housebook was more dictionary-like or more thesauruslike? If so, how did they arrive at this conclusion?
57
Waldburg presents the  surviving,  ‘reconstituted’  contents  of  the  housebook  as  follows:  1.  The  Artistes,  2.  The  Liberal  Arts:  (i)  The  Art  of  
Memory, (ii) The Children of the Planets. 3. The Chivalrous Life. 4. The Household Remedies. 5. Mining, Smelting and Minting. 6. The
Technology of War (1998: contents table).
58
Waldburg  writes:  ‘In  his  will  he  [Maximilian  Willibald]  bequeathed  his  collection  as  fideicommision,  inalienable  family  property, and
stipulated  that  a  catalogue  be  made…  Everything  was  to  remain  in  the  hands  of  the eldest son, an obligation which continues to be observed
to  the  present  day’  (1998:  12).  It  is  an  obligation  that  was  set  aside  in  2008  when  the  manuscript  was  sold  for  a  rumoured  20 million euros to
a mystery buyer. German press speculation identified him as August von Finck, a banker currently residing in Switzerland. One source
points  out  that  ‘[i]t is unclear whether the purchase is in fact legally valid because the manuscript was sold without the permission of the
government of Tübingen required by the law of fideikommiss dissolution... German law forbids the export of such a precious manuscript,
which  is  registered  in  the  list  of  national  cultural  property’  ((Wikinews 2008). Reinhard Bendix notes that ‘[f]idei-commission differs from a
simple trust fund in that it makes such a fund the property of a family in perpetuity. In England and in other common-law countries such a
legal  institution  never  prevailed’  (1969:37n). A later web-page  reports  that  ‘the  legality  of  its  sale  for  export  has  been  challenged, and for the
moment  it  remains  with  the  family’  (Wikipedia  2014).  Additional information which helps to resolve the mystery has just emerged. As was
initially thought to be the case the housebook was sold by the Waldburg-Wolfegg family and they did so with little prior consultation with
the regional government office in Tübingen. This gave rise to political conflict between the authorities and the well-connected family. After
convoluted legal proceedings, the Baden-Württemberg government have now approved the sale of the codex to an art collector from Bavaria
[probably the industrialist August Baron von Finck]. They did so because they were persuaded that the new owner intends to publish the
manuscript and to make it available for exhibitions and research purposes. The previous owners had been under no such obligation. It was
also decided that the manuscript should be included in the Bavarian Cultural Heritage Protection List (Rudiger Soldt 2015). I am grateful to
Nigel Palmer for his help in locating the relevant sources. Incidentally, the Waldburg-Wolfegg family seem to have fallen upon
straightening times. In 2003 they disposed of another long-treasured possession, the only known copy of the Waldseemüller map. This
printed wall map was the work of the German cartographer, Martin Waldseemüller. It is the first map known to have contained the name
‘America’.  In  was  sold  to  the  US  Library  of  Congress  for  the  sum  of  $10  million (Toby Lester 2009).
59
For a brief discussion on some of the other surviving manuscripts from the medieval period see Boon (Filedt Kok 1985: 16- 18).
60
This traditional belief has been thrown into doubt by recent research which holds that magpies are not attracted to shiny objects (Sarah
Zielinski 2014).
61
See endnote 58.
62
The issue of the private ownership of fossils again re-surfaced with the auction of the Montana fossil. A report in The Guardian runs as
follows:  ‘Michael  Benton,  a  professor  of  vertebrate  palaeontology  at  the  University  of  Bristol  [commented]…  that  a  private purchaser might
wish  to  keep  the  specimen  for  their  own  use.  “If  it  is  in  a  private  collection,  it  cannot  be  studied  scientifically.  Nearly  all scientific journals
require that specimens studied scientifically and published must be freely available for further study by others, and this means an accessible,
public  collection”’  (  Alok  Jha  2013).
63
Tracy  Emin’s  installation  ‘My  Bed’  was  originally  exhibited  at  the  Tate  Modern  in  1999.  It  has  recently  been  sold  at  Christies for £2.54
million. Hannah Ellis-Petersen  characterises  it  as  one  of  the  most  ‘polarising  pieces  of  modern  art’  (2014).    The  term  ‘polarising’  may  give  
the impression that opinions are fairly evenly divided on its artistic quality. I suspect that this is not the case. This tendency to assume that
people are more or less equally divided on the work of certain modern artists again surfaces in an article by Dalya Alberge. She writes:
‘From  Tracey  Emin’s  unmade  bed  to  Damien  Hirst’s  diamond-studded  skull,  the  work  of  Britain’s  avant  garde  artists has been lauded and
derided down the years in almost equal measure (2014). Such a statement is likely to be based on a rather select range of opinion. My
suspicion is that the population at large view much modern art with more than a hint of incongruity.
64
Waldburg  informs  us  that  ‘(n)othing  is  known  about  the  circumstances  of  its  purchase,  not  to  mention  the  seller’  (1998:  12).  Thereafter, at
least,  until  its  attempted  sale  in  2008,  it  was  stored  at  the  family’s  traditional  seat,  Wolfegg  Castle  in  Baden-Württemberg in the Allgäu
region of southern Germany (1998: 11).
65
A recent article in Bloomberg Businessweek quotes  the  international  art  company,  Artnet,  to  the  effect  that  ‘works  by  [  Damien]  Hirst  
produced in his most lucrative period between 2005 and the £11m direct sale of his art in 2008 have resold for nearly 30 per cent less than
their original purchase price.  Since  2009,  one  in  three  of  the  1,700  pieces  offered  at  auction  has  failed  to  sell  at  all’  (cited  by  Jonathon  
Brown 2012). What accounts for this decline in the market value of these works? Has there been a substantive change in their contents or
form? Clearly not! Much to the consternation of the sellers, for whatever reason, what has changed is the buyers—subjective or intersubjective—assessment  of  Damien  Hirst’s  standing  in  the  art  world,  a  view  which  has  then  found  expression  in  lower  monetary  evaluations.
66
‘Rhenish  Franconia …  denotes  the  western  half  of  the  central  German  stem  duchy  of  Franconia  in  the  10th  and  11th  century,  with  its  
residence at the city of Worms. The territory located on the banks of Rhine river roughly corresponded with the present-day state of Hesse
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and  the  adjacent  Palatinate  region  in  the  south’ (Wikipedia 2013b). ‘The  Palatinate…  is  a  region  in  south-western Germany. It occupies
more  than  a  quarter  of  the  German  federal  state…  of  Rhineland-Palatinate…  Historically  in  union  with  Bavaria’  (Wikipedia  2013c).
67
The  epithet  ‘Middle  Ages’  is  in  widespread  use  and  to  most  people  it  is  unproblematic,  a  neutral  term,  an  expression  they  would never
think to question. However, as Robert Bartlett has observed, it encapsulates the negative judgement of a generation of Renaissance scholars
and artists on an age that stood between them and the classical world. Conversely, in the late 18 th and 19th centuries the romanticists
reconceived of this era in a more positive light. (2010: 9-28).  As  Bartlett  states  ‘a  term  that  was  invented as part of a conscious ideological
campaign  to  foster  one  cultural  style  and  decry  another  cannot  be  regarded  as  a  neutral  term  of  analysis.  “The  Middle  Ages”  thus belongs to
the  group  of  historical  labels  like  ‘Dark  Ages’,  “Reformation”  and  “Enlightenment”  which  were  invented  to  express  approval  or  disapproval  
rather  than  attempt  description’  (2010:  9). I broadly agree. While the Middle-Ages is too well-established a term to contemplate its
abandonment, it is as well to use it in the knowledge of its deeper ideological roots and strive to avoid inadvertently incorporating any of
these associated negative or positive  connotations.  Nevertheless,  a  term  like  the  ‘Dark  Ages’  is  more  problematic,  because  as  we  develop  
more and more understanding of periods so labelled the less appropriate it becomes. In any case, the term is commonly employed in a
Eurocentric way by historians of the medieval period. It is a usage which ignores significant developments in the Islamic world in this
period, both of an artistic and scientific kind (see, for example, Ehsan Masood 2009 and Jim Al-Khalili 2010).
68
Incidentally, according to Du Boulay, the Waldburg-Wolfegg family descended from Ministerialis origins (1893: 96).
69
For  a  depiction  of  Eberhard  III’s  court  see Robert Bartlett 2010:103.
70
Du  Boulay  writes:  ‘Of  all  the  arrangements  which  were  designed  to  bring  public  order  to  later  medieval  Germany  that  of  the  Public peace,
or Landfriede, was the most widely and frequently used. It is doubtful whether it can properly be described as an institution. It was neither a
royal law nor a continuous system of courts, but an ad hoc agreement, rather like a treaty, between varying combinations of princes, lords
and towns within a given region, to keep the public peace and suppress  certain  categories  of  serious  violence  for  a  defined  period’  (1983:  
76-77).
71
When Charles IV died in 1378, his son, King Wenzel (Wenceslaus), became King of Bohemia. However, while he was the Emperor-elect,
he never became the Holy Roman Emperor. It is probable that his prospects of receiving this honour were not enhanced by his nick-name—
‘The  Drunkard’  (Jan  von  Flocken  2007).
72
Support for the argument that Swabia was the tinder-box of rebellion because of its fragmented structure and the absence of a body
capable  of  maintaining  and  enforcing  order  comes  from  the  fact  ‘the  largest  south  German  state,  Bavaria,  remained  largely  untouched by the
rebellion. Here, a strong central government had absorbed much of the power of local lords and prelates, thus restricting their capacity for
despotism  over  the  peasantry’  (Peter  Klassen  1979:  57).
73
The Wittelsbachs were a dynasty that ruled Bavaria from 1180 to 1918 and of the Electorate of the Palatinate from 1214 until 1805.
74
According  to  Adolf  Laube  ‘the  Poor  Conrad  rebellion  of  1514…    [was  one  of  the  two  most]  important  popular  movements  on  the  eve  of  
the  reformation  and  the  Peasant  War’  (cited  by  David  F.  Burg  2005,  145).  
75
It  is  apparent  that  I  have  reservations  about  Elias’s  characterisation of the life-style of knights in their period of dominance as being
‘relatively  unbridled’.  The  notion  of  knights  at  any  point  in  their  history  being  relatively    ‘free’  seems  to  have  as  much  to do with their selfimage  of  being  ‘free-spirits’; absolute masters of their own domain. It is best viewed as a central element in their truculent ideology and
while it is certainly worthy of note, it would be foolhardy to treat this belief as being reality-congruent. It is more appropriate to regard it as
a  form  of  false  consciousness.  I  do  not  use  this  term  in  a  Marxian  sense.  Marx’s  conception  of  false  consciousness  seems  to  involve two
elements: (i) He employed it when he was of the view that particular groups of people had a distorted perception of themselves, their
situation and what was in their interests and (ii) he linked this assessment to the assumption that if they were to be liberated from these
misconceptions they would gain an appreciation of their real interests. To varying degrees, all of us have a distorted or, perhaps, more
appropriately an inadequate appreciation of ourselves and our position within our respective figurations. However, the assumption that
recognition  of  these  limitations  will  lead  to  a  revelatory  appreciation  of  one’s  real  interests is delusory. It tends to be the means by which
proponents of this approach smuggle their own values into their analyses. In other words, what are held to  be  the  ‘real  interests’  of,  say,  a  
particular class happens to  coincide  with  analyst’s  view  of  the  goals  to  which  it  should be striving. It is another way in which ideology,
knowingly  and  unknowingly,  comes  to  pervade  research.  In  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  Elias  did  add  the  proviso  that  ‘[t]he  person  
without  restriction  is  a  phantom’  (2012:  207),  but  I  am  by  no  means  sure  that  this  resolves  all  the  problems  raised  by  the  notion of the
‘relatively  unbridle  knight’.  Exploring  this  issue  in  more  depth will have to be postponed for another occasion.
76
Even if, for arguments sake, we operate within the assumptions that Elias made about the housebook, there are things we known about the
life of the average knight that are absent from the surviving drawings. For example, the normal process of becoming a knight involved a
long period of training. It began at the age of seven or eight as a page and at the age of twelve or so he became a squire. If having undergone
this  prolonged  ‘apprenticeship’  and  achieved the requisite standard, knighthood was achieved on reaching manhood around the age of
twenty. There were other ways of achieving a knighthood, such as great acts of valour on the battlefield, but these were not the norm. Later,
in the period of the housebook, knighthoods could be acquired by other means, (see Du Boulay 1983:68). If these drawings provide such a
rounded picture of the life of knights in their prime, where are the depictions of the ceremonial rites of passage and the earlier phases in the
process of becoming a knight? (Sol and his children might be held to depict the training undergone by squires, but clearly Elias was not
sufficiently focused or impressed to include this plate in his selected drawings). Were these not significant phases in the life of a knight? To
judge  by  the  surviving  pictures  alone,  it  is  as  if  these  ‘knights-cum-courtiers’  were  born  fully  formed.  The  suggestion  is  not  that  Elias  was  
unaware of this apprenticeship phase. In On the Process of Civilisation he  wrote:  ‘The  warrior of the Middle Ages not only loved battle, he
lived for it. He spent his youth preparing for battle. When he came of age he was knighted, and waged war as long as his strength permitted,
into  old  age’  (2012:  190.  Italics  added).  Had  he  acknowledged  that some of the housebook gatherings had been lost, he could at least have
suggested that they might have included depictions of this earlier training of aspirant knights as pages and squires. The reality is he ignored
both the fact that the housebook was not  complete  and  that  the  surviving  folios  made    no  reference  to  these  central  ‘Scenes’  in  the  Life  of  a  
Knight’. This is but one example that casts doubt on the view that the housebook provides a rounded view of the life of a knight in the
medieval period. Again, what of the plagues and harvest failures that decimated the populations of Europe and the consequent pervasive
presence of death? Few of the pictures convey any real sense of the prominent place held by the church in this period. Even a predominantly
secular  perspective  on  life  would  hardly  be  complete  without  recognising  the  centrality  of  the  church.  The  church’s  position  was a social
fact. Recognising this fact would not have transformed the pictures into spiritual works. The references to it in the drawings are generally
limited to distant spires. Perhaps this under-playing of the prominence of the Catholic Church is indicative of the fact that the housebook
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was a product of the later Middle-Ages when the long-lasting social turmoil created by the  Black  Death  helped  to  undermine  the  Church’s  
claim to moral leadership. It was no longer viewed as having a monopoly of knowledge. For example, in England the Lollardes challenged
the authority of the church and many of its tenets (Bartlett 2010). And, of course, it was not so long after the appearance of the housebook
that Martin Luther issued his challenge to the Catholic Church from Wittenberg. But again, who knows what the missing gathering might
have revealed.
77
It  was  recently  reported  that  such  methods  have  revealed  Holbein’s  portrait  of  a  man,  previously  thought  to be a goldsmith from Antwerp,
was a  merchant  from  London’s  steelyards  (Vanessa Thorpe 2012).
78
This formulation does not imply a rejection of Waldburg’s  view  that  ‘what  is  apparently  true  of  life  is  the  vitality  of  a  fictitious  world  
(1998:  45).  The  centrality  of  fantasy  in  people’s  orientations  is  indisputable  and  the  folio  The planets and their children is a striking example
of its prominence.
79
With  regards  to  the  coats  of  arms  Waldburg  writes  :  ‘These  arms  are  not  of  the  old,  simple  geometric  kind,  divided  into  plain fields. The
crest depicts none of the charges customary in heraldry, such as eagles or lions, but a golden treetrunk with sawn-off branches on a blue
background.  This  is  possibly  a  punning  or  ‘canting’  device,  a  rebus  transposing  the  family  name  into  an  image,  such  as  the  later charge of
the  counts  of  Henneberg,  showing  a  hen  standing  on  a  mountain’  (1998:  12-13).
80
Boon states that  the  ‘Bergwerk page…  is  no  longer  generally  attributed  to  the  Housebook  Master’  (  Filedt  Kok  1985:  22).  However,  one  
thing that links this drawing to some of the other drawings in the housebook is the presence of a courtier regaled in what appears to be an
Order of the Jug sash. This suggests that while in stylistic terms this drawing may be distinctively different from the others, the presence of
the sash suggests an element of oversight, perhaps with the couple being added at a later date and, consequently suggesting another instance
of copying.
81
Regensburg became part of the Duchy of Bavaria in 1486 and modern Bavaria incorporates part of historical Swabia.
82
Elias  developed  this  concept  the  ‘drag  effect’  in  the  winter  of  1986/7  in  the  context  of  writing Part III of The Society of Individuals (2001:
239).
83
Some of the art and social historians cited in this monograph are prone to use value-laden language and incorporate heteronymous
judgements into their analyses. The fact that I generally refrain from comment, should not be taken as an implicit endorsement.
84
Another possibility is that Master E.S. was trying to appeal to the rump of the traditional warrior class who were either shunned by court
society or refused to be incorporated. The problem with this possibility is that this marginalised group was increasingly impoverished and
preoccupied with its members defending their traditional way of life. Therefore, it is unlikely that they would have had the means or, indeed,
the mind-set to commission artists to express their resentment in the form of satire.
85
In  a  review  of  W.R.  Hitchcock’s  book  The Background of the Knights' Revolt. 1522-1523 Koenigsberger is critical of the way the author
employs  the  concept  class.  Kienigsberger  writes:  ‘He  [Hitchcock]  takes  other  historians  to  task  for  imposing  modern  concepts  on the
sixteenth century, but he is not free from this fault himself. Thus, he recognises that the knights were an estate, or an order, rather than a
class; but he does not do the same for the middle class or bourgeoisie, terms which he uses indiscriminately and nearly always with the
cliché  ‘rising’  attached  to  them.  Were  they  really  rising  at  that  time  and,  if  they  were,  were  they  all  rising?’  (Koenigsberger:  1959).  While  I  
am cognisant of the pitfalls of imposing the values of a later age on interpretations of earlier periods in human history, I am less persuaded
by the argument that analytical concepts such as class fall fowl of this principle. One has to distinguish between the attempt to understand
earlier  people’s  conceptions  of  the  world  and  placing  these  orientations  in  the  broader  historical  figuration  of  which  these  conceptions are
but one dimension. The idea that we cannot understand aspects of their situation with greater clarity than they themselves did is to deny that
there are any benefits to be derived from hindsight and intellectual developments. It may be useful to draw distinctions between estate, order
and class, but they are all generalising terms involving the grouping of individuals. The idea that individuals so classified are to all intends
and purposes identical is disingenuous. It would be tantamount to claiming that only if all the children in a school class are identical would
the  collective  term  class  be  appropriate.  The  dimension  of  Hitchcock’s  argument  that  particularly  vexes  Koenigsberger  is  whether all the
members  of  this  ‘class’  were  rising.  Granted,  it  is  inconceivable  that  they  would  all  be  ‘rising’  and  for  him  this  fact  makes  the  term  class  
inappropriate. Presumably he would accept that capitalists were a rising class in the nineteenth century, does this mean they were all
‘rising’?  Given  the  competitive  nature of capitalism, while some capitalists were on the rise, others were bound to be going to the wall and
perhaps  being  forced  into  another  class.    The  implication  of  Koenigsberger’s  position  seems  to  be  that  we  should  only  strive  to understand
an earlier era in its own terms. Those who apply this principle to an era can hardly avoid the implication that it is equally applicable to
distinctive groups and, indeed, to individual participants in this era. It is the royal road to extreme subjectivism. It is rather like classifying
particular societies as pre-literate. Even bearing in mind that the emergence of literate societies was a long process, participants in preceding
figurations would not have characterised themselves as pre-literate because it pre-supposes they have a conception of what it means to be
literate. Does this mean that it is, therefore, inappropriate to characterise them as pre-literate societies? Likewise, while class may not have
been in common usage in the Middle Ages, the historian Robert Bartlett has no problem in dividing medieval societies into three classes
‘those  who  fought,  those  who  prayed  and  those  who  worked’(2010:  100). Marc Bloch also referred to the strata of the feudal order simply as
‘classes’  (cited  by  John  Scott  and  Gordon Marshall 2005:196). While, of course, class is a term that also has non-economic dimensions, the
relationship that these three groupings had to the land which was the principle mode of production does not seem to make the use of the term
class anomalous.
86
Another version of this story appears the Guardian online.  It  relates  that:  ‘In  2011, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam found a hidden Goya
painting  of  a  French  general  under  the  artist’s  painting  of  a  Spanish  judge,  Portrait  Of  Don  Ramon  Satue,  with  experts believing he painted
over  it  for  political  reasons’  (Paddy  Allen & Mark Brown 2013).
87
I have direct experience of this kind of activity. As a student in the 1960s I worked on the assembly-line of a bottling plant of a wellknown soft-drinks company. The working-day was 8 hours, with a 15 minute break for refreshment. The pace of the assembly-line was
relentless,  reminiscent  of  Charlie  Chapin’s  Modern Times. The work-force was overseen by a foreman who seemed to derive malicious
pleasure from abusing his authority. The only respite we could obtain was for one of our number to distract him, while a colleague threw a
bottle into the mechanism. The assembly-line ground to a halt, granting relief for five minutes or so, while the pieces of the shattered glass
were extricated from the works. The management put these regular mechanical problems down to the fact the plant had been in operation for
some thirty years. This activity was a form of covert sabotage. While enjoyed by the participants, the management remained oblivious.
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Campbell  Hutchinson  observes  that  ‘[t]he  printmaker’s  two  drypoints  dealing with comparative themes, the Stag hunt and the Departure
for the chase…  are  drawn  with  greater  sensitivity  to  the  contours,  texture  and  proportions  of  horses  and  game  animals,  and  show  a  superior
knowledge of human anatomy [to that present in The noble hunt ]. The detailed observations of the plow, turnstile and mill wheel, on the
other hand, suggest an intimate connection with the interests of the Büchsenmeister or  castellan’  (Filedt  Kok  1985:  241-42).
89
The toxic nature of the characterisations of certain groups was also highlighted by the whistle-blowing director of Goldman Sachs, Greg
Smith. He  revealed  that  his  superiors  privately  described  clients  as  ‘muppets’  [a  muppet  is  someone  who  is  ignorant  and  generally  has no
idea about anything] (Juliette Garside and Jill Treanor 2012). A similar disregard for outsiders, in this case, other market traders, was
revealed by the enquiry into the forex rate-fixing  episode.  The  insider  traders  described  them  as  ‘numpties’  [a  numpty  is  someone  who  lacks  
knowledge] (Claer Barrett and John Aglionby: 2014).
90
For those readers who cannot make out this detail I suggest they visit the Wikipedia site:
(commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Mittelslterliches_Hausbuch_von…).  There they will have access to a version of Mercury and his
children that can be blown-up.
91
I  am  not  persuaded  by  Scott’s  claim that:  ‘The  hidden script does require a public—even  if  that  public  necessarily  excludes  the  dominant’  
(1990: 118). It may be that subversive gargoyles are a case in point. While the creation of some may have been shared with fellow
craftsmen, others may have been kept to themselves for fear of exposure. I can see no reason why, on occasions, it would not have been
possible for an individual to have derived singular satisfaction from having scored a little, hidden victory over an oppressive party. As an
aside, I suspect that it happens in the context of many relationships of greater and lesser equality. For example, I suspect it happens with
untold regularity in co-habiting and marital relationships.
92
Anton  Blok’s  study  of  the  Sicilian  mafia  and,  in  particular,  the  way  he  shifts  focus  between  a  Sicilian  village  and  the  level of the nationstate is an interesting and illuminating way of trying to negotiate the inter-face between more general and more specific social figurations
(1974).
93
Wheeler’s  aphorism  employs  similar  imagery  to  the  following  one  coined  by  Elias:  ‘The  island  of  secure  knowledge  which  we  build for
ourselves in the  ocean  of  our  ignorance  has  grown  very  rapidly,  at  least  in  respect  of  physical  nature’  (1978:  104-105).
94
For the benefit those who might be inclined to dismiss the work of Elias and, in particular, The Civilising Process  as  ‘old hat’,  it  may  be  
worth pointing out  that:  ‘In  a  recent  poll  conducted  by  the  International  Sociological  Association,  Norbert  Elias’s  magnum opus The
Civilizing Process was  rated  as  the  sixth  most  important  sociological  text  of  the  Twentieth  Century’  (Jason  Hughes  2002).
95
Robert  van  Krieken  is  of  the  view  that  it  ‘was  far  more  important  for  him  [Elias]  to  engage  in  the  empirical  investigation  of particular
research problems. This has often given the impression that he was not a strong theorist—some have suggested a weak one—with his
primary  strength  lying  in  his  empirical  historical  studies’  (1998:  43).    It  is  difficult  to  concur  with  this  judgement  if  his treatment of data in
The Established and the Outsiders and  ‘Scenes  from  the  Life  of  a  Knight’  is anything to go by.
96
See Richard Kilminster on the antecedents of the concepts of involvement and detachment (2007: 101- 130).
97
It is a dimension of his work that has been largely neglected.
98
For those who are interested in probing the formation of the purposes that inform, shape and give commitment and meaning to our lives, it
is  illuminating  to  make  a  list  of  the  number  of  aspects  of  one’s  life  over  which  one  has  exercised  no control.    A  starting  point  would  be  one’s  
parents,  one’s  DNA,  the  figuration  and  epoch  in  which  one was born etc., etc. It can prove to be a salutary experience. Anyone who invests a
reasonable amount of time and effort in this exercise is likely to be surprized by the length of the emerging list. It is a list that is best left
open-ended. Of course, the  illumination  cast  by  it,  in  terms  of  helping  to  expand  one’s  self-awareness  and  improve  one’s  understanding  of  
one’s  position  in  the  broader  figuration,  will  depend  on  the  degree  to  which  one’s  individual  predispositions  facilitate  these insights. Indeed,
the length of the list is itself likely to be an expression of them. There are likely to be some people who will find such an exercise too
threatening. Others may believe that these elements have been a manifestation of the will of a higher power, but of course, this is just
another way of conceiving of processes over which they have had no control.
99
‘Problems  of  Involvement  and  Detachment’  (1956)  appeared  nearly  a  decade  before  The Established and the Outsiders (1965), yet the
former does not seem to have greatly influenced the latter.
100
It is not appropriate to name the person in question. I should, however, make clear that he is not one of those people mentioned in my
acknowledgements as having read and commented upon this monograph (see endnote 2).

