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In 1986, while examining a group of seventeenth-century Flemish stained and
painted glass panels dispersed from the cloister of Park Abbey, | encountered a
depiction of a young, haloed nun, about half life-size, with blood running around her
nose, down her face, and into a basin. A short, bloodied sword is balanced on the
basin’s rim (Fig. 1). Despite the evident trauma, the woman remains impassive, her
eyes averted as if deep in thought, the loveliness of her face still showing through the
blood. Indeed, there is no wound to mar her face; without knowing the story, the
viewer is left to speculate about the source of the blood. The image aroused an old
discomfort, recalling the darker side of the Catholicism of my childhood, an
overbearing monsignor standing before the crucifix, filling the Sunday School
children with terror and shame as he told stories of sin and punishment. At the same
time, the figure elicited my sympathy. | was simultaneously repelled and intrigued.

| would soon learn that the subject was a young twelfth-century noblewoman, Oda
of Rivreulle, who cut off her own nose to avoid an arranged marriage, preserve her
virginity, and join the Premonstratensian order—a story rooted in ideas about women
and sexuality that failed to dispel the shadows of my early religious education. |
pushed aside my personal reactions, however, in favor of an “objective” art-historical
study of the original conditions of the window's creation and its monastic context. In
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Figure 1. Jean de Caumont, Blessed Oda of Rivreulle, detail, stained glass from Park Abbey, Leuven, c.
1638. Photo: Author.

fact, knowing that the image was meant for a cloister, | also felt some annoyance at
the careless appropriation by modern collectors that had led to its incoherent
installation in a room at the Corcoran Gallery of Art that had been closed to the
public for many years. At the time, | thought that this “afterlife” was as irrelevant as
distant. If that were true, however, | would not be writing about it now. Georges
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Didi-Huberman has described our encounters with historical works of art as an
experience of “ghosts that stick to our skin;” this seems a particularly apt description
of the effect Oda has exerted on me as | have returned to her again and again.[1]

Reconstructing the panel’s original circumstances in detail would require tracing the
successive displacements of the glass from religious to secular settings with different
audiences, leading me after all to think seriously about the panel’s existence outside
the time and place of its origin. It was part of the complex glazing program originally
made for the cloister of Park Abbey, a male Premonstratensian house outside the city
of Leuven, between 1635 and 1644. The program centered on the life of Saint Norbert,
the order’s twelfth-century founder, with references to contemporary events woven
through the narrative. Venerated members of the order who lived between the
twelfth and seventeenth centuries, like Oda, flanked the narrative scenes, much like
the wings of a triptych altarpiece (see Fig. 6). After the patron and artist had realized
their visions, the image of a woman with a bleeding face remained before the eyes of
several generations of canons for two centuries, until the religious of Park were
forced to leave their common life. All of the cloister glass then became a commodity
on the art market, a token of culture and social status displayed in grand homes in
Brussels, Paris, and New York, and subject to changes in taste and value. Many of the
privately held panels were later bequeathed to museums where they languished out
of sight for decades in the twentieth century. Close to two-thirds of the glass has now
returned to Leuven to be reinstalled at Park Abbey, which has ceased to operate as a
religious house and has been transformed into a museum of religious art and a
center for Flemish cultural heritage.[2]

The changing contexts of this painted glass panel highlight the tension between the
immediate effect of its physical presence and the distance — temporal, physical, and
cultural - between the viewer and its origins. As scholars in recent decades have
acknowledged and explored the varied perspectives that have formed the discipline
of art history, the interpretive role of historical writing and its consequent filtering of
our understanding of the past has of course been widely recognized, casting doubt
on the possibility of the “objective” study | first attempted as a student.[3] In addition
to the documents and texts that provide evidence for historical studies, the field of
art history deals with objects and images; their physical presence often evokes a
direct, ahistorical reaction from a viewer, adding another type of interpretive lens.[4]
Like other forms of historical writing, descriptions and interpretations of works of art
inevitably reflect the ideologies of their writers, even when they lay claim to
neutrality.[5] More recently, a focus on the materiality of the object has led scholars to
examine the agency of objects within social networks, where they become mediators
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of collective experience. This is a particularly interesting idea for objects like stained
glass panels that have moved from religious settings to be displayed as historical
artifacts in public and private secular settings.[6]

When | first encountered Oda, art historians were beginning to marshal
contemporary critical approaches to interpret premodern works of art. Madeline
Caviness's 1997 essay, “The Feminist Project: Pressuring the Medieval Object,” refuted
those who questioned the validity of using modern concepts, such as feminism and
psychoanalysis, to study art created in centuries before the articulation of these
ideas. Caviness's thesis would inspire numerous other scholars, and became the
basis for the first issue of Different Visions launched by Rachel Dressler in 2008.[7]
This work provided a critical beginning to rethinking my approach to the image of
Oda.

My purpose here is to re-examine the image of Oda from several perspectives: as a
record of the life of a historical person, a seventeenth-century visual interpretation of
a 12th-century text, part of a complex glazing program set before the eyes of canons
in a cloister, a collected object that conveyed social status, a cultural artifact on
public display, and a representation of a figure whose story resonates with modern
feminists. Oda’s story has been filtered through the imaginings of writers, religious
scholars, and artists. The painted glass panel is one of a very few surviving images of
Oda, none earlier than the seventeenth century, and is the only one to portray her at
the moment of her self-disfigurement; in others, the short sword and basin become
her attributes, referencing this act indirectly. The scene was imagined, first in writing
by her contemporary biographer, Philip of Harvengt, and 500 years later by religious
scholars who redacted Philip’s text and commissioned artists to realize their
interpretations. Through these images, her life is encapsulated in a single, dramatic
moment to which there were no witnesses but Oda herself. Yet each iteration, visual
and textual, blunts the drama’s reality and spares the observer from confronting a
face without a nose. This process began with the vita composed soon after her
death.

The historical figure of Oda and early Premonstratensian women

Oda is thought to have been born to noble parents at the castle of Alouette, Thuin,
about 50 km south of Brussels, in about 1130; she died as prioress of the
Premonstratensian women'’s house of Rivreulle, a short distance from her birthplace,
in 1158.[8] Her story is known to us through the vita composed, at the request of the
nuns of Rivreulle, by Philip of Harvengt, Abbot of Bonne-Espérance, in Hainaut, from
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1158 to 1182.[9] Philip tells us that Oda was a devout girl who resolved at a young age
to preserve her virginity and dedicate her life to Christ. She confided her plan to a
trusted relative, and begged for his help in approaching Odo, Philip’s predecessor as
abbot of the nearby Premonstratensian community of Bonne-Espérance, to allow her
to join the order. However, her relative betrayed her confidences to her parents, who
resolved to find a husband for her as quickly as possible.

Despite Oda’s entreaties, the wedding day arrived, with a host of guests from both
families. When it was time to give her consent to marry the young man, she at first
remained silent, then at last declared that she would accept no mortal husband and
that she had dedicated herself to the love of Christ alone. Chaos ensued, the groom
fled, and Oda's father chased after him, hoping to right the situation. Oda slipped
away to her mother’s bedroom where she found a small sword, and, praying for
divine assistance, succeeded in slicing through her nose, catching her blood in a
small basin. Celebration turned to horror for all but Oda, who was sure she had finally
thwarted her parents’ plans for her marriage and would be able to live the life she
desired. Her father eventually relented and allowed her to enter the
Premonstratensian house, where she came to be highly respected as a spiritual
advisor, and gained a reputation for self-deprivation and extraordinary service to the
poor and sick.[10]

Care of the sick was a primary activity of early Premonstratensian women,
encouraged by St. Norbert, but it soon raised concern among some of his
followers.[11] While praising Oda’s charity, Philip's vita emphasizes claustration over
active work, even claiming that a male intermediary carried out charitable work on
her behalf. Her spirituality is couched in terms of Biblical exegesis and allusions to
verses from the Song of Songs, which serves both as a context for Oda's
self-disfigurement and as a vehicle to transform it into a kind of martyrdom, placing
her in the company of martyred virgin saints.[12]

Bonne-Espérance, established in 1126 or 1127, was one of the earliest houses of the
Premonstratensian order of reformed canons, founded in 1120 by St. Norbert of
Xanten. Like other religious orders in the early 12th century, the Premonstratensians
drew many women as well as men, and many of the early Premonstratensian
foundations were double houses, with men and women living in separate quarters
within the same complex.[13] By mid-century, new women'’s houses, at a few
kilometers' remove from the original foundations, were built to separate the sexes;
Rivreulle was established for the women from Bonne-Espérance some time between
1140 and 1158, and Oda was made prioress. The separation has routinely been
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attributed to inappropriate contact between men and women, and most likely there
were such instances, but the severity of the separation has been exaggerated.[14] The
writings of some Premonstratensian leaders reflect a general unease with the active
life for women and the contact it necessitated with the laity, as well as the potential
temptations that women within the order represented for male canons. Some began
to argue for the strict enclosure of religious women as early as 1130. As Yvonne Seale
has shown, however, Premonstratensian women’'s communities continued to
flourish, and women continued to join the order in considerable numbers through
the 12th and 13th centuries.[15] Calls for stricter enclosure do not appear to have had
an important effect on the daily lives of Premonstratensian women in Oda’s time.
The controversy, however, may be one reason for Philip’s focus on Oda's claustration
and spiritual life, and his hesitancy to portray her caring directly for the sick.

Imagining the moment of self-disfigurement

Oda’s story is the only hagiographical work by Philip of Harvengt that was original,
and not a revision of an existing vita, lending it the weight of first-hand knowledge.
Linsey Robertson has pointed out that Philip certainly knew his subject personally,
but perhaps not as intimately as his description of her inner life might suggest.[16]
Philip does not refer to personal conversations; instead, his descriptions of her
spiritual life were imagined, set within the literary conventions of vitae of virgin
saints. While Oda could herself have been familiar with Premonstratensian
preaching on the Song of Songs before she entered the order, this aspect of Philip's
writing may be best understood as a reflection of the common spiritual life of
Bonne-Espérance and Rivreulle in the 12th century.[17]

Philip no doubt learned of some of the events he recounts from those who had
witnessed them directly, but he chose to emphasize certain events and personal
gqualities above others, not only so that Oda could serve as an example for others, but
also, clearly, to persuade readers of his subject’s saintliness within the context of the
contemporary controversy about Premonstratensian women, and nuns in
general.[18] His emphasis on the contemplative life may also have been directed
toward his immediate audience, the nuns of Rivreulle who were under his care and
apparently still participating actively in the care of the sick at Rivreulle.[19]

It would have been difficult for anyone who met Oda to ignore her disfigured face,
and thus it may be assumed that the shocking story of her wedding was retold

repeatedly. Philip of Harvengt nonetheless had to imagine the nose-cutting scene
itself, since Oda was alone at that moment. Writing the story some years after the
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fact, he created a picture for his reader that would put Oda in the most virtuous light,
including, for example, the detail of the basin Oda used to catch her blood, an
obvious allusion to Christ's sacrifice.[20] While this act of self-mutilation is not unique
to Oda among medieval women, Philip understood that the circumstances were
potentially problematic.

Oda’s story has been analyzed and retold in a number of modern studies of medieval
attitudes toward virginity and chastity, as well as of nose-cutting and other
disfigurements of the face. The cutting of women’s noses derives from a sense that
one's identity resides in one’s face, and that for women this identity is also a source of
sexual attraction. Nasal mutilation has been used as a judicial punishment for sexual
misbehavior, but it also became a form of self-defense against sexual aggression; in
both cases, destroying the nose is supposed to erase the woman's problematic
sexuality.[21]

In her groundbreaking 1987 article, “The Heroics of Virginity: Brides of Christ and
Sacrificial Mutilation,” Jane Tibbetts Schulenburg looked at stories of women who
had cut off their noses to protect their virginity.[22] Most of these cases involved
communal self-sacrifice to prevent imminent sexual assault by invading enemies,
and took place earlier in the Middle Ages, during periods of violent conflict.
Hagiographic texts tell us that the entire communities of Saint-Cyr near Marseille, of
Coldingham near Durham, and of Saint-Florentine near Ecija, Spain (reportedly some
300 women), cut off their own noses in the face of approaching invaders in the 8th
and 9th centuries. While they avoided rape with their actions, all of these woman
were murdered by the attackers, and have thus been celebrated as martyrs. The
value of their purity was greater than that of their very lives, a topic much discussed
by theologians from the Early Church through the middle ages and beyond, many of
whom allowed an exception to the prohibition of self-disfigurement and suicide if a
woman'’s chastity were threatened.[23] It should be noted that each of these events
was written down long after it happened, although, as Schulenburg argues, there is
evidence to support at least parts of the stories.[24] Whether they are factual or not,
however, the true value of the stories was to reinforce the social value of chastity, and
to remind listeners or readers in the centuries that followed of the equally great
difficulties and rewards of virginity.

Unlike other self-disfiguring women, Oda did not act in the face of assault by an
armed invader, but of an arranged marriage. Philip, therefore, is careful to explain
that she was unable to cut her own nose until she had prayed fervently for divine
help, anticipating possible suspicions that she acted impulsively or in pure
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self-interest.[25] Young Oda may have been aware of the hagiographic topos of
nose-cutting, or simply understood that disfigurement was likely to release her from
a marriage contract.[26] As Carol Neel and Lynsey Robertson have noted, Philip
carefully prepared the reader for Oda’'s nose-cutting with his description of her early
spiritual life and with words that compared her to earlier female martyrs, ultimately
making the case that Oda, too, was a martyr.[27] Philip of Harvengt's text equated
the defense of virginity with martyrdom. Throughout the Vita Beatae Odae Virginis,
Philip is at pains to emphasize the purity of Oda’s motives and the virtue of her
actions, turning the reader’s thoughts away from judgment or disgust. Immediately
after he describes Oda’s actions, Philip begins to argue that she should be
considered a martyr, comparing her to women who committed suicide to avoid
being raped, who, “by their voluntary deaths, ... prevented the audacious acts of those
men, and thereby ... purchased the venerable name of martyr with the price of a
glorious death."[28] There are obvious differences between Oda and these women,
but Philip conveys the idea that the threat to Oda’s virginity was as dire and as
dreadful to her as any other and that, although she did not die from her wounds, she
was thereafter dead to the world.

Although Philip’s text seems designed to promote Oda’s cult, the fact that no
medieval copies survive points to his failure to inspire veneration beyond the
immediate audience of Bonne-Espérance and Rivreulle.[29] Oda’s saintly status has
never been confirmed by the Church, but she continues to be celebrated within the
Premonstratensian order as Blessed. The text was preserved thanks to Nicholas
Chamart, Abbot of Bonne-Espérance in the 17th century, who compiled all of Philip’s
writings from the abbey’s archives and published them in 1621.[30] His work was part
of a broader effort by Premonstratensians and other religious scholars to document
the histories of religious orders and the lives of saints. As 17th-century
Premonstratensian historians and hagiographers set about compiling a history of the
order, Philip’s vita of Oda became a valuable source for the documentation of one of
the first women in the order. That effort was accompanied by the production of the
first known images of Oda.

Text into Image: Self-Disfigurement as a Saintly Attribute

Despite the spiritual context that Philip created for Oda’s self-disfigurement, his
dramatic description of her nose-cutting creates a graphic picture in the mind of the
reader. No medieval images survive, and with no evidence of a cult beyond Rivreulle
and Bonne-Espérance, it is unlikely that there were any. The first images of Oda,
then, seem to have been created in the seventeenth century. They drew strongly on
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this moment in Philip’s text. In addition to the glass panel, two prints survive. Figure
2 depicts Christ receiving five Premonstratensian sisters in a composition clearly
based on the familiar tradition of the Wise and Foolish Virgins; the accompanying
text compares them to “the other five wise virgins.” Oda, second from the left, holds a
basin with a dagger balanced on its rim, in a manner similar to the painted glass
image, but now, removed from any sign of trauma, it becomes a simple attribute. The
second print is a tree of the followers of St. Norbert, modeled on the Tree of Jesse,
which includes Oda on a branch at the upper left, veiled and again holding a basin
and dagger as attributes (fig. 3).
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Figure 2. Joannes Galle and Charles de Mallery, Christ receiving five Premonstratensian women. From
left to right: Gertrude, Oda, Redigund, Elizabeth of Arnheim, and Pontia. Engraving, c. 1650.
©Bibliothéque nationale de France.
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Figure 3. Unknown Engraver, Tree of Premonstratensian Saints, frontispiece from loannes Ludolphus
Craywinckel, Legende der H.H. van de Ordre vanden H. Norbertus, Antwerp or Mechelen, 1665.
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Figure 4. Theodore and Cornelius Galle, after Peter Jode |, St. Norbert receives the white habit from the
Virgin Mary, engraving from a copy of J.C. Vander Sterre, Vita S. Norberti, Antwerp, 1623. Archives of Park
Abbey.
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Both prints were created in Antwerp, an important center for the production of
prints at the time. They were reproduced numerous times over the course of the
seventeenth century, bound in books in various combinations with other images and
texts.[31] The image of the “five wise virgins” was first printed by Theodore and
Cornelius Galle, and bears close comparison to the set of 35 engravings of the Life of
St. Norbert, which they produced on commission for Johannes Chrysostom van der
Sterre, canon and later abbot of St. Michael's Abbey in Antwerp.[32] The engravings of
Norbert's life also later served as models for narrative scenes in 35 of the 41 windows
at Park (fig. 4). Van der Sterre himself composed a life of St. Norbert from manuscript
sources, first published in 1622 and reprinted in several editions and in multiple
languages through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, sometimes
accompanied by the Norbert engravings and those of other venerated
Premonstratensians including Oda.[33] Printers in Antwerp were especially prolific in
producing small books of the lives of saints, as well as iconic images of individual
saints, with monastic libraries and individual religious among their primary
customers.[34] While the commissions for images of other Premonstratensian saints
are not documented like the images of Norbert, the similar format and style suggest
that the image of the five virgins was created close to the same time, that is, in the
early 1620s. An early version of the tree was commissioned by Jan Maes, then Prior of
Park, in 1617.[35] Several different versions were produced for different abbeys, with
variations in the figures represented.[30]

These Premonstratensian images and the hagiographic studies that accompanied
them are only a small portion of the production of historical and hagiographic texts
and images of all religious orders in this period of Catholic renewal, in the wake of
the turmoil of the Reformation and in response to the dictates of the Council of Trent
on images and the veneration of saints.[37] The appearance of images of Oda and
the redaction of Philip of Harvengt's writings were both part of that larger effort. The
renewed interest in both Philip and Oda in the 17th century reflects the concerns of
that time.

The Seventeenth-century Context: The Cloister of Park Abbey, 1635-44

In the cloister of Park Abbey, Oda was one figure among 40 pairs of venerated
Premonstratensians. The cloister was rebuilt and glazed when the canons returned
to Park Abbey in the summer of 1635, after the siege of Leuven by French and Dutch
forces, which left parts of the abbey in ruins.[38] Abbot Jan Maes, recently elected to
lead the abbey, drew on his own extensive study of Premonstratensian history in
conceiving the program of 41 windows that would encircle the new cloister.[39] Maes,
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a native of Leuven, had studied at the University of Louvain and exemplified the spirit
of learning that characterized Park at that time.[40] He hired the glass painter Jean
de Caumont to carry out his vision. Born in Doullens, France, to a family of
stained-glass artists, Caumont had settled in Leuven in 1607 and became the city's
preeminent glass painter.[41] Surviving account books kept by Abbot Maes
document the installation of completed windows; the last were placed in the south
aisle in 1644. [42]

The original placement of panels can be reconstructed with some certainty.[43]
Starting in the northeast corner and moving clockwise, a narrative scene from the life
of St. Norbert occupied the central panel of each window, progressing from his birth
around 1075-80, through the foundation of the Premonstratensian order, to his
accession to the seat of Archbishop of Magdeburg, and culminating in the
translation of his relics to Prague in 1627 (figs. 5 and 6). Below each scene is a
decorative cartouche with a couplet describing the scene.[44] Heraldic panels
mounted above the narrative scenes represented the succession of abbots of Park
from 1129 until 1635, leaving room for a few later additions.[45] Two narrow panels,
each containing a single figure of a venerated member of the order, flanked the
central scenes. Each figure stood on a pedestal inscribed with the name, feast date,
and often the house where the person lived, or a reference to an event. They were
paired according to rank—conversi, canons, canonesses, and abbots-regardless of the
time in which they lived; unlike the other elements, the standing figures were
arranged thematically rather than chronologically.

A total of fourteen figures—seven pairs—of female Premonstratensians are
documented in modern collections. On the basis of ornamental detail and of
descriptions locating tombs in the cloister, it is clear that the women were all placed
in the north cloister aisle, next to the church. The north side of church buildings had
long been associated with women, both as the real space to be occupied by female
worshippers and, through imagery and textual description, in an imagined mapping
of a bi-gendered cosmos onto the church building.[46] At Park it seems this idea of
gendered space was apparently extended to the cloister decoration.[47] The fourteen
known female saints would have occupied seven of the nine windows in the north
aisle, while one contained female allegorical figures of Faith and Patience. Two
additional female figures, now lost, must have completed the remaining window.
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Figure 5. Park Abbey, Heverlee, Leuven, cloister before restoration. Photo: Author.

The north aisle is an interesting choice for images of women, for it is there that the
canons engaged in daily devotional readings both individually and as a
community.[48] Five of the female figures hold books, apparently in
acknowledgment or encouragement of the daily activity before them (fig. 7). Thirty of
the 64 male figures who filled the side panels of the other three wings survive. Only
two hold open books, and they are dressed in liturgical copes, with the words of
prayers to the Virgin emanating from their mouths; in other words, they hold books
in an act of liturgical performance, and not for contemplative reading. The images of
women reading, alongside others who hold crucifixes, rosaries, and other devotional
objects, are a visual parallel to Philip’s textual emphasis on Oda’s spirituality and
claustration.

Unlike the dark north side of a church interior, the north wing of a cloister receives
light from the south, and is thus the best-lit place for reading. The form and
placement of the seats are unknown. For the light to fall on the page of a book, a
reader would have to be seated either sideways or with his back to the window. Thus
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the opportunity to look at the windows would have come as one was approaching or
leaving the bench, but not while reading. It is unlikely that a canon would have spent
an extended period gazing at Oda’s image. Nonetheless, it would be difficult to
ignore. Its scale and color enhance a dramatic effect common to many
Counterreformation images of martyrs, reflecting the concerns of the

seventeenth-century Church in general and the Premonstratensians in the Southern
Netherlands in particular.

g;f ‘ ::}“ ﬁ

Figure 6. Jean de Caumont, A wolf tamed by St. Norbert's holiness becomes a protector of the sheep at
Prémontré, with St. Peter van Kalmpthout and BIl. Arnaldus Swalma, from the cloister of Park Abbey,
1641. Belgium, Private Collection. Photo: Isabelle Lecocq.
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Figure 7. Jean de Caumont, Blessed Gertrude reading, detail, stained-glass panel from Park Abbey, 1639.
Photo: Author.

Martyrs in a Time of Sectarian and Political Violence

The violence communicated by Oda’s image would have resonated with the real
experience of the canons of Park, who had lived through the political and religious
wars of the sixteenth and early seveneenth centuries. The Franco-Dutch Siege of
Leuven in 1635 wreaked significant damage upon the abbey’'s buildings. While the
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community sheltered at their refuge within the city of Leuven, they witnessed
fighting in the streets and bodies left behind by the retreating forces. Eight canons of
Park died in the following year, presumably from illnesses they contracted from
exposure to the wounded and sick.[49] Within recent institutional memory, Leuven
had been the site of several other battles between the forces of the Spanish crown
and the Dutch rebels led by William of Orange. In 1566, the Duke of Alba quartered
his troops at Park; in 1572, William of Orange did the same. To punish local residents
for aiding the enemy, the notorious Duke of Alba executed a local magistrate by
ordering him hanged from a tree on the grounds of Park Abbey.[50] While few if any
canons alive in 1640 would remember these events personally, first-hand knowledge
of these events had certainly been passed down from their predecessors.

In his chronicle of the abbey published in 1666, Abbot Jan Maes's successor, Libertus
de Pape, described the cloister glass in verse, including these lines about the
standing figures of venerated Premonstratensians:

Omnibus expertes vocis sine voce loquuntur,
Bina loquuntur idem Romanis carmina verbis.
Omnis & appictis hinc inde duobus imagol51]

[The voices of those who have been tested speak silently,
In pairs they chant in Roman words
All portrayed here two by two]

The idea of fellow Premonstratensians who had been tested was not remote; in
addition to the violence the canons had witnessed in Leuven, the Reformation had
created martyrs on both sides, including Premonstratensian canons who were
memorialized in the glass. In all, six of the documented standing male figures were
martyrs, including two from the Middle Ages, and at least three who had been killed
by Protestants in the previous century. Theodore Schlegel, tortured and executed by
Protestants in Chur, Switzerland, on 23 January, 1529, simply holds a martyr’s palm
and sword. James Lacops, one of the nineteen martyrs hanged by Calvinists in
Gorkum, Netherlands, on 9 July 1572, is depicted in a preparatory drawing holding a
palm and a monstrance, while his image in a glass panel has not been definitively
identified; a figure holding a palm, a burning book and papal keys may represent
either James or the second Premonstratensian hanged at Gorkum, Adrian
Janssens.[52] Peter van Kalmpthout, who was tortured by Dutch rebels who broke
into his church in Haaren on 16 April 1572, and finally beheaded when he refused to
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renounce Catholicism, was portrayed with two swords lodged in his body, one across
the top of his skull and the other in the left side of his chest, with blood flowing from
each wound (Fig. 8). Peter was actually beheaded with an axe. The choice to deviate
from this documented fact and place two swords so that blood flows down his face
and from his breast is clearly meant to evoke the crucified Christ. The image of Peter
van Kalmpthout was placed on either the south or west aisle of the cloister, but his
bleeding face echoes that of Oda and helps to further emphasize the idea of Oda as
a martyr. As has already been noted, the basin that Oda holds to catch her own blood
is an obvious Eucharistic reference. The two figures make visual the association of
martyred saints with the crucified Christ.

Figure 8. Jean de Caumont, Peter van Kalmpthout, detail of fig. 6. Photo: Isabelle Lecoca.
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Oda and Peter both appear calm in the face of their injuries, as martyrs were
frequently depicted in the Middle Ages and the early modern period, to suggest that
their spirituality afforded them divine protection against earthly woes, and that their
attention was already turned toward heaven. In this, of course, they also imitate
Christ. All of the standing figures from the Park Cloister are, additionally, iconic
figures. While the panels may include various objects that allude to their lives, or
even sunbursts of divine vision, they remain outside any earthly narrative. Artists in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries otherwise created some of the most painful
narrative images of martyrdom, as can be seen particularly in the work of Francisco
Zurburan in Spain and of Hieronymus and Ambrosius Francken in Antwerp.[53] More
graphic still is the Theatrum Crudelitatum Haereticorum Nostri Temporum, an
illustrated description of the horrors visited upon Catholics in England, France, and
the Netherlands by Protestants, written and published by Richard Verstegen in
Antwerp in 1587.[54] Paintings created by Niccolo Circignani in the 1580s for the
church of St. Thomas of Canterbury at the Venerable English College in Rome
similarly highlighted violent death, on a monumental scale. The college trained
priests who would return to England as missionaries at a time when Catholicism was
outlawed and severely punished there. At the English College, narrative images of
the martyrdoms of English saints from the early middle ages up to the present
moment might have helped to strengthen the resolve of future missionaries for the
dangerous lives they had chosen.[55]

The designers of the Park cloister program, Jan Maes and Jean de Caumont, chose
not to portray the martyrdoms in such a gruesome way, but rather to present the
figures of martyrs within a serene procession of Premonstratensians in heaven. The
glazing program, created more than fifty years after the Venerable English College
cycle, focused on triumph over tribulation. Not only was the glass the jewel of the
newly restored abbey, but its narrative of Norbert's life ended with the translation of
his relics from Magdeburg to Prague in 1627, just eight years before the cloister was
conceived. This event, marked by elaborate public ceremonies and mass conversions,
was a defining moment for the restoration of Catholicism in Prague, and a victory for
the Premonstratensian order in particular.[56] Oda stood in this context as one of the
witnesses to that triumph as well as the orthodox Catholic doctrine of triumph over
death.
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Figure 9. Niccolo Circignani, St. Aebba and the nuns of Coldingham cutting off their noses, drawing for
a wall painting in the church of St. Thomas of Canterbury in Rome, c. 1582. ©The Trustees of the British
Museum.

The Unsevered Nose

Among the monumental paintings in the chapel of the Venerable English College
was an image of St. £bba with the nuns of Coldingham cutting off their noses as
they are attacked by Vikings. While the original paintings were destroyed, drawings
and prints survive and show that the nuns of Coldingham were depicted without
noses (fig. 9). On a larger scale, this must have been quite shocking, and makes most
sense in the context of ongoing violence, where the visual program was meant to
emphasize its horror. The image breaks with the more common practice in art of the
early modern period of depicting female martyrs with their bodies unbroken and
their faces intact, emphasizing the purity that gave them entrance to heaven over
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the violence that ended their mortal lives. The Park panel of Oda falls somewhere
between the violence in the images from the Venerable English College and the
serene, unblemished female martyr, since her face bleeds quite profusely. Her nose,
however, remains intact.

In the two print images, Oda’s attributes are established as the basin and dagger,
and the dramatic story of her nose-cutting becomes the moment of her life that is
highlighted above the rest. Her chastity, as is evident from the “five wise virgins”
image, is an essential part of this act, but the use of the basin and dagger as
attributes foregrounds the cutting itself. Yet the loss of the nose is merely implied by
the dagger, in the case of the prints, and by the flowing blood in the glass panel.
Unlike saints who lost other body parts, saints who lost their noses are almost never
depicted without them; nor do they hold severed noses as attributes, as St. Lucy, for
example, sometimes holds her eyes. There are no nose relics preserved like such
other soft tissues as the breasts of St. Agatha or the tongue of St. Anthony.[57] There
is no patron saint specifically for nasal problems. There are several possible reasons
for the avoidance of nasal-disfiguring imagery. It has been argued that a face
without a nose is physiologically difficult to look at, and that the loss of a nose leaves
a face without identity. Frederika Bain suggests that, since nasal mutilation is an
ambiguous sign, possibly marking its bearer as a prostitute or adulteress, the
didactic lesson of such an image could be equally ambiguous.[58]

The three images of Oda do not seem to have engendered wider artistic
representation, although it is possible that other images were lost. Modern images
designed to aid veneration tend to be generic figures of a young female saint
without reference to her nose-cutting, with the recent exception of a sculpture of
Oda holding a severed nose as an attribute (but with face intact) made for St.
Norbert Abbey in Wisconsin, but this is an entirely new invention, created in the
twenty-first century.[59]

The expected audience is important. While the prints with Oda’s image were widely
available, the more startling image on glass was unique, and placed in a cloister
accessible only to male canons. Oda certainly served as an example of chastity for
both male and female Premonstratensians, and the portrayal of her self-mutilation
acknowledges the battle against the secular world and one's own body that chastity
requires. Oda disfigured her face to prevent male arousal, and looking at such an
image might itself serve that purpose for a religious male intent on fighting against
his own desires. The nose itself however, also has sexual connotations, so that
showing it disfigured might be inappropriate for a religious image in a cloister.[60] In
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addition, an image of a woman’s tortured body has a potentially pornographic effect,
as has been explored by Martha Easton and Madeline Caviness, particularly for Saint
Agatha.[6]]

There is contemporary evidence of hesitancy to evoke Oda's severed nose directly in
text as well. Johannes Chrysostom van der Sterre published a short book of
Premonstratensian saints, arranged according to their place in the liturgical calendar,
in 1625. The entry for Oda only alludes to her disfigurement as a “marvelous
strategem” by which she escaped the passions of this world “so that she could be
received intact by her heavenly spouse,” without any more specific description.[62]
This book was quite generally accessible, in contrast to Philip of Harvengt's text,
which would be read only by learned hagiographic scholars. The difference between
the two texts seems akin to the difference between the “five wise virgins” image and
the bleeding face of the stained glass, which were also available to audiences with
different levels of knowledge and sophistication.

In its original context, the visibility of the image and the character of the audience
was controlled. If the violent implications of the bleeding image were meant for a
restricted audience, however, this would change drastically when Park Abbey was
suppressed. Its glass was sold at a time when Flemish sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century glass was especially popular among collectors.

Secular Contexts

Two descriptions of the glass offer the perspectives of very different viewers. While
Libert de Pape recorded the religious subjects of the cloister windows in detail and
with reverence in 1666, American architect Stanford White presented a very different
picture to his client William C. Whitney, whose house on Fifth Avenue in New York he
was redesigning and furnishing. Writing from Paris in 1898, White described an
architectural problem to be solved: “The end of your hall is nothing but a screen of
marble columns and glass which must be obscure, and upon the successful
treatment of which much of the success of the hall will depend.” He asked
permission to buy some “beautiful old 15th century painted glass with historical
subjects — from a Renaissance chapel...” for this purpose.[63] White knew very well
that the glass was seventeenth-century, and came from the Abbey of Park, but the
religious subjects would not appeal to Whitney, and the earlier date would better fit
his desire to imitate an Italian Renaissance villa.[64] In other words, the description
was calculated to appeal to his client's taste and convince him to spend 150,000
francs.[65]
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Park Abbey had been suppressed by the French Revolution. In 1828, the cloister glass
was sold to a Brussels shipping magnate, Jean-Baptiste Dansaert.[66] The windows
were divided into several groups as they were passed down to Dansaert’s heirs until,
by the end of the nineteenth century, most had been sold to different collectors in
Belgium, France, and England. In about 1890, the Viscountess of Janzé had as many
as fourteen of them installed in stairway, hall, and diningroom windows in her Paris
hotel on the rue Marignan.[67] Stanford White visited the house and fell in love with
the Park windows.

The Park glass has qualities that perfectly fit Stanford White's requirement of
modulating the light. Jean de Caumont incorporated colored glass in his work, but
he was a master of the relatively new vitreous enamel paint, which was generally
more translucent. He used it to great effect along with the brilliant yellows of silver
stain and the delicate pinks created with thin washes of dilute iron oxide. He also
used grisaille paint on both sides of clear glass to create the illusion of textures.
Caumont was, in short, a master of seventeenth-century glass painting techniques,
which became a factor in the market value of his work. It is clear from White's
correspondence that the specific subject matter and its religious significance were of
little interest. The presence of heraldic panels as well as cornucopiae and putti were
surely of greater importance for an American client who wanted to present himself
as a peer of sophisticated European aristocracy. William Whitney did agree to the
purchase, and the glass was shipped to New York and rearranged by artist Francis
Lathrop to fit into a large window filling the wall in front of a grand marble staircase.
Since the windows were all of about the same dimensions and consisted of nine
rectangular panels, some rearrangement no doubt took place in the original process
of dismantling and moving them, and the rectangular panels from Park could be
easily separated to fit domestic interiors. In Whitney's new home, approving
journalists described the composition as “a beautiful arrangement of stained glass,
which was once part of the chapel of the palace of the Viscount Sauze,” the fictional
person and place White apparently invented to give the glass a loftier provenance as
well as to protect the real seller’s identity.[68]

The Oda panel was not part of this composition, but other scenes, including an
exorcism, St. Norbert and his early follower, Hugh of Fosse, speaking with Christ, and
the Virgin giving Norbert the white habit of the Premonstratensian order, are hard to
describe as “historical.” They seem extraordinarily out of place in a space that served
to greet and entertain New York's leading socialites. Whitney held several large
banquets and balls in the short time he lived in the house, sometimes placing
musicians on a temporary platform at the top of the stairs, directly in front of the

Ellen Shortell, “Blessed Oda’s (Un)severed Nose: Viewing Self-Disfigurement in Stained Glass from Park Abbey,”
Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 8 (2022). https://doi.org/10.61302/RRDM5291.
23


https://doi.org/10.61302/RRDM5291

glass, but neither he nor his guests, nor any of the subsequent owners up to 1942
when the glass was removed, left a any comment that would indicate that anyone
noticed the subjects.[69]

The panel of Oda of Rivreulle was part of another group of windows installed a few
years later in a New York mansion famous for its extravagance. This was the
enormous Beaux-Arts mansion built on the corner of 5th Avenue and 71st Street -
just three blocks north of the Whitney house — by the former senator from Montana
and copper-mining magnate, William Andrews Clark. Clark left no records to tell us
where he bought his glass; he could have acquired it himself in France, or it may
have come to him from Stanford White through the Duveen Brothers, who furnished
most of the interior.[70] Clark was himself a great francophile, and amassed an
impressive art collection through his own research as well as contacts with dealers.
The stained glass from Park that Clark acquired was placed in his library windows.
Clark’s daughter Huguette recalled fondly looking at stained glass from a monastery
as a child playing in the library, but she gave no further details.[71]
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Figure 10. Stained glass from Park Abbey at the Corcoran Gallery of Art, arranged as previously installed
in the library of the William A. Clark House until 1927. Photo: Corcoran Gallery of Art.
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In contrast to Whitney's stair hall window, where eight different windows were
jumbled together, the original window compositions were largely retained in two
rows of three windows at the Clark mansion (fig. 10). The visual logic of Clark’s glass
was still somewhat confused, however, since three of the windows were truncated by
removing the lower register, and then attached directly above three others.

An additional Park panel, now lost, belonged to William Rockefeller, another resident
of Fifth Avenue.[72] Stanford White himself had parts of five Park windows in his
possession at the time of his death in 1905.[73] They were purchased from his estate
by several other American collectors, including William Randolph Hearst.[74] For all
of the American collectors, whose wealth was gained through business ventures, the
Park glass was among the material objects used to create an air of aristocracy. While
Europeans criticized these collectors for their lack of sophistication in displaying
objects out of context, arguing that only those with an upper-class lineage could
truly appreciate such things, it is worth noting that the Americans closely imitated
the displays of stained glass they saw in the homes of European aristocrats.[75] On
both sides of the ocean, collections of medieval and early modern stained glass
marked their owners as part of an elite social group. The intellectual and spiritual
ideas the windows communicated in the cloister were of little interest.

The Park glass was out of fashion by 1930, and did not fit easily into the traditional
art-historical categories, where highly prized stained glass was medieval and
greatness in Baroque painting was restricted to opague media. At the end of the
twentieth century, panels could be found in three American museums, where they
had arrived as part of larger bequests. Whitney's glass was divided between the
Speed Museum in Louisville, Kentucky, where it is on exhibit today, and Yale
University Art Gallery, where it remained in crates until 2013, when it was sold to the
Flemish Ministry of Culture. William Clark left his collection to the Corcoran Gallery in
Washington, D.C., but by mid-century the gallery that held the glass had ceased to
be accessible to the public. Clark’s glass was also returned to Belgium when the
museum closed in 2016. The glass from Yale and the Corcoran Gallery will join six
windows returned earlier in the twentieth century, and the restored cloister will be
open to the public as part of a museum, since Park no longer functions as an abbey.
With many panels still missing, it is not practicable to put everything back in its exact
location, and thus viewers will not be able to appreciate fully the relationships
among the images as they were originally configured, nor will they be able to see
them through the eyes of seventeenth-century canons. The restored cloister is a
monument of Flemish cultural history. Most visitors will no doubt appreciate the
artistic qualities of the glass, and may gain a sense of the complex threads of history

Ellen Shortell, “Blessed Oda’s (Un)severed Nose: Viewing Self-Disfigurement in Stained Glass from Park Abbey,”
Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 8 (2022). https://doi.org/10.61302/RRDM5291.
25


https://doi.org/10.61302/RRDM5291

woven through the original program thanks to the extensive research that will be
incorporated into the installation.[76]

Conclusion

The image of Oda has travelled from Park Abbey to Brussels, Paris, New York, and
Washington, and home again, although that home is very much changed.
Contemporary scholarship recognizes the essential importance of the physical and
contextual changes that works of art accrue over time, and begs us to consider the
reasons for and the effects of their continued existence as multiple viewers interact
with them. Without the words of other viewers, we are left to observe the
incongruities of image, time, and place. And so | return to my own familiarity with
the Park Abbey glass and particularly with the figure of Oda, whose bleeding face
impressed itself firmly in my mind'’s eye, and ask why she has “stuck to my skin” so
tenaciously.

Despite the silence of modern collectors, the image of a bleeding face is likely to
provoke a visceral reaction in any viewer who notices it. In fact, Oda's separation from
the full context of the Park cloister helped to draw my attention in the Corcoran
Gallery. From a modern viewpoint, the idea of cutting off one’s nose to become a nun
seemed, thankfully, arcane. Yet | now recognize that before | knew who the woman
was | reacted with a sympathetic recognition. Like Oda, | was well aware that
navigating the world behind a youthful female face could provoke aggression. Her
bleeding face is a poignant reminder of the consequences of that aggression that
continue today, across cultures.[77] Oda went to an almost-unthinkable extreme in
order to choose her own path in life, but the gender-based social expectations that
underlay her actions are familiar enough. While this image is little known, Oda’s story
has resonated with numerous modern scholars who study gender issues as well as
representations of violence and disfigurement; | would suggest that its power lies in
its ability to touch common feelings of vulnerability that transcend time, place,
gender, and personal circumstance. Although they may spring from the same
essential shock of recognition, the reactions of modern viewers and readers differ in
many ways from those of a seventeenth-century Premonstratensian canon. The
continued physical presence of the images, along with the preservation of Oda's
story in text, compels a continuing confrontation with her self-disfigurement.
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