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 Arousal, the Bible, and Bruegel’s Codpieces 

 Th e Male Body in Early Modern Visual Culture  1   

    Alison G.   Stewart               

  Th e recent headline in  Die Welt , “Der Dildo der  Ä btissin und die Wutb ü rger,” linked a 
religious woman from the Medieval past with sex in a strikingly bold manner. Th e 
unlikely linking of abbess with a sex toy becomes more understandable with the 
subtitle of the article, “Die sieben Tods ü nden,” for the article addresses an exhibition on 
the seven deadly sins and prominently illustrates what it calls a “dildo” made of glass.  2   
Dating from the sixteenth century, the glass phallus was found by archaeologists next 
to the living area for the abbess of the Convent at Herford in North Rhine-Westphalia, 
which was dedicated to women from the high nobility. Th e article asks, did the lady 
abbess use the glass object as a drinking vessel, as a joke, or as a dildo for the satisfaction 
of her lust, one of the seven deadly sins? 

 What are we to make of this glass object that mirrors the shape of the male genitals? 
And could the object have been used in the sixteenth century, the period under 
consideration in this essay, in the ways suggested above? Do other similar objects exist 
from the time? Th ese questions are not easily answered because they have been 
seemingly irrelevant to the study of art history and higher culture, are very private, and 
uncomfortable ones for many historians. In addition, the literature in art history for 
Northern Europe has only gradually turned its attention over the past decades to the 
body in general and to women’s bodies.  3   Men’s bodies have gained interest even more 

      1  An earlier form of this essay was presented at the German Studies Association Conference, 2015, 
Washington, DC. Generous funding for that presentation was made possible by the Hixson-Lied 
College of Fine and Performing Arts and the Woods Travel Fund of the School of Art, Art History 
and Design at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.   

    2  Available at:   http://www.welt.de/geschichte/article141612373/Der-Dildo- der-Aebtissin- und-die-
Wutbuerger.html   (accessed June 23, 2015).   

    3  Some examples of literature addressing the body, especially for the Italian Renaissance, include (in 
chronological order):      Kathleen   Adler    and    Marcia   R.   Pointon   ,   Th e Body Imaged:     Th e Human Form and 
Visual Culture since the Renaissance   (  New York  :  Cambridge University Press ,  1993 )  ;      Jonathan   Sawday   , 
  Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the Human Body in Renaissance Culture   (  New York  :  Routledge , 
 1995 )  ;      Andrea   Carlino   ,    John   Tedeschi   , and    Anne   Tedeschi   ,   Books of the Body:     Anatomical Ritual and 
Renaissance Learning   (  Chicago ,  IL  :  University of Chicago Press ,  1999 )  ; and      Pamela   H.   Smith   ,   Th e 
Body of the Artisan:     Art and Experience in the Scientifi c Revolution   (  Chicago ,  IL  :  University of Chicago 
of Press ,  2004 )  . Recent publications on men and their bodies include:      Sara   F.   Matthews-Grieco   , 
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slowly. Admittedly, the discipline of art history during the two centuries separating its 
beginnings, with Johann Winckelmann (1717–68), and Michel Foucault (1926–84) with 
his  History of Sexuality , has been what Jonathan Weinberg has called “a closeted 
profession in which the erotic is hidden or displaced.” Weinberg cites Foucault’s work, 
which he states begins with “an attack on academics who think that raising the issue of 
sex is necessarily transgressive.”  4   Although this subject has recently been addressed 
considerably more than in the past, there has been a reluctance to address issues relating 
to sex, the body, and sexual activities until recently, as Weinberg has pointed out, because 
there is a shyness, what Carolyn Bynum has called a “discomfort,” an “unease,” while 
“others are made nervous by potency.”  5   Modern historians are not alone. 

 Th is essay explores varied responses to the male body, including the phallus and its 
sixteenth- century covering, the codpiece, that existed over the past half millennium in 
the visual arts during which time discomfort coexisted with more neutral or positive 
representations of the human form. Th e essay will show that images indicate no 
monolithic attitude toward the body, clothed or not, in the centuries emerging from the 
Middle Ages, thereby agreeing with Bynum that a “cacophony of discourses” existed for 
many aspects of life, including responses to the body.  6   Bynum’s linking of more general 
Medieval attitudes to those of our modern world rings true for the body as well. 

 Th e visual works explored indicate no linear attitude toward the body. Attitudes 
toward the body have waxed and waned and like fashion, what was in last year may be 
out the next. In Early Modern Northern Europe, the nude body appears  not t o have 
been represented as oft en as in Italy, nor has the direct representation of the body’s 
most intimate areas been included in the visual arts in the North as early or as oft en as 
in Italy. In addition, the number of extant images showing the male body explicitly has 
been vastly reduced because of a variety of factors over the centuries.  7   Changing taste, 
both cultural and personal, has vastly reduced the numbers of such images and altered 
them to conform to newer taste and approaches. Yet, enough visual art has survived to 
indicate that such sexual images did exist, how varied attitudes were among people 
living in earlier centuries, and how similar our attitudes are to theirs. 

 Th e two case studies presented here are centered in the early to mid- sixteenth 
century in Northern Europe, where attention was paid to the male body, specifi cally 
the male member and its clothing. Th e fi rst case looks at German prints showing the 
aroused male within biblical contexts. Th e second case involves a Netherlandish 
painting where the codpiece, the most brazen part of male dress, was altered because it 

  Cuckoldry, Impotence and Adultery in Europe (15th–17th Century)   (  Burlington ,  VT  :  Ashgate ,  2014 )  ; 
and      Patricia   Simons   ,   Th e Sex of Men in Premodern Europe:     A Cultural History   (  Cambridge and New 
York  :  Cambridge University Press ,  2011 )  . Additional references in Bynum and Foucault, n. 4 and 5.   

    4        Jonathan   Weinberg   , “ Th ings are queer, ”     Art Journal  ,  55 ,  4  ( 1996 ):  13    , cites      Michel   Foucault   ,   Th e 
History of Sexuality  , vol.  1  (  New York  :  Vintage ,  1978 ),  6–7   .   

    5        Carolyn   Bynum   , “ Why all the fuss about the body? A medievalist’s perspective on the body, ”     Critical 
Inquiry  ,  22 ,  1  ( 1995 ):  6 .      

    6  Bynum, “Why all the fuss?,” 7.   
    7  Reasons for loss or alteration of images over time include changing taste due to what can be called 

cultural diff erences, to wars, and to iconoclasm in the sixteenth century.   
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drew attention to the male sex. Over time, the codpieces were eliminated to conform to 
changing taste. 

 Historic attitudes toward the male body and the male sex are revealed through what 
men wore and how they are shown in artistic representations. Male clothing and 
changing fashion became lightning rods for what was important in their societies. In 
the Early Modern period of the sixteenth century, male fashion changed less oft en than 
in recent times, but it did change. Tights and padded codpieces, and broad- shouldered 
doublets, worn by Kings Henry VIII and Francis I, emphasized the large man with wide 
shoulders and large groin. Within a century, the leggings topped by the padded capsule 
known as the “codpiece” were replaced by blousy short trousers, and then by long pants. 
Th e case studies here demonstrate, through artistic representations, the Renaissance 
interest in exploration, in particular of the male body, and its various states and 
appearance including through clothing. 

 In discussing changing taste for representations of the male body, it becomes clear 
that the male body and how it was shown, clothed or unclothed, articulated varying 
attitudes, repressed or not, that both coexisted and changed over time. Although the 
Victorian age has oft en been seen as the age of repression, this essay points to earlier 
periods in Early Modern Europe, ones less close in time to us today, that were 
sometimes—but not always—shy about showing the human form in its natural state. 
Th e visual works explored here date to the sixteenth century, earlier than the 
seventeenth century when Michel Foucault argued that repression actually began.  8   
Whether viewed synchronically or diachronically, taste and response to the body in 
works of art were not always the same. Sometimes reactions were strong enough to 
include outrage because of the directness of the representations of the body.  9   Th e loud 
responses are the ones that have come down to us most clearly and underscore the 
body as a contested site.  

   Arousal in German Print  

 In 1535, Nuremberg’s town council referred in a letter addressed to the Augsburg 
council to “a most shameful and sinful little book, containing many obscene pictures 
of unconventional lovemaking” (“ain gannz schenndtlich und lesterlich p ü echlein, 
darynnen vyl unz ü chtiger gmeel von unordentlicher lieb”). Th e council wrote that the 
booklet was “in the possession of” Hans Guldenmund, one of the town’s publishers of 
single- leaf woodcuts, broadsheets, and pamphlets, and that Guldenmund had been 
sent nine copies or examples of the booklet by the Augsburg woodblock cutter Hans 

    8  Foucault,  Th e History of Sexuality , vol. 1, pt. 1, “We ‘other Victorians,’ ” 3–13, and ch. 1, 17ff ., for the 
seventeenth century.   

    9  On viewer response and the power of images, see      David   Freedberg   ,   Th e Power of Images:     Studies in 
the History and Th eory of Response   (  Chicago ,  IL  :  University of Chicago ,  1989 )  , including ch.  12, 
“Arousal by image.”   
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Schwarzenberger.  10   Today not one copy of the booklet exists. Landau and Parshall raise 
the question of whether the Guldenmund-Schwarzenberg booklet may have been a 
Northern European version of Marcantonio Raimondi’s now infamous  I Modi  
engravings made aft er drawings by Giulio Romano. Th e prints show couples engaged 
in various positions of the sex act and are known today from fragments of engraved 
copies by the Italian Agostino Veneziano.  11   

 Th e association of Guldenmund with this case is striking. Active by 1513, 
Guldenmund worked as a printer and publisher at Nuremberg throughout his life until 
his death there in 1560.  12   It is altogether possible that Guldenmund had initially 
become familiar with Marcantonio’s  I Modi  prints through his family connections in 
Italy with both publishing and trade, coming into contact either with originals or the 
numerous printed copies of the series. Although Guldenmund is little known outside 
specialized circles today, he worked in Nuremberg with painters who are better known 
including Albrecht D ü rer, Georg Pencz, and Sebald Beham.  13   

 Guldenmund’s shameful, sinful book showing obscene pictures of unconventional 
lovemaking will serve as a point of departure for a discussion of Sebald Beham (1500–50), 
who lived in Nuremberg and Frankfurt and published sexual imagery that pushed the 
limits of what was deemed acceptable to the authorities. Th e kind of sexual imagery Beham 
made was part of a larger group of works that has over time been censored, discarded, 
destroyed, hidden, not illustrated, and not discussed. As Weinberg stated, art history since 
its beginnings has been a discipline where the erotic has been “hidden or displaced.” 

 Th is case is no diff erent. Like Guldenmund, Beham worked in Nuremberg, 
beginning in the 1510s when he may have been trained in D ü rer’s workshop or under 
his infl uence. Beham ran into trouble with the council several times, as had Guldenmund 
and Hieronymus Andreae, the highly talented wood block cutter D ü rer favored. 
Beham’s now well- known “godless painter” hearing of 1525 resulted in his banishment 
from Nuremberg for most of that year, along with his brother Barthel and with Pencz.  14   
Beham made a small number of prints, discussed below, that relate both to the larger 

    10       David   Landau    and    Peter   Parshall   ,   Th e Renaissance Print   (  New Haven ,  CT  :  Yale University Press , 
 1994 ),  223  and  225   . On the Guldenmund booklet, see Landau and Parshall,  Th e Renaissance Print , 
225–6, and Th eodor Hampe, “Der Augsburger Formschneider Hans Schwarzenberger und seine 
Modelb ü cher aus den Jahren 1534 und 1535,”  Mitteilungen aus dem Germanischen Nationalmuseum , 
1909, 59–60 and 84–5. Translation comes from Landau and Parshall,  Th e Renaissance Print , 225. 
“Unordentlicher lieb” can also be translated as unnatural, unusual, or unchaste love; Grimm’s 
 W ö rterbuch , vol. 24, col. 1218, defi nition I, at:   http://woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB/?sigle=DWB&mode
=Vernetzung&lemid=GU09222  , (accessed September 19, 2019).   

    11  Landau and Parshall,  Th e Renaissance Print , 225f. For illustrations of  I Modi  fragments in the British 
Museum, see Freedberg,  Th e Power of Images , 364, fi g. 168, and Bette Talvacchia,  Taking Positions: On 
the Erotic in Renaissance Culture  (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), ch. 2.   

    12  Guldenmund’s family included merchants, printers, and artisans in Nuremberg, and one branch of 
the family worked in the book- printing industry back into the 1470s in Italy. See      Ursula   Timann   , 
  Untersuchungen zu N ü rnberger Holzschnitt und Briefmalerei in der ersten H ä lft e des 16. Jahrhunderts 
mit besonderer Ber ü cksichtigung von Hans Guldenmund und Niclas Meldeman   (  M ü nster  :  Lit ,  1993 ), 
esp.  79–88   .   

    13  Landau and Parshall,  Th e Renaissance Print , 223.   
    14  See  Die gottlosen Maler von N ü rnberg. Konvention und Subversion in der Druckgrafi k der Beham-

Br ü der , J ü rgen M ü ller and Th omas Schauerte (eds.), exh. cat. (Nuremberg: Edition Imorde/Albrecht-
D ü rer-Haus, Museen der Stadt N ü rnberg, 2011), 33–48.   

http://woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB/?sigle=DWB&mode=Vernetzung&lemid=GU09222
http://woerterbuchnetz.de/DWB/?sigle=DWB&mode=Vernetzung&lemid=GU09222
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context of the  I Modi  prints and to the Guldenmund-Schwarzenberg booklet. Th at 
context, mostly lost, emphasized openly sexual images of the body that appear to have 
departed from earlier imagery. Traditionally, works were suggestive or symbolic in 
reference to sex and the body. For example, Cranach’s  Unequal or Ill-Matched Couple  
shows a young woman touching an old man’s purse, or bag, placed in front of his 
genital area and that stands for it.  15   Here the connection between the body and costume, 
namely the purse, is underscored through placement. 

 Beham’s prints with a sexual emphasis include a handful of prints with subjects 
from the Hebrew Bible that date over the course of his lifetime, from 1526 in Nuremberg 
through the 1540s in Frankfurt. Th is small number of existing prints represents the tip 
of a larger group of works, now lost. Whether that group was ant- or iceberg- sized, 
their diminished numbers undoubtedly result from changing social and religious 
norms, including attitudes and taste. Rather than being understood as examples of 
outrageous, outsider art for their time, Beham’s sexual imagery appears to have been 
more mainstream than has been acknowledged to date. Laurinda Dixon’s work 
supports such an understanding. She has argued for Hieronymus Bosch that twentieth- 
century’s attitudes toward “nudity and sexuality” account for art history’s “expung[ing] 
. . . allusions to sex and the appearance of genitalia . . . today,” thereby altering the 
historical record of the sixteenth century.  16   Similarly, for Italy and the circle of Raphael, 
James Grantham Turner has argued that eroticism and the sexual imagination were 
not the exception, side show, or comic relief. Rather, such imagery, to use his words, 
“drove the graphic invention of antique- inspired artists in the sphere of Raphael” even 
before  I Modi  dating c. 1524.  17   

 Such erotic imagery where the male body became showcased became a focus of the 
exhibition  Art and Love in Renaissance Italy , which traveled from the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in 2008 to the Kimbell Art Museum in Fort Worth. Th at show included 
Marcantonio’s engraving made before 1525, that depicts a woman holding a dildo, 
perhaps of glass, in what exists today as a unique impression in Stockholm. Th at so few 
sexual prints exist today indicates that they were censored, hidden, or discarded due to 
the sensitive nature of the subject matter.  18   

    15       Alison   G.   Stewart   ,   Unequal Lovers:     A Study of Unequal Couples in Northern Art   (  New York  :  Abaris , 
 1977 )  , especially 80–3.   

    16       Laurinda   Dixon   ,   Bosch   (  New York  :  Abrams ,  2003 ),  230   .   
    17        James   Grantham   Turner   , “ Invention and sexuality in the Raphael Workshop:   Before the Modi, ”     Art 

History  ,  36 ,  1  ( 2013 ):  73    . See also his more recent,  Eros Visible: Art, Sexuality and Antiquity in 
Renaissance Italy  (New Haven, CT, and London: Yale, 2017).   

    18        Linda   Wolk-Simon   , “ ‘ Rapture to the greedy eyes’: Profane love in the Renaissance, ”  in     Andrea   Bayer    
(ed.),   Art and Love in Renaissance Italy  , exh. cat. (  New York  :  Metropolitan Museum of Art ,  2009 ), 
 42–58    . Wolk-Simon discusses glass dildos known as “parsnips of Murano,” which Marcantonio 
Raimondi showed in the engraving,  Woman with a Dildo ; illustrated in Landau and Parshall,  Th e 
Renaissance Print , 298, fi g. 313. She accounts for the small numbers of such images due to “dozens 
of puritanical purges.” Fragments of seventeenth- century glass dildos from England have been 
excavated recently during a building expansion of the National Gallery, London; Wolk-Simon, 
“Rapture,” 57 n. 88. For nuns using glass dildos, see Pietro Aretino,  Dialogues , trans. Raymond 
Rosenthal (New York: Marsilio, 1971), 21–43, where the glass is called “glass fruits made in Murano.” 
See also       Patricia   Simons   , “ Th e cultural history of ‘Seigneur Dildoe, ’ ”  in    Sex Acts in Early Modern 
Italy. Practice, Performance, Perversion, Punishment   (  Burlington ,  VT  :  Ashgate ,  2010 ),  77–91 .      


