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The New Chaucer Society 
and the Medievalists of 
Color invite you to attend 
our co-hosted recep-
tion at the Art Gallery of 
Ontario on Thursday night. 
Following are thoughts 
by medievalists of color 
about some objects on 
display there; we hope 
these will lead to further 
conversation.
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T
he longest and most vener-
able tradition of art making 
in Ethiopia represents 

religious subjects and themes at 
the core of the Ethiopian Ortho-
dox Church.  Ethiopia became one 
of the earliest nations to adopt 
Christianity when the Aksumite 
king Ezana converted to the 
faith in the mid-fourth centu-
ry. The subsequent centuries 
witnessed the construction of 
numerous churches and monas-
tic residences, which became 
sites for the production, display, 
and promulgation of Ethiopian 
artistic endeavors. Churches and 
monasteries were furnished with 
extensive wall paintings depict-
ing biblical scenes or portraits 
of saints and housed intricately 
crafted liturgical objects such 
as painted icons and metal 
processional crosses. Today, the 
great variety and craftsmanship 
of the surviving artwork attest 
to Ethiopia’s development of a 

strong local tradition of artistic 
production as well as its active 
participation in global artistic ex-
change in the medieval and early 
modern periods.

The adoption of Christianity as 
the state religion of the Aksumite 
kingdom prompted the rise of a 
rich Christian literary tradition in 
the Ethiopian highlands. Textu-
al evidence indicates that the 
translation of biblical and patristic 
works from Greek into Ge’ez (Clas-
sical Ethiopic) may have occurred 
as early as the fifth and sixth 
centuries, suggesting the ancient 
roots of the production and use 
of manuscripts in this region. The 
integral place of the art of manu-
script illumination within this early 
history is exemplified by two illu-
minated Gospel codices known as 
Abba Garima Gospels III and Abba 
Garima Gospels I, which, according 
to radiocarbon tests, date to AD 
330-650 and AD 530-660 respec-

tively. Elaborately illustrated with 
ornately framed canon tables and 
Evangelist portraits, these manu-
scripts demonstrate that far from 
being a remote and isolated realm 
of Christendom, Ethiopia actively 
participated in the wider world of 
early medieval Christian artistic 
tradition and practice. While the 
Garima Gospels serve as key 
(albeit, so far, our only) witnesses 
to the early flourishing of Ethio-
pian manuscript illumination, the 
survival of a significant number 
of illuminated Ge’ez Gospel books 
dated between the 13th and 15th 
centuries sheds light on the 
continuation and growth of this 
tradition in the medieval period. 
Gospel books depicting narrative 
scenes from the life of Christ rep-
resent the most densely illustrat-
ed genre of Ethiopian manuscripts 
before the 16th century, when 
manuscripts of hagiographic texts 
and the Miracles of Mary begin to 
incorporate long cycles of imagery. 

Triptych showing St. Takla Haymanot, St. Gabra Manfas Qeddus, and The Crucifixion, 17th century. 
Paint, wood, string. The Thomson Collection at the Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, AGOID.70080.
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Diptych showing 
Four Ethiopian 
Saints: Gabra Manfas 
Qeddus, Unknown, 
Takla Haymanot 
and Ewostatewos, 
17th century. Paint 
and gesso on olive 
wood, string. The 
Thomson Collection 
at the Art Gallery 
of Ontario, Toronto, 
AGOID.107383.
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A
longside the production of 
illuminated manuscripts, 
the art of painted icons 

developed in the mid-fifteenth 
century. In this period, the institu-
tionalized veneration of the Virgin 
Mary in the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Church promoted by the Emperor 
Zär’a Ya’eqob (r. 1434-1468) gave 
rise to the creation of religious 
images painted on wood panels 
in the forms of diptychs and 
triptychs. Large painted panels 
played a central role in liturgical 
ceremonies and processions, 
while smaller portable panels 

served as private devotional and 
protective objects. Painted icons 
present images of the Virgin Mary 
and Christ surrounded by archan-
gels and saints and often include 
copious Ge’ez inscriptions that 
identify the holy figures or record 
prayers. As with illuminated man-
uscripts, painted icons emphasize 
the intertwined roles of text and 
image in Ethiopian art.  

Meseret Oldjira,  
Princeton University
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W
hile the Ethiopian 
objects on display at 
the AGO reception 

invite conversation about 
medieval race, the Thomson 
Collection’s European boxwood 
beads, sometimes referred to 
as prayer nuts, might seem not 
to participate in such a conver-
sation. I suggest, however, that 
boxwood beads contribute to 
discourses of race because they 
reflect and enable the constitu-
tion of whiteness. The imagery 
in boxwood objects does draw 
attention to a premodern world 
beyond Europe, from one bead’s 
depiction of the Queen of Sheba 
(AGOID.29458) – conventional 
in the period but unique in the 
corpus of boxwood objects – to 
the image of an elephant in a 
triptych (AGOID.34208). But I’d 
like to investigate Western Eu-
ropean whiteness itself through 
the boxwood bead. For in its 
features and the fabrication 
practices it dictates, boxwood 
emblematizes whiteness’s 
status as a racial category both 
desirable and default.

To make this case, I will focus 
on the Last Judgment/Coronation 
of the Virgin bead (AGOID.29365). 
This piece has inspired the use 
of micro-CT scanning and other 
technologies to determine its 
fabrication processes, analyses 
that make evident the care artists 
took to preserve the appearance 
of the boxwood’s integrity in 
prayer beads. This might mean 
carving elements from a single 
piece of wood and then realign-
ing those elements to preserve 
the wood grain’s continuity; or 
it might mean removing and 
replacing panels undetectably 
so as to give the carver access 
to the wood’s deepest recesses. 
In addition to exemplifying these 
characteristics, the Last Judg-
ment displays – unusually – paint 
and gilding of unascertained date.

Chaucerians know that in cer-
tain medieval aesthetics, integrity 
bears an assumed relation to 
whiteness. Except in instances 
that draw conscious attention to 
the bead’s fabrication, boxwood 
prayer nuts generally aspire to 
an effect of ingenious seamless-

ness; they suggest to Alexandra 
Suda and Barbara Drake Boehm 
the artist’s goal to conceal the 
construction process. Consid-
ering the Last Judgment prayer 
nut from this perspective, I can’t 
help but hear the loud echo of 
the House of Fame, its translu-
cent aspect of ice, gemstone, 
and glass apparently “withouten 
peces or joynyngs.” Placing that 
line between allusions to “ston 
of beryle” and windows plentiful 
“as flakes falle in grete snowes,” 
Chaucer interweaves pellucidity 
and integrity (HF 1184-92). As 
Geraldine Heng and Madeline 
Caviness observe, transparence 
can operate as whiteness in the 
late Middle Ages; the shading 
into metaphorical snow here is 
not arbitrary. The association of 
whiteness and wholeness also 
rings familiar to Chaucerians. The 
Black Knight’s lady has a neck 
whose ivory hue enables its own 
occlusion of anatomical joining 
(BD 939-46). In this imagistic 
context, the bead transfers its 
quality of preternatural integrity 
from translucent whiteness to 

BOXWOOD AS 
WHITENESS
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1. Last Judgment/
Coronation of 
the Virgin prayer 
bead (closed). 
Photo: Craig 
Boyko/Ian  
Lefebvre © 
Art Gallery of 
Ontario, 2016.  

2. Last Judgment/
Coronation of 
the Virgin prayer 
bead (open). 
Attributed to 
Adam Dircksz, 
Netherlands, 
1500-1530. 
The Thomson 
Collection at the 
Art Gallery of 
Ontario, Toronto, 
AGOID.29365. 
Photo: Craig 
Boyko/Ian  
Lefebvre © 
Art Gallery of 
Ontario, 2016. 
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1. If you are a senior 
scholar, what can you 
do to help grad students 
and less-established 
scholars of color feel 
welcome in a field that 
has historically alienat-
ed people of color (note 
that NCS has a wonder-
ful mentorship program 
that will serve this end 
really well)? 

2. If you are a journal or 
book editor, what do 
you think about the 
diversity of the authors 
your publication or list 
represents? What can 
you do to improve that 
diversity? 
 
 
 

3. For everyone: how can 
we all create networks 
together that will be 
truly inclusive?

SOME  
QUESTIONS TO 
THINK ABOUT 
AT THE  
RECEPTION:
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the color of the boxwood. Perhaps 
the prayer bead simply conveys 
this prized unbrokenness in a 
tone not white. But it’s also possi-
ble that boxwood adopts a default 
whiteness, an invisible and invisi-
bly desired whiteness, through its 
investment in wholeness.

Boxwood’s relationship – or 
lack thereof – to paint intensi-
fies this intimation of whiteness 
for both premodern and modern 
viewers. An earlier (1380-1400) 
Netherlandish boxwood bust rel-
iquary currently displayed at the 
AGO is unpainted (conventionally 
for boxwood objects) except for 
the lips and eyes, suggesting 
white skin’s ability to find repre-
sentation in boxwood’s tones and 
texture. Additions to the prayer 
bead reinforce this implicit align-
ment of boxwood with white-
ness. You might notice traces of 
paint on the bead; the paint was 
probably applied at a date beyond 
the object’s creation. The Last 
Judgment and Coronation of the 
Virgin are conceptually related 
scenes, the latter sometimes 
perceived as replacing the former 
in visual art. Here, however, the 
structure of the bead allows our 
gaze to move between them. The 
bead communicates contrast to 
our modern eyes between the 
vestigial paint blackening the 
hell scene’s crevices and the 
unpainted skin of Mary, reflect-
ing the bright translucence of 
light rays figured in wood above 
her. A popular narrative persists, 
despite evidence to the contrary, 
that boxwood replaced African 

ivory as the latter’s availability 
decreased. These materials share 
certain adaptabilities to intricate 
carving, but why our attachment 
to the notion of replacement? 
Perhaps this story enables 
boxwood to depict whiteness, to 
assert an assumption of white-
ness not only for the Middle Ages 
but also for us as we confront the 
period’s remnants.

We might thus begin to surmise 
that whiteness is all in the box-
wood bead. An anonymous trea-
tise on women’s cosmetics, often 
presented as part of the Trotula, 
lists boxwood as an ingredient in 
blonde hair dye. Monica H. Green 
suggests that this text’s implicit 
emphasis on blonde hair, within 
a larger context of hair treat-
ments of various hues, reflects 
an emergent orientation toward 
blondeness in a southern Europe-
an community whose colonization 
increased its Norman presence. 
In present-day references to 
medieval boxwood, the detail 
about blonde hair dye frequent-
ly appears. To what extent has 
boxwood dyed the Middle Ages 
blonde in our eyes? In asking this 
question, we might also consider 
how the boxwood prayer bead 
enacts the process of privileging 
whiteness: elaborate, subtle, and 
achieved through deliberately 
elusive mechanics. 

Seeta Chaganti
University of California, Davis
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Diptych showing St. George, and Virgin 
and Child, c. 1500. Paint, wood, string. The 
Thomson Collection at the Art Gallery of 
Ontario, Toronto, AGOID.107382.
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