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- THE CASE OF THE FRICK FLAGELLATION -

we wonder whether Duccio
hadn’t simultaneously ‘‘forgotten,”” when paint-
ing the Madonna in that altarpiece, the tall
Virgin of the Rucellai Madonna—just as Picasso
in the 'twenties often “‘forgot’ the tall, gaunt
figures of his “‘blue’” period. Finally Professor
Schapiro adds: ‘“Where Duccio once followed
the tradition that the column . . . was a free-
standing member in the praetorium of Pilate . . .
he conceived it later according to another tradi-
tion as a supporting column in the temple at
Jerusalem.”” Granted that this is true, is 1t all?

human Savior,”

Whatever the ultimate iconographic sources,
don’t the two compositions conform perfectly
to our expectations: a freestanding column in
the Frick panel, as in contemporary and earlier
Tuscan paintings of the scene, but a building in
the Maesta, like those in other passion scenes on
this altarpiece? Aren’t we confronted, in the
two representations of the Flagellation, with a
perfectly consistent artistic change, rather than
an inexplicable iconographic one that could point
to two different masters? Doesn’t “‘style’’ often
affect iconography?

FIGURE 21

ROME, S. MARIA IN PALLARA

ITALTIAN, TENTH CENTURY
Fragment of a Flagellation
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THE TAPESTRY OF THE PRODIGAL SON*

BY PHILIPPE VERDIER

The Walters Art Gallery

Tre pirector of the Walters Art Gallery an-
nounced in the Annual Report for 1953 an ex-
tremely important accession which had that year
enriched the collection of medieval tapestries.
This was the gratifying outcome of “‘a most un-
usual intermuseum exchange”’—to use the
words of James Rorimer, Director of The Metro-
politan Museum of Art. Mr. Rorimer discovered
that a fine Brussels gothic tapestry previously
known as ““The Triumph of Christ,”” which had
been in the collections of the Walters Art Gal-
lery since 1921, was in fact the central portion
of a great tapestry dismembered perhaps a cen-
tury or more ago, and of which the Metropoli-
tan Museum had come into possession of the re-
maining two sections. In order to enable the
Metropolitan Museum to reconstitute this splen-
did hanging, the Trustees of the Walters Art
Gallery asked the Mayor and City Council of
Baltimore to authorize the negotiation of an ex-
change.! In return for the central fragment, the
Metropolitan Museum purchased and presented
to the Walters Art Gallery a superb complete
gothic tapestry, also of Brussels and in date ap-
proximately the same or a little earlier than that
of the panel surrendered (fig.1). The dimensions
of the new tapestry thus happily acquired are
not less impressive than the pristine state of its
preservation and the brilliant range of its colors.
It measures 27 feet 10 inches by 14 feet 8
inches.? Pending the long-hoped-for expansion of

*Notes will be found at end of article.

our building, the hanging will be exhibited on
the main staircase as a pendant to two ffteenth-
century tapestries of Tournai.

The new tapestry illustrates the story of the
Redemption of Man by the parable of the Prod-
igal Son. It develops in an allegorical fashion the
episodes of the second part of the parable, start-
ing with the penitence of the Prodigal Son after
his former life of dissipation and scandal.

The sequence of the scenes on the tapestry is
rather confusing at first glance. Groups of fig-
ures in two zones, the lower larger in scale than
the upper, are imposed so as to suggest an effect
of recession, enhanced by the strip of landscape
and bluish horizon at the top of the composition.
Only at the left center do we have a single scene
developed to the full height of the hanging: the
reconciliation of the son with his father. The
overlapping of narrative representation and of
symbolism, as well as the break between the se-
quence of parable episodes on the left half of the
tapestry and the interpretation of the parable on
the right, would bewilder our eyes, except for
the unity imparted to the whole by the vigorous
and rhythmic opposition of large red, blue and
beige patches set off against the foliated and
flowered background. On the right, the greenish
light and the golden reflections shimmering over
the leaves are partly absorbed in the pale
browns and the buff color of the hillocks and
open rocky caves.

The unsymmetrical balancing of the parable
from St. Luke XV: 11-32, and of its interpre-



FIGURE 2 NEW YORK, THE CLOISTERS

The *“Nativity”” Tapestry



- THE TAPESTRY OF THE PRODIGAL SON -

tive counterpart deriving from the third chapter
of Genesis reads as follows:

Left half of the tapestry: The Prodigal kneels
before a citizen of the country where he had
wasted his substance (lower left); above, he
feeds the swine and craves their food; he then
comes to himself and weeps in repentance; to
the right of these scenes, his father clothes him
in “‘the best robe,” the “‘prima stola’ of the
Latin Vulgate, which the Rheims version of the
New Testament translates literally as “‘the first
* robe.”

Right half of the tapestry: The chief character
1s now Adam, an Adam who has been given the
features of the father of the Prodigal and—in the
last two scenes—even his garments. The alle-
gorical comment on the parable develops this
way: upper left, Adam and Eve in the Garden
of Eden become aware of their nakedness; lower
left, Adam, Eve and their offspring dwelling in
the Vale of Tears; lower right, the promise of
mercy toward the salvation of the souls of the
first parents of humanity in Limbo; upper right,
the advent of Christ, who reinstates Adam in
his primitive innocence and immortality by giv-
ing him back—Tlike the father to the Prodigal—
his “first robe”’; while Adam says, in the words
of the Prodigal: “‘I am not worthy to be called
thy son”” (Luke XV:21).

Thus, notwithstanding many confusing de-
tails in the involved allegorical treatment, the
meaning is clear. The story of the Prodigal runs
parallel to the story of Adam. This story is,
through and beyond Adam, symbolical of the
transcendental progress of Man in general, from
its departure from God to its reconciliation

with God.

Anyone familiar with the Brussels tapestry of
the “Nativity”’ at the Cloisters (fig.2) and that
of the “‘Redemption of Man’’ in the Metropoli-
tan Museum, New York (fig.4) which both once

belonged to Burgos Cathedral,® will immediate-
ly recognize a similarity—almost an identity—
of symbolical and decorative patterns, pointing
to the same program and indicative of the same
workshop for all three hangings. Moreover, the
tapestry of the Prodigal Son is to be more broad-
ly included in a series of tapestries traditionally
referred to as the tapestries of “The Seven
Deadly Sins.” From the point of view of com-
position and style it bears especially close anal-
ogies to the tapestries of this group known as
the “Raising of Lazarus,” the ‘‘Ascension and
Glorification of Christ,” and ‘“The Last Judg-
ment.”’*

Among these tapestries, the ‘“Nativity”” and
the ““Ascension and Glorification of Christ™” are
unique specimens, whereas a number of replicas
are recorded in the case of the others. The tap-
estry of the Walters Art Gallery, illustrating
the second part of the parable of the Prodigal
Son in conjunction with the story of Adam,
seems to be the only surviving example of this
sort.> However, the parable was exceptionally
popular both in literature and art at the end of
the Middle Ages and at the beginning of the
Renaissance, as compared to the period of the
twelfth to the fifteenth centuries, when it was
more scantily drawn upon. About the time
when the parable was woven in Brussels, Diirer
made his engraving of the subject and Hierony-
mus Bosch painted on the reverse of ““The Hay
Wagon”’ panel in the Escorial a rendering of the
Prodigal Son, which was the prototype of his
later version now in Rotterdam. Inventories of
tapestries drawn up in the sixteenth century
contain numerous entries of this theme: fifty are
listed in the inventory taken after the death of
Henry VIII in England.® This popularity is echo-
ed in the great number of dramas of the Prodigal
Son played in Germany from the beginning of
the Renaissance, especially as a topic of the Ref-

ormation.”

S11 -
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Late gothic tapestries of the Prodigal Son (or
parts of them) are in the possession of the Cluny
Museum, Paris,® the J. B. Speed Art Museum,
Louisville, Kentucky,® and of the Minneapolis
Institute of Arts.!® In fact, the first panel of the
very set to which our Prodigal Son tapestry be-
longs is to be found in the Satterwhite Collec-
tion now in the J. B. Speed Art Museum in
Louisville (fig.3). It was formerly in the collec-
tion of Leo Nardus, Suresnes, Belgium, and was
exhibited in Brussels in 1905.'* The Walters
Art Gallery panel, also once in the Nardus Col-
lection, was displayed with the Flemish Primi-
tives in Bruges in 1902. Both passed into the
Lowengard Collection and were sold in Paris
in 1910.12 They were purchased by French and
Co., New York, from which the first of the pair
was acquired by Mr. Satterwhite. The second
tapestry of the Prodigal Son set was purchased
by The Metropolitan Museum of Art in order to
effect the exchange with the Walters Art Gal-
lery alluded to earlier.

THE LOUISVILLE TAPESTRY

Before we analyze further the Walters tapes-
try, we wish to give a description of the Louis-
ville companion piece with more elaboration
than has been accorded so far.™®

Left half of the tapestry: In a red damask robe
with fur collar, the Prodigal kneels before his
father, a bearded figure wearing a two-toned
damask robe lined and collared with tailed er-
mine and a red velvet hat with an upturned
jewelled brim. The youth is asking for his por-
tion of the goods that should fall to him. The
father, whose elder son stands beside him, raises
his hands in a gesture of sorrowful consent,
while Mundus (Worldliness) whispers his en-
ticing propositions into the ears of the Prodigal.
Pride presents a mirror to him, in which we can

see the reflection of his face. This outdoor scene
is connected with an indoor one where, in the
presence of his father, who is again accompanied
by his elder son, the Prodigal receives his patri-
mony from the hands of Dissipatio (Extrava-
gance). At his feet are a casket full of purses and
bags of money and a basket overbrimming with
rich ewers and cups. Allegorical figures, Mundus
and the Seven Sins (or Vices)** loom in the back-
ground, together with the family and attend-
ants. Immediately above these two major scenes,
aloof and dwarfed so as to indicate subsequent
episodes and commentary, we see first, on the
left, the Prodigal bidding his father farewell on
starting his journey ‘‘into a far country,” then,
to the right of this, deliberately choosing a life
of dissipation as he turns his back upon Castitas
(Chastity) and Obediencia (Obedience) to meet
Luxuria (Wantonness) who is introduced to him
by Mundus.® Temperancia (Temperance) kneeling
with another cardinal Virtue tries in vain to
cool his mood.

Right half of the tapestry: The Prodigal pays
a visit to the Garden of Terrestrial Delights.
Water spouts from the Fountain of Love or of
Youth—the antitype to the Fountain of Life in
the Garden of Eden.’® Venus stands beside it,
nude save for a blue velvet cloak and a red vel-
vet bonnet matching in color the red robe and
the blue tunic of the Prodigal, who reaches into
his purse to acquit her favors. A retinue of
young ladies, very attractive, but with some-
thing uncanny in their attire, are supposed to
represent Cecitas Mentis (Blindness of Mind), Af-
fectio Seculi (Worldliness) and Inconstancia (Flirta-
tion), the latter carrying a sceptre with a cock
finial,"” besides our previous acquaintances, Lux-
uria and Dissipatio. A second indoor scene shows
the crude realization of the bargain struck with
Venus in the Garden of Delight. Prompted by
the chorus of the Vices, the Prodigal undoes the
bodice of Luzuria, while a young attendant nam-

.12 -
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METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART

NEW YORK,

FIGURE 4

The Redemption of Man



- THE TAPESTRY OF THE PRODIGAL SON -

ed Amor sui (Self-Love or Love of Oneself)
points to the bed in the alcove.’® In the back-
ground, canopied under a jewelled arcade, two
maids are preparing wreaths of flowers.’® But in
the end, the money is spent and there arose “‘a
mighty famine in that country” (Luke XV:14).
Above the house of ill fame, Ira Dei (Wrath of
God) sets fire to the grain standing in the fields;
he 1s followed by Fames (Hunger), a hag riding
on a camel,?® brandishing a scimetar (perhaps an
allusion to the devastating inroads of the Turks
at that time). In the upper corner at the right,
the Prodigal has already been robbed of his rich
robe and his jacket by the harlots. The Vices
hustle to drive him out, while Avaricia (Covet-
ousness) empties the coins remaining in his
green velvet almoner. Powerless to help him, a
Virtue, who is probably Hope, witnesses the
hold-up and the unhappy results of self-love.
The composition of the Louisville tapestry
differs from that of the Walters hanging in that
it alternates indoor and outdoor scenes, instead
of employing only bowers of foliage as a system
of concatenation between the episodes. It seems
slightly earlier than the Walters piece. The ar-
cadings, (reminiscent of the houses or mansions?!
used in the “simultaneous’ staging of the Mys-
tery or Morality plays)—with their spiraled
shafts, bases of precious stone or crystal, their
gem-studded ogee arches crisply cusped and
crocketed—are still redolent of Tournai pro-
ductions of around 1475 and eschew the new
manner of the Brussels weavers, who were dom-
inated, probably as early as about 1485, by the
personality of the rather enigmatical figure who
goes by the name of Jan of Brussels or Jan van
Roome.?” As became customary with the school
of Brussels, the set of the Prodigal Son arranges
the general distribution of the subject matter in
two long friezes—a series of “‘close-ups” be-
low, a recessed and diminished one above—and
employs characteristic motives, such as the

group of chatting page-boys.” The borders of
the Louisville and Walters tapestries, composed
of daisies, pansies, grapes and roses, are very
similar to those of the ““Glorification of Charles
VIII”” in New York.24 But here and there the de-
sign and style of the tapestries themselves differ
to a considerable extent. The “‘Charles VIII”
tapestry of New York is articulated like a com-
plex polyptych, of a type intermediate between
that of Van Eyck’s ““Adoration of the Mystical
Lamb”’ and that of the Isenheim altarpiece of
Griinewald. The compartments are hinged on
the very columns of the arcadings. The effect of
crowding in the groups is toned down by a
gradation of the perspective, as in oil painting.
Furthermore, it belongs, like the Mazarin Tap-
estry (fig.11), to a series of tapestries described
in the inventories of the fifteenth century as
“rich in gold’’?*—that is that the wool was in-
terwoven with metal thread, with the modelling
delicately softened by a certain amount of silk.

There are obvious connections, on the other
hand, between the Prodigal Son set and the tap-
estries which are attributed to a so-called “‘a-
nonymous Master of the Combat of Virtues and
Vices,’?® who has been tentatively identified
with Jan van Roome. If such is the case, the
Prodigal Son set could have been woven about
1485 at the earliest and the date of the birth of
Jan van Roome—or of the anonymous master—
generally put at about 1465, should be pushed
back still earlier in the fifteenth century.?” To go
into detail, in the upper left corner of the Louis-
ville tapestry, for instance, Obediencia brandishes
a huge key turned upward (fig.3); in the tapes-
try of the ‘“‘Nativity” Temptator holds a key
turned downward (fig. 5).”® Furthermore, the
Prodigal robbed by the harlots and driven out
by the Vices in the upper right corner of the
Louisville tapestry reproduces the disarming of
Man on the tapestry of the ‘‘Redemption’ in
the Metropolitan Museum (fig.4): Mundus carry-

.15 -
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FIGURE $§

NEW YORK, THE CLOISTERS

“Homo’’ in Fetters

(Detail from the ““Nativity”” Tapestry)

ing a flute and uplifting his right arm in the for-
mer duplicates the gesture of Luxuria attacking
Man with a spear in the latter; the female
clutching the throat of the Prodigal repeats the
gesture of Avarice on the New York piece, while
on the Louisville tapestry Avarice snatches the
almoner of the Prodigal in the same way that

Gluttony tears at the stomach of Man.?

A feature which appears on both panels of the
Prodigal Son set, namely, a brook dividing the
left half from the right half of the composition,
is a motive taken from the Arras and Tournai
tapestries in which the stream of water usually
ripples along a low battlemented wall. Here a

.16 -
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FIGURE 6 WALTERS ART GALLERY

The Impoverished Prodigal Secks Employment
(Detail of the Prodigal Son, part II)

bridge®® leads into the depth of the tapestry, in the first hanging (fig.3); and on the second
connecting materially as well as spiritually the  the reconciliation with the father, and its al-
two compartments: the departure of the Prodi-  legorical interpretation—-the story of the dis-
gal from his father and his years of dissipation,  obedience and of the redemption of Adam.

217 -



FIGURE 7 WALTERS ART GALLERY

The Starving Prodigal Begs for Swine’s Food
(Detail of the Prodigal Son, part II)
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THE WALTERS TAPESTRY

The second panel of the set shows the sequel
to the adventures of the Prodigal: his repent-
ance and his return. ‘“He began to be in want,”
so he went and “‘cleaved to one of the citizens
of this country”” (Luke XV:14-15). Spoiled of
his rich garments, except for an orange doublet
and red hose, the Prodigal is kneeling before an
affluent citizen, in humble petition for employ-
ment, urged on by Fames (Hunger) in a red dress
with light golden brocaded undersleeves, and
rose scarf, who 1s mounted on a bi-horned mon-
ster (fig. 6). The citizen wears a two-toned red
damask gown lined and collared with a brown
spotted fur, and a blue velvet hat with a jew-
elled brim. Between him and Fames stands Con-
tricio (Contrition), pointing to the Prodigal Son
with her right hand, while she lifts two fingers
of her left one, in a gesture of blessing, en-
couragement and wonder.*! She is a tender and
delicate woman clad in a blue velvet cloak

bordered with a cusping of golden embroidery,-

over a two-toned blue damask gown; her head
is shrouded 1n a rose veil. The Prodigal receives
from the citizen a strange twisted crook, the
emblem of his new function as a swine-herd,
and a whip, the symbol of penance. Three fig-
ures of Virtues attend Contricio and a retinue of
eight men, both old and young, witnesses the
scene. One Virtue wears a lavender robe and a
white bonnet; a second one a blue dress with
red cuffs, a yellow and lavender changeable veil
on her head; the third a red gown of pointed
neckline and a blue velvet hat with upturned
and jewelled brim. Noticeable at the right hand
of the affluent citizen is his chamberlain, a bare-
headed elderly man, dressed in blue velvet with
a tailed ermine collar. On his left is a man in a
blue coat over a violet velvet tunic and a violet
Milan bonnet atop his yellow cap. Beyond him
towers the head of some other rugged and posi-

tive character dressed in a red velvet hat faced
with yellow taffeta bordered with red stripes.
The stooped and aging man on the extreme left,
with perceptive glance and flabby cheeks, is
garbed 1n a sumptuous violet cloak lined with a
yellow and white damask, loosely draped with
an aristocratic carelessness evoking the “‘negli-
gé” of the Near East. His rose turban reminds
one of the fluted caps traditionally given to the
Jewish Prophets during the Middle Ages. Be-
side him are ranged a profile head, also aging and
intense, with a blue hat, then a youth with a red
Milan bonnet, and a young man in a violet and
white damask cloak with a red hat faced with
blue. In the corner, buttressing the composition
of the group, stands the smart figure of a man in
his late twenties, his upturned left hand on his
hip. He has donned a red cap—probably a
painter’s cap®—a short coat of green and yel-
low changeable stuff lined with a blue and yel-
low damask, red skin-tight hose and heelless
shoes.

Above this scene is depicted the touching
moment when the Prodigal “‘would fain have
filled his belly with the husks the swine did
eat” (fig. 7). But instead of husks we see, re-
markably enough, a trough and a bucket filled
with apples floating in a sort of swill—one ap-
ple 1s peeled and the skin hangs in spirals over
the rim of the trough.*® The Prodigal, clad as be-
fore, except that his hose, torn at the right knee,
are now shaded into a violet tinge®* and his
head is covered with the dark blue hood of a
peasant, holds out his bowl to beg for a portion
of the pigs’ swill. The apples allude to the fruits
of the Tree of Knowledge, represented in the
scene of the Fall on the other half of the tapes-
try; they connote the spiritual hunger in the
““shadow of death.”’® Fames, beside the Prodi-
gal, wears the same dress as before, but now her
rose turban has paled into a lavender shade. Be-
hind her crouches the twisted form of her steed,

.19 .



- THE JOURNAL OF THE WALTERS ART GALLERY -

no more the bi-horned creature (or oryx) of the
scene below, but the camel she rode behind
Wrath of God in the Louisville tapestry (fig.3).
The pattern of the beast’s knotted tail is echoed
by the apple peel spilling from the trough, the
crook of the unfortunate swine-herd and the
twisted tails of the pigs—seven in number, as
the Deadly Sins. As an embodied state of mind
rather than an allegory, Contricio (Contrition)
hovers above the Prodigal; she is a winged crea-
ture in a red mantle lined with tailed ermine
over a dress of golden and blue brocade, a yel-
low and green changeable kerchief on her head.
She holds a heart in her right hand*® and in her
left what appears to be a sceptre, but will turn
out, as we shall see, to be a pestle. The varlets
of the farm are, the one, in a blue tunic, violet
hose, blue shoes, rose almoner and red hat, the
other, in a red tunic and hose, white apron, pink-
violet felt bonnet. The group is enframed and
unified by the swell of ground behind. The
curve of the hill is fringed with a sort of fern,
which has the quality of a hem contributing to
the flat, decorative design required by the pat-
tern of space and color. However, the space ad-
mits of an intimation of recession. A bluish-
white atmosphere gives a gradation of perspec-
tive to the green tufts interspersed with thin
trees, and the twinkling of the golden light on
the leaves. Floating above the horizon, clusters
of trees and castles are diluted by the morning
air. Wefts alternately blue and white hang from
the rim of the tapestry like a lambrequin and
propagate a subtle vibration all along the bor-
der.?” ‘
Next to the scene of the starving Prodigal
and in contrast to its realistic and psychological
rendering, comes an episode which is complete-
ly allegorical (fig.8). Seven Virtues—the coun-
terparts of the Seven Deadly Sins—are gathered
around the Prodigal—Penctentia (Penitence) be-
ing repeated twice (with a change in the spell-

ing— -tia or -cia). Prominent among them is Spes
(Hope) wearing a crown on her green cap, in a
rose and yellow damask robe lined with tailed
ermine. She wipes the eyes of the Prodigal or,
rather, she collects his tears in a linen—accord-
ing to a stage convention to which we shall
presently refer. This scene of consolation is sym-
metrical with the Fountain of Life in the third
upper scene of the tapestry (fig.12). According
to Revelation (VII:17) it is near to the ‘‘foun-
tains of the waters of life”” that “God shall
wipe away all tears” from the eyes of those
““who are come out of great tribulation,”” when
““they shall no more hunger nor thirst” (VII:14,
16). Penctencia displays a cloth on which 1s igur-
ed a woman in a blue dress holding the lily of
pity, as the mirrored image and symbol of prom-
ise: Maria Acterna,®® the Mater Misericordiae, con-
ceived from all eternity in the counsels of God
to be the mother of the Redeemer. As will be-
come increasingly clear, the ultimate sense of
the parable points toward the redemption of

Man through his own penitence and the infinite

pity of God. Here, however, the theological
thought expresses itself in a language much more
allegorical than symbolical. The exegesis adopts
the conventions of the literature of the “pil-
grimages”’ and of the Mysteries or Morality
plays and the interest is shifted to the con-
veying of a strong moral impression. Allegorical
figures are used as a means of analysis to describe
the moment when the Prodigal “‘returned to
himself”’ in a fit of self-pity, channelled, thanks
to the impulses of Hope and Remorse, into a
flow of conversion and love. The Penctentia at the
left wears a grayish prune-color dress with a
rose veil shaded in folds of red. Her junior part-
ner—actually Misericordia, but mislabelled Pene-
tencia®—has a blue cloak over a rose and yellow
damask dress and, on her head, a lavender scarf.
To the right of Spes stands probably Compassio
(Compassion) in a two-toned blue damask dress
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FIGURE 8

Aided by Virtues, the Prodigal Comes to Himself

(Detail of the Prodigal Son, part II)
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with a velvety maroon veil. On the figure be-
yond Compassion, a bit of a red dress and a red
bonnet are visible, the locks of hair gathered in a
net. Then come a woman in a red cape over a
green and yellow changeable dress, the cape
pulled up over a brown hood, another showing
a red head-scarf with a bit of a blue cloak, and
finally a figure in a red cloak over a green and
yellow changeable dress, with a white head
kerchief.

When the Prodigal began to come to himself,
he was in misery as he remembered the house of
his father, where the servants had ‘‘bread
enough and to spare’ (as the King James version
phrases it), while he himself was perishing with
hunger (Luke XV:17). The father’s house domi-
nates the central composition of the tapestry,
where the parable is concluded with the Prodi-
gal’s return (fig. 9).° The artist has avoided the
stirring moment when the father, seeing his son
“when he was yet a great way off,” ran to him,
““fell upon his neck, and kissed him”” (Luke XV:
20).* In its stead, we have a repetition in form
of the scene immediately to the left, when the
Prodigal had knelt before the affluent citizen
begging for employment (fig. 6). He has already
delivered on his knees his confession: ‘‘Pater pec-
cavi”’—*‘Father, I have sinned (against Heaven
and before thee)”’—according to the inscription
on the red scroll under him. The pardon extend-
ed by the father and his royal generosity are ex-
emplified by the robe—‘the first robe’” of the
Gospel—which is being adjusted upon the
shoulders of the Prodigal by a page. A green and
white damask mantle lined with velvet, studded
with pearls and collared with tailed ermine,
conceals the rags of his recent wretchedness.
The page, clad in a red tunic with a green and
yellow changeable hat, places a ring on the
Prodigal’s hand at the same moment as he robes
him.*? The two moments recorded in the text—
Confession and Pardon—are telescoped into

one, and a third one, the moment of the total

-reconciliation, is also fused here since, next to

the attendant dressing the Prodigal, stands the
elder son of the parable. He holds a pitchfork to
indicate that he had been working in the field,
when, drawing nigh to the house, he heard
“music and dancing.”*® The music is represent-
ed as the flourish of two trumpets, hung with
rose banners, and crossed in a gable motive that
echoes the roof of the father’s house. The last
words of the father—'“We should make merry
and be glad, for this thy brother was dead and
is come to life again; he was lost, and is found”’
—have obtained their fulfillment (Luke XV:
32). In the ascending orchestration of the last
and main theme of the parable, the designer of
the tapestry has achieved a concentration of im-
pulses and a triumphant peace which is no fore-
gone conclusion. Exegesis and medieval iconog-
raphy take for granted the reconciliation of the
two sons.** Four Virtues are grouped, like the
clustered pier of a church, on the right of the
Prodigal: Spes, now in a blue dress lined with
red, and a green and yellow changeable scarf
held at the nape of the neck by a crown, denot-
ing that she is the “‘key-noter’’ in this drama of
redemption; Humilitas in the praying attitude of
the Virgin Mary, dressed in a violet cloak over a
green and yellow changeable garment, her head
hooded in the white veil of a nun; Contricio in a
red velvet cloak lined with rose, and a pale blue
head kerchief of matching rose; and a fourth un-
named Virtue, of whom we can glimpse only her
head and lavender scarf.

The elder son wears a blue velvet mantle
with a two-toned yellow damask collar and a
violet hat. The father is regally clad—is he not
a figure of God the Father Himself¢—in a two-
toned red damask surcoat patterned with the
pomegranate design® (of which we observe
variations on the dresses of the Virtues, as well
as on the cloak of the Prodigal and the garments
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of Luxuria and the other Vices on the Louisville
tapestry), lined and collared with tailed er-
mine, and a red velvet hat with an arched and
jewelled brim. Beside him we see the incon-
spicuous mother in a pale rose and white dam-
ask dress, on her head a white scarf. She has two
ladies in waiting (or two relatives?) at her side,
one squeezed by the crowd to a three-quarter
view, the face of the other curiously half hidden
by the hat of the elder son. Six men of the
father’s entourage are gathered around: one, the
chief officer of the house wearing a rather sub-
dued cloak with a yellow collar red striped,
but signalling his rank by the three-pointed
cusped and jewelled brim of his blue velvet hat;
an absent-minded youth peeping through the
gap between the father and his chief officer,
clad in a green and yellow changeable cloak and
a dark blue Milan bonnet on a red cap; finally,
set off against the banners hanging from the two
trumpets, four heads—respectively under a heavy
gray bonnet shadowed by a streak of blue, a yel-
low and red changeable hat, another red one and
a last one of a brownish color with a badge in
the middle—are all that we can see of the tiptoe-
ing rank of the remotest spectators. The fagade
of the father’s house would indicate a church—
which symbolically it is**—because of the
treble aperture of stained-glass windows and
the precious polished stone of the “‘bifora” in
the pediment, but the shutters of nailed boards,
the brick chimney straddling the roof, the
stepped dormer window are features redolent
of more mundane associations. A bird perches on
the roof, leading the eye toward the gleaming
slates of a crenellated tower on the upper left,
and beyond to a stream, a covered bridge, the
tower of a manor on the river — obliquely
struck by the sun which also casts a reddish
glare on the nearby roof-tiles—and on to some
hillocks in the distance.

SOURCES AND INTERPRETATION

In the two tapestries comprising the set of
the Prodigal Son, the sequence of the episodes
is obscured by the admixture of adventitious
elements and commentaries derived from the
time-honored exegesis of the parable, as well as
by supplementary allegorical figures enacting
stage conventions derived from the Mystery and
Morality plays. These latter sources depend in
their turn upon the very abstruse and refined
theological thought expounded in the visionary
poems of the various Pélerinages or Pilgrimages
from the fourteenth century and even earlier.
Thus, the Prodigal Son tapestry is literary, sym-
bolical and abstract in the extreme, it being
often difficult to decide whether a theological
commentator, a sophisticated and prolix poet,
or the daring imagination of a dramatist con-
ceived the cast and the plot. The happy corre-
spondence between religious concept and alle-
gorical figures, the logic of the exegesis no less
than the broad scale of colors—vivid blues,
greens, red immersed in a sunny light, as in the
best stained glass of the fifteenth century—and
the capacity of the artist for characterization
and psychological implication, all contribute to
the grandeur, and despite all the intricacies, to
the unity of the whole.

The parable of the Prodigal Son, so direct in
its story-telling simplicity, was shredded into
the most minute particles of symbolical inter-
pretation by the Fathers of the Church and by
medieval exegesis, beginning with Tertullian
(De Pudicitia, 8, 9), St. Ambrose (Expositiones in
Lucam, lib. VII) and the letter of St. Jerome to
Pope Damasus.*” According to the interpreta-
tion of practically all the commentators, the
“certain man’’ of St. Luke is God the Father,
his “two sons’’ the two peoples, the Jews and
the Nations, the elder son being the Jew be-
cause it was to the Hebrews that the Law was
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first given. The “‘substance’” divided between
the two sons signifies this life on earth with the
freedom of choice and liberty of action given by
God to Mankind. The pilgrimage ‘‘abroad into
a far country”” of the Prodigal represents the
long journey of Mankind far from God; the riot-
ous living of the Prodigal connotes the wasting
in vice and sinful conduct of the riches originally
belonging to the human soul. The “‘mighty fam-
ine” occurring in that far country indicates the
spiritual hunger of Man separated from God.
The pity which moved the father when he saw
his returning son while still “‘a great way off”
is the charity of God which is climaxed in the
Incarnation and Sacrifice of His Son. With his
“first robe”” given back to the Prodigal, Adam
recaptures the gift of immortality lost in the
Garden of Eden. The redemption of the brother
who ““was dead and is come to life again’” sym-
bolizes the revival of Mankind through the
waters of baptism (which means the death of the
old Man and the raising of the new one),*® the
final redeeming being insured by the “‘killing of
the fatted calf,”” that is by the Crucifixion on
Calvary, which is perpetually renewed on the
altar at Mass. As an undercurrent runming
throughout the interpretation of the parable,
stress is laid constantly on the parallelism be-
tween the Old and the New Testament, on the
opposition and ultimate conciliation between
the Jewish people living in the observation of
the Law and the Nations which were ‘“‘lost and
found”’—that is, saved, thanks to the free dis-
pensation of the Grace of God. This final syn-
thesis of the two people is the goal of and im-
parts its supreme sense to the story of Mankind.
When achieved, it will be celebrated, in ‘‘music
and dance” (symphoniam et chorum) expressing
the consonance of the Prophecies and of the
Gospels—the ‘“‘concordia duorum Testamen-
torum’’ or absolute concordance and reconcilia-
tion between the two Testaments. Thus, the

parable was essentially interpreted or decipher-
ed in two ways at a time—"‘tropologically,”
since the Prodigal is assimilated to Adam and to
Mankind in general; “‘allegorically’” by the light
cast on the convergence of the two Testa-
ments.*® To the elder son pertains the dispensa-
tion of the Law, to the younger the gift of
Mercy which opens a new chapter in the history
of Mankind by integrating all the Nations in the
People of God.

The designer of the tapestry, or rather his
theological advisor, has selected from the par-
able only a few significant episodes. He was not
primarily interested in the sequence of events
step by step, nor in their moral implications (it
was up to the cartoonist to work that out to a
certain extent). The images retained and magni-
fied are those which are impressed with the
deepest symbolical significance, such as the de-
piction of the Prodigal returning to himself
through Penitence and Hope in the pity of God,
or the final scene of pardon and reconciliation
between the two brothers. But the author of the
tapestry was also conversant with a more recent
literature: the first Moralities of the Prodigal in
a vernacular language,®® the various versions of
the drama of the Virtues or of the so-called
Four Daughters of God,*" the pilgrimage poems
especially the Pélerinage de vie humaine and the
Pélerinage Jhesucrist of Guillaume de Deguileville
—and a host of late allegorical poems or plays
composed on the theme of the Story of Man, of
which the Mystére du bien avisé, mal avisé seems
to be one of the most direct known sources con-
nected with the tapestry.®? The literature ex-
patiating on the attributes of the Virtues and
the Vices and on their conflict was also l