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This chapter introduces the contributions below, sets out some of the main themes and places them against the background of recent scholarly developments, and against ideas the about gift giving and matter inherited by late medieval and early modern Europe. A word needs to be said at the outset about the chronological scope. In his path-breaking Essai sur le don, Marcel Mauss focused attention on the importance of gifts in ‘societies of a backward or archaic kind’.[footnoteRef:1] Ever since, the assumption that gift-giving is always declining; always less central compared to some hazy ‘before’ has been hard to shift. In recent decades, however, historians have been demolishing the assumptions underlying this. Two important anthologies Negotiating the Gift (2003) and Languages of Gift in the Early Middle Ages (2010) showed that gifts were not archaic features of societies with ‘primitive’ political systems, but flexible, adaptable tools whose meanings – always open for negotiation - evolved alongside societal changes.[footnoteRef:2] Alongside these general trends in the way historians think about the gift, studies by scholars such as Natalie Zemon Davies, Ilana Krausman Ben-Amos and Felicity Heal have shown the continuing importance of gifts in early-modern France and England.[footnoteRef:3] More recent still, are a number of fascinating studies of gifts as part of the global exchanges of the early modern world, such as the anthology Global Gifts: The Material Culture of Diplomacy in Early Modern Eurasia (2017) and a special issue of the journal Diplomatica on Gift and Tribute In Early Modern Diplomacy: Afro-Eurasian Perspectives (2020).[footnoteRef:4] The below anthology focuses on exchanges within Europe but looks at material from (and exchanges between) a wider swathe of European countries, including some regions that tend to get overlooked: the Baltic and Scandinavia, but also Spain, Italy and Central Europe. Gift giving in late medieval and early modern Europe was not an archaic survival, but a vibrant social practice given new urgency by developments in religious and intellectual life, and new possibilities by the growth of empire and the widening of trade networks as well as by technological developments. For capturing the special fascination of the late medieval and early modern gift a keen eye for the matter of the gift is helpful.  [1:  Marcel Mauss, ‘Essai sur le don: Forme et raison de l’échange dans les sociétés archaïques’, L’Année sociologique 1 (1923-24), 30-186, for an excellent introduction and translation, see Jane I. Guyer, The Gift: Expanded Edition (Chicago: Hau Books, 2016), here 58. For a very helpful overview of the historiography of the gift in medieval history – and of scholars’ engagement with Mauss, see Arnoud-Jan A. Bijsterveld, Do ut des: Gift Giving, Memoria, and Conflict Management in the Medieval Low Countries (Hilversum: Verloren, 2007), 17-50.]  [2:  See especially the introductions: Gadi Algazi, ‘Introduction: Doing things with gifts’, in Negotiating the Gift: Pre-Modern Figurations of Exchange, ed., Gadi Algazi, Valentin Groebner and Bernhard Jussen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 2003) and Janet L. Nelson, ‘Introduction’, in The Languages of Gift in the Early Middle Ages, ed. Wendy Davies and Paul Fouracre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010).]  [3:  Natalie Zemon Davis, The Gift in Sixteenth-Century France (London: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2000), Ilana Krausman Ben-Amos, The Culture of Giving Informal Support and Gift-Exchange in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), Felicity Heal, The Power of the Gift: Gift Exchange in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).]  [4:  Global Gifts: The Material Culture of Diplomacy in Early Modern Eurasia, ed. Zoltán Biedermann, Anne Gerritsen and Giorgio Riello (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), Gift and Tribute in Early Modern Diplomacy: Afro-Eurasian Perspectives: Diplomatica 2 (2020).] 

In the last two decades the study of matter and objects has undergone dramatic developments sometimes described as constituting a “new materialism”. In Susan Yi Sencindiver’s words this approach is borne out of a ‘productive friction with the linguistic turn and social constructionist frameworks’ and the prominence given within these to ‘language, culture, and representation, which has come at the expense of exploring material and somatic realities beyond their ideological articulations and discursive inscriptions’.[footnoteRef:5] At this point medieval and early modern historians of the gift may well begin to feel seen for have we not, indeed increasingly, become focused on the ‘languages and linguistic register’ of gift giving; the ‘available vocabularies and recognized modes of applying them’?[footnoteRef:6] New materialism promises to make objects, their physical characteristics and the impact of these central to discussions. The most ambitious envisage a more radical turn: a ‘de-centering of the human’.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Susan Yi Sencindiver, ‘New Materialism’, in Oxford Bibliographies: Literary and Critical Theory. ed. Eugene O'Brien (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), for useful introductions, see Stacey Alaimo and Susan J. Hekman, ‘Introduction: Emerging models of materiality in feminist theory’, in Material Feminisms, ed. Stacey Alaimo and Susan J. Hekman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, “Introducing the New Materialisms”, in New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics, ed Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010) and Samuel Diener, ‘New Materialisms’, The Year's Work in Critical and Cultural Theory (published online 18 June 2020).]  [6:  I cite Gadi Algazi, ‘Introduction’, 12 and Nelson, ‘Introduction’, 3 precisely because they have been so influential.]  [7:  Mónica Cano Abadía, ‘New Materialisms: Re-Thinking Humanity Within an Interdisciplinary Framework’, in Phenomenological Anthropology, Psychiatry, and Psychotherapy in Theory and Practice: Special Issue of InterCultural Philosophy 1 (2018), 169, see The Nonhuman Turn, ed. Richard Grusin (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015).] 

There is much that is stimulating about this new turn, including the possibility it offers of integration with other criticisms of the study of gift giving and symbolical communication, which have for – very- different reasons bemoaned the lack of engagement with the material resources underpinning pre-modern political theatre.[footnoteRef:8] To avoid further disappointment, however, it needs to be acknowledged at the outset that the present anthology is not a work of “new materialism”, certainly not in its most ontologically ambitious form. For better or worse, our focus is resolutely anthropocentric.[footnoteRef:9] We have tried to pay more attention to objects, but mainly because we believe this allow us to see the struggles, constraints and anxieties of human actors more clearly. Many of the authors engage, critically, with new materialist scholarship but this anthology is a product of scholarly traditions that have a complicated relationship with theory (still to be pronounced with a capital T and a pained wrinkling of the brow in many British history departments). Mayke de Jong quotes an exchange with James A. Brundage that summarises this approach to theory admirably: [8:  Philippe Buc, Dangers of Ritual: Between Early Medieval Texts and Social Scientific Theory (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), 261, Christine Carpenter, ‘Introduction: Political Culture, Politics and Cultural History’, in The Fifteenth Century IV: Political Culture in Late Medieval Britain, ed. Linda Clark and Christine Carpenter (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2004), 6.]  [9:  See Susanne Lettow, ‘Turning the Turn: New materialism, historical materialism and critical theory’, Thesis Eleven 140 (2017).] 

‘Historians and magpies have much in common … We pluck insights, vocabulary and methods from other disciplines when they seem likely to be useful or appropriate to our own concerns and incorporate them into our thinking and writing.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Mayke de Jong, ‘The Foreign Past: Medieval historians and cultural anthropology', Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 109 (1996), 323-339, 327 n. 8, see also Janet L. Nelson, ‘Introduction’, in Languages of Gift, 5.] 

Another aspect of this reserved engagement with critical theory, identified by Arnoud-Jan Bijsterveld in his splendid introduction to scholarship on gift giving from 2007, is a tendency to engage more with the work of other historians than with the work of scholars from other disciplines.[footnoteRef:11] One recent example of such work, that speaks to the concerns of many of the essays below, is Chris Wickham’s fortuitous invention of the term “giftiness” to describe objects that through their particular material qualities and social custom came to be seen as particularly associated with generous exchanges, as opposed to commercial ones. The use of particularly “gifty” prestige goods enabled, in Janet Nelson’s words, ‘an in-built symbolic association with “advantages” that pertained to gift giving’: loving solidarity, lordly munificence, spiritual excellence and so forth.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Bijsterveld, Do ut des, 40.]  [12:  Chris Wickham, ‘Compulsory Gift Exchange in Lombard Italy, 650-1150’, in Languages of Gift, 214; Nelson, ‘Introduction’, 14.] 

The “gifty” associations of certain classes of objects could be so strong that in certain contexts the failure to act in accordance with the demands of the situation, the relationships between individuals and the character of the objects present could cause scandal. This seems to have been what provoked a breakdown in the relationship between King John of England (d. 1216) and his hired Flemish supporters in the late summer/early autumn 1215. After having made peace with his domestic enemies, John showed the Flemings much less warmth. At the royal castle of Marlborough:
‘he did a most villainous thing – he had a great mass of his treasure taken out of the tower and carried into his rooms under the eyes of the Flemish knights, and never gave them one scrap of it.’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Histoire des ducs de Normandie et des rois d’Angleterre, ed. Francisque Michel (Paris: Renouard et cie, 1840), 150-51, English translation in History of the Dukes of Normandy and the Kings of England by the Anonymous of Béthune, trans. Janet Shirley (London: Routledge, 2021), 147; John Gillingham, ‘The Anonymous of Béthune, King John and Magna Carta’, in Janet S. Loengard (ed.), Magna Carta and the England of King John (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2010), 35-6.] 

Furious at being treated so meanly despite their efforts on his behalf, they resolved to return home. What was wrong with John’s actions was not only (although it too was fundamental) his failure to reciprocate, but his failure to act with the instinctive generosity expected of a great lord when great treasure and worthy retainers came into each other’s proximity. King John got it wrong, on this and on other occasions, but rulers who heedlessly handed out treasure seemed no less laughable to their elite.[footnoteRef:14] Louis IX of France (d. 1270) once confided to his friend John of Joinville the lesson that his grandfather, John’s famously hard-headed opponent, Philip II ‘Augustus’ (d. 1223), had given him on this subject: ‘no man can be a good governor of lands unless he knows how to withhold just as firmly as he know how to give.’[footnoteRef:15] The web of expectations built up around princes and their possessions placed rulers in a delicate position requiring not so much a mean balance as the ability to shift seamlessly between gushing largesse and a demonstrative turning off of the taps. [14:  See , for instance, John Watts, Henry VI and the Politics of Kingship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 110.]  [15:  Jean de Joinville, Vie de Saint Louis, ed. Jacques Monfrin (Paris: Dunod, 1995), 661-2 English translation, Joinville and Villehardouin: Chronicles of the Crusades, trans. Caroline Smith (London: Penguin, 2008), 311. ] 

Returning to the idea of “gifty” objects, we should consider what this meant for what medieval and early modern observers saw in the nobleman or woman dressed in costly clothing, decked out in precious rings and drinking from gilded silver cups. Gold rings and silver cups – like the arm-rings of early medieval Scandinavian warlords – were enmeshed in an ongoing story of gift and counter gift that made them into something more than mere treasure. They became not just signs of wealth, but tokens of the noble love the noble’s friends felt for them. On an open-handed prince they became latent instruments of friendly generosity, which might at any time be handed on with a kind smile. In his study of medieval ideals of love and friendship Stephen Jaeger remarked that ‘the western nobility always invested as heavily in its emotional life as it did in its jewels’.[footnoteRef:16] One might go further and say that it was partly through their intimate association with these ennobling emotions that the treasures of the aristocracy gained their splendour. [16:  C.S. Jaeger, Ennobling Love: In Search of a Lost Sensibility (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 5.] 

But such beneficial readings of noble splendour did not go uncontested. An English poem from the early thirteenth century, Invectio contra avaritiam, sought to expose the gift giving practices of the elite as a mean, self-serving activity:
‘The rich give to the rich, so that they may receive again,
And gifts run into their kin;
That law is famous, which they have caused to be written,
If you give to me, I will give to you. (Si tu michi dederis, ego dabo tibi).’
According to the anonymous poet, one of the central vices of his age was that people looked not at truth or virtue, but only on the value of what was offered up as gifts.[footnoteRef:17] Such anxieties grew out of deeply rooted ideas in the intellectual inheritance of Western Eurasia about what gifts were or ought to be. In one of the earliest surviving, extended discussions of generosity, the Nichomachean Ethics (c. 350 BCE), Aristotle identified generosity as a virtue concerned with the right, balanced behaviour towards one’s property. But gifts reached beyond this for ‘the liberality of a gift does not depend on its amount, but on the disposition of the giver’.[footnoteRef:18] It was the virtues of the giver and their intentions that determined the value of a gift. These ideas were further developed by Stoic writers, most evidently in Seneca the Younger’s De beneficiis (c. 56-64 CE), the only work wholly dedicated to the question of generosity to survive from antiquity. For Seneca, the most important lesson on generosity was the idea that it really was the thought that counted: a gift ‘consists not of what is done or given, but in the spirit of the giver or doer’.[footnoteRef:19] But, alas, ‘the ignorant regard only that which meets the eye, that which is handed over and taken possession of’.[footnoteRef:20] Seneca was all too aware that his contemporaries, and he himself, would often fail to live up to this shining idea of generosity. But nor was this vision of pure generosity restricted to works of moral philosophy: in Ovid’s amatory poems as in the historical and epic works of Virgil and Sallust, we encounter similar celebration of those who look beyond the material gift and disparagement of those who become enthralled to it’s material worth.[footnoteRef:21] [17:  ‘Divites divitibus dant, ut sumant ibi, et occurrunt munera relative sibi: lex est ista celebris, quam fecerunt scribi, si tu michi dederis, ego dabo tibi’, Thomas Wright’s Political Songs of England: From the Reign of John to that of Edward II, ed. and tr. T. Wright, introduction by P.R. Coss (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 18.]  [18:  Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 4. 1120b 7-11, trans. H. Rackham, Aristotle in 23 volumes, xix, The Nicomachean Ethics, Loeb Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968), 193.]  [19:  ‘beneficium non in eo quod fit aut datur, consistit, sed in ipso dantis aut facientis animo.’ Seneca, De beneficiis, 1.1.3, 1.6.1, trans. John W. Basore, Seneca: Moral Essays, Volume III (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press), 23. On this, see Miriam T. Griffin, Seneca on Society: A Guide to De beneficiis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).]  [20:  ‘Inperiti autem id, quod oculis incurrit et quod traditur possideturque, solum notant’, Seneca, De beneficiis, 1.5.1-6.]  [21:  Neil Coffee, ‘Ovid Negotiates with his Mistress: Roman reciprocity from public to private’, in Michael L. Satlow (ed.), The Gift in Antiquity (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), Lars Kjær, The Medieval Gift and the Classical Tradition: Ideals and The Performance of Generosity in Medieval England, 1000-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 23-35.] 

In the first centuries of the Common Era, classical ideals of free generosity encountered a Judeo-Christian tradition that had its own anxieties about physical gifts. The treatment of Genesis’ brief story of Cain and Abel is revealing.[footnoteRef:22] As it stands Genesis’ account is enigmatic:[footnoteRef:23] [22:  See Bernhard Jussen, ‘Religious Discourses of the Gift in the Middle Ages: Semantic evidences (second to twelfth centuries)’, in Negotiating the Gift.]  [23:  John Byron, Cain and Abel in Text and Tradition: Jewish and Christian Interpretations of the First Sibling Rivalry (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 39.] 

Abel was a shepherd, and Cain a husbandman. And it came to pass after many days, that Cain offered, of the fruits of the earth, gifts to the Lord.  Abel also offered of the firstlings of his flock, and of their fat: and the Lord had respect to Abel, and to his offerings. But to Cain and his offerings he had no respect: and Cain was exceedingly angry, and his countenance fell.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Genesis 4:3-5, all translations from the Bible are from Douay-Rheims (http://www.drbo.org) [accessed 18 February 2021]] 

Genesis’ account of the first gift-offering seems at first to be all about matter: Abel gave an offering of lamb, and it was accepted, Cain offered grain, and it was rejected. For later commentators this was unsatisfying and troubling: surely the Lord did not judge the giver merely by looking at the matter of the gift? The Jewish exegete Philo of Alexandria (d. 50 CE) had sought to find a deeper, moral explanation: Cain’s central failing was that he loved and esteemed himself above God, this was revealed by his lateness in giving ‘in the course of time’ and failure to give the first fruits, whereas Abel gave ‘the firstlings of his flock’.[footnoteRef:25] He had thus transgressed against the instructions to set the first fruits aside for the Lord. More importantly for Philo, however, was that his dilatation revealed his ingratitude and self-love. If we are truly grateful to God and attribute our achievements to him ‘we shall run and leap to meet our master’.[footnoteRef:26] Philo’s focus on Cain’s spiritual failure was also taken up in Christian exegesis. Gregory the Great (d. 604), in his Moralia in Job, pointed out that since Scripture mentioned Cain before his sacrifices and Abel before his, it was clear that God did not accept ‘Abel by virtue of his offering, but by virtue of Abel the gifts offered were well pleasing.’[footnoteRef:27] The primacy of intention in determining the value of giving was central to early Christian writing. According to the apostle Paul: ‘Every one [should give] as he hath determined in his heart, not with sadness, or of necessity: for God loveth a cheerful giver.’[footnoteRef:28] It is perhaps not surprising that Christian writers sought to adopt Seneca, one going so far as to concoct a spurious letter exchange between Seneca and Paul in which they are made to express their mutual admiration.[footnoteRef:29]  [25:  Philo, ‘On the Birth of Abel and the Sacrifices offered by him and by his brother Cain’, in Philo in Ten Volumes (and Two Supplementary Volumes), vol. II, ed. and tr. F.H. Colson and G.H. Whitaker (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968), 52-3, 72, pp. 133-5]  [26:  Philo, ‘On the Birth of Abel and the Sacrifices offered by him and by his brother Cain’, 58-9, 64-9, p. 136.]  [27:  Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job, 22.14.21-35, ed. M. Adriaen (3 vols. Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 143, Turnhout, 1979), v. ii, p. 1112.]  [28:  2 Cor. 9:7, on Paul’s idea of generosity, see especially: John M. G. Barclay, Paul and the Gift (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2015).]  [29:  Griffin, Seneca on Society, 164-8.] 

In the twelfth century direct engagement with classical texts increased and De beneficiis experienced an ‘explosion’ of interest. The stoic treatise was also extensively reworked to suit the interests of Christian elite audiences in the form of abbreviated manuscripts, florilegia, collections of choice sayings by ancient authors, and incorporation into didactic literature. This helped cement the idea in Western European elite culture that virtuous people would consider the thought more than the physical gift.[footnoteRef:30] The renaissance saw new interest in Seneca’s work: Erasmus of Rotterdam (d. 1536) edited and published De beneficiis in 1515 and Martin Luther (d. 1546) drew on Seneca’s image of free, intention-focused generosity in formulating his radical re-emphasising of the freedom of God’s gift of grace.[footnoteRef:31] Technological change and intellectual fashions conspired to enable Seneca’s work to wider audience in more direct form than it had in the middle ages, between 1569 and 1614 no less than three translations of De beneficiis appeared in English alone.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  L.D. Reynolds, ‘De beneficiis and De clementia’, in L.D. Reynolds (ed.), Texts and Transmission: A Survey of the Latin Classics (Oxford: 1983), 364, Kjær, Medieval Gift, 42-65, 121-49. ]  [31:  Risto Saarinen, Luther and the Gift (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck: 2017), 38-57.]  [32:  Heal, Power of the Gift, 17.] 

Throughout the Middle Ages and the early modern period there was a wide audience for the idea that gifts ought to be about more than matter. Yet the physical matter of the gift, their material value, beauty and origins, remained central to social and political life. Arguably, the materiality of gifts was also one of the characteristics that made them so attractive for late medieval and early modern elites. The Habsburg imperial family provide a useful cluster of examples. Fernand Braudel famously stated that for the Habsburgs, rulers of an empire that stretched across three continents, ‘Distance was public enemy number one’.[footnoteRef:33] Gifts not only helped overcome this but derived further power and glory from it. Gifts from distant lands, especially those whose material substance marked out their exotic qualities, demonstrated the ability to conquer distance. Emperor Charles V (d. 1558) used exotic objects extracted from his far-flung domains to impress his European rivals. None were more spectacular than the Aztec treasures sent by Hernán Cortés (d. 1547). When Cortés’s first treasures, including a spectacular golden wheel and featherworks from unfamiliar American birds, arrived in 1520 Charles spun them as gifts, evidencing a powerful and prestigious new alliance. The Venetian ambassador described how: ‘His Majesty summoned me for an audience and showed me himself the presents sent to him by the ruler of the lands newly discovered’.[footnoteRef:34]  [33:  Fernand Braudel, La Méditerranée et le Monde Méditerranéen à l'Epoque de Philippe II (Paris: Colin, 1949), translation by Geoffrey Parker, Emperor: A New Life of Charles V (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2019), 382, 653, n. 25.]  [34:  Parker, Emperor, 347, Alessandra Russo, ‘Cortés’s objects and the idea of New Spain: Inventories as spatial narratives’, Journal of the History of Collections 23 (2011).] 

In Sabine Sommerer’s chapter below, we meet a spectacular example of the Habsburgs’ ability to overcome space through generosity: a young Indian elephant sent to the Portuguese Prince John Manuel (d. 1554), sent on by him to his fiancée Joanna (d. 1573), daughter of Charles V, and then once more to her cousin, Maximilian II of Austria (d. 1576), to serve as the star of Maximillian’s entrance into Vienna in 1552. The exotic attraction of this animal was so enduring that even its bones became the object of artistic display and elite self-fashioning after its death. When gifts that matched the Habsburg imperial self-fashioning were not forthcoming this was a source of frustration: in 1606 one of the Habsburg demands in peace negotiations with the Ottoman Empire was that ‘the sultan send gifts worthy of an emperor at last’.[footnoteRef:35] Objects originating in the natural resources of a prince’s country, especially when further refined through the scientific and artistic craftsmanship of their subjects, as seen in the Kunstkammer gifts of Charles V’s grand-nephew, Emperor Rudolf II (d. 1612).[footnoteRef:36] [35:  Barbara Karl, ‘Objects of Prestige and Spoils of War: Ottoman objects in the Habsburg networks of gift-giving in the sixteenth Century’, in Global Gifts, 126.]  [36:  I. Horacek, ‘The Art of Transformation: Kunstkammer Gifts Between Emperor Rudolf II and Elector Christian II of Saxony’, Studia Rudolphina 13 (2013).] 

Besides imperial grand-standing and displays of humanist learning, the matter of the gift could also be used to send signals and make connections of a very different order. The women of the Habsburg family in particular made use of gifts to emphasise their connection and love for Charles V. ‘Wherever he might be’, Charles’ younger sister, Queen Catalina of Portugal (d. 1578), would send him
‘care packages from Lisbon containing delicacies and other gifts that she hoped would please him: scented gloves and embroidered handkerchiefs, ginger and cinnamon, marmalade and conserves that she made herself.’[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Parker, Emperor, 219.] 

Charles wife, Empress Isabella of Portugal (d. 1539) matched her sister-in-law’s preserves with more romantically charged gifts from her own hand. In 1537, she sent her husband a ‘letl’e flower of silke of her owne making, enclosed in a box’. Silk was of course a luxury good, but still, as the English diplomat who reported the gift noted, it ‘was not worth a cople of ducketts’.[footnoteRef:38] What made the flower important was the fact that the empress had made it with her own hand: a tangible demonstration of love through an act of time-consuming labour that aligned with contemporary ideals of the dutiful, skilled and devoted wife. Here too gifts helped, in a different way, to overcome the challenges of distance.  [38:  Parker, Emperor, 213, 628, n. 34.] 

Sign of love, knowledge, virtue and power, the matter of the gift was central to the many roles that gifts fulfilled in the late medieval and early modern world. In the chapters below we approach exchanged objects from different angles, exploring the ways in which actors utilised the material form of objects to communicate with recipients and wider audiences and how they thought about the role of matter in exchanges human and divine. 

***
In the first chapter of this book Anna Boeles Rowland explores the ‘gifty’ object par-excellence: the ring. Rings had long been a cherished token of devotion and alliance. In the Later Middle Ages, as Rowland shows, it became increasingly associated with marriage. The meaning of any individual ring-giving was, however, open to challenge. Unless witnesses could be produced who could testify that the male ring giver had publicly proclaimed the gift to symbolise a desire for marriage, young women, especially those in a vulnerable socio-economic position, risked being accused of having received it – not as an honourable token – but as material reward for sexual favours.
In the chapter Rowland demonstrates l the value of a material perspective for studies of gift giving. She follows the ‘life-cycle’ of late medieval marriage rings, from production, over their starring role in courtship and the marriage ceremony, on to the role they played within the marriage and even beyond the death of one of the parties. Looking at the production of rings, Rowland highlights the differences in the material objects available to the rich and the poor. While most people would have to make do with mass-produced “fairringss”, the wealthy patronised goldsmiths and were thus able to exercise more agency in the design of wedding rings and the selection of gemstones associated with fidelity and other virtues. But alongside these financial and material considerations, familial sentiments and rituals, such as the passing down of rings as gifts from parents to children, also enhanced their significance. In the marriage ceremony the ring was sprinkled with holy water and was thus ‘transformed into something infused with spiritual potential’, a small piece of holy matter placed at the heart of the family unit. Equally fascinating is Rowland’s findings oo the way in which ‘the marital ring remained symbolically charged’, even after the death of one of the parties and ‘often resisted re-allocation as a simple “ring”’. It became what Rowland calls a “material mnemonic”, playing a key role in commemorating a marriage and a family’s history. Sometimes they would be passed down to serve as marriage rings once again, while other rings were returned to the church once again to serve as a link between the family, their church and their community.
Sabine Sommerer’s chapter continues the exploration of the relationship between meaning, matter and memory. Here, however, the focus shifts from the exchanges of ordinary Londoners to the very pinnacle of society. Sommerer studies depictions of chairs as gifts in both literary and narrative sources and looks in details at three surviving chairs. The first is the Cathedra Petri in the Vatican, given by Charles the Bald (d. 877) to St Peter on Christmas Day 875 on the occasion of his imperial coronation. The second, the “Barcelona Chair”, is also believed to have been a royal gift, probably by King Martin I the Humane of Aragon (d. 1410). Gifts of chairs, Sommerer argues, “embodies” the giver, even more than most gifts because they encouraged audiences to visualise the seated giver upon it: In the case of thrones of course, it was the giver sitting in majesty that would be so visualised, making donations of thrones to churches both an act of humble piety and of royal self-assertion.
The third chair under investigation bears witness to a still more dramatic story of exchange and commemoration, a story that is, furthermore, ‘narrated directly through the chair object itself’. The “Elephant Chair” in the Benedictine Abbey of Kremsmünster is a mobile seat constructed out of four elephant bones, commissioned by Sebastian Huetstocker, mayor of Vienna, in 1553. The elephant had been sent from India to Portugal around 1550 and from here was sent as a gift to the Habsburg princess Joanna, daughter of Charles V. The elephant was in turn given to Joanna’s cousin, Maximilian who brough it to Austria for his ceremonial adventus into Vienna in 1552, an event that Sebastian had helped organise. When the elephant died the following year, Sebastian was given the bones, which were not only fashioned into a chair but also inscribed with an account of its long journey and images of the ceremonial entry in 1552. With this chair, Sebastian Huetstocker was able both to connect himself to a prestigious chain of exchanges and to preserve the memory of the grand ceremony he had helped arrange for his prince. 
Gustavs Strenga continues the exploration of spectacular objects and the way in which they were used to control and preserve the memory of grand ceremonies. Strenga investigates the entry of Silvester Stodewescher as archbishop of Riga (d. 1479) in June 1449. It was a contentious occasion. Silvester was a burgher’s son and the former chaplain of Konrad von Erlichshausen (d. 1449), the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order, and the rivalry between the cathedral chapter of Riga and the Order went back to the early days of the Christian mission in the Baltic in the thirteenth century. Silvester’s appointment was a major coup for the Order. During the entry, Silvester had to negotiate his relationship with various parties, both those present, namely the canons of Riga, the secular vassals of the see and the city councillors, and absent, most importantly, his patron Konrad. Silvester had been understandably anxious about the welcome that awaited him, wondering whether the vassals would do to him what the knights of Henry II of England (d. 1189) had done to Thomas Becket, archbishop of Canterbury (d. 1170), three centuries previously. Two weeks after his entry, Silvester penned a detailed description of events for Konrad. Gifts play a key role in his account. Strenga shows how the parties used gifts to demonstrate trust in one another and establish the basis for good working relationships as Silvester approached his see. He also captures the giddy joy of the middle-class Silvester suddenly catapulted into the rich material surroundings of a prince of the Church.  In the letter, though, Silvester gives pride of place to one of Konrad’s gifts: a gilded and bejewelled cross, containing relics of the Holy Cross. This Silvester demonstratively (he stressed for his patron) placed over his vestments during his entry into the cathedral. The cross was a signal to his new subjects of his powerful connections. It was also (as presented in the letter, not least) a signal to Konrad of his continuing faithfulness. Perhaps Silvester feared sharing Becket’s fate in another way as well? He did not wish, like that other burger’s son raised to the archbishopric by a grand potentate, to be accused of forgetting the gifts of his erstwhile master.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Kjær, Medieval Gift, 103.] 

The substance of precious objects and the way in which they, and their biographies, contributed to elite self-fashioning is also central to Ruth Noyes’ chapter. This explores the exchange of precious objects between Duke Cosimo III de’ Medici (d. 1723) in Florence, capital of the grand Duchy of Tuscany, on the one hand, and Michał Kazimierz (d. 1680) and Mikołaj Stefan Pac (d. 1682) in Vilnius, one of the two capitals of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, on the other. These princes sent a stream of ‘horses, medicines, furs, ermine, polar bears, amber, ivory, gold, and diamonds’ to each other across a distance of over 2000 kilometres from Northern to Southern Europe. Noyes bring forth the rich archival material attesting to these exchanges and the meaning they held for their contemporaries. The materiality of the gifts were rich in significance: the medicine chest sent north was an opportunity to showcase the expertise of the Medici workshops, the Turkish stallion sent south showed Polish-Lithuanian martial success against shared Muslim opponents. Italian parmesan added an exotic flavour to the feasts of the Pac court. As Noyes shows the distance that the gifts had to cross was integral to the glory that the exchange brough to the two princely houses. It demonstrated the reach of their power and the intensity of the attraction of courts able to pull into their orbit objects, animals and individuals from the other side of the continent. 
The most spectacular objects exchanged were relics from the Polish-Lithuanian prince St. Kazimierz Jagiellończyk (canonised 1602) and the Italian noblewoman Maria Maddalena de Pazzi (canonised 1669). The counter-reformation context in which they had been canonised added to the significance of the exchange but so too did the material form of the reliquaries. Noyes explores how the Pac used amber in Kazimierz’s elaborate reliquary and accompanying gifts. They were a ‘Baltic translation of the Medicean medicinal chest’, demonstrating that the Baltic could match Florentine technology and art. Amber was spectacularly and usefully (to both parties in the exchange) marked as northern. But it’s intrinsic physical qualities contributed to make it ‘exegetically suited to reliquaries’. Amber reacted to human touch: becoming warm and acquiring an electric charge even releasing ‘a fragrance redolent of Church incense, the sweet smell ascribed to the incorrupt bodies of saints’. 
Holy matter coming alive is also the subject of Mads Heilskov’s contribution which investigates the cult of living images in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Italy, focusing on the cult of Santa Maria delle Carceri in Prato which had miraculously come alive in 1484. In his chapter, Heilskov brings together two topics that, until the advent of the twenty-first century, had tended to be the subject of patronizing attitudes from intellectuals, but rarely brought together: living images and the ex-voto offerings that supplicants brought to them. Both have tended to be dismissed or exoticized as products of popular culture and religion, distanced from the more refined theological and artistic achievements of renaissance Italy. Heilskov begins by exploring the miraculous story of how the image of the Virgin in Prato was animated, and how it acquired its own particular ‘personality’. Heilskov points out that the material context in which the image was found, an old, abandoned prison, became central to the story of the Santa Maria delle Carceri. The transformation of this physical context was a first example of its ability to heal and consecrate matter. The relationship between the incarnated image and the material was ambiguous: on the one hand there was a determination to present it as a particular manifestation of the Virgin with its own singular story, on the other copies and representations of the Santa Maria delle Carceri too could work miracles. 
Heilskov compares this with the ex-votive offerings. These offerings often represented a substantial material cost, but they were not just payments in kind. Most of the objects chosen were in some way or another marked by their connection to the supplicant’s body. Heilskov sees them as giving ‘tangible form to the ephemeral hopes’ of the pilgrims. Wax was particularly favored because its plasticity enabled it ‘to mimic the human form and produce a skin-like surface’. Objects that had touched the supplicant or were shaped in their image could work as ‘stand-ins’ for them: enabling them ‘to be eternally present in the proximity of the living image within the walls of the sanctuary’: a further doubling and manifestation responding to the miraculous manifestation of the Virgin. Such prestigious commemoration became the object of competition: in 1401 Florence forbade those who were not citizens or members of its greater guilds from placing figurative ex-votos in Florentine Churches. 
The relationship between the supernatural and worldly matter, and the commemoration of interactions between the two, is also the focus of Sari Katajala-Peltomaa’s contribution. Her chapter focuses on offerings to Saint Nicholas of Tolentino (canonised 1446) and in particular the votive tablets offered up in cases of demonic possession, which became increasingly popular from the fifteenth century onwards. Katajala-Peltomaa argues that these offered opportunities to ‘personalize religion, give meaning to past experiences, and narrate them to the surrounding community’. The offerings, a form of gift exchange, was part of a relationship between the supplicant and the saint, but also with the wider community. It was ‘simultaneously personal, private even and shared, public and visible to others’, an opportunity to perform and shape one’s identity in the eyes of the community. This was particularly important in the case of the previously possessed, for whom this marked their reintegration within the community.
As Katajala-Peltomaa points out, these offerings touched on a topic that became the subject of increased debate towards the end of the Middle Ages: the possibility, or not, of “gifty” exchanges with the divine. The material gifts offered to St Nicholas’ shrine had to be infused by the enhanced, spiritual devotion of the recovering supplication in order to be acceptable. Mirroring the way in which the saint’s intervention had driven out the malign spirit inhabiting the previously possessed supplicant’s body. Material offerings of precious metals were not unknown, but Katajala-Peltomaa raises important questions about why tablets were so popular a gift. The tablets were not luxurious products – and this may have been part of what recommended them to devotees: ‘humility was essential when approaching the divine’. Matter was central to the interaction with the divine, but it had to be handled with care in order to make sure it would send the right, balanced message of devotion and respectability.
The place of matter in exchanges with the divine is also central to Poul Grinder-Hansen’s chapter. Here, the focus is on charitable giving to the poor at the other end of Europe, in Denmark, and on the other side of the great theological watershed of the sixteenth-century Reformation. The Danish Lutheran Church emphasised, in line with Luther’s teachings, that charitable acts such as almsgiving could not make the faithful more acceptable to God. It has often been assumed that this led to a decline in charitable giving in early modern Denmark. But as Grinder-Hansen shows charitable obligations continued to be important for elite identity in Denmark. 
Charity’s centrality was made manifest in the sturdy alms boxes placed near the entrance door in church. These were often decorated with inscriptions and images stressing the importance of charitable giving – and often presenting ideas more accommodating to the idea of divine reciprocity than the formal theology of the Church allowed. A favourite topic, and one that may have struck a particular note with elite churchgoers, was the figure of Lazarus from the parable of Dives and Lazarus. This tells the story of the rich Dives who went ‘clothed in purple and fine linen; and feasted sumptuously every day’ but who was condemned to Hell for failing to share his goods with the poor, ill Lazarus.[footnoteRef:40] Whether charity was understood to directly cause divine reciprocation or merely as the ‘visible result’ of a pure Christian faith, right attitude to the poor and to one’s material goods was an essential part of virtue. Grinder-Hansen emphasise a point we have also encountered in Katajala-Peltomaa and Heilskov’s contributions: charitable giving was not just about salvation but also part of communication with the community that observed and judged the giver. As Grinder-Hansen notes, the placement of the alms box made the act of charity particularly visible to the wider community.  [40:  Luke 16:19.] 

Community and the role of material objects in creating and commemorating them is also central to our final chapter by Philipp Höhn. This chapter focuses on the role of objects in the formation of identity and community in Hanseatic cities in the Later Middle Ages and especially those that had been ‘violently taken’. These, Höhn argues, were just as important for identity formation for mercantile communities as they were for aristocratic families. Höhn focuses on three cases: the weapons and banners seized from the privateer Hans Kniphof by the city of Hamburg in 1525, which were displayed above the pulpit in the cathedral. This display, Höhn argues were intended to have a stabilizing effect, demonstrating the efforts of Hamburg’s elites, whose leadership was by no means uncontested, in protecting their community. The second case, the seizure of a painting of the Last Judgement by mercenaries working for the city of Gdańsk in 1473 under legally dubious circumstances, show a very different process of commemoration. The circumstances under which it had been seized did not make it a useful rallying point for the wider community and its dramatic story tended to be elided, except within the small social circle of those directly associated with its seizure. It was likely this circle that donated the painting to the church of St Mary in Gdańsk.  Höhn’s final case study, from Lübeck, concerns the banner of another so-called pirate, a captain in the service of Christian II of Denmark (d. 1559), which had been seized in 1526. This banner was part of a ‘topography of objects’, paintings and practices in the communal heart of the city telling the story of Lübeck’s long struggles with the kings of Denmark. Höhn concludes, like Noyes, by urging us to read gifts in context, as ‘part of networks of objects, texts and performances’, incorporating past and present exchanges and those expected in the future. 
Miri Rubin, finally, concludes our volume, as she did the conference, by reflections on the papers and pointing to further perspectives. 
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