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Abstract 

The overarching aim of this thesis, situated within Museology and 
Heritage Studies, is to investigate the different modes and devices of 
transfer between sacredness and heritage. The research question, ‘What 
happens in the transfer between heritage and sacredness?’, is 
investigated as production of sacred heritage in early modern Europe 
and specifically Sweden, Rome, and Venice (Part I), and as uses of the 
sacred as heritage in different times and contexts (Part II). The research 
question is investigated by applying three core analytical lenses: Time (to 
Part I), Uses (to Part II), and concluding by consolidating Agents to the 
final discussion and conclusions. The analysis draws upon Habermas 
and Taylor’s respective theories and concepts regarding post-secularism, 
and Latour’s concepts of ‘agent collectives’ conceptual ‘imbroglios’ is 
used to explain transfers between categories presented in Part I and II.  

Using a variety of sources as case studies, this study further elucidates 
new categories created for sacred heritage and how these adapt to new 
uses. This research provides an analysis of the fluidity and complexity of 
categories at the intersection of religion and heritage. The thesis suggests 
new models to apply to religious and sacred artefacts that address their 
classification complexity and further corresponding to religious 
audiences today. The thesis argues that heritage as a concept and the 
creation of museums, in scholarship often referred to as post-
Enlightenment phenomena, can be identified already in the post-
Reformation period. Further, the thesis argues that the separation of 
‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ as categories in early modernity, intended to 
protect the sacred from profanation and harm, facilitated a secular 
understanding and a possibility to de-select sacredness, thereby creating 
sacredness as ‘heritage’. A secular way of narrating and explaining 
religion in museums and heritage contexts was exported globally with 
the western museum template and the Latin Christian understanding of 
time and materiality. Extending the consequences of the transformations 
addressed in the research question into the challenges in societies today, 
the thesis argues that religious literacy and a post-secular competence 
are needed to make informed decisions for a resilient society - not least 
within heritage management. 



Abbreviations 

ASVe  Archivio di Stato di Venezia 

BAV  Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana 

UUB  Uppsala University Library 
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Enkel sammanfattning på svenska 

Att tända ljus inför ett huvudlöst Jesusbarn.  

Sakralt kulturarv, kulturarvifierad sakralitet, och de många 
resorna mellan kategorier. 

Format: Avhandlingen är en monografi med avsnitt av tre 
refereegranskade artiklar. 

Forskningsfråga och syfte 

Den övergripande forskningsfrågan i denna avhandling, som ligger inom 
museologi och mer specifikt inom området kulturarvsstudier, är att 
undersöka olika metoder och verktyg för förflyttningar mellan 
begreppen ’sakralitet’ och ’kulturarv’. Forskningsfrågan, 'Vad händer i 
överföringen mellan kulturarv och sakralitet?', undersöks i två separata 
delar. Del I undersöker produktionen av sakralt kulturarv i det 
tidigmoderna Europa och specifikt Sverige, i hanteringen av dess 
katolska förflutna, och Rom och Venedig, i anpassningen till en ny och 
icke-katolsk publik av turister. Del II undersöker användningen av det 
sakrala eller religiösa som kulturarv i olika tider och sammanhang. 
Genom att använda olika typer av källor i de tidigmoderna fallstudierna i 
Del I och i exemplen i Del II (t.ex. tidigmoderna guideböcker, 
resejournaler, historiska samlingar, och samtida källor av olika slag) 
presenterar denna studie nya kategorier som skapats för sakralt 
kulturarv, samt hur dessa anpassar sig till nya användningsområden. 
Avhandlingen presenterar därmed en analys av flödet och komplexiteten 
hos kategorier i skärningspunkten mellan religion och kulturarv. 
Slutligen föreslår denna avhandling nya och innovativa modeller att 
tillämpa på religiösa och sakrala artefakter, inklusive den komplexa 
klassificeringen, och som adresserar olika religiösa publiker och 
praktiker idag. 

Teori och metod 

Avhandlingen använder sig av ett metodiskt tillvägagångssätt som är 
typiskt för kulturarvsstudier, genom att sammanställa verktyg från olika 
metodologiska format för att undersöka forskningsfrågan, och genom ett 
urval av källor för att utföra en kvalitativ snarare än en kvantitativ 
analys. Denna metod liknar den som är vanlig inom ett annat 
tvärvetenskapligt område, nämligen kulturhistoria, såsom det 
formulerats av exempelvis Peter Burke. Del I, Sakralt kulturarv i 
produktion, undersöker hur religion och sakralitet förvandlades till nya 



kategorier som kulturarv i det tidigmoderna Sverige, Rom, och Venedig 
efter reformationen, i en tid då kulturturisterna växte fram som en 
publik för religiösa praktiker. Del II, Heligt arv i praktiken, undersöker 
konsekvenserna av denna transformation, det vill säga hur 
kulturarvifiering av religion och sakralitet har underlättat nya 
användningar, återanvändningar och omkategoriseringar i olika 
sammanhang historiskt och idag. Analysen använder sig av Habermas 
och Taylors respektive teorier och begrepp angående postsekularism, 
och Latours begrepp ’agentkollektiv’ används för att förklara 
omladdningar och kategorier som presenteras i del I och II. 
Forskningsfrågan undersöks genom att tillämpa dessa tre centrala 
analytiska linser: Tid (till del I), Bruk (till del II), och avslutas med att 
konsolidera linsen Agenter till diskussionen och slutsatserna. 

Slutsatser 

Avhandlingen argumenterar för att kulturarv som innehållsligt begrepp 
och skapandet av museer – i dagens forskning ofta refererade till som ett 
’postupplysningsfenomen’ – kan identifieras redan under tiden efter 
reformationen, vilket medför konsekvenser för relationerna mellan 
sakralitet och kulturarv. Separationen av ’heligt’ och ’profant’ som 
kategorier i tidig modernitet syftade till att skydda det heliga från 
profanering och skada, men avhandlingen argumenterar för att den i 
själva verket kom att underlätta en sekulär förståelse och möjlighet att 
välja bort helighet, och därigenom skapa sakralitet som kulturarv. Detta 
sekulära sätt att berätta om och förklara religion i museer och 
kulturarvssammanhang har, som avhandlingen argumenterar, 
exporterats globalt, tillsammans med den latinsk-kristna förståelsen av 
tid och materialitet, som en inherent del i den västerländska 
museimallen. Slutligen, för att vidareutveckla konsekvenserna av den 
transformation som behandlas i forskningsfrågan till utmaningarna i 
dagens samhällen, hävdar avhandlingen att religiös läskunnighet och en 
post-sekulär kompetens är nödvändiga för att fatta informerade beslut 
för hållbara samhällen – inte minst inom kulturarvsförvaltning. 
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Preface 

Writing a thesis is, as everyone can testify who has done so (and 
survived), an enterprise unlike most other enterprises one can hope or 
fear to encounter in life. For me, it has been a most personal quest: to 
fulfill a long-term dream to pursue that ever-present curiosity, to visit 
new places and wonderful libraries in different parts of the world, to 
meet amazing scholars and learn new things every day. But also, to 
embody the topic of my research by being the constant foreigner, 
sometimes lost in cultural translations, and to leave my children at home 
during countless periods away. Writing a thesis is demanding also for the 
family, friends, and colleagues having to cope with the obsessed hermit 
that is a PhD Candidate. This preface is my inadequate way of thanking 
you all for your support during this work, professionally and – not least 
– as a human being. Without you this thesis would not have been. 

Thanking all that should be thanked, in a limited space, is impossible. 
However, there are certain persons and institutions that I am specifically 
indebted to, and I will thank them in an improvised chronological order. 

Eva Nilsson Nylander gave me the opportunity to get to know the 
Vatican Library: this was the beginning of an enduring love for the rare 
book libraries in Rome, and for the city itself, and it has directed my path 
ever since. Father William Sheehan C.S.B. shared with me his deep 
knowledge about rare books, but also introduced me to the Roman 
liturgical year: I cherish his memory with gratitude. The Swedish 
Institute in Rome and its library has been an invaluable Roman home 
and workplace, to and from, since more than twenty years. My fond 
gratitude to the excellent staff for making the periods there so rewarding, 
and to the colleagues staying there for memorable conversations about 
Rome, research, and life. 

Without the encouragement and generosity of Owe Ronström at Uppsala 
University/Campus Gotland I would probably not have embarked on this 
journey: he introduced me to heritage politics in such an inspiring way 
that I had to quit my job and start my PhD project. The colleagues and 
friends at Campus Gotland have also been an important support in this 
project: Anna Karlström, who invited me to my first ACHS conference 
and introduced me to international heritage studies, Joakim Andersson 
with whom I have enjoyed long and good discussions on methodology, 
and Carina Johansson who has invited me to lecture for her students, to 
mention a few. Christina Fredengren, who is now part of this department 
as well, was an instrumental support at the very beginning of my project 
through her expertise and her encouragement. 



I wish to thank the Museology colleagues and the Department of Culture 
and Media Studies at Umeå University for accepting me as a PhD 
Candidate: without you, I would not be at this point. A warm thank you 
to my first supervisors who followed me during the first parts of this 
journey: Kerstin Smeds, Jonas Liliequist, and Richard Pettersson. Also, 
the friends and colleagues in Umeå, who made me feel welcome and fall 
in love with the North. A special thank you to Ann-Catrine, who stepped 
in as the best soccer godmother for my sons at a critical time during our 
stay in Rome. 

Becoming a member of EMoDiR Research Group has been of immense 
value to me: for the generous sharing and support from more 
experienced group members, for the many conferences which have been 
essential for developing my topic, and, not least, for the friendship. I 
particularly want to thank Stefano Villani for his kind interest in my 
topic and his outstanding generosity in sharing knowledge and giving 
feedback. Alessandro Arcangeli has invited me to seminars in Verona 
and has provided valuable suggestions for my work. Philip Soergel has 
encouraged me when courage was needed, and for this I am truly 
grateful. 

In Venice I especially want to thank Piero Lucchi for his generous help 
with access to material in Biblioteca Museo Correr. I am also grateful for 
the bursary to stay and work in the library at Fondazione Cini. In Rome, 
a special thank you to the staff at Biblioteca Casanatense for their kind 
and patient assistance during my working periods there. Also, Serena di 
Nepi, for introducing me to the Jewish Museum in Rome, and for good 
discussions about sacred heritage. The séjours at École du Louvre in 
Paris and at CRASSH in Cambridge have been of particular importance 
for understanding my field and elaborating my topic. 

A bursary from Fondazione Lerici made it possible to stay for eight 
months in Rome during my second year: this opportunity was essential 
for the development of my work. Bursaries from The Royal Swedish 
Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities made possible further, and 
crucial, periods for work in archives and libraries in Italy. The Royal 
Patriotic Society has generously contributed to the printing of this thesis. 

I am indebted to my colleagues at the Department for ALM at Uppsala 
University for the opportunity to teach interesting courses, and for their 
encouragement and cheer along the last part of this journey. A special 
thank you to Anci Norlén for her support in good and bad days, and to 
Isto Huvila for reading my manuscript and giving valuable feedback at a 
crucial point.  

Karin Tetteris, Jaan Grünberg, Annika Windahl Pontén, and Johan 
Vekselius have supported in different ways along the way and provided 
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help with proof reading when needed. Marianne Laimer Molin gave 
essential technical support, and apple pie, at the end of the journey. 
Many other friends have supplied me with coffee, chocolate, a walk, a 
listening ear, wanted and unwanted advice when needed, and friendship. 
I am so grateful to you all. 

An unexpected challenge, and joy, in this project has been to find the 
many artists whose works I refer to in this thesis – street artists, pop 
artists, cartoonists, photographers, and others – and to get their 
permission. I am deeply grateful to them for their generosity. 

My gratitude to my current supervisors is profound. To Anna Foka, for 
her strong perseverance and kind patience, for good advice in times of 
despair, and for being (in her words) the Greek mother I didn’t know I 
needed. To Federico Barbierato, for so generously unlocking Italy and 
my understanding of Italian history and culture for me, for access to his 
knowledge and his library, and for making me dare to stretch the 
boundaries of my topic. Without you this would have been a different 
thesis, or none. 

Being away from home during long work periods can also mean feeling 
lonely and detached at times. I warmly thank my families away from 
family during these years: Lisa Lundström and the Lundström clan in 
Umeå, and Chiara, Daria, Giovanni, and Federico in Venice. Thanks to 
you I have been at home wherever I am. 

Finally, I thank my family for making this thesis possible: my parents, 
who have always enthusiastically supported all ideas and projects I have 
come up with in life, even the strange and adventurous ones. You have 
encouraged me to be curious. Rolf, who has taken best care of our 
children during my travels and long hours in libraries, and who believed 
in my work from the start. And Samuel and Benjamin, who didn’t choose 
to have a possessed and often absent mother: you have been my light 
during these years.  

I am deeply indebted to all the persons and institutions mentioned, and 
to many more not mentioned. If any credit goes to this work, it also goes 
to all of them: the flaws and errors that may be found are entirely my 
own. 

  



 

Poem Without an End 

Inside the brand-new museum 
there’s an old synagogue. 
Inside the synagogue 
is me. 
Inside me 
my heart. 
Inside my heart 
a museum. 
Inside the museum 
a synagogue, 
inside it 
me, 
inside me 
my heart, 
inside my heart 
a museum 

— Yehuda Amichai 

(Translated from Hebrew by Chana Bloch)1 

  

 
1 I am indebted to Dr. Theodor Dunkelgrün, Cambridge University, for drawing my 
attention to this poem. 
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Lighting candles 

before a headless 

Jesus. 

Sacred heritage, heritagized sacredness, and the many journeys 
between categories. 

  



Prologue: The empty shell (or, The object 

of the beholder) 

Is there anything lonelier, more doomed and abandoned, and yet more 
amazingly intricate and beautiful than an empty shell picked from wet 
sand during a barefoot stroll on the beach? Its inhabitant and creator 
long since gone (or, so we hope – the opposite case creates bad smell and 
messy memory boxes), and not given a thought. It is what is left – the 
house, the crusted layers of previous life, the beautiful and abandoned 
frame of a life that is no more – that now interests us and holds a value. 

The shell, in fact a product of a living creature creating a safe shelter and 
a tailor-made place to live, is perceived as an independent creation per se 
when abandoned by its creator and raison d’être; dead, and beyond 
change and growth, but with a new life as something admirable for its 
beauty or functional for its shape. For centuries and millennia, traces of 
human uses of shells can be found: as bowls, as cups to mix paint in, as 
goblets, as jewellery, as collectors’ items in a heterogeneous 
wunderkammer, or as individual memories. Empty shells seem to re-
contextualize once out of the water, again and again.  

On a metaphorical level, the ‘shell’ that was once a living person 
perceived as a saint, is re-created as bone relics after death. These relics 
are venerated, framed, and placed in decorated containers. Shrines and 
cathedrals are built and re-built, and new narratives – saintly and 
worldly – are added to them. The relics are, if still a focal point and a 
fundamental reason for existence for the framework, a small part of an 
immense physical reality: a cult, a building complex, a pilgrim’s centre 
with shops and businesses, a reason for artistic enterprises, a component 
in complex societal structures of power, politics, social relations, and 
economy. Eventually they might be dispersed, forgotten, or destroyed 
and leave an empty shell, a box, to be experienced and understood 
without the content for which it was uniquely designed and constructed. 
Who misses, or even remembers, the relics once there? Who among the 
hordes of tourists first seek out the relics of Saint Mark when entering 
the basilica of San Marco in Venice, or pays them a thought – pious or 
other – as being the reason for this building standing there and having 
the shape it has?  
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The frame, the shell, has become the centrepiece. Then, again, the site is 
re-framed, from a legitimizing focal point not only in a city, but also in a 
religious and political society system, to one of many optional must-sees 
in the guidebooks of busy tourists. The shell of the relic is once again 
emptied and provided with a new framing and design of Romanticism, 
art, and cultural heritage, designed and packaged for an élite group of 
culture and education tourists – and today, in the centre of the short and 
intense attention of huge groups of tourists making the financial wheels 
of global mass tourism spin. New stories, new contexts – and no-one 
defines the shell as empty. Perhaps these are the new tenants: the 
tourists doing Europe in ten days, the retired art lovers, the specialized 
scholars, and the school children peering through the gift shop? Same 
shell, new inhabitants. Is it all a matter of packaging and narratives? 

While working on this thesis, the empty shells have been on mind; they, 
and their mollusc constructors and landlords.  

  



 

 

 

 

Empty shells on the beach at Lido, Venice. (Photo by the author). 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

As they enter the sacred space, the visitors to the Lutheran cathedral in 
Strängnäs, Sweden, are greeted by a medieval Virgin Mary holding a 
headless baby Jesus in her arms. Before the wooden sculpture are 
burning devotional candles and a fresh rose, as is common practice with 
sacred images in many religious traditions. The headless state of baby 
Jesus may send different messages to different beholders: of images out 
of religious fashion and neglected through centuries, of religious violence 
and iconoclasm, or of a renewed and possibly romantic status as 
heritage. What category should be ascribed to this image, and what is the 
object of the devotion: Virgin Mary? Nostalgia? Heritage? Art? All of 
these? These questions were my starting point for this thesis. 

Aim and research question 

Religion has been called “an outcast in heritage studies”2, while the 
heritagized sacredness and the “cult of the past”3 have sparked an 
increased academic interest in recent years. Museums are discussing if, 
or how, to accommodate religious believers wanting to worship sacred 
heritage on display.4 The topic for this work approaches a crossroads of 
disciplines, methodologies, and stakeholders, examining how the 
complex relation between sacredness and heritage has evolved through 
history and how it plays out in society today. 

This thesis aims at investigating the intersection between museums, 
heritage, and religion, and the research question ‘What happens in the 
transfer between sacredness and heritage?’. The research question is 
applied to the converging categories of museums, heritage, and religion, 
and the transfers between them, as seen through three analytical lenses: 
Time, Uses, and Agents. The thesis is situated within the 
interdisciplinary fields of heritage studies and museology, employing 
selected case studies and examples to investigate the production, uses, 
and re-uses of sacred heritage and heritagized sacredness in history as 
well as today. The layout of the thesis, the methodology, and a 
motivation for and presentation of the case studies and examples will be 
developed further on in this chapter, after defining some of the key 
concepts and the theoretical framework. 

 
2 Rico, T. (2021). Global Heritage, Religion, and Secularism. 1. 
3 Rico (2021). 3. 
4 Mairesse, F. (Ed.) (2019). Museology and the Sacred, ICOFOM Study Series. 



Definitions and theoretical framework  

Terminology relating to the field of religion is loosely and not 
consequently used within heritage studies.5 In this section some 
fundamental concepts employed in this thesis will be defined as 
understood and used in this work.  

Sacred defines something being made separate from the daily life, often 
by means of a ritual or a decision. It is not a neutral but a powerful 
concept, and it relates to Modernity, as defined in the following.6 
Sacredness indicates the presence of God in objects, places, human 
bodies, actions, and divine – human interactions. It also serves as a 
method to categorize and sort items and phenomena in the religious 
sphere.7 Sacredness as a concept is connected to but not a synonym of 
religion, which here refers to a field and a wide classification, and less to 
the intangible qualities which are in focus for this work. As will be 
addressed further on in this chapter, these concepts are not used in a 
coherent and uniform way in scholarship and policies. For the aim of this 
thesis, I use the term religious heritage in a general sense referring to all 
things classified as connected to religion and regarded as heritage, while 
the object for this study, as defined here, is the narrower concept of 
sacred heritage, imbued with invisible charges in the eye of the religious 
beholder. 

Modernity as a concept indicates the passing of time, a rupture from an 
archaic past,8 and a new regime. As formulated by Latour, Modernity is 
defined by the birth of Man, the birth of the Non-human, objects, for 
example, and by crossing out God.9 Making faith a private matter, as 
argued by Taylor,10 made it possible for the Moderns to be, in Latour’s 
words, “both secular and pious at the same time”.11 Early modernity 
indicates the period defining the end of the Middle Ages and the Black 
Death until around the French Revolution. In Italian context a common 

 
5 Rico (2021). 7–8. 
6 Lynch, G. (2012). The sacred in the modern world: A cultural sociological approach. 
1–3, 118. 
7 See for example Dupront, A. (1993). Il Sacro. Crociate e pellegrinaggi, Linguaggi e 
immagini. 88; Lynch, G. (2012). On the sacred; Liere, K. V., Ditchfield, S., & Louthan, H. 
(Eds.). (2012). Sacred History: Uses of the Christian Past in the Renaissance World; 
Morgan, D. (2005). The sacred gaze: Religious visual culture in theory and practice. 
8 Josephson-Storm, J. A. (2017). The Myth of Disenchantment: Magic, Modernity, and 
the Birth of the Human Sciences. 7. 
9 Latour, B. (1993). We have never been modern. 10, 13, 32–35.  
10 Taylor, C. (2016). Can secularism travel?, in Bilgrami, A. (Ed.). Beyond the Secular 
West. 6–8. 
11 Latour (1993). 33. 
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periodization is 1492 (Columbus) to 1815 (Congress of Vienna),12 while in 
Sweden the period is generally defined as starting around the year 1500, 
or 1523 (Gustav Vasa elected king), and ending by 1789 (the French 
Revolution).13 

A transfer is the movement of something or someone from one place 
or position to another, and it can be performed by someone.14 Other 
terms are related to this and employed in this work. One is 
transformation, referring to a complete change in the appearance or 
character of something or someone, and something which can be taking 
place in something or someone.15 Another term is transvaluation, first 
used in 1898, which indicates the act or process of re-evaluation, 
especially on a basis that repudiates accepted standards.16 Within the 
heritage field transvaluation is used to describe the removal of previous 
values and the adding of new ones occurring, according to Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, in the process of heritagization.17 The latter, 
which will be further developed here, refers to a process explaining a 
transfer from ordinary identity to heritage identity. The research 
question thus operates two complex concepts – heritage and sacredness 
– and the process when something moves between the two. 

Heritage and heritagization 

Heritagization is a term referring to the process when something is 
being taken out of its original context to be (re)defined as heritage.18 The 
concept of heritagization emanates from two interlinked historical 
developments, as described by Rodney Harrison: the late-modern and 
post-war accelerating interest in history in North America and Europe, 
and the de-industrialization of society with ‘knowledge-based’ economies 
and ‘information societies’ in its trail.19 In a short span of time, society, 
the cities, and the landscapes find themselves with a changed societal 

 
12 Visceglia, M. A. (2005). Storia moderna e società contemporanea. 27–30. 
13 Nationalencyklopedin, ’tidigmodern tid’. 
14 ‘Transfer’. Cambridge English Dictionary. 
15 ‘Transformation’. Cambridge English Dictionary. 
16 ‘Transvaluation’. Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary. 
17 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. (1995). Theorizing Heritage, in Ethnomusicology 39, no. 3. 
369; The concept of heritagization has its roots in two interlinked historical 
developments, as Rodney Harrison describes it: the late-modern and post-war 
accelerating interest in history in North America and Europe, and the de-
industrialization of society with ‘knowledge-based’ economies and ‘information societies’ 
in its trail. See Harrison, R. (2013). Heritage: Critical Approaches. 79–84. 
18 In Italian ‘patrimonializzazione’, in French ‘patrimoinalisation’, in Swedish 
‘kulturarvifiering’. 
19 Harrison (2013). 79–84. 



and economic structure, and superfluous and ruined industrial 
complexes.  

…it is possible to see the widespread ‘heritagization’ of many new 
categories of place – in particular, ‘industrial heritage’ sites, largely 
unacknowledged prior to this period – as a pragmatic physical response to 
the problem of the material excess of ruin: what physically to do with the 
mine shafts, the ports, the factories, the vast material remnants of industry 
that were rapidly becoming defunct and lying derelict and useless, and 
how, in the words of Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, to give them a ‘second 
life’ as heritage.20  

Heritage is depicted as simultaneously a savior and an assassinator. 
Peter Aronsson describes an ongoing process of musealization of an 
increasing number of aspects on society,21 while Walter Benjamin 
referred to the lauding of cultural heritage as a “catastrophe”, and John 
Comaroff meant the term folklore to be one of the most dangerous words 
in the English language.22 This line of thought depicts an on-going 
cultural heritage production process on a worldwide basis which is 
unprecedented, with connections to the tourism industry, destination 
marketing and branding, and where the concept of cultural heritage 
industry has become increasingly widespread. Svante Beckman states 
that  

The market is taking over our cultural heritage from the academic 
guardians of the temple of antiquity and the head office runestone 
bureaucrats. […] The most important thing about history today is that it be 
sufficiently enjoyable for customers not to spend their money on other 
experiences.23 

The term cultural heritage became commonly used in the 1980’s but can 
be observed occasionally at least through the 20th century. Historical 
concepts like artefacts and antiquities have been gradually subordinated 
to and replaced by heritage, as demonstrated by Anne Eriksen in a 
Scandinavian context.24 However over the past thirty years, in a 
development often referred to as “the heritage boom”, definitions, 
theories, and research around this manifold concept have emerged, 

 
20 Harrison (2013). 80. 
21 Aronsson, P. (2005). Ett forskningsfält tar form, in Aronsson, P. and Hillström, M. 
(Ed.), Kulturarvens dynamik. Det institutionaliserade kulturarvets förändringar. 9. 
22 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. (1998): Destination Culture. 1. 
23 Beckman, S. (1993). Oreda i fornsvängen, in Anshelm, J. (Ed.) Modernisering och 
kulturarv. 28.(Translation by the author). 
24 Eriksen, A. (2014). From antiquities to heritage: Transformations of cultural 
memory.  
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multiplied, and transformed.25 David Lowenthal remarks in The 
Heritage Crusade (1998), that  

All at once heritage is everywhere – in the news, in the movies, in the 
marketplace – in everything from galaxies to genes. It is the chief focus of 
patriotism and a prime lure of tourism. […] To neglect heritage is a 
cardinal sin, to invoke it a national duty.26  

In this observation, the notions of the fundamental challenges posed by 
the heritage concept are presented: the unlimited forms of appearances 
that heritage can assume, the connections to the tourism industry and to 
nationalism – both of which are key elements in early 21st century society 
and debate, for financial as well as political and sustainability reasons – 
and the fact that heritage, it seems, can be everywhere and everything.  

Heritage is not history 

Lowenthal discusses the relationship between heritage and history, and 
dismisses a presumed rivalry between the two concepts, where heritage 
has sometimes been accused of being “bad history”. He states: 

In fact, heritage is not history at all; while it borrows from and enlivens 
historical study, heritage is not an inquiry into the past but a celebration of 
it, not an effort to know what actually happened but a profession of faith in 
a past tailored to present-day purposes.27 

Lowenthal also stresses the power aspects on the heritage concept: the 
strive for domestication and the disputes about the rightful ownership 
and the right to interpretation of heritage: “Heritage is mainly sought 
and treasured as our own.”28 Medieval relics are used to explain how 
heritage is defined not by a certain authenticity or a certain quality, but 
by the way it is used: “Like medieval relics, heritage is sanctioned not by 
proof of origins but by present exploits. […] The worth of heritage is 
likewise gauged not by critical tests but by current potency.”29 Heritage is 
not to be mixed up with history, but it is a process and a construction 
depending on the results of history. Heritage is more about the present 
than about the past. It interacts with an audience and creates 
expectations for experiences and authenticity, but an authenticity 
sometimes performed more by the experiences and the narratives than 
by science and historical facts. 

 
25 Harrison (2013). 68–94; Smith, L. (2006). Uses of heritage. 19–43; Lowenthal, D. 
(1998). The heritage crusade and the spoils of history.  
26 Lowenthal (1998). xiii. 
27 Lowenthal (1998). x. 
28 Lowenthal (1998). x. 
29 Lowenthal (1998). 127. 



Heritage and heritagization are fundamentally dealing with emotions 
and sensuality as their main currencies. This is illustrated by Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi’s ‘speaking ruins’: 

…these speaking ruins have filled my spirit with images that accurate 
drawings, even such as those of the immortal Palladio, could never have 
succeeded in conveying, though I always kept them before my eyes.30 

Piranesi attributes not only aesthetical qualities to the ruins of antique 
monuments, but he also ascribes to them an emotive power and a 
stimulating effect on his creative imagination.31 This intimate, almost 
physical, relationship and exchange between the artists and the ruins 
also becomes obvious at Hadrian’s Villa in Tivoli, where artists such as 
Quarenghi and Piranesi himself through the centuries have covered 
some of the vaults with their signatures, carved by hand.32 

Constructing heritage 

The idea of heritage, Rodney Harrison argues in his book Heritage: 
Critical approaches (2013), is constructed mainly by three elements:  

1. the relation between Modernity and time (where the two are 
inextricably related, forming a philosophical concept)  

2. the idea of a threat or a risk 
3. Modernity’s ambitions in ordering, classifying, and 

categorising.33  

These three points, all of which relevant for this study, will be returned 
to in the concluding discussion and the conclusions. Harrison defines 
heritage as mainly a post-Enlightenment concept, as stated above closely 
linked to Modernity. Heritage is a vast term dealing with the material 
and the immaterial, with objects, places, and practices. It can also be 
categorized in official and unofficial heritage; the former being selected, 
appointed, and authorized by the state or other official authorities 
motivated by legislation or a formal charter, the latter being a broad 
range of practices that use the language of heritage but are not 
recognized by any official legislation.34 This division resonates with the 
classification – categorization divide, which is further addressed in the 
Method section in this chapter. 

 
30 Pinto, J. A. (2012). Speaking Ruins. Piranesi, Architects and Antiquity in Eighteenth-
Century Rome. 99. (Translation by the author). 
31 Pinto (2012). 99. 
32 Pinto (2012). 146, 154.  
33 Harrison, R. (2013). 13. 
34 Harrison (2013). 14–15. 
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Heritage is also constructed and performed in a museum context and 
interacts with the tourism industry. Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
states in Destination Culture (1998) that heritage is created through 
detachment and the creation of fragments. It is “the transvaluation of the 
obsolete, the mistaken, the outmoded, the dead, and the defunct”, and 
can thereby be regarded as a management of waste. It is created through 
a process of exhibition and with an agency of display.35 Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett presents seven propositions to explain and define heritage: 

1. Heritage is a new mode of cultural production in the present 
that has a recourse to the past. 

2. Heritage is a “value-added” industry. 
3. Heritage produces the local for export. 
4. A hallmark of heritage is the problematic relationship of its 

objects to the instruments of their display. 
5. Heritage is produced through a process that forecloses what is 

shown. 
6. Heritage tests the alienability of inalienable possessions. 
7. A key to heritage productions is their virtuality, whether in the 

presence or the absence of actualities.36 

Heritage in this interpretation can be defined as a product and a 
construction (and as such a dramatic one), as something strongly tied to 
a market, and as something depending on an agency (of the curator, of 
the policy maker, of the state or local government), but also something 
with an agency of its own.  

What does heritage do? 

A forceful element in the definition of heritage is death, and the 
heritagization process is sometimes described as a process of killing what 
is or was alive. The “killing” of supposedly “living” sacred objects can 
also, as pointed out by Crispin Paine, occur in a concrete and physical 
form, for example by the usage of pesticides, other harmful substances, 
or deep-freezing.37 Mark O’Neill claims that a crucial driving force in 
creating and maintaining museums is our fear of our own forthcoming 
death, and that building collections and curating them is a way to 
manage this fear.38 Another aspect of heritagization is its “rendering 

 
35 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998). 17–19, 149. 
36 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998). 149. 
37 Paine, C. (2013) Religious objects in museums: private lives and public duties. 58. 
38 O’Neill, M. (2015). Museums and mortality, in Material Religion. The Journal of 
Objects, Art and Belief. 52–75. 



defunct” function, and how this necessarily presupposes death and 
oblivion. Owe Ronström writes: 

All kinds of efforts at preservation, all reworking of history and all kinds of 
revival presuppose and are based on evanescence and death. To remember 
is a prelude to forgetting; in the case of the cultural heritage industry, it is 
not memory but oblivion which lies at its core, because it is out of forgotten 
and dead things that cultural heritage is fashioned […] Cultural heritage 
and museums evoke the idea of the living because they require and base 
their work on the left over, the discarded and the defunct.39 

Heritagization presupposes, changes, and transfers values, and it 
transforms its objects by turning them into exhibits; by historicizing, 
aestheticizing, objectifying, and homogenizing them, and by enhancing 
their density and distinctive character. Ronström emphasizes, in line 
with Laurajane Smith (2006), that heritagization is a political process 
which establishes power over the past, the present, and the future.40 

Heritagization as process and politics: Authorized 
Heritage Discourse 

Australian scholar Laurajane Smith provides a non-European and non-
Western perspective when stating in Uses of heritage (2006) that 
heritage not only is an ambiguous and vague concept, which can be 
everything and nothing, but it is also in itself a discourse. She introduces 
the Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD) as a critique of the Western 
emphasis of heritage as something to do with objects and tangibility, and 
with leisure and visitor’s aspects. “Is heritage visiting simply a 
middleclass leisure or a touristic pursuit, as some sections of the heritage 
literature assert, or are there more varied and nuanced social and 
cultural processes at work?” she asks, and instead accentuates heritage 
as a process, and its function as a political act.41 Differing from theorists 
emphasizing the petrifying and killing function in the heritage creation 
(from a material point of view), Smith argues that “heritage is not 
necessarily about the stasis of cultural values and meanings, but may 
equally be about cultural change [my emphasis].”42 Moving from the 
heritage objects and sites themselves to the processes of remembering 
and of understanding the present, Smith claims that cultural heritage in 
itself is immaterial: it is the AHD itself that constructs heritage.43 Smith 
stresses how the AHD connects to the idea of nations, and sees national 

 
39 Ronström, O. (2008). Kulturarvspolitik. Visby: från sliten småstad till medeltidsikon. 
196–197. 
40 Ronström (2008). 182. 
41 Smith (2006). 2. 
42 Smith (2006). 4. 
43 Smith (2006). 29. 
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authorities such as museums, universities, and heritage boards as the 
founders of AHD, with UNESCO World Heritage Centre as the globally 
most powerful of these national and international heritage authorities.  

The AHD is inscribed in the context of the Critical Heritage Studies 
research field, which has emerged during the past fifteen years, and it is 
also part of the theoretical framework shaping this field. When the 
Association for Critical Heritage Studies (ACHS) was founded and 
formalized during a conference held in Gothenburg in 2012, a manifesto 
was formulated where the political dimensions of the heritage concept 
were emphasized:  

Heritage is, as much as anything, a political act, and we need to ask serious 
questions about the power relations that 'heritage' has all too often been 
invoked to sustain. Nationalism, imperialism, colonialism, cultural elitism, 
Western triumphalism, social exclusion based on class and ethnicity, and 
the fetishising of expert knowledge have all exerted strong influences on 
how heritage is used, defined and managed.44 

As has been demonstrated in this outline of some of the key definitions 
and understandings of the heritage concept, the transitional function in 
heritage, the emphasis on process, is a crucial part of the concept, with 
interconnections to complex and strongly charged fields such as politics, 
tourism, marketing, human rights, and sustainability.45  

Threats and dangers: International policies 

According to Harrison, as mentioned previously, a driving force behind 
heritage construction is the idea of a threat or a danger. This endeavor to 
save for coming generations what are perceived as collectively important 
memories in times of unrest or threat can be observed through history. 
Harrison demonstrates how the late-modern society was “haunted by an 
accelerated sense of vulnerability and risk”, something which resulted in 
numerous ‘heritage at risk’ registers.46 The International Council of 
Monuments and Sites, ICOMOS, has adopted a large number of charters 
aimed to protect different areas and aspects of heritage considered to be 
endangered. The Nara Document of Authenticity (1994) addresses 
cultural and heritage diversity and the notion of authenticity, The Lima 
Declaration for Disaster Risk Management of Cultural Heritage (2010) 
deals with destruction caused by natural disasters, and the Venice 
Charter (1964) has a focus on materiality and addresses the conservation 

 
44 Association for Critical Heritage Studies. Manifesto. 
https://www.criticalheritagestudies.org/history (2022-11-07). 
45 For a comprehensive overview of the heritage concepts and its entanglements, with 
particular attention to the field of religion, see Rico (2021). 
46 Harrison (2013). 81. 

http://www.icomos.org/images/DOCUMENTS/Charters/lima_declaration_2010.PDF
http://www.icomos.org/images/DOCUMENTS/Charters/lima_declaration_2010.PDF
https://www.criticalheritagestudies.org/history


of architecture and sites, while most charters – such as Burra Charter 
for the Conservation of places with Cultural Significance (1981), Quebec 
Declaration for the Spirit of Place (2008), or the International Cultural 
Tourism Charter (1999) – are dealing with the destructive actions 
performed by humans.47 The UNESCO Initiative on Heritage of 
Religious Interest states, interestingly, that about 1/5 of the entries in 
the World Heritage List has a spiritual connection: 

There exist a great variety of religious and sacred sites that are 
representative of the different cultures and traditions of the world. 
Approximately 20 percent of the properties inscribed on the World 
Heritage List have some sort of religious or spiritual connection. These 
properties to be found in most countries around the world constitute the 
largest single category on the List. Specific and significant spiritual 
meanings are mentioned to justify the Outstanding Universal Value of a 
large number of the World Heritage properties. Numerous historic cities 
on the List possess components of religious significance and are 
recognized as holy cities by different communities.48  

Concluding the many aspects of the term heritagization, it is understood 
in this thesis as the process in which heritage is being constructed, due to 
a wish to save something from danger and destruction or to construct 
something new responding to the needs or ambitions of society or 
individuals. Using this term, I also put a strong emphasis on the various 
stakeholders or factors performing this transformation: the agents and 
agencies. 

Finally, heritage is not just a matter of uses of the past, or of here and 
now; it is even more a matter of the uses of the future(s), as we imagine 
them. We produce heritage with someone, and with a certain kind of 
society, in mind: we categorize, narrate and heritagize for the future, and 
in doing so, we must invent it. 

Museums and musealization 

Heritage and heritagization as concepts connect to museum and 
musealization.49 Bella Dicks argues that heritage exists as a kind of 
shared communication between museum and visitor.50 Heritage can be 
in a museum, but it doesn’t have to be, and a museum can be part of a 

 
47 An overview of charters and other doctrinal texts adopted by ICOMOS: 
https://www.icomos.org/en/resources/charters-and-texts (2022-11-07). 
48 UNESCO Initiative on Heritage of Religious Interest 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/religious-sacred-heritage/#history (2022-11-07). 
49 Parts of this section are included in the article by Wangefelt Ström, H. (2019). How do 
Museums Affect Sacredness? Three Suggested Models, in Mairesse, F. (Ed.), Museology 
and the Sacred, ICOFOM Study Series. 
50 Dicks, B. (2003). Culture on display: the production of contemporary visitability, 
Issues in cultural and media studies.  
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http://whc.unesco.org/en/religious-sacred-heritage/#history


 
 

31 

heritage, but doesn’t have to be: heritage might be the zone where the 
museum world and the visitor world intersect.51 As Sharon Macdonald 
points out, museums in our time are undergoing major changes in terms 
of the use of various new media including the internet, and new 
expectations to be active parts in contemporary debates and to address 
fields and issues at stake in our time, while they simultaneously maintain 
their more traditional role as knowledge producers and materializers of 
culture.52 The museum in this sense is – in particular within the 
museological field – a multi-layered and complex concept far from the 
traditional temple for the cult of history.53  

The traditional object-centred way of displaying in museums, where the 
object is supposed to speak for itself, may be likened to a monstrance, 
the elaborated framing of a consecrated hostia, communion wafer, being 
displayed to the faithful in Catholic rite.54 However, this thesis primarily 
focuses the concept of heritage and heritagization, and therefore – if not 
stated otherwise – the term ‘museum’ refers to the institution (public or 
private) where heritage and art is on display and explained to visitors. 
Accordingly, the term musealization refers in this work to the process 
when an object, place or practice is transferred from the sphere where it 
was created and functioned, to the museum. Notably, Macdonald 
emphasizes that ‘alive’ is a keyword in contemporary museum 
promotional literature; this in contrast to for example Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s description of the heritagization as an act 
connected to death.55 

Religion and museums as a field is more than something affecting 
religion collected, preserved, and displayed in museums; it has also 
produced different kinds of religion themed museums. This division of 
the museum displays and the different stakeholders behind them 
connect to the research question, ‘What happens in the transfer between 
sacredness and heritage?’, given the function of the museum as a centre 
for calculation, which will be addressed further on in this chapter. Rita 
Capurro, investigating a Christian context, defines the types of 
religiously connected museums as follows: 

 
51 For the roots of the museum as a concept, see Findlen, P. (1989). The Museum: Its 
Classical Etymology and Renaissance Genealogy, in Journal of the History of Collections, 
1. 59–78.  
52 Macdonald, S., and Fyfe, G. (1996). Theorizing museums: representing identity and 
diversity in a changing world. 1–14. 
53 Davis, A., Desvallées, A. & Mairesse, F. (Eds.) (2010). What is a museum? Uses of 
heritage. 
54 Mairesse (2014). 53. 
55 Macdonald and Fyfe (1996). 2. 



Religious museum. Museum with particular reference to religion, 
including ecclesiastical museums, or those which through collections, 
mission, choice of narrative, refer to religion. 
Museum of religions. Museum aiming at presenting various religions of 
the world. 
Museum for sacred art. Occupied mostly with collections of sacred art, or 
with objects referring to a cult. 
Ecclesiastical museum. Museum directed and owned by an ecclesiastical 
entity, with collections that can span from sacred art to scientific 
collections. 
Confessional museum. Institution expressing a group or a religious 
confession. Auto-representative narratives mirroring the ideals and 
ideologies of the current confessions.56 

The many categories of sacred objects in a heritage context are evident 
when the same type of object – for example, an early modern reliquary 
containing a relic – is displayed, narrated, and handled in different ways 
in different types of museums. In a history museum, the function of 
relics in the Middle Ages and early modern time might be in focus, in an 
art museum the materiality, the artistic skilfulness, and periodization is 
emphasized, while in a diocese museum the religious function and values 
are the crucial qualities to narrate. However, the beholders and the users 
of religious objects in museums sometimes tend to move between and 
across the designed categories by praying or sacrificing flowers before a 
religious image in an art museum: a kind of visitors’ rebellion against 
normative categorising.57 As will be demonstrated, the museums handle 
this challenge in different ways. 

Religious, spiritual, holy, or sacred? 

The terminology in use in the field of sacred or religious heritage is, as 
previously mentioned, complex and not consequent.58 The terms holy, 
sacred, spiritual, and religious are also in academic literature, at least 
outside theological works, often used as interchangeable while there are 
differences to be considered in practice and in the regulations set up by 
different religions. Steven J. Sutcliffe notes that some believers, for 
example within Buddhism and Christianity, describe themselves as 
spiritual as well as religious, assuming the latter to indicate a more 
intimate dimension. He concludes that spirituality is the new religion in 

 
56 Capurro, R. (2013). Musei e oggetti religiosi. Arte, sacro e cultura religiosa nel museo. 
20–21. 
57 Paine (2013). 25–36, and on worship in museums 37–44. 
58 See for example Stausberg, M. (2017). The sacred, the holy, the numinous – and 
religion: on the emergence and early history of a terminological constellation, in 
Religion, 47(4). 557–590; Lynch (2012). 101–118; Dupront (1993). 88. 
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post-Christian societies.59 The challenges brought by shifting uses of 
terminologies are addressed by Trinidad Rico in Global Heritage, 
Religion, and Secularism (2021): 

For the purposes of this [book], I use the term ‘religion’ pragmatically with 
a focus on establishing the contours of the debate rather than on proposing 
a definable category. […] Likewise, […] I use the term ‘religion’ as an 
aggregate that encompasses ‘religion’, ‘belief’, ‘faith’, and ‘sacrality’. 
While such simplification may be sacrilegious in religious studies, these 
terms are used loosely by different authors and institutions across 
heritage preservation debates and policies [my emphasis], not least due to 
the claim that cultural heritage encompasses all dimensions.60 

In the following is an attempted outline of how the terms are used in 
different examples and how they are used in this work. 

The formulations used in UNESCO’s Initiative on Heritage of Religious 
Interest display an ambiguous use of the terms religious, spiritual, and 
sacred: 

The term "Religious property", as used in the ICOMOS study Filling the 
Gaps - an Action Plan for the Future, defines "any form of property with 
religious or spiritual associations: churches, monasteries, shrines, 
sanctuaries, mosques, synagogues, temples, sacred landscapes, sacred 
groves, and other landscape features, etc.". 

The term "Sacred site" embraces areas of special spiritual significance to 
peoples and communities; and the term of "Sacred natural site" 
corresponds to the areas of land or water having special spiritual 
significance to peoples and communities, as proposed by 
the UNESCO/IUCN Guidelines for the Conservation and Management of 
Sacred Natural Sites (2008). 61 

According to ICCROM, the intergovernmental organization promoting 
the conservation of all forms of cultural heritage, living religious heritage 
has characteristics that distinguish it from other forms of heritage.62 
Sacred sites, according to the UNESCO MAB Programme63, "are indeed 
the oldest protected areas of the planet", and "have a vital importance for 
safeguarding cultural and biological diversity for present and future 
generations." The UNESCO programme concludes that the religious and 
sacred properties capture a range of cultural and natural diversity, and 

 
59 Sutcliffe, S. J. (2023). Spirituality, in Chryssides, G.D. & Whitehead, A. (Eds.). 
Contested concepts in the study of religion: a critical exploration. 117–21. 
60 Rico (2021). 7–8. 
61 UNESCO Initiative on Heritage of Religious Interest.  
62 UNESCO Initiative on Heritage of Religious Interest. 
http://whc.unesco.org/en/religious-sacred-heritage/ -> History and Terminology. 
(2022-11-07). 
63 UNESCO Man and Biosphere Programme. https://en.unesco.org/mab/about (2022-
11-07). 
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each can singularly demonstrate the spirit of a particular place.64 In this 
formulation, religious appears to be connected primarily to constructed 
sites, if landscapes are also included, while sacred is related more to 
nature and natural sites. The sacred sites are also characterized by being 
protected since ancient times. Spiritual defines the otherworldly values 
that play outside of the formalized and institutionalized sphere. This 
understanding resonates with Crispin Paine’s description of the 
preconditions for his first book on religion in museums, Godly Things:65 

Formal religion [my emphasis] was fast declining in much of Western 
Europe (though spirituality [my emphasis] was not), but in much of the 
rest of the world religion was becoming ever more powerful and so more 
political.66 

Religious and spiritual are both used to indicate a cultural and 
traditional connection to the divine or the otherworldly, but in many 
cases – as in the previous quote – the latter is used to define something 
outside of the institutionalized and organized beliefs.67 I will use the two 
terms, understanding religious to define more the institutions and 
formal organizations, while spiritual will define more of the non-
institutional and individual relation and cultural setting. Sacred, as 
already stated, is not just a definition but also a method to categorize and 
sort items and phenomena in the religious sphere. It is “all forms of 
contacts between transcendence and immanence in a world of humans 
who are not satisfied with being placed in the immanence, and who 
desire, with the full force of their own existence, to retrieve a unity lived 
through centuries as being something original.”68  

Sacredness is also something deeply connected to a place, a sacred locus, 
which is evident in the example of pilgrimages and pilgrims.69 For 
pilgrims the body of a saint, a certain relic, a certain image, or the place 
itself and the narratives and celebrations attached to it becomes the 
centre of sacredness and inscribed in time through the cultual times and 
the liturgical calendars. In the case of Christianity, the cult of the saints 
is a most important source for understanding the concept of sacredness 
and its various implications, not least through its widespread practice all 
over the Christian world, but also through its material applicability in the 
shape of relics. Some places, objects, relics, and saints may also be 

 
64 UNESCO Initiative on Heritage of Religious Interest  
65 Paine, C. (2000). Godly things: museums, objects, and religion.  
66 Paine (2013). Xiii. 
67 Lynch (2012b). 4–6; Lynch (2012a). 101–118. 
68 Dupront (1993). 88. 
69 See for example Coomans, T., Dijn, H. D., Maeyer, J. D., Verschaffel, B., & Heynickx, 
R. (2012). Loci Sacri, and Coster, W., & Spicer, A. (2005). Sacred space in early modern 
Europe. 



 
 

35 

considered holy: this indicates that the divine qualities are inherent and 
given by divine power – contrary to the sacred, which is a category 
created within a religious, possibly holy, context, but by human 
decisions.  

The concepts holy and sacred are not rarely used in literature as 
synonyms or as if interchangeable. Holy is here defined as a notion of an 
inner religious quality in something, and of such strength that it should 
be set aside, venerated, and treated in a special manner, while sacred 
does talk about religious authenticity, but still refers to qualities that 
were posed by humans in order to structure and better understand the 
contact with the divine being. The Catholic Encyclopaedia defines the 
etymological roots of the concept of sacredness as stemming from the 
Greek words hagiosyne and hesiotes, expressing two aspects of 
“holiness”: that of separation and religious awe, and that of being 
sanctioned under God’s seal. 70 The Second Council of Nicaea in 787 
stated that homage or respect is not paid to an inanimate object, but to 
the holy person, which is itself honor paid to God. The Council decreed 
that every altar should contain a relic, which is still today the practice in 
Catholic and Orthodox churches. 

Consecration and desecration 

Within the Catholic Church, the Canon law states that the sacred is 
constituted by means of consecration rites, like dedications or blessings: 

Sacred objects, which are designated for divine worship by dedication or 
blessing, are to be treated reverently and are not to be employed for 
profane or inappropriate use even if they are owned by private persons.71 
Sacred places are those which are designated for divine worship or for the 
burial of the faithful by a dedication or a blessing which the liturgical 
books prescribe for this purpose.72 

Things and places made sacred through rites, or that are considered holy 
by the believers, demand a certain reverence and consideration in 

handling and visiting them; this is valid for most religions, and it is 
essential for the arguments in this thesis.73  

  

 
70 Pope, H. (1910). ‘Holiness’, in The Catholic Encyclopedia. New York: Robert Appleton 
Company. http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07386a.htm. (2022-11-07). 
71 Code of Canon Law, Can. 1171. 
72 Code of Canon Law, Can. 1205. 
73 Paine (2013). 55–62. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Council_of_Nicaea
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07386a.htm


An attempt to visualize my understanding of the distinctions between 
the different categories, and my use of them in this thesis, may look like 
this: 

 

Figure 1. An outlined distinction of the concepts ‘Religious’, ‘Spiritual’, ‘Holy’, 
and ‘Sacred’, as understood and operated in this thesis. (Photo by the author: 
Relic of St. James, San Marco's Basilica, Venice  
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Sacred and profane, and the art of separation 

UNESCO states that sacred sites are “the oldest protected areas of the 
planet”.74 The word “protected” here is of particular interest, as it signals 
one of the principal driving forces of the heritage field, namely, to 
safeguard and prevent from destruction and vanishing. However, the 
historical roots of areas or spaces regarded as holy or sacred seem to 
indicate that the main interest has not been protection, but separation: 
from the everyday life, from the ordinary, from the secular. Setting 
things aside from the ordinary has many similarities with heritagization. 
As an illustration, two quite different examples from early modern Rome 
and Venice of separating the sacred from the profane may be employed. 

In Ancient Rome, the pomerium functioned as a separation of a not 
entirely but with time more and more spiritual nature. The pomerium 
was a boundary, often described as sacred, surrounding the core of the 
city of Rome, according to legend since the foundation by Romulus.75 
The pomerium was marked by tall stones, and later to most part 
coincided with the Aurelian city wall. It did not confine a certain 
populated area but can be said to have defined the city of Rome in a 
mythological way. The pomerium was “a significant dividing line 
between different types of human activity and between different types of 
human relations with the gods”76, and it was connected to numerous 
prohibitions regarding for example the use of arms and cremations and 
funerals, and restrictions in the execution of military and political power 
within its borders. It was not static but could expand and be re-directed 
by the emperor – as Beard, North & Price put it, a “self-aggrandizement” 
to mark an increased power, and according to Tacitus, an ancient custom 
giving the one who extended the empire the right to extend the 
pomerium. Thus, the pomerium was a dividing line on mythological 
grounds, eventually implied with a strong sacred meaning and certain 
rules stating peace and cleanness inside it, but thereby not marking the 
entire space within it as sacred. 

Sacred space the art and importance of separating it from other space is 
also found in the sacred boundaries in the churches in Venice. In the city 
of Venice, physical limits between different types of spaces, but also 
different ranks within a household, were set up by partition walls: in 
secular buildings as well as in sacred spaces. In a religious convent, 
partition walls with grates allowed visiting family members to speak to 
their daughters in the convent without trespassing the limits of the 

 
74 UNESCO Initiative on Heritage of Religious Interest. 
75 Beard, M., North, J. & Price, S. R. F. (1998). Religions of Rome. Vol. 1, A history. 177–
178. 
76 Beard, North & Price (1998). 178. 



sacred space. In Venetian churches, the dividing elements could be of 
various kinds:77 Iconostasis, in Byzantine style and the Greek Orthodox 
tradition, where a wall of icons physically separates the sacred from the 
profane by forming a secluded room for the presbytery where religious 
functions take place.78 Septo, a screen wall, whose function was to 
separate the sacred, monastic world from the secular world outside, but 
within the monastery church. The wall was built in stone and decorated 
with carved figures.79Barco, a structure once common in Venetian 
churches crossing the aisle above the floor so that the clergy could take 
part in religious ceremonies without mixing with the congregation.80 The 
choir with the main altar could be separated from the surrounding 
church by a richly carved wall, a practice which was introduced by Pope 
Nicholas V in St. Peter’s basilica in Rome in mid 15th century.81 

Rita Capurro makes a clear separation and distinction between sacred 
art (arte sacra) and religious art (arte religiosa): the previous – sacred 
art – refers to things of artistic interest that are destined to the practices 
directly linked to the cult, while the latter – religious art – refers to 
artistic products that in some way have a specific value of religious 
nature, while not necessarily attributable to the liturgical practices.82 
Creating and maintaining separation and boundaries between the sacred 
and the profane is a recurrent theme throughout history, and not rarely 
an enterprise presenting challenges and problems. The conceptual 
dichotomy between sacred and profane is commonly traced back to 
French sociologist Émile Durkheim and his work The elementary forms 
of the religious life. He stated that “religion is a unified system of beliefs 
and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and 
forbidden.”83 In Durkheim's theory, the sacred represents the interests of 
the group, especially unity, which are embodied in a sacred group of 
symbols, or totems. The function of sacred things and practices is to 
unite all those who adhere to them into “one moral community called a 
church”.84 The profane, on the other hand, regarded individual concerns. 
Durkheim explicitly stated that the sacred–profane dichotomy was not a 

 
77 Foscari, G. & Koolhaas, R. (2014). Elements of Venice. 634–639. 
78 Such iconostases can still be seen in Basilica of San Marco and in Santa Maria 
Annunziata in Torcello. 
79 Two septos remain in Venetian churches, namely in Santo Stefano and San Francesco 
della Vigna. 
80 Two barcos remain in Venice, namely in Ognissanti and in San Michele in Isola. 
81 The only remaining example of this in Venice can be seen in the Franciscan church 
Santa Maria dei Frari. 
82 Capurro (2013). 36. 
83 Durkheim, É. [1915] (2008). The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, (1912, 
English translation by Joseph Swain: 1915). 44. 
84 Durkheim [1915] (2008). 44. 
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moral one, equivalent to good–evil. The sacred could be good or evil, and 
the profane could be either as well.85  

A critique against the claimed universality of the binary division of 
sacred–profane has been formulated by some scholars, claiming that it 
ignores all religion without this dichotomy and that it privileges 
Christianity at the expense of non-Christian systems.86 Religious 
historian Mircea Eliade sees religion as based on a sharp distinction 
between the sacred and the profane. The “autonomy” of religion makes it 
impossible to study and comprehend religious phenomena as by-
products of some other reality, he states, while the only possible way to 
understand it is “on its own level”, that is as something religious – if not, 
the unique element in religion will be missed, namely: the sacred.87 The 
term hierophanies, that is manifestations of the sacred, is crucial for his 
understanding of the world and its relation to religion. An influential 
contribution by Eliade to the field of interest for this thesis is his writings 
on sacred space and how it is constituted. 

For religious man, space is not homogeneous; he experiences 
interruptions, breaks in it; some parts of space are qualitatively different 
from others. “Draw not high hither,” says the Lord to Moses; “put off thy 
shoes from off thy feet, for the place wheron thou standest is holy ground” 
(Exodus, 3,5). There is, then, a sacred space, and hence a strong, 
significant space; there are other spaces that are not sacred and so are 
without structure or consistency, amorphous.88 

The tension between a profane and a sacred meaning is, in Eliade's view, 
also a form of tension between the profane which is “of the natural 
world” and the holy which is “entirely different”. These concepts and 
these distinctions between sacred and profane, otherworldly and 
thisworldly, transcendent and immanent, or natural and “entirely 
different”89, are recurrent in the topic of this thesis. 

If Durkheim and Eliade define what is sacred and what is not, and the 
relations between the two, Max Weber adds an aspect of transition 
between the spheres. Not aspiring to inscribe this work in a Weberian 
research context, nor claiming to grasp or embrace the entirety of 
Weber’s philosophical standpoints, I find the concepts of enchantment 
and disenchantment to be useful to express the changed charging and 
the shift in attitudes that are central to my investigation. I refer to the 

 
85 Pals, D. L. (2006). Eight theories of religion. 2. ed. 95–97. 
86 Masuzawa, T. (2005). The Invention of World Religions: Or, How European 
Universalism Was Preserved in the Language of Pluralism. 
87 As formulated in Pals (2006). 196–197. 
88 Eliade, M. (1959). The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. 20. 
89 As defined by Taylor (2016). 2–4. 
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term disenchantment in the sense as defined by Weber in Science as a 
vocation: 

Thus the growing process of intellectualization and rationalization does 
not imply a growing understanding of the conditions under which we live. 
[…] It means that in principle, then, we are not ruled by mysterious, 
unpredictable forces, but that, on the contrary, we can in principle control 
everything by means of calculation. That in turns means the 
disenchantment of the world.90  

Having outlined possible ways to define the sacred and the profane and 
the changes between the two, a further understanding is provided by 
theorists approaching a field which is strongly present in this work, 
namely: art, and the concept of authenticity. Critical theorist Walter 
Benjamin’s idea of an “aura” in art suggests a magical or supernatural 
force within the art works emanating from their uniqueness and the 
sensory distance between beholder and artwork. A core concept in 
Benjamin’s understanding of the aura in an artwork is authenticity, 
created by a presence in time and space and by the work being unique. 
These art works, he argues, invite to contemplation. The industrial 
reproductions of art, which are Benjamin’s starting point and include 
films, photographs of paintings, paperback prints of books, and so on, 
re-directs the viewer or reader to the opposition of contemplation, 
namely distraction. 91 

…that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of 
the work of art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points 
beyond the realm of art.92 

Therefore, to Benjamin the authenticity and the aura – and with it, the 
possibility for the beholder of contemplation and connection with the 
particular force given by uniqueness – is lost in an artwork when it is 
mechanically reproduced. 

Another aspect in the search for meanings and functions of the sacred is 
Bruno Latour’s concept pair of factish – fetish. It is contextualized within 
Modernity and its firm belief in science and provable facts, which are the 
new fetishes, according to Latour. Belief (in man-made fetishes) is 
contraposed to knowledge (about non-made facts). Latour sees this 
attitude to belief and knowledge as characteristic for the people of 

 
90 Weber, M. [1918] (2004). Science as a vocation, in Owen, D. & Strong, T. (eds.) The 
Vocation Lectures. 12–13. 
91 Benjamin, W. [1936] (2008). The work of art in the age of mechanical reproduction; 
Robinson, A. (2013). Walter Benjamin: Art, Aura and Authenticity, in Ceasefire 
Magazine 14/6/2013, https://ceasefiremagazine.co.uk/walter-benjamin-art-aura-
authenticity/. (23/8/2017). 
92 Benjamin [1936] (2008). II. 
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Modernity: “A Modern is someone who believes that others believe.”93 
The concepts of factish and fetish are, as with Walter Benjamin, 
addressing the notion of belief and authenticity: a religious fetish is man-
made, and can be destroyed by a religious believer only to later be 
replaced by another and religiously authentic image: perhaps an 
acheiropoietos – that is, not man-made – one. Focusing the destruction 
of the original image, this activity is often referred to as iconoclasm. 
Latour, however, emphasizes the replacement of the destroyed and the 
creation of something new, which is made possible only by means of the 
destruction. Scientific facts can be disputed and replaced by later 
research, and conventional art can be challenged and overthrown by a 
contemporary artist – thus creating new art. This ambiguous 
relationship between destruction and creation is, with particular focus 
on religion, science, and art, in Latour’s words an iconoclash.94 I find 
these concepts useful for the study of the intricate entanglements 
between religion, art, scientific categories, and Modernity, and to add 
new perspectives on the destruction and heritagization of religious 
images in times of dramatic change. 

Materiality  

Material qualities have been carriers of sacred values through history 
and in various cultural and religious contexts, and in most different 
ways. Materiality as a concept has been widely discussed by scholars in 
recent years within the so-called material turn, and its application on 
sacred matter has been explored from different aspects.95 S Brent Plate 
defines the field of material religion as something referring to an 
investigation of the interactions 

1. Between human bodies and physical objects, both natural and 
human-made 

2. With much of the interaction taking place through sense 
perception 

3. In special and specified spaces and times 
4. In order to orient, and sometimes disorient, communities and 

individuals 

 
93 Latour, B. (2011). ‘Fetish-Factish’, in Material Religion 7.1. 42. 
94 Latour, B. (2010). On the modern cult of the factish gods. 67. 
95 See for example Bynum, C. W. (2011). Christian materiality. An essay on religion in 
late medieval Europe; Freeman, C. (2011). Holy bones, holy dust. How relics shaped the 
history of Medieval Europe; Minucciani, V. (ed) (2013). Religion and museums. 
Immaterial and Material Heritage; Morgan, D. (2010). Religion and material culture: 
the matter of belief; Paine (2013); Plate, B. S. (2015). Key terms in material religion; 
Material religion: the journal of objects, art and belief. (2005-). 



5. Toward the formal strictures and structures of religious 
traditions.96 

The delicacy of how to handle sacred materiality in a respectful way is 
highlighted in the problem caused by broken sacred items: can they be 
repaired by a craftsman without harming the spiritual qualities? 
Different religions handle these questions differently. In Western 
(Catholic) tradition, materiality is, as we have seen, fundamental as a 
mediator between believers and the divine. Taking the right measures is 
therefore most important, as once explained in the (today in most parts 
outdated) Catholic Encyclopaedia: 

The opinion was formerly held by some that sacred utensils, such as 
chalices, which are anointed with holy oil should, before being sent to a 
mechanic for repairs, be deprived of their sacred character by a special 
ceremony of desecration. This view was condemned by the Congregation of 
Rites (n. 2620, ed. 1900). Such a ceremony is entirely superfluous. For if a 
sacred utensil becomes broken and unfit for use it thereby loses its 
consecration; while if it is still fit for use but requires regilding, 
no ceremony could desecrate it.97 

According to this notion, a sacred object meant to be used but which is 
broken beyond repair loses its sacred qualities, while if it can be repaired 
it cannot be deconsecrated in any way: a transfer between categories, as 
sacred, non-sacred, possibly heritage, and even rubbish, is at hand. In 
Buddhist belief, on the other hand, the materiality in, for example, 
temples, is of no lasting value and is often torn down and replaced 
regularly98, while images of the Buddha are regarded as animated and 
highly sensitive to transfers to new contexts (such as museums). If such 
changes are planned, a de-animation ritual needs to be performed, to 
transform the image from “a resident god to an empty statue”.99 In 
Japan, a standard ritual, hakkenshiki, is used for temporary de-
consecration of Buddhist images when sending them for conservation 
work or for display in public and non-religious places.100 The problems 
attached to moving, re-contextualizing, not to mention selling sacred 
objects are recurrent in different religions, and are visible also in the 
Catholic legislation valid today: 

 
96 Plate (2015). 4. 
97 Morrisroe, P. (1908). ‘Desecration’, in The Catholic Encyclopedia. 
98 As demonstrated in, for example, Karlström, A. (2009). Preserving impermanence: 
the creation of heritage in Vientiane, Laos.  
99 As in the case study described by Van Huy, N. (2008). The One-Eyed God at the 
Vietnam Museum of Ethnology: The Story of a Village Conflict, in Asian Ethnology, 
67/2. 214. 
100 Paine (2013). 64–65. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03561a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03538b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03538b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04276a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03538b.htm


 
 

43 

Distinguished relics, and others which are held in great veneration by the 
people, may not validly be in any way alienated nor transferred on a 
permanent basis, without the permission of the Apostolic See.101  

For the aim of this work, relics as an example is particularly useful since 
they are strongly charged and re-charged material objects that have been 
the reason and motive for much of the western art and architecture.  

Materiality must be approached and understood in its historical context: 
in the early modern period, investigated in Part I (Chapters 2 and 3), 
sacred and profane qualities in materiality were understood differently 
than today. Man-made art and artefacts in a treasury could have a sacred 
quality since they were part of the divine creation.102 Igor Kopytoff’s 
concepts of object biographies and commoditization address materiality 
as something due to changes and changing values and uses, which ties in 
with the research question and the investigation of transfers between 
categories.103 Furthermore, objects can have semiotic characteristics, a 
“thingness”, which is shaping human subjectivity and activity.104  

The aspects of materiality in relation to sacredness indicated here 
connect to heritage, and to the question of conservation and veneration 
of what is categorized as heritage. 

Cultual and cultural uses 

In French and Italian, a distinction between cultual and cultural uses is 
commonly made, for example in definitions in heritage legislation; the 
former indicating uses for religious purposes and intentions, the latter a 
vast variety of museum, heritage, cultural events and uses interlinked 
with various fields such as tourism and place branding.105 Since the uses 
of sacredness are a focus in this thesis, and these terms express what I 
want to discuss, I propose a more established use of them in English: 
cultual use and cultural use. I use these terms to avoid discussions on 
the true nature of objects, places, and practices: are they holy, historical, 
universal truth or is it all in the eye of the beholder? In this thesis I 

 
101 Code of Canon Law, Can. 1190 §2. 
http://www.intratext.com/IXT/ENG0017/_P46.HTM (2022-11-07). 
102 Ivanic, S. (2019). Religious Materiality in the early modern World (Eds. M. Laven & 
A. Morrall). 15; Bynum (2011). 284. 
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investigate how these terms have been applied historically and today. 
The cases of hybridity and ambiguity here are recurrent, while certain 
objects, places and practices move back and forth between cultual and 
cultural use with ease, or even manage to maintain authenticity and 
credibility in both functions at the same time.  

Secularism and post-secularism 

Recurring in this topic is the notion of and claims for a secularized 
society and understanding of the world. This is mostly valid for the West, 
and countless examples are given on declining numbers of parish 
members, closed churches, and secular uses of the sacred.106 The word 
secularism, as Charles Taylor points out, derives from and ties religion 
down to time.107 However, Jürgen Habermas suggests a new approach to 
the dissonant co-existence between religion and secularism in society 
today. Habermas suggests three principal strands in the general 
hypothesis of a linkage between Modernity and secularization, and an 
understanding of society today as secularized. First, the anthropocentric 
understanding of the “disenchanted” world, fuelled by progress in 
science and technology; second, the functional differentiation of social 
systems (hospitals, schools, etc) making churches and other religious 
organizations lose control over law, public welfare, politics, science, and 
education; third, a higher general level of welfare also increases the 
existential security, and therefore decreases the need for promises of 
support from a higher power.108  

This secularization theory, however, has been much debated, and is now 
questioned as being Eurocentric and outdated. The image of a society 
where religion has played out its role and is relevant only to a shrinking 
number of traditional worshippers doesn’t hold, and a claimed 
“resurgence of religion” – according to Habermas – can be monitored in 
three overlapping phenomena in our time: the missionary expansion; a 
fundamentalist radicalization; and the political instrumentalization of 
the potential for violence in many of the world religions. “Today, public 
consciousness in Europe can be described in terms of a ‘post-secular 
society’ to the extent that at present it still has to ‘adjust itself to the 
continued existence of religious communities in an increasingly 
secularized environment’ “, Habermas writes, and states that churches 

 
106 See Chapter 4. 
107 Taylor (2016). 2–4. 
108 Habermas, J. (2008). Notes on Post-Secular Society. New Perspectives Quarterly. 25 
(4). 17–18. 
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and religious organizations today are more and more assuming the role 
of “communities of interpretation” in secular societies.109  

My theoretical starting points are the frameworks outlined above, with 
an emphasis on the transfer between categories, the agency behind this 
movement, and the effect of this taking place in an, assumed to be, post-
secular society. 

Method 

The starting point for this thesis is a development from my master thesis 
in history of ideas and science, however employing a reversed 
perspective and methodology to the previous work. The master thesis 
examined primarily one early modern Swedish source and investigated 
the processes of heritagization from this starting point.110 The PhD 
project reverses and expands the scope: situated in heritage studies the 
starting point is contemporary, even though a part of the work is 
dedicated to the historical case studies. The master thesis investigated 
how a foreign (and from a Swedish point of view historical) belief was 
perceived and narrated in a different religious context – Catholic 
artefacts handled by Orthodox Lutherans – where the historicizing 
perspective played an instrumental role to create a necessary distance. 
The PhD project, situated in museology and heritage studies, was 
developed from the question of how these same beholders, the Orthodox 
Lutherans, described and contextualized the Catholic when they visited 
places where the Catholic was the norm and practice.111 The thesis 
therefore starts from a historical context, and investigates a historical 
material in the case study in Part I, while the methodology is situated 
within heritage studies and will be further developed in the following. 

The historical case study in early modern Sweden and Italy was chosen 
for two reasons: first, the development and the reversed perspective 
from the master thesis: non-Catholic beholders looking at Catholic 
artefacts in non-Catholic and Catholic settings. Secondly, early modern 
Italy was an environment in transformation after the Reformation, and 
the setting for the development of collections and proto-museums – a 

 
109 Habermas (2008). 18–20. 
110 A revised and shortened version of the master thesis is available online as an article: 
Wangefelt Ström, H. (2011). Heligt, hotfullt, historiskt: kulturarvifieringen av det 
katolska i 1600-talets Sverige, in Lychnos 2011. 
111 The term ‘Catholic’ is used in this work 1) to indicate the organizational and political 
body that is, and historically yet in many different shapes has been, the Roman Catholic 
church; 2) the perception of the religious “other” as defined by Lutheran early modern 
Sweden; 3) the popular and by religious authorities non-sanctioned practices relating to 
Catholic rites and practices. 



template, as I will argue, that was eventually to be exported globally 
along with practices of displays and narratives. The cities selected for the 
investigation are Rome as an aspiring capital of Christianity, and Venice 
as the capital of collectionism and a melting pot of cultures, narratives, 
and commercial interests. Religious feasts, displays, narratives, and 
other forms of uses of religion had similarities but also major differences 
in the two cities. One way to investigate these factors in relation to the 
research question is through written and material sources in the two 
cities, where emphasis is on the things and phenomena on display, the 
modes of display, the narratives, and on the stakeholders displaying and 
narrating. Another way, providing an additional perspective, is to study 
how the non-Catholic peregrination travelers described the Catholic 
objects, places, and phenomena in the Catholic context; this adds the 
factor of the audience, the (non-Catholic) beholder, and the foreign 
gaze.112  

In order to investigate this topic different kinds of sources have been 
used in sacred spaces, museums archives, and libraries: guidebooks, 
private and institutional inventories, accounts of religious feasts and 
rites, organization of the holy years, management of pilgrims and the 
emerging tourism, collectors, collectionism and collections, and the 
different types of beholders coming to behold and get an understanding 
of all this.113 The method to apply the research question to these sources 
is broad and eclectic rather than narrow and deep: a method with some 
risks and disadvantages, yet providing the opportunity to analyze and 
discover connections that can only be seen from a distant perspective. 
This methodology bears similarities with those adopted in other newer 
and highly interdisciplinary fields, such as cultural history. Alessandro 
Arcangeli refers to this as “a fuzzy field”, and notes that  

What in other times and by different judges might have been stigmatized 
as a sign of instability or an unsafe methodological foundation, one can 
reasonably value today as an endowment and as evidence of an 
experimental spirit.114 

Peter Burke concludes that cultural history in recent generations has 
been “the arena in which some of the most exciting and illuminating 
discussions of historical method have taken place”.115 For an 
understanding of the aim and the field of this thesis, and the converging 

 
112 For mentions of ‘gaze’ in the following, the concept referred to is to be understood as 
similar to the one in Urry, J. (2002). The tourist gaze. See Introduction to Part I. 
113 For eclectic rather than quantitative uses of sources within cultural history, see for 
example Calaresu, M., Rubies, J-P & De Vivo, F. (2016). Exploring Cultural History, 
Essays in Honour of Peter Burke. 19. 

114 Arcangeli, A. (2011). Cultural History: A Concise Introduction, 1 edition. 1–2. 
115 Burke, P. (2005). What is Cultural History?. 125. 
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methodologies of heritage studies and historical as well as contemporary 
sources, I find the comparison to cultural history useful. 

Methodologies of heritage studies  

The investigation of heritage has, as pointed out by Marie Louise Stig 
Sørensen at Cambridge Heritage Research Center, become a distinct and 
most interdisciplinary research area. However, she states that  

[…] although methods, of course, have been routinely used in Heritage 
Studies, there has been little methodological reflection. Heritage has 
borrowed extensively from other disciplines, but whereas this is 
reasonable, indeed a sound tactic, it does not ensure that methods are 
developed and adapted to the needs of Heritage Studies.116 

Heritage Studies is a merging and relatively new field, or area, of 
research, where methodologies, uses of theories, and styles of 
communicating research and results differ substantially. One coherent 
methodology to fit all disciplines and practices among the heritage 
studies stakeholders is not possible, or desirable, but an active and 
including reflection on methodology in interdisciplinary contexts in 
general and heritage studies in particular would be needed. With the 
heterogenous nature of the field comes a call for a courageous 
exploratory approach to other fields and disciplines, and a generous and 
open mind when discussing and assessing the results: without this 
heritage studies is held back in its potential to produce innovative 
research. Stig Sørensen writes (in an extensive passage which is quoted 
almost in extenso, as fundamentally important for the understanding of 
the complexity of heritage studies methodologies):  

[Heritage Studies] is not a simple matter of copying or borrowing existing 
methods from other disciplines or practices. There is not a ‘one-size-fits-
all’ method to be identified. Rather, a range of methods will clearly be 
needed. Heritage Studies’ lack of a separate disciplinary identity – existing 
as it does in an interdisciplinary space – does, however, mean that the 
field’s outline and authority are unclear, making scholars hesitant about 
commenting beyond their own sphere of expertise. That commentary, the 
cross-fertilisation in terms not just of ideas but also of how we pursue 
them rigorously yet imaginatively and with open minds, is, however, 
urgently needed. […] We need to share experiences about how to analyse 
the end result, and develop ways of engaging with greater curiosity and 
openness for Heritage Studies to flourish and the importance of heritage to 
be better understood and responded to.117 

Concluding, methodologies of heritage studies requires openness and 
courage to tread into the territories and employing the methodologies of 

 
116 Sørensen, M. L. S. and Carman, J. (2009). Heritage Studies: Methods and 
Approaches. 4. 
117 Sørensen and Carman (2009). 8–9. 



other disciplines beyond the researcher’s own discipline and expertise, in 
order to reach their productive and creative potential. This is valid also 
for the selection and mix of different sources. “Cross-fertilizations of 
textual, people-oriented and material methods are and should remain 
important in Heritage Studies.”, Stig Sørensen states, while observing 
that textual analysis in general and historical sources in particular have 
not been among the most commonly used in the field so far.118 This is a 
lacuna in heritage studies and its methodology where scholars and 
sources from disciplines within the field of history could make important 
contributions. 

Classification and categorization 

In the course of the work with the thesis I found the principles and 
practices of classification and categorization to be productive as a 
methodological framework: to investigate the research question, and to 
understand and formulate the results. The question of separation 
between “living” or “dead” heritage, as introduced by among others 
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Kimblett119, permeates the investigation of religion 
as heritage. It could be argued that this is a question of identity: an 
authentic sacred identity, or a non-sacred heritage identity.120 From a 
theological point of view this is a crucial question touching on religious 
authenticity and, for the believer, on truth; however, any claims to verify 
a true or false religious identity lies beyond the scope of this work. Still, a 
distinction and a separation are always at stake, asked for by religious, 
heritage, or other stakeholders, or for merely practical reasons. 
Historically, tracing the topic back to the time of the Lutheran 
reformation, the separation between sacred and profane was urgently 
called for in the aftermath of the iconoclasm connected to the religious 
conflicts and changes, and it coincided with the emergence of scientific 
classification and categorization during early modernity. There are 
important differences between the concepts of classification and 
categorization, but they can both be applied to these processes at the 
time.121  

Classification, according to Elin Jacob’s definition, implies that classes 
are mutually exclusive and non-overlapping and that boundaries are 
fixed. It is a process initiated and controlled by an expert authority – for 

 
118 Sørensen and Carman (2009). 6–8. 
119 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998). 
120 For a discussion on transfers between categories in religious objects in museums and 
heritage contexts, see Chapter 5. Also, Wangefelt Ström (2019), and Paine (2013). 
121 Jacob, E. (2004). Classification and Categorization: A Difference that Makes a 
Difference, Library Trends, Winter 2004. 515–540. 
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example academia, the Church or other religious institutions, or by 
heritage institutions – with well-established rights to organize, name, 
and classify the world. The strict distinction between sacred and profane 
in early modern times was in the interest of the religious authorities, 
while in practice the uses were less rigid and the boundaries less distinct, 
or in Jacob’s words, when defining the concept of categories, they were 
“fuzzy”.122 Categorization, on the other hand, operates on an individual 
and intuitive level, making associations between entities depending on 
the current context. The context may vary, and with it the composition of 
the category, which makes categorization a flexible instrument to sort 
and understand the world. Categorization is unsystematic yet creative, 
not building on predetermined definitions but on personal goals or 
individual experience: criteria which match well the sources and 
examples in focus in the case studies are presented here.123 Religion and 
what is today defined as heritage apparently in early modern times, as 
today, are objects of both classification (from religious and scientific 
authorities) and categorization (in the eyes of beholders, by collectors, 
authors of guidebooks, etc.). For the investigation of the research 
question in this thesis, both concepts are employed for the relation 
between heritage and religion. 

  

 
122 Jacob (2004). 528. 
123 Jacob (2004). 528. 



Analytical lenses  

To investigate the research question three analytical lenses are 
employed, through which the case studies and examples in Part I and II 
are examined. These lenses, which will be presented more fully below, 
are: 

Time: Historical roots and contexts of the relation between sacredness 
and heritage. 

Uses: Uses of the sacred historically and today. Presupposes that uses 
drive transformation and affect category.  

Agents: The different driving forces or agents, performing the act of 
heritagization, or the transfer between sacredness and heritage, with 
different aims and agendas.  

 

Figure 2. Focus of the thesis and approach through three analytical lenses. 

Time 

The relation between heritage and time is complex, and it is essential in 
the creation and understanding of heritage. Heritage is constructed from 
time in the shape of history and distance in time, it is constructed in a 
context of contemporary time, and for the sake of future time(s). Aleida 
Assman writes, on the role of memory, that “[w]hile memory looks back 
at history through the veil of oblivion, fama looks forward to future 
generations who will preserve forever an event deemed to be 
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unforgettable”.124 Heritage operates both these nodes. Heritage is, 
according to Rodney Harrison, among other factors constituted by the 
relation between Modernity, emphasizing the ordering and categorizing 
of knowledge and the world, and time. He refers to Bruno Latour’s 
pointing out that ‘the moderns’ understand time as something linear, as 
progress, as “an irreversible arrow”.125 Harrison furthermore 
chronologically defines heritage as a post-Enlightenment concept: a 
definition which will be questioned in this thesis.126  

Time is an instrumental factor for sacred heritage also as a secularizing 
factor. Following the argument of Charles Taylor, secular is a category 
developed in Latin Christendom, from seculum (century), that is profane 
time.127 Certain institutions, times, places, persons, and actions in the 
past, before the Reformation, were connected to the sacred or higher 
time, while others were connected to the profane or secular time. With 
the 17th century, which is the period of the historical case studies in this 
work, this understanding changed. The contrast to secular was no longer 
a transcendent time dimension where spiritual institutions had their 
place, but claims on goods or allegiance made in the name of something 
transcendent.128 This meant, as argued by Taylor and of importance for 
the argument in this thesis, that churches could be accepted and have a 
place in this new order as part of the functions in society, but only if they 
agreed to give up their claims on otherworldliness and were understood 
as thisworldly or secular.129 

Uses 

The aspect of uses of heritage goes along the interest in uses of history in 
research as well as in school teaching in recent decades. In heritage 
theory, Laurajane Smith’s Uses of Heritage (2006) has played an active 
role in understanding heritage as relations and actions rather than 
objects. According to this line of thought, which I relate to and to some 
extent employ in this work, heritage can be understood as a subjective 
political negotiation of identity, place, and memory, and thus recognized 
and investigated through its uses.130 

 
124 Assmann, A. (2011). Cultural memory and Western civilization: functions, media, 
archives. 39. 
125 Harrison (2013). 25. 
126 Harrison (2013). 14–15. 
127 Taylor (2016). 2. 
128 Taylor (2016). 2–3. 
129 Taylor (2016). 3. 
130 Smith (2006). 



Understanding objects as commodities with ‘life histories’ and shifting 
values and uses over time, as presented by John Carman and in line with 
Kopytoff, also ties into this analytical lens as employed in this work.131 

Agents 

Modernity plays a crucial role in the category transformation of religion 
starting after the Reformation. A variety of agents perform the 
heritagization of religion, historically and today, with or without an 
intention to act as heritagization agents. The heritagization agents form 
what Harrison and Latour call agent collectives, where books, collectors, 
tourists, and other agents unintentionally support the development and 
reinforce each other’s role in driving a change.132 In order to understand 
heritage as something which is created, a creating agent – and, possibly 
but not necessarily, an agency – is needed. An agent can be both an 
individual and a non-individual, and it can be an assembled collective 
consisting of many kinds of human and non-human agents.  

Investigating the roots of how religion and sacredness is heritagized, 
contextualized, and narrated in Western European tradition, this kind of 
collective agents appears to be at work in early modern Italy. The 
collective agents in this case consist of guidebooks, public rituals, art, 
and design, collecting cultures, emerging tourism with its surrounding 
stakeholders and its new beholders and tourist gazes133, and of the 
religious institution itself: the Catholic church, and its various 
representatives. Agencies behind these acts of heritagization vary within 
the collective, from intentional placings of items and events in a distant 
and controlled past as an act of domestication, to a seemingly benevolent 
wish to enhance the importance and significance of things. The 
heritagization agents in early modern time are to be found on both sides 
of the post-Reformation religious divide: Lutheran travelers categorizing 
Catholic items and customs more as materiality, art, and heritage than as 
sacredness, and Catholic theologians and priests reinforcing the 
boundaries between sacred and profane by clarifying categories and uses 
to protect and save the sacred from destruction and profanation. 
Regardless of the driving force being that of domestication and removal 
of threats, or that of safeguarding and reinforcing, the result is 
heritagization. 

 
131 Carman, J. (1990) ‘Commodities, rubbish and treasure: valuing archaeological 
objects’, Archaeological review from Cambridge, 9. 195; Kopytoff, (1986). 64–92. 
132 Harrison (2013). 32. 
133 Urry (2002). 
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Case studies and examples 

To investigate the research question, ’What happens in the transfer 
between sacredness and heritage?’ through productive approaches I have 
employed two early modern case studies, and thematically organized 
examples from different times and contexts: these are introduced more 
in detail in the introductions to Part I and Part II. The historical case 
studies aim at emphasizing the historical dimension of the research 
question: how, where, and why the account for religion as heritage 
started, in Part I and the theme ‘Sacred heritage in production’. 

The first early modern case study is set in 17th century Sweden and 
inquires the relation to the Catholic past and Catholic Italy, and how the 
uses of the past plays into this. The purpose of this study is to investigate 
the aspect of the visitor, the foreigner, and the beholder for which 
displays and narratives are constructed.134 The second case study 
inquires and presents early modern Rome and Venice. Rome, in the 
transformative period after the Counter-Reformation and the gradual 
shift from religious capital and pilgrim destination to, also, a destination 
for experiencing the distant past as well as the latest trends in art and 
architecture. Monumentalization, spectacle and display to promote the 
Catholic church took place along with an increased interest in the 
Antiquity and the arrival of new beholders, where the religious artefacts, 
spaces and phenomena played central roles. Venice, as a commercial and 
political hub, abundant with religious materiality and traditions used 
also for commercial and political purposes, and with political rather than 
spiritual aspirations. Venice, like Rome, was one of the most desired 
destinations for foreign travelers, and the displays and narratives of the 
city and its life and identity were adapted to the foreign gaze.  

The theme of Part II, ‘Sacred heritage in practice’, is demonstrated and 
investigated through a selection of examples of uses of sacred heritage. 
The examples are collected from different times, places, and religions, 
and are presented thematically by the different uses, as developed in 
Introduction to Part II. The themes, or the different types of uses, are not 
the only imaginable types of uses of sacred heritage but have been 
chosen since they respectively bring forth aspects of relevance for the 
research question and the topic. These various uses are, I argue, made 
possible by the detachment and the changed category applied through 
the heritagization; thus, there is a development and a connection from 

 
134 See John Urry’s concept of ‘the tourist gaze’, developing Foucault’s concept of ‘the 
medical gaze’. Urry, J. (2002). The tourist gaze. For more on seeing, see also Berger, J. 
(2008). Ways of seeing, Clark, S. (2007). Vanities of the eye: Vision in early modern 
European culture, Morgan (2005), and Morgan, D. (2012). The embodied eye: Religious 
visual culture and the social life of feeling. 



the early modern cases to the heterogenous collection of sacred heritage 
in practice, where the creative, provoking, commercial and other uses 
were made possible by the processes in action in the early modern case 
studies. 

Sources and institutions 

The topic of the thesis started out from the traveler’s point of view, by 
studying early modern travel journals primarily from Sweden but also 
other non-Catholic countries in Uppsala University Library and in 
Italian libraries. In the course of work and the development of the topic 
sources connected to collections, collecting, and displays proved valuable 
for the investigation, and different categories of sources were consulted 
of which some provided material to investigate further. Mårten 
Törnhielm’s unpublished diary in the Rogge library in Strängnäs has 
been a valuable source for understanding the antiquarian’s view. The 
development of the work, aided by the possibility to spend an academic 
year in Italy, led to new sources relating to life and practices in early 
modern Rome and Venice. In Rome the Vatican Library, Biblioteca 
Angelica, Biblioteca Casanatense and the library at the Istituto Svedese 
di Studi Classici provided sources and literature on Swedish and other 
foreign travelers to the city, on known and less known converts and 
dissents, on religious feasts, holy years, art collectors and collections, 
and on the modes of displaying and narrating the sacred and secular 
sides of Rome through guidebooks and other means to the increasing 
number of leisure travelers. In Venice the Archivio di Stato, Biblioteca 
Nazionale Marciana, and Biblioteca Museo Correr provided material on 
collectionism, collections, how visitors were directed to these displays, 
but also on the numerous relics in the city, on the displays and feasts 
connected to those, and on their role as financial and political factors. As 
an important complement to the written sources, visits to churches (still 
active as well as redundant and re-purposed), chapels, convents, 
temples, mosques, synagogues, collections and museums in Sweden, 
Rome, and Venice, but also in other parts of Europe and in the USA, 
Canada, Australia, Iran, Israel, and Palestine have provided valuable 
material for this work.  

Research field  

Museology and heritage studies 

The heritage research field is vast and rapidly expanding in numerous 
most different directions. As for the connection specifically between 
religion and heritage, the academic interest from a museological or 
theoretical aspect has awakened and increased during the past few years. 
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Crispin Paine’s Religious objects in museums (2013) brings up many of 
the theoretical, practical, and sensitive issues a museum practitioner can 
encounter when handling religious objects, and Religion in Museums: 
Global and Multidisciplinary Perspectives (2017)135 expands and 
deepens this topic. École du Louvre and Claire Merleau-Ponty (ed) 
explore the museum transformation of the sacred space in Du lieu de 
culte à la salle de musée - Muséologie des édifices religieux (2017), a 
result of a homonymous international seminar at the same institution 
that I attended in 2014. In October 2018, ICOFOM, the museology 
division of ICOM (International Council of Museums), arranged its 
annual symposium in Tehran on the theme Museology and the Sacred. 
An international community of scholars and museum experts presented 
a broad variety of aspects and challenges in the field, reflecting 
differences and shared experiences between cultures and traditions.136 
Yet, as Roberta Gilchrist puts it in Sacred Heritage: Monastic 
Archaeology, Identities, Beliefs (2020), “questions of the sacred have 
also been broadly neglected by the field of heritage studies. […] This 
neglect of sacred heritage contrasts with the growing literature in 
history, anthropology, museum studies, geography, art and architectural 
history, law, and tourism studies”.137 Similar observations are made by 
Trinidad Rico in Global Heritage, Religion, and Secularism (2021).138  

Alexandra Walsham’s investigation of the relation between religion, 
religious change, and the popular perception of physical environment 
including nature in early modern time in The Reformation of the 
Landscape. Religion, Identity & Memory in early modern Britain & 
Ireland (2011) gives important perspectives on the religion and heritage 
interface and provides a fruitful comparison for the Swedish early 
modern context. Lena Liepe discusses how, as she calls them, “church 
objects” have been ascribed an epistemological value in the different 
exhibitions about church art in Sweden from mid-19th to mid-20th 
century, in A case for the Middle Ages (2018).139 Henrik Ågren points out 

 
135 Paine (2013); Buggeln, G., Paine, C. and Plate, S. B. (eds) (2017). Religion in 
Museums: Global and Multidisciplinary Perspectives.  
136 The short papers presented and discussed at the conference are published and 
available here: 
http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/icofom/images/Icofom
_mono_Sacred_version_nume__rique2.pdf (2022-11-07), and selected papers are 
published in a post-conference volume: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TC5nayMU5Zr9xmjy9tfUTs9jVILaPw64/view (2022-
11-07). 
137 Gilchrist, R. (2020). Sacred Heritage: Monastic Archaeology, Identities, Beliefs. 12. 
138 Rico (2021). 
139 Liepe, L. (2018). A case for the Middle Ages. The public display of medieval church 
art in Sweden 1847–1943. Kungl. Vitterhets-, Historie- och Antikvitetsakademien. 19. 

http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/icofom/images/Icofom_mono_Sacred_version_nume__rique2.pdf
http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/icofom/images/Icofom_mono_Sacred_version_nume__rique2.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TC5nayMU5Zr9xmjy9tfUTs9jVILaPw64/view


the complex relationship between religion, uses of history, and heritage, 
in his thorough investigation of the Swedish saint Erik and the various 
uses of him after the Reformation.140 Charlotte Hyltén-Cavallius 
discusses aspects of inclusion and exclusion in relation to ways of 
displaying religion in museums in Älskade museum. Svenska 
kulturhistoriska museer som kulturskapare och samhällsbyggare 
(2016).141 Marie Clausén has examined the new tourist uses of sacred 
spaces in Sacred Architecture in a Secular Age. Anamnesis of Durham 
Cathedral (2016), which connects to the topic of this thesis. 

Practice 

Marion Bowman’s research on Glastonbury, as multiple uses of a place 
with multiple sacred claims in a contemporary framework of tourism 
and place branding, for example “Heritage as performance” in Heritage 
in practice (2010)142 gives valuable insights into the many uses of sacred 
heritage. Rita Capurro confronts the theme from an Italian and 
museological aspect – in Italy primarily emphasizing an art historical 
point of view – in Musei e oggetti religiosi. Arte, sacro e cultura 
religiosa nel museo (2013), as does Valeria Minucciani (Ed.) in Religion 
and museums. Immaterial and Material Heritage (2013). Lotten 
Gustavsson Reinius introduces perspectives on an equally museum 
related topic but from an ethnologist’s point of view based on her work 
with the Congolese collection at the Ethnographical Museum in 
Stockholm, for example in “Sensing through white gloves: on Congolese 
objects in Swedish sceneries”, in Senses & society (2009). Historical 
lines and connections between a temple for cult and the museum are 
highlighted in François Mairesse’s Le culte des musées (2014).  

Recent research projects 

Among current or recent research emphasizing the uses of sacred 
heritage, in ideological as well as a concrete and material sense (such as 
redundant churches), the project Religious Heritage in Transformation 
under the direction of Ola Wetterberg at Gothenburg University, starting 
from a conservation point of view and working on secularization and the 

 
140 Ågren, H. (2012). Erik den helige - landsfader eller beläte? En rikspatrons öde i 
svensk historieskrivning från reformationen till och med upplysningen. See pp. 32–34 
for an introduction to the concept of heritage. 
141 Hyltén-Cavallius, C. & Svanberg, F. (2016). Älskade museum. Svenska 
kulturhistoriska museer som kulturskapare och samhällsbyggare. 
142 With West, S. 
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role of religious heritage should be mentioned.143 Maria Nyström’s 
research on the management of reduntant churches is situated in this 
context.144 Carola Nordbäck has studied the uses of religious heritage 
within new nationalist political parties within religious studies, for 
example “Kyrkohistorisk historiebruksforskning” in Minne och 
möjlighet: kyrka och historiebruk från nationsbygge till pluralism.145 
The HERILIGION ERC funded research project sought, in its own 
words, “to understand the consequences of the heritagization of religious 
sites, objects and practices which may not have been considered heritage 
before, and especially the relations between heritage and religious 
constituencies, and between different disciplines and management 
regimes; and the potential paradoxes between religious and secular 
sacralizations and uses”.146 In the course of this PhD project the research 
field connected to religion and heritage has expanded substantially, as 
has the number of international research initiatives and now ongoing 
projects. 

Museums, materiality, and space 

An orientation outside of Christianity is given in Bruce M. Sullivan’s 
(Ed.) Sacred Objects in Secular Spaces. Exhibiting Asian Religions in 
Museums (2015). The research carried out by Anna Karlström on 
Buddhist heritage and the perception of materiality in a non-Western 
context, as demonstrated in Preserving Impermanence. The creation of 
heritage in Vientiane, Laos (2009), provides valuable perspectives on 
different views on preservation and materiality in relation to religion. 
Magnus Berg and Klas Grinell have dedicated a research project to the 
many ways in which Islam is displayed and narrated in a museum 
context, published in Understanding Islam at European Museums 
(2021).  

More specifically focusing the material aspect of this topic is Dick 
Houtman & Birgit Meyer (eds.), Things. Religion and the question of 
materiality (2012), where the theme is explored through sub-themes as 

 
143 Among related publications, see for example Harding, T. (2016). The dawn of the 
secular state? Heritage and identity in Swedish church and state debates 1920–1939, in 
International Journal of Cultural Policy 22, nr 4 (07 August 2016): 631–47. 
144 Nyström, M. (2021). Managing Ecclesiastical Heritage - Transformation of 
Discourses, Roles and Policy in Sweden. 
145 Claesson, U. & Neuhaus, S. (Ed.) (2014). Minne och möjlighet: kyrka och historiebruk 
från nationsbygge till pluralism. 14–43. 
146 Hemel, E. van den (2017). The Dutch War on Easter. Secular Passion for Religious 
Culture & National Rituals, in Yearbook for Ritual and Liturgical Studies. Vol. 33.: 1–19. 
See https://meertens.knaw.nl/en/2013/06/20/the-netherlands-in-the-world_eng_/ 
(2022-11-07). 



diverse as images, spaces, and bodily fluids. Most useful for my 
understanding of what a sacred space was and how it worked in the early 
modern period has been Will Coster & Andrew Spicer (eds.), Sacred 
Space in early modern Europe (2005). 

The picture varies of how religion was transferred to the museum or 
heritage sphere, and what the connections are in time and materiality 
between the cultual and the cultural uses of religion and sacredness. 
Valeria Minucciani writes: 

The modern museum is a creation of the Enlightenment, closely related to 
the illusion of dominating and creating order in the world as well as closely 
linked to secularization: therefore it is not by chance even its architectural 
typology recalls, from its very origins, a non-religious temple. […] these 
objects have been continuously utilized, within the museum context, to 
celebrate nations or social classes, for education or indoctrination, to 
promote behaviour or opinions and to exercise a social control.147 

Museums choose different ways to narrate religious objects, places, and 
rituals, in catalogues and in exhibitions. British Museum’s exhibition on 
relics and reliquaries, Treasures of Heaven. Saints, relics and devotion 
in medieval Europe (2011), and on the Muslim pilgrimage Hajj – 
journey to the heart of Islam (2012), approached the topic of sacredness 
in museums. These exhibitons revealed new demands from believing 
visitors wanting to interact with the objects on display.148 

 
147 Minucciani (2013). 11. 
148 Porter, V, & Abdel Haleem, M. A. S. (2012). Hajj: Journey to the Heart of Islam; 
Bagnoli, M. (2012). Treasures of heaven: saints relics and devotion in medieval Europe. 
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Figure 3. Museum visitors interacting with sacred objects, in a 19th century 
French satire magazine. “Effet de la salle des Pietà sur les spectateurs ruraux” 
(Effects of the Pietà room on rural spectators), Journal Amusant (1859). 

Disposition 

This thesis investigates the research question, ’What happens in the 
transfer between sacredness and heritage?’ starting from the heritage 
research field of today, going back to the case studies in the early modern 
period, and returning to a contemporary viewpoint from which examples 
from various periods and contexts are regarded and discussed. The 
analytical lenses of Time, Uses and Agents are applied in the 
investigation, as previously described, where Time is primarily applied to 
the early modern case studies in Chapters 2 and 3, Uses to ‘Sacred 
Heritage in practice’ Chapter 4, and Agents is primarily applied to the 
discussion in Chapter 5. 

Due to the multidisciplinary character of the heritage studies field, 
theses within this field typically employ a selection of theoretical and 
methodological frameworks, as previously addressed, and the format not 
rarely is a semi-compilation with an extensive introduction and parallel 
case studies ending up in a final discussion and conclusions. This thesis 
is organized as presented in the following figure:  



 

Figure 4. Thesis disposition. 

Chapter 1 introduces the aim of the thesis and the research question, 
followed by a presentation of fundamental concepts and terminology 
within the field as applied in this work. A background to the topic and an 
overview of the research field are presented, and the positioning of this 
thesis in relation to these. The approach to theory and method is 
presented in the framework of heritage studies, stating the particular 
opportunities and challenges connected to a highly interdisciplinary and 
relatively young research field. Three analytical lenses are presented as 
part of the method, relating and applied to the intersection between 
heritage, museums, and religion where the research question is situated  

Part I: Sacred heritage in production 

Chapter 2 introduces parts of the historical roots of the heritagization of 
religion, and the early modern case studies. The first case, in Chapter 2, 
presents 17th century Sweden, its relation to the Catholic past, and the 
fundaments for Swedish travelers seeing and creating images of the 
South and the Catholic. The transfers between sacred and profane are 
examined with particular attention to the creation of heritage, from a 
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northern point of view, and based on Swedish and Italian sources. 
Sweden at the time was a European great power, while debating 
acceptable ways to manage the Catholic: as living religion in foreign 
territories, and as a problematic national past. The perspective is the one 
of the beholder: Lutheran Orthodox Sweden, including an overview of 
the use of a heritagized Catholic past, and factors and events which may 
have fostered the gaze with which Swedish and other foreign travelers 
looked upon the Catholic territories. Also, reversed, the stereotype image 
of the North and its inhabitants in the eyes of Italians is introduced as a 
further introduction to the encounter with early modern Italy. What was 
turned into history, art, and heritage, and thereby subject to cultural 
uses in Sweden, was simultaneously re-categorized and re-displayed also 
in the Catholic context while a cultual use and an identity as sacred and 
religious was still applied. 

Chapter 3 continues the inquiry of the Time theme and the early modern 
period, through a case study situated in 17th century Rome and Venice, 
two most different cities with different aspirations and uses of the 
religious past. Both cities put an abundance of religion on display, but 
with different ambitions and ways to make use of it. The development 
with an increasing influx of non-pilgrim travelers made the cities adjust 
to the eye of the foreign beholder. In this context, transfers between 
cultual and cultural uses are examined, linking to the emerge of 
education and leisure travelers, or proto tourists, who co-existed and 
competed with the religious pilgrims, and pushed a shift in self-
presentation and adapted narrative in the places visited, particularly in 
the case of religion. 

A factor for the transfer between sacredness and heritage is the 
dissolution of hybrids with classification and categorization. Before 
Modernity factors such as sacredness, politics, economy, art, prestige, 
national/local identity, and secular traditions were intertwined, and the 
mode of display, or the use, decided what to emphasize. With the 
Humanist movement, the Reformation, and the Counter-Reformation, 
where characteristics of Modernity such as deconstruction, classification, 
and organization played in, sacredness as an element became optional 
and possible to de-select. 

Part II: Sacred heritage in practice 

Chapter 4 applies the analytical lens of Uses to sacred heritage in 
practice, exploring through different examples the ways in which the 
sacred and religious have been used in the past and are used today. 
Thematically organized examples demonstrate how the heritagized 
sacredness produced in previous chapters play out in practice. The 



research question, ’What happens in the transfer between sacredness 
and heritage?’ is here directed to the effects and the results of the 
transfer in practice, rather than the driving forces and the motives to 
perform it. The uses applied to religion and sacredness are studied to 
examine the transfer between categories and the way in which sacred 
heritage is given new life, meaning, and purpose in different times and 
contexts. This development resonates with the Weberian 
disenchantment, and with Latour’s concept of iconoclash, where new 
creations are made through destruction and re-use of the previous 
forms.149  

Chapter 5 discusses the key elements and the results in the cases 
presented in previous chapters considering the theoretical framework 
and the analytical lenses introduced in Chapter 1 and presents models to 
visualize the outcome of the thesis. Heritage and heritagization as 
transformative powers and category changers are a horizontal theme, as 
is the role of societal factors driving development by unknowingly 
reinforcing each other: the Agents, or Latour’s agent collectives. 
Examining the stipulations for heritage construction as presented in 
Chapter 1, within current heritage scholarship often situated in the post-
Enlightenment period, an earlier dating of heritage and heritagization is 
suggested and argued for.  

Finally, consequences and challenges for religious institutions as well as 
secular and non-secular societies are addressed, in relation to the 
investigated ambiguities, mechanisms, and agendas of sacredness, 
heritage, and the transfers in-between. 

Heritage and sacredness: initial reflections 

Donald Horne uses a metaphor of sacredness when describing the 
encounter between cultural heritage and the swelling streams of tourists, 
where he compares the former to a cathedral, and introduces “the 
pilgrim tourist”: 

Devotees of the cult are often seen in the great museums of Europe. You 
know them by the long, thin books they carry, bound in green or maroon. 
Sometimes they walk the aisles, studying the printed pages. Sometimes 
they sit, lips moving as they pass on the words to fellow-devotees; or they 
read silently, in private contemplation. From time to time some look up 
towards a part of the church, although they seem regretful about looking 
away from the print. The books are Michelin Guides. The devotees are 
tourists. They are trying to imagine the past.150 

 
149 Weber [1918] (2004). 12–13; Latour (2010). 67. 
150 Horne, D. (1984). The Great Museum. The re-presentation of history. 1. 
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Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett claims that the area of cultural heritage is 
increasingly abandoning its old task of providing learning and has 
instead switched to producing experiences.151 One example of the 
production of experiences whereby sacredness has become part of our 
cultural heritage and where the sacred charge as such still remains 
strong is Glastonbury Abbey in England. This location offers its visitors 
experiences such as Christ's Crown of Thorns, the Adoration of the 
Madonna, a Pre-Christian goddess cult, the Holy Grail, and not least a 
local legend saying that Jesus himself once lived in this very place. 
Sacred cultural heritage has given rise both to a brisk tourist industry 
and the re-enacting of history linked to this and to pilgrimages and 
annual processions arising from different faiths – all within the confines 
of the ruins where the Abbey once lay.152 The actors in this production of 
experiences include those responsible for institutions with a strong 
cultural standing as museums or churches, which have the power to 
elevate, transform and give legitimacy to art, objects and other forms of 
expression brought in under its roof.153 The display of an object in an 
exhibition is also a way to wield the power of separating and cutting it off 
from its natural place, and thereby creating a fragment.154  

Lotten Gustafsson Reinius has assumed an ethnological/ethnographical 
starting point when addressing the sacred in a museum setting in her 
study of Congolese collections acquired by the Swedes around the turn of 
the 18th century.155 In focus here is a kind of material usually intended at 
the outset for sacral rites; that is, objects with a magical significance or 
powerful objects, many of which were thrown on the flames before the 
eyes of the Congolese villagers. Objects imbued with sacred meaning can, 
perhaps more than any other kind of object, be perceived to pose a threat 
– not least on the part of those about to suppress the form of sacredness 
represented by these objects. Destroying sacred objects, preferably in full 
view of those who are to be converted and/or oppressed, is a method 
used countless times throughout history, whether it be the building of 
churches on the sites of Roman temples – an activity however not as 
hostile as commonly depicted156 – iconoclasm within the Christian 

 
151 As cited in Ronström (2008). 182. 
152 Bowman, M. & West, S. (2010). Heritage as performance, in West, S. (Ed.): 
Understanding Heritage in Practice, 290. 
153 Sherman, D. J. & Rogoff, I. (1994). Museum Culture. Histories, Discourses, 
Spectacles. 63. 
154 Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, (1998). 18–19. 
155 Gustafsson Reinius, L. (2009b). Sensing through white gloves. On Congolese objects 
in Swedish sceneries, in Senses & Society 4:1. 75–97; Gustafsson Reinius, L. (2009a). 
“Etnologins ouppackade ryggsäck”, in RIG. Kulturhistorisk Tidskrift, 1. 4. 
156 Schuddeboom, F. L. (2017) The Conversion of Temples in Rome, in Journal of Late 
Antiquity. 10 (1). 166–186. 



Church during the eighth and ninth centuries, or the intentional 
destruction of images during the Reformation.  

Tim Benton describes and problematizes the conscious, strategic 
destruction of the relics of social orders now overthrown, including 
religions, and argues that this is one of many ways of handling 
dangerous goods from the past.157 An alternative way, which at the same 
time suppresses and renders harmless without destroying, and which on 
the contrary fossilizes and preserves all it touches for eternity, is cultural 
heritage production. An inventory number in a museum catalogue and a 
new category can provide a new identity and the promise of eternal life 
and safekeeping – in exchange for the relinquishing of all claims on its 
former identity. The heritagization process has become an act of 
domestication.158 

The field of religion appears to be simultaneously questioned or 
misunderstood by presumed secularized societies, elevated, and admired 
– primarily as art and history – by heritage institutions and sites, and 
simply concealed or ignored as an irrelevant and troublesome ingredient 
in a modern society. The Swedish Christian think tank Claphaminstitutet 
reacted with criticism when a Swedish national public service radio news 
program reported from Barcelona some days after the August 2017 
terrorist attack, and called the memorial mass celebrated in Sagrada 
Familia cathedral a “religious memorial ceremony” celebrated in “the 
famous Barcelona building Sagrada Familia”. This omitting of the words 
“church” and “mass” was seen, by the think tank, as symptomatic for a 
Swedish tendency to eradicate religion from the public sphere.159  

This introduction presents the fundament and the premises for this 
investigation and introduces the aim and research question and the aim 
with this work, including an overview of the key concepts and of how 
they are defined in this thesis. The method employed to explore and 
answer the question is presented, and the reason for the case studies 
situated in an academic context of heritage studies and museology. An 
overview of the starting points has been presented in terms of research 
field, definitions, and some general reflections on the relation between 
sacredness and heritage.  

Concluding the introduction by bridging to the early modern case studies 
in Part I, Sacred heritage in production, with St. Peter and St. Paul 
forcefully destroying the artefacts of Ancient Rome and Paganism in a 

 
157 Benton, T. (2010). Understanding Heritage and Memory. 126. 
158 Wangefelt Ström (2011). 
159 Sveriges Radio (2017). ’Kyrka’ blev till ’byggnad’ hos SR, in Världen Idag, 23/8/2017. 
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1650 frontispiece: an illustration of the battle over power, narratives, 
and religious legitimacy, by means of heritagization. 

 

Figure 5. Struggle over narratives and the control over heritage; 
domestication and control. Frontispiece of Fioravante Martinelli’s guide to the 
sacred Rome, Roma ex Ethnica Sacra (1653). (Photo: Biblioteca Angelica, 
published with permission). 
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Part I. Sacred heritage in production. 

Introduction 

This section, Part I, is divided into two chapters (Chapters 2 and 3) and 
focuses on a period and a context where, as I argue, the roots to our 
current, European views on sacred heritage were forged. The research 
question: ‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and 
heritage?’ is investigated through the early modern environments of 
Sweden, Rome, and Venice.160 In order to do so, a selection of different 
sources is used as case studies which are presented in the introductions 
to Chapters 2 and 3. The sources provide examples of how transfers 
between sacredness and heritage were performed in these historical 
contexts and they are investigated to examine the creation and continued 
production of sacred heritage as a category. In this introduction to Part I, 
some overarching elements for the theme of Heritage in production are 
presented: early modern Sweden, Rome, and Venice as locations for the 
case studies, the concepts of materiality and sacredness as understood 
and operated in these contexts, and the gaze of the beholder as a 
transformative tool. Through these cases I show how sacred heritage 
took shape in early modern western Europe and developed into a ‘global 
template’ for the display and understanding not only of European and 
Christian religious past and present, but of religion and sacredness as 
heritage also in a more general sense.  

Case studies: Sweden, Rome, and Venice  

Lutheran Orthodox Sweden, and the early modern cities of Rome and 
Venice, were imbricated with Catholicism in different ways during the 
16th and 17th centuries. These environments are selected as counterparts 
of heritage transfer diachronically, in relation to their contemporary 
religious past and present. Sweden as the beholder of the exotic and – 
possibly— dangerous Catholic South in Italy, while at the same time as 
an environment where Catholic sacredness and practices once removed 
with the Reformation were in process of returning, but in the shape of 
material evidence of an ancient and proud past. Rome and Venice where 
the “living” Catholicism in transformation were observed by a growing 
number of non-Catholic leisure visitors after the Reformation, with a 
tourist gaze and with Modernity as backdrop.161 I argue that the creation 
of religion as heritage and its implementation as such in museums finds 

 
160 See Chapter 1, definition of ‘Early Modernity’. 
161 See Chapter 1, definition of ‘Modernity’. 



its roots in these encounters, dialogues, and frictions between religious 
actors in early modern Europe. 

The case studies are investigated through the analytical lens of Time162; 
by going back in time to a period when religion was set in motion and re-
negotiated, and by studying how the understanding and use of time as 
such affected religion and its processes. Sweden, Rome, and Venice 
provide fruitful cases to approach the transfer between sacredness and 
heritage in the context of religious and cultural changes, of Modernity’s 
apt for dissolving hybrid entities, create categories, and defining a past, 
and of the emerging leisure traveling applying a cultural gaze to places 
visited. In these case studies, the sensitive management of and relation 
to the remnants of a religious past is investigated: how it affected the 
self-presentation and categorization in the visited places, and how it 
forged the gaze of the non-Catholic inhabitants or visitors.  

The gaze: the beholder as a transformative tool 

A fundamental factor as to how things and phenomena are understood, 
categorized, and narrated is the way in which they are seen. The gaze 
itself is a transformative tool, creating understandings in the beholder, 
but also transforming what is in focus of the beholder.163 As pointed out 
by Stuart Clark, vision in the early modern period was all but objectively 
established or related to external facts, and the role of perception and 
visuality in religious contexts – in particular the Catholic uses of visual 
effects and their connection to experience of the sacred – was strongly 
debated during the Reformation.164 David Morgan refers to “visual 
practices that discipline or restrain the eye-brain network in order to 
idealize or conceptualize what or how [we] see, which may mean 
purifying, rationalizing, or spiritualizing the object”.165 In the case studies 
presented in Part I, strangers, or temporary visitors to a place, do 
precisely this: they conceptualize and categorize what they see and 
experience according to a logic and an understanding of the world that 
fits their purposes while making the foreign manageable. The foreign 
visitors and beholders not only get transformed by what they see and 

 
162 See Chapter 1, the lens of Time. 
163 See John Urry’s concept of ‘the tourist gaze’, developing Foucault’s concept of ‘the 
medical gaze’. Urry, J. (2002). The tourist gaze. For more on seeing, see also Berger, J. 
(2008). Ways of seeing, Clark, S. (2007). Vanities of the eye: Vision in early modern 
European culture, Morgan, D. (2005). The sacred gaze: Religious visual culture in 
theory and practice, and Morgan, D. (2012). The embodied eye: Religious visual culture 
and the social life of feeling.  
164 Clark (2007). 161–162. 
165 Morgan (2012). 7. 
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experience, but they also transform and create changes in the places they 
visit by their mere presence and foreign gaze.  

The following two chapters investigate cases in an early modern setting 
use the gaze as starting point, divided in the perspective of the beholder 
(Sweden) and the perspective of its object (Rome and Venice). The 
expectations, fears, and prejudices between the religious and cultural 
spheres of the North and the South form a backdrop for the perceptions 
of travelers and visited communities. 

Early modern materiality: the sacred and the profane  

Early modern materiality, sacred or profane, must be confronted and 
understood historically. This has been pointed out by Caroline Walker 
Bynum concerning medieval Christian materiality, and by Susanna 
Ivanic, Mary Laven and Andrew Morrall concerning early modern 
religious materiality and the understanding of matter and its relations to 
religious belief and practice.166 As introduced in Chapter 1, a common 
scholarly point of view on sacred materiality is that it transforms into a 
profane category when introduced in a context of museum, art or 
heritage.167 An institution such as the early modern Kunstkammer (or 
Wunderkammer, museum, collection, treasury) is presented as a place 
where a magical universe was replaced with a mechanical one, in line 
with Latour’s concept of a centre of calculation.168 Suzanna Ivanic 
contradicts this view in her article on the Kunstkammer of Rudolph II, 
where she points out the early modern understanding of natural 
philosophy as connecting matter to the divine. Despite an inventory’s 
typological categorization of the different objects in types of objects (for 
example what they were used for) and material they were made of, which 
was the common way of categorizing a collection at the time and may be 
interpreted as muting religious references, Ivanic argues that “it was not 
that religion had been eradicated from these objects, but rather that the 
divine pervaded all objects and all matter, whether natural or man-made 
without the need for special reference”.169 Thus the Kunstkammer, as the 
art cabinets and similar heterogenous collections at the time, forms a 
microcosm with multiple functions, and with shifting categories 
following the shifting uses as art objects, useful tools and instruments, 

 
166 Ivanic, Laven. & Morrall (2019). 15; Bynum, (2011). 284. 
167 See Chapter 1. 
168 See Chapter 1. 
169 Ivanic, S. (2019). Religious Materiality in the Kunstkammer of Rudolph II. In Ivanic, 
S. Religious Materiality in the early modern World (M. Laven & A. Morrall, Eds.). 179. 



curiosities and sacred items: artistic or utility value was not in 
opposition to a sacred value.170 

Historicity and contemporaneity are blended in Chapter 2, starting in 
Lutheran Orthodox Sweden with an overview of the national formalities 
surrounding the use of a heritagized Catholic past, and other factors and 
events in Swedish 17th century society which have fostered the “gaze” 
with which Swedish and other foreign travelers looked upon the Catholic 
territories. Reversing the perspective in the second case study in Part I, 
Chapter 3 on early modern Rome and Venice, the response and 
adaptation within the two cities to the visitors from the North and other 
non-Catholic areas and the foreigners’ encounter with a setting where 
Catholicism was still a living religious practice are examined as 
transforming environments driving a heritagization of the sacred. 

The following two chapters will present and investigate early modern 
Sweden as the beholder, and early modern Rome and Venice as the 
object of the beholder, and how transfers between sacredness and 
heritage as categories were initiated and operated in these contexts. 

  

 
170 Ivanic (2019). 182. A similar conclusion is presented as the “zombie model” in Chapter 
5, and in Wangefelt Ström (2019). 
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Chapter 2. Early modern Sweden: Forging 

the eye of the beholder 

…in such short time after the reformation of Religion so many monuments 
are devastated, that no vestigia can be found.171 

The case study in this chapter is situated in the context of early modern 
Sweden, and in the idea of the North as observed and understood from 
within and from the outside.172 In the introductory quote from a 17th 
century national inventory of antiquities in Sweden, the 1666 Decree 
Rannsakningar efter Antikviteter173, the entry states that the 
monuments from before the Reformation were destroyed in a short time, 
and that not even traces thereof could be seen anymore: material 
testimonies of a religious past were eradicated, but apparently not 
forgotten. The study investigates transfers between sacred and profane, 
with particular attention to the creation of heritage, and is based 
primarily on Swedish and Italian sources including the Swedish national 
antiquities inventory of 1666 (presented and analyzed further on in this 
chapter), letters, theological writings, and literary works. The research 
question: ‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and 
heritage?’, is approached employing the analytical lens of Time and its 
distancing effect, and the gaze of foreign beholders.174  

In early modern contexts there was no uniform Catholicism and no 
standardized ‘Catholic’ at this time, and nor was there, obviously, a 
uniform cultural group called ‘Italians’. In the 17th century ‘Catholic’ was 
used in its Latin form, in the literal sense of “general”, all-embracing, in 
the predominant instruction book of the time on Lutheran theology.175 
The term Catholic is used in this work to indicate 1) the organizational 
and political body that is, and historically yet in many different shapes 
has been, the Roman Catholic church; 2) the perception of the religious 

 
171 Annotation in the national Decree inventory for antiquities, here from Skänninge, 
Östergötland, late 17th century, referring to the absence of traces of Catholic monuments. 
Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter antikviteter: Skänninge Town, 
Östergötland, no date. (For the Swedish original, see Appendix). 
172 This chapter builds in parts on two previously published articles: Wangefelt Ström 
(2011), and Wangefelt Ström, H. & Barbierato, F. (2018). Omne malum ab Aquilone. 
Images of the evil North in early modern Italy and their impact on cross-religious 
encounters, in Jørgensen, D. & Langum, V. (Eds.) (2018). Visions of North in premodern 
Europe. 
173 See section on the Decree of 1666, pp. 85–88 
174 See Chapter 1, the lens of Time. 
175 Hafenreffer, M. (2010) [1612]. Compendium doctrinae coelestis. 212. 



other, as defined by Lutheran early modern Sweden; 3) the popular and 
by religious authorities non-sanctioned practices relating to Catholic 
rites and practices. In early modern Swedish sources phenomena 
specifically relating to Catholicism can also be referred to in other terms 
used pejoratively, such as ‘popeish’ (påvisk) or ‘papist’.176 Likewise, the 
traveling Swedes referred to were not representatives of all people living 
in Sweden at the time; they were in most cases part a social or academic 
élite, and their perceptions and conditions can be assumed to having had 
little in common with those of the vast majority of the population.177 
Regarding early modern Sweden and its relation to the Catholic world, 
examples of category transformations are presented along with charges 
connected to religion. 17th century Lutheran Orthodox Swedish society 
was a European great power with expectations also concerning culture 
and history, while on a national level debating acceptable ways to 
manage the Catholic: as living religion in foreign territories, and as a 
problematic national past. In this chapter the latter aspect is 
predominant, namely the sensitive management of and relation to the 
remnants of a religious past, and how it shaped the gaze of the Swedes 
when they looked at other cultures.178  

Swedish travelers looking at the South: the eye of the beholder 
and the fear of the foreign 

The theme in Part I, investigating the transfer between sacredness and 
heritage during the early modern period and the production of sacred 
heritage, in this chapter starts out from the management of the religious 
past in post-Reformation Sweden and the creation and 
instrumentalization of sacred heritage for national and international 
purposes. Records in the previously mentioned Swedish national 
heritage inventory of 1666 demonstrate different models to present 
sacred phenomena and artefacts as heritage. The views in Sweden on 
foreign religious practices as superstitious and dangerous, and the 
established stereotype in the South, here particularly Italy, of people 
from the North as representing certain negative qualities both 
interplayed with transformations between sacredness and heritage, and 
with heritagization processes. These views are reflected in the following 
quotes: 

 
176 The term ‘papist’ is defined as a negative description in the dictionary of the Swedish 
Academy, for example in Petri, O. (1528). Een liten boock om sacramenten. See Svenska 
Akademiens Ordbok (1952). Spalt P 178 band 19. The term ’påvisk’, popeish, is used as a 
pejorative term for example in the decisions in the Uppsala Synod of 1593. See Svenska 
kyrkans bekännelseskrifter (2000). 709. 
177 Winberg, O. (2018). Den statskloka resan: Adelns peregrinationer 1610–1680. 21–22. 
178 See the introduction to Part I. 
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The realm of Norway and Sweden include Iceland, Livonia, and Ingria, are 
widely extended, but so scarcely populated, from what can be observed, 
that it is hardly impossible to believe. There is nothing else but inhabitable 
mountains, eternally covered in snow and ice, and there are many lakes, 
and vast fields with very little fertile soil possible to cultivate. 179  
(Anonymous description of the state of the Christian faith in Europe, 
Venice 1686) 
The Swedes in general are naive, and perhaps even more so than the 
Germans: a testimony of this may be the common view on the multitude of 
witchcrafts that are to be found in these parts, in which they burn men and 
women without discretion, in particular the old and the ugliest ones. One 
never hears of other things than witchcrafts from the northern 
provinces…180 
(Italian ambassador Lorenzo Magalotti, from his journey in Sweden in 
1674) 

The quotations above derive from different sources, one of which is 
anonymous while the other is namely and official. Together they provide 
similar pictures of Sweden in the eyes of 17th century Italian viewers: a 
deep-frozen and sterile land, and the Swedes as intellectually and 
culturally inferior. The gaze of the beholder is not merely the place where 
stereotypes are created, but also a fundamental tool for performing a 
heritagization act. The prerequisites, the expectations, and the 
prejudices that the early modern Swedish travelers incorporated when 
they set out to meet new environments in Europe shaped their gaze and 
their understanding of cultural encounters.  

Early modern Sweden: A great power under construction 

A central factor for this perspective was the on-going building and 
reinforcing of a nation; a nation to be presented as not only skilled in 
politics and war but also in culture, history and academic education, 
along with the academic antiquarianism emerging in Europe since late 
16th century and the disputed Swedish claims on Gothic origins.181 

 
179 Descrittione dello Stato della religione Christiana cioè del numero delli Christiani, 
che habitano l’Europa, fatta dal Sig. N.N. 1686. ASVe, Miscellanea Atti diversi 
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e Svezia. 
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with Johannes Magnus’ Gothorum Sueonumque historia (Rome, 1554) as an important 
influence. See Donecker, Stefan (2006). There and Back Again: The North as Origin and 
Destination in early modern Migration Narratives. Paper at the conference Images of the 
North, Reykjavik, 2006. Putting the Gothicist movement in context, Peter Burke points 
out that the Swedish ‘megalogothicism’, just like the Danish claims to descent from the 
Cimbri (who defeated the Roman armies several times in the second century B.C.), was 
part of a European trend at the time. See Burke, P. (1997). State-making, king-making, 



Finally, also reversing the perspective to the image of the North and its 
inhabitants as seen from the South gives us an idea of what expectations 
and prejudices met the northerners when they arrived south of the Alps. 

Sweden in the 17th century had an estimated population of about 
800.000 at the beginning of the century, and about 1,300.000 a 
hundred years later. Despite wars and disease, the population grew 
rapidly, and the nation expanded its territory to the East and the South 
around the Baltic Sea. The Swedish relationship to Catholicism started 
out, in the beginning of 17th century, as highly infected after the power 
struggles with confessional implications events around the so-called 
“blood bath of Linköping” in 1600 and the Catholic king Sigismund 
being forced to resign and leave Sweden for Poland.182 In 1624 two men 
were executed in Stockholm charged with accusations of being crypto 
Catholics, and the anti-Catholic propaganda flourished during the first 
decades of the century.183 When Sigismund died in Poland in 1632 and 
Sweden was on its way to become a great power controlling the areas 
surrounding the Baltic Sea – a development that was established with 
the peace of Westphalia in 1648 – relations to Catholicism and Catholic 
Europe gradually became less tense. However, with Queen Christina’s 
abdication and conversion to Catholicism in 1654, together with an 
emerging Lutheran Orthodoxy during the second half of the century, the 
attitudes towards Catholicism once again became more strained and 
characterized by suspicions and xenophobia.184  

These conditions are mirrored in Swedish theological discussions as well 
as in political debates on education and international relations at the 
time – and, not least, in the debates on foreign educational journeys, the 
“peregrinations” foreshadowing the Grand Tour movement in the 
18th century.185 This type of educational traveling, which is developed 
further on in this chapter, is of relevance for the research question: 
‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and heritage?’ from 
two aspects. Firstly, through the travelers who applied their foreign gaze 
to (among other things) religious phenomena and re-categorized what 
they saw as art or history, emphasizing material values over spiritual 
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ones. Secondly, through the ability within the visited communities to 
adapt and adjust displays and narratives to fit the preferences of the 
foreign visitors. 

Peregrinations and studies abroad 

The religious situation in Sweden after the Reformation alerted a need 
for educated clergy of the right faith; a need even more important since 
the clergy and the Church became an increasingly important political 
power in the new Swedish society.186 As a new great power, the need for 
educated force to fill functions in the growing public administration was 
steadily increasing, and there were no possibilities of meeting these 
needs without going abroad. 187 Uppsala University, founded in 1477 but 
with little activity until its restoration in 1593, did not have the capacity 
to support the needs of theological or other education for the future élite 
and administration in the country. Journeys abroad thus were needed 
but also highly questioned, primarily by the Lutheran Orthodox clergy 
that wanted to stop them entirely, but also by other groups and 
stakeholders in society. Discussions pro and contra various countries 
and universities were held all through the century, among the clergy and 
in the parliament. The fear of Calvinism was almost as strong as the fear 
of Catholicism, and consequently, Poland and Jesuit academies were 
forbidden destinations for studies (since 1617) alongside the academies 
in Holland, starting in mid 1620’s.188 In 1620 a central control over 
peregrinations was installed, with the exception of the nobility who could 
travel freely (except for certain restrictions decided in 1617).189  

The suspicious attitude towards foreign influences is evident in the 
debates around journeys abroad, and there was general concerns for the 
risk that young men returning home from their peregrination would 
start to “despise our costumes, our clothing , and our food”, as bishop 
Olof Laurelius put it.190 Bishop Johannes Lenaeus warned his 
peregrinating son Jakob in a letter in 1649 to return home “with unusual 
clothing”, but instead advised him to wear “suitable and black clothes”.191 
In similar manners, the proper behavior once arrived in foreign 
territories was a sensitive topic. For example, during the 17th century it 
was discussed whether or not it should be permitted for a Lutheran 

 
186 Niléhn, L. (1983). Peregrinatio academica: det svenska samhället och de utrikes 
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traveler to enter a Catholic church during Mass, and if so, how he should 
behave and what he should think. Some decades later though, in the 
1720s, a Swedish theologian defending his doctoral degree at Wittenberg 
University was asked if it should be permitted or not for an Evangelical 
to visit a Catholic mass. His answer expresses a general view, that 
Catholic masses could be visited, and the cult could be studied from 
(what in our vocabulary today would be called) a tourist point of view, 
equal to the study of foreign architecture, economy, etc. However, he 
adds that the beholder should not just be a passive bystander but seize 
the opportunity to compare how the Roman cult relates to the Word of 
God.192 

From pen to spade: Antiquarianism and the problem of 
Catholic remains 

Interest in material historical artefacts as relevant sources to history was 
scarce in Europe among historians until the 16th century.193 During the 
Middle Ages, Church writings on history formed the basis of historical 
research, and the written source was paramount. In Europe, while pre-
historic stone axes were understood to be “thunderbolts” and sold to 
goldsmiths as polishing tools, while flint spear tips were “elven arrows”. 
Ancient remains were seen as having no value as sources to history.194 If 
the interest in physical remains before the period was generally scant, 
there was one glaring exception: the collecting of Christian relics. The 
collecting, display, veneration, and re-charging of relics through history 
are among the roots for traditional museum institutions, but also 
illustrate the complex interplay between sacredness, materiality, 
economy, politics, and other fields and sets of values.  

In Sweden, the research on runes carried out by the polymath, 
antiquarian, and mystic Johannes Bureus (1568–1652) from the 1590’s 
onwards provides one example of a growing scientific interest in the 
practical study of physical remains.195 For Bureus, and later for the 
famous scientist, professor of medicine and writer Olof Rudbeck (1630–
1702) and other researchers of his time, the Gothicist view of history 
became a driving force for the emerging interest in the physical traces of 
the past. For a long time, however, a divide existed between academic 
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historical research using written sources as the norm and chief sources 
on the one hand, and antiquarian pursuits focusing on the drawing up of 
inventories on the other. During the 17th century, these two approaches 
and working methods increasingly merged, and academic research into 
ancient history expanded its horizons “from pen to spade”.196 This 
heightened interest in material artefacts as sources is of great 
importance for the investigation into the field of sacred materiality and 
the heritagization of religion – but at the time, the methodology of 
mixing material and written sources was not uncontroversial. The Italian 
diplomat Lorenzo Magalotti traveled through Sweden in the 1670’s and 
mentioned Olof Rudbeck’s gigantic book project of the Atlantica197, in 
which Rudbeck meant to prove that Sweden (and, more precisely, 
Uppsala) was the origin of all civilization in the world. Magalotti wrote in 
his report, with slight contempt for the theories: 

[…] they tell me he intends to clearly prove that Scandinavia was the first 
land to be inhabited after the division of Noah’s sons, and that all the other 
nations are offsprings from this. He lets the Gauls and the French come 
from the middle of Lapland [… and] pretends to bring in evidence that the 
temple of Janus in Rome was modelled on the one of the old temple of 
Uppsala, since there are not two in the whole world as similar as these 
two.198 

Early modern heritage terminology 

Writing about heritage processes in the 17th century is an anachronistic 
enterprise, and therefore demands a precise use of terminology. 
‘Monuments’ (monumenter) was the term used in 1628, when the 
Archbishop of Sweden sent a letter to the clergy asking them to draw up 
an inventory of historical objects. A memo of 1630 sent to the country's 
antiquarians called on them to document “all manner of old 
monuments” as well as runestones, albeit without clarifying what these 
monuments might be.199 The same term, monument, was used in the 
same year when the predecessor to today’s Swedish National Heritage 
Board (Riksantikvarieämbetet) was founded by King Gustavus Adolphus, 
and seems at the time to have implied runic inscriptions as well as 
statute books and guild records, focusing geographical and topographical 
conditions, emphasizing the interests of Gothicism. After mid 17th 
century, the national project of searching for objects of antiquity was 
begun, and ‘antiquity’ (antiqvitet or antikvitet) now became the term 
commonly used. In 1662, a professorship in “the antiquities of our 
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Fatherland” (Fäderneslandets antikviteter) was established at Uppsala 
University, where ‘antiquities’ still primarily referred to written 
sources.200 Most importantly, the concept of antiquities came to include 
also certain remains of buildings, objects, and immaterial traditions and 
stories, with a royal decree for a national inventory of antiquities in 1666 
(more of which in the following). The search in this context included not 
only Gothicist evidence of ancient realms but was a more systematical 
scope to draw up an inventory of the nation's physical remains and of 
their condition. This ambitious undertaking was, which is of interest for 
this investigation, planned to be executed by the local clergy, since they 
not only had a good knowledge of the local conditions, but also were the 
ones safeguarding the Lutheran faith in the parishes. Thereby, with the 
Decree and inventory of 1666, the local clergy was given the delicate task 
of operating the interface between sacredness and heritage before the 
eyes of the national authorities.201  

Heritagizing the Catholic in early modern Sweden  

The Decree of 1666 (Rannsakningar efter antikviteter) 

The Decree of 1666, today referred to as the world’s first law for heritage 
protection, raised level of aspiration for the safekeeping and restoration 
of antiquities.202 The instigator in this regard, Johan Hadorph, 
antiquarian and subsequently an assessor on the Central Board of 
National Antiquities as of 1667 as well as its Director-General from 1679 
onwards, helped ensure that the instructions given covered both 
runestones and ruins as well as what we today call immaterial heritage 
such as songs and legends.203 According to Nils-Arvid Bringéus “the 
Reformation meant that many liturgical objects were transformed into 
ecclesiastical antiquities”.204 Bringéus states that the clergy involved in 
the reports generally did not hold Catholic artifacts in high regard, which 
he illustrates by presenting a number of passages where clergymen 
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mention the papacy and its superstitions in disparaging and mocking 
tones. 

Once Hadorph had drawn up the guidelines for the national antiquities 
inventory, the campaign got underway and proved most effective.205 
During the fall of 1666, a report on the safekeeping of antiquities was 
presented to the authors' patron Count Magnus Gabriel de la Gardie, and 
resulted in the Royal Proclamation and Decree regarding Ancient 
Monuments and Antiquities of the Realm.206 Responsible for carrying 
out the fieldwork were initially the local clergy, with the increasing 
assistance over time of Church officials and administrators. 

The comprehensive result of the Decree and the reports is published in 
three volumes consisting of 500 documents in total covering 1,200 
parishes, unevenly distributed over the country.207 The reports vary in 
terms of writing style and extent, also including less enthusiastic 
contributions such as that provided by the pastor of the Småland parish 
of Åsenhöga, who in 1690 wrote that “there are no Antiquities of one 
Kind or another, as the Undersigned is able to testify”.208 The work on 
the inventory was to last from January 1667 and ended in June 1693 
with the departing of Johan Hadorph, the foremost enthusiast for the 
project.  

The reports responding to the Decree of 1666 were written by the local 
clergy, or by state officials, and cover a widespread area – if not all – of 
17th century Sweden. The reports indicate that the relationship to 
Catholicism in several quarters were not healed or reconciled during the 
final decades of the 17th century. The statement by an antiquarian or a 
clergyman from Ovansjö in Gästrikland as late as 1683 complains about 
“[…people’s] slowness in leaving behind the Popeish superstitions. And 
while I experience that old Men, who showed me such things and told 
me stories, have departed through death; might be that also the old tales 
will be Forgotten”.209 But when did this process of oblivion start? In 
Sweden, during the reign of King John III (Johan III, 1569–92), who was 
considered more positive to Catholicism than his brother and 
predecessor Erik, a restoration of the churches and monasteries was 
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begun on the orders of the King in the same spirit as in England.210 The 
antiquarian interest in the monasteries in England increased after their 
destruction and the dispersing of their collections under Henry VIII, 
which led to an inventory being made of the buildings and libraries still 
standing.211 Within a short span of time there had been a change of 
meaning with regard to content, from the sacred via the threatening to 
the historical, or heritage. Returning to Rodney Harrison’s criteria for 
heritage production and the notion of an imminent threat is essential for 
the heritagization process, this factor is present in this case. Also, 
Harrison’s notion of a collaboration between Time and Modernity, the 
latter as a rupture with a defined past in which objects and events can be 
placed, is applicable to this case.212 

An aspect of significance for the case study and the research question, is 
what Ola W. Jensen terms “the marginalization of God” in Swedish 
historiography during the 17th century. The perception of the Bible as 
the absolute starting point for chronology and for the factual 
circumstances of history was eroded: a new form of source criticism 
generated a cultural history written in a new and empirically based 
way.213 Having experienced religious strife and war, Sweden after the 
Thirty Years’ war found itself in the position of a great power in the 
European limelight, and with a troubling lack of cultural refinement and 
ancient history to boast and refer to for credibility. Sten Lindroth writes 
that “our past was no academic exercise but rather something far more 
important: an inexhaustible source of political propaganda and self-
glorification concerning the entire nation and allowing it to take its place 
among the European states”.214 

On the same note, Johanna Widenberg describes the task of antiquarians 
in the 1660’s and earlier during the century as a political selection and a 
useful tool of propaganda for the powers of the state.215 This ambiguous 
aim for the work of historians and antiquarians was part of the 
background to the previously mentioned Decree of 1666. A relevant 
question to examine in the context of the research question on transfers 
between sacredness and heritage, is what part Catholic material and 
immaterial objects and phenomena played in this. 

Associations with Catholicism at this time still constituted a highly 
sensitive subject and, to some extent, a dangerous one, which affected 
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the antiquarian project in 17th century Sweden.216 However, as Sten 
Lindroth puts it, “the era of Catholicism had been consigned to history 
and a newly awakened piety regarding its reminders had begun to be felt 
in the heart of our Lutheran Orthodox society.”217 This antiquarian-
influenced piety must have applied to those within the nobility and 
others who were interested in antiquities, but the sources suggest that 
the relationship to the vestiges of Catholicism was considerably more 
complex. The Reformation in Sweden was a prolonged process, and 
there were private individuals as well as different social groups who were 
opposed to the new doctrine. The polemic view that all things Catholic 
were alien and outmoded was broadcasted in propaganda during the 
16th and 17th century.218  

Cracked censers, extinct monks and torn down crosses: 
Voices from a heritagization process 

In this section, the lens of Time – as is applied to several examples from 
the reports responding to the 1666 Decree – will be presented to 
illustrate some of the different modes of contextualization that, as I 
argue, drive the transfer from sacredness to heritage. Despite the 
absence of an iconoclasm like the one in other European countries, the 
Reformation in Sweden hit hard on the reminders of Catholicism, not 
least on those associated with important and popular saints such as 
Helena of Skövde, Ingrid of Skänninge, and Bridget of Sweden. Holy 
wells were blocked up, relics were removed, and the clergy was ordered 
to put aside “graven images” or icons.219 Nevertheless, the Catholic 
remains appear more than a century later in the documents relating to 
the Decree, albeit at irregular intervals and as varying categories 
referring to the past. The material called for in the Decree of 1666 were 
the reminders of Sweden's glorious past, such as 

ancient Antiquities, remains and lingerings, that ever since the 
Heathenism, by prominent Kings of Sweden and Götha, and other Manly 
Deeds by Noble Men and Subjects, that for this of big Fortresses and Stone 
assemblies, also in statues and other stones with Runic inscriptions 
engraved, and also in their ancient Graves and burial places have consisted 
in rich multitude all over our Realm. 220 
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Even in those cases where monasteries, graves and ecclesiastical 
reminders were included, the purpose was to support and enhance 
historiography. Several members of the clergy expressed uncertainty as 
to whether the images of the saints, censers, and candlesticks they listed 
in the reports really were to be regarded as “ancient Antiquities” and 
what the Decree had called for, and declared them to be of little worth: 

are here in Arby church the statue of Knight Saint Jöran [George) sitting 
on a horse, which appears to be of no such great value as to be listed with 
the other Antiquities. […] if this should be listed together with the other 
monuments, you Highness may better control it with His Highness the 
Bishop and the Honorable Consistorium.221 

The Decree specified what objects and graves found in churches and the 
ruins of monasteries were worth listing and preserving, such as those 
which “can serve as confirmation or a reminder of a historic feat, 
particular individual, place or kin”.222 The reluctance shown by several of 
the clergy and officials towards listing Catholic artefacts and phenomena 
are understandable, in the context and purpose of glorifying the nation 
and its history. Should Catholic items be listed as being “old”, or could 
they also be seen as valuable as evidence of an important period in the 
country's history? One consequence of the listing, regardless of the 
intentions, was that the very mention of these sensitive reminders of a 
Catholic past made them easier to manage. 

Objects and phenomena imbued with strong meaning despite (or 
because) of the fact that they no longer existed are well represented in 
the antiquities inventory. It is a map of loss: the listing of that which no 
longer exists creates a gap or a void, but is still part of the heritage, and 
thus becomes an exhibit in itself. This is evident in the reports of those 
images of the Cross, or crucifixes, which were still being revered despite 
having been torn down or removed a couple of generations earlier. The 
empty space – the hole in the ground, the absence – as part of the 
heritage and as a reminder of the past put on display, can have invested 
in it just as much meaning as a physical object, provided, as always in 
the context of heritage, that it is accompanied by information, 
storytelling, and some prerequisites on the part of the beholder.  

In the 1544 Parliament in Västerås several liturgical objects and 
ecclesiastical practices were banned. Regarding this event as a 
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heritagization, whereby a new categorization drastically changed an 
object or phenomenon, this meant moving for example monstrances, 
holy water, wax and incense into the heritage sphere.223 Many of the 
clergy who were writing the reports seems to have been troubled by the 
fact that censers were still to be found in their churches more than 120 
years after they were abolished, and they were concerned as to how to 
mention them. Almost without exception, censers were reported to be 
old, rusty, and – to emphasize how antiquated they were – said to have 
been formerly used by monks. Their obsolete state, as the status of the 
monks (a category within the population which was absent since late 16th 
century), was turned into not only a piece of information but also into a 
heritage marker, or a heritagization alibi. An example from Skärstad in 
Småland: 

In the church I found 2 years ago in the lower part of the wall a hole, in 
which was an incense burner casted in copper, that the Monks had used to 
smoke and wag with in the church.224 

Reports from Älvdal district give evidence of how banned objects had 
been found but which had now been recast into a church bell. Other 
objects of a sensitive nature had been preserved, but a number of these 
had been placed under the altar – possibly as a way of making them 
harmless yet still preserving them: 

Some Incense burners have been there and small bells that they have 
carried before corpses and rung with, which were melted down when the 
bell of lower Dalby church was casted. Coffins for charity on the wall in the 
church are still preserved. Also, old monk’s clothes, and many small 
images/sculptures that are under the Altar, long Candle sticks 4 cubits 
long with metal crowns and wax candles in them.225 

Accounts of holy wells where people had made offerings of money, 
needles and other metal items are common in the reports. Visits to such 
wells, often named after a saint, took place preferably at a particular time 
or on a holy feast day during the year, usually to pray for one's health. 
The accounts tend to assume a folklorist tone while readily inserting 
comments of a moralizing nature regarding the practices relating to the 
wells (which in several cases were reported as still being observed by the 
end of 17th century). 

An indignant report from Kind district about monks having fabricated a 
story about how the Holy Aid well in the forest of Åsarpa could cure 
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illnesses remarks how the superstitious still went to the well to be cured 
and maintained their Catholic customs: 

Not far away from there in Åsarpa forest is a fine Well, which is called holy 
help, that in the Papacy is fabled by monks to be a well of healthiness […]. 
Superstitious people still visit same well for illnesses, and to obtain luck 
and success when they want to begin something, and lay copper coins, 
needles, and other small items in the well of old superstitious habits, as a 
sacrifice. A cross had been standing in the field by the barn, by which, as by 
previously mentioned well and cross, the common people during the 
Papacy have read their rosaries.226 

Descriptions in the reports of the customs and practices connected to 
churchgoing and holy feast days give information to the reader on how 
one went to church in Catholic times and how certain rites before and 
after the service might replace a regular church visit. In order to 
emphasize the fact that these customs and practices had been consigned 
to history, church paths and the sites where the churches had once stood 
were reported to be overgrown: yet another heritage marker 
emphasizing that what had once been practiced and sacred was now 
historical. 

Here is also shown a road, however overgrown now, how the people during 
the Papacy, yes, also since some time, since they have come within the 
portal of the churchyard have walked around the church, before getting 
inside, not only when common processions were held, but all church 
days.227 

The account of the appearance of several holes in a meadow in Älvdalen 
and the vivid depictions of monks and pilgrims engaged in wild dances 
also provides information on historical and Catholic phenomena such as 
pilgrimages to Trondheim, Vadstena and Rome, while – reinforced by 
the phrase “said by old men” – placing these customs in the past at a safe 
distance: 

South of the church on Store Dalbo meadow are big pits in the ground, said 
by old men, […] they were each time gathered in Dalbo meadow for 14 days 
when the people came to them, bringing food and beverage, with which the 
monks and the Pilgrims enjoyed themselves, and danced so that there were 
pits in the meadow.228 

The custom of carrying a candle before the bride at a wedding or a child 
about to be christened had been banned in the mid-16th century and was 

 
226Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Kinds härad, Västergötland, 1688. (For the quote in original 
Swedish, see Appendix). 
227 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Västra och Östra Vingåker, Södermanland, 1685. (For the 
quote in original Swedish, see Appendix). 
228 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Älvdals härad, Värmland, 1683. (For the quote in original 
Swedish, see Appendix).  
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thereby regarded as having been consigned to history in the eyes of the 
Lutheran Orthodox Church.229 

[There] are also in Arby church 8 candlesticks of wood, skilfully made, of 
4- and 5-cubits length, but in the floor of the Choir are 3 holes where they 
have put before mentioned candlesticks down when children where to be 
baptized and brides to be wed.230 

The presence of material remains from the Catholic time are in some 
cases reported with no closer specification. Using the word ‘Relics’ 
(Reliquier) underlines that these objects belong to the past and are no 
longer in use: 

Some Relics [remains] of the papacy with graven images and other 
sculptures are also in the church.231 

In several cases this remark is followed up by vague information on the 
history of the saint: this was knowledge that the reader was assumed not 
to possess, and which was no longer alive in that place. The distancing 
function of heritage production has thus gone one step further. In Rimbo 
parish in Uppland, the tone in the reports becomes more rough when 
describing St. George who, according to Bringéus, was the only saint to 
actually survive the Reformation in anything other than name – albeit 
that he did so only after having been stripped of any offensive 
associations to Catholicism and afforded with the new status of bold 
defender of the true faith against heresy.232 However, St. George is still, 
anachronistically, depicted in the Rimbo report as a brute of a man who 
in the name of the Catholic church pursues and kills Athanasius, a 
Doctor of the Church. This report exists in two almost identical versions 
(I, 88 and III, 284), but only in the latter the author lets slip a “Damn it!” 
by way of conclusion. Nevertheless, such indignation would seem not to 
have been shared by the parishioners, who are stated as being simple 
peasants who persisted in celebrating the saint's feast day: 

The Knight Jöran’s [George’s] graven image on a horse, is standing in the 
church attic. About which it is said: that he was a noble man and Prince, 
who then in the cruellest way has persecuted the Christians and killed 
Athanasius the Godly Teacher, whose Graven image lays beneath his 
horse’s feet carved like a Dragon, reproaching us, and in honour of the 
Roman church, as a Virgin and Lamb. This Ungodly Creature’s day, that is 
the 23 of April, is celebrated by many peasants in these parts, in this way: 

 
229 See Bringéus, (1995). 91. 
230Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Arby, Småland, 1667. (For the quote in original Swedish, see 
Appendix).  
231 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Sorunda, Södermanland, 1685. (For the quote in original 
Swedish, see Appendix).  
232 Bringéus (1995). 88. 



that they on his day do not sow their seeds or work their lands etc.: calling 
him the holy Knight Jöran. Damn it!233 

A report from Arby in Småland, which lists the large number of Catholic 
artefacts and customs from past days, mentions of St. Sigfrid of Sweden, 
an 11th century apostle from Småland. According to the report, Sigfrid's 
apostolic mission was not only to spread the Gospel but also, 
interestingly enough, to preach the Lutheran doctrine: 

In Lofwers örer lies a harbor, called Sigfrid’s harbor, where Saint Sigfrid is 
said to have landed when he upon king Olof’s request came to Sweden, 
leaving England for Sweden first to celebrate mass, and to preach the 
Lutheran doctrine […] still to this day called Sigfrid’s harbor.234 

The anachronism serves as a reinforcement of the historical state of the 
saint, and also underlines his vicious agenda. Reports of preserved relics 
of saints are rare, but a few examples exist. A report from Ärentuna 
describes in detail the manner of appearance and preservation of the 
relics of St. Henrik of Sweden and the Eleven Thousand Virgins, 
including a piece of parchment relating that the relics had been placed 
inside the altar when this had been consecrated by the archbishop in the 
15th century. The comment that the relics had been found “some time 
ago” in connection with the altar being moved may also have been an 
assurance that there was no hidden purpose behind the preserving of 
these objects, which were small in size yet in Catholic understanding 
heavily laden with meaning: 

In the church are 2 small bundles with a little parchment note around 
them, which are found some time ago in the altar, when it was moved 
closer to the gable, and the note says as follows: in the one the undecien 
millibus virginum in the other it says de lacerto Sancti Henrici Episcopi et 
Martyris.235 

Material connected to the saints was generally regarded as most 
sensitive, and therefore required an emphatic denunciation along with 
some clarification. An explanation for might be that the heritagization in 
several cases was not completed: that is, the objects were still alive in the 
eyes of parts of the population and were still imbued with sacred 
meaning. Thus, they also posed a threat. 

 
233 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Rimbo, Uppland, 1677. (For the quote in original Swedish, see 
Appendix).  
234 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Arby, Småland, 1667. (For the quote in original Swedish, see 
Appendix).  
235 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Ärentuna, Uppland, 1677. (For the quote in original Swedish, 
see Appendix). 
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Catholic liturgical texts in many cases got lost, reused as book covers, or 
were deliberately destroyed during the Reformation,236 but in some cases 
they were instead preserved in a parish church or the vicarage:  

In Tolfta church there are six old books with monk script, 3 in folio and 3 
in quarto, which are about the religion, ceremonies and songs of the 
Popeish, all in Latin.237 

Letters of indulgence and papal documents relating to the founding of 
the Church recur in the reports, where they are described as illegible and 
therefore impossible to understand. This might have been the case, but it 
may also have been a way for the author to distance himself from 
sensitive material: 

The constable Erik Ersson in Enneberga states that he has old monk’s 
letters, but their true contents are known to no one since they cannot be 
read.238 

Ruins of monasteries were included in the instructions given in the 1666 
Decree, while whatever could be saved from the monasteries in Sweden 
had already been done so and documented in the time of King John III 
in the late 16th century. The introduction to the ruins of Riseberga 
Convent present them as worth at least a mention, if also of no great 
value: 

…such monuments neither of higher or lower value, but only the old 
Riseberga monastery, of which nowadays nothing is left to be found, but 
just a wall with a pillar, which is said to have come to the church from 
same monastery: but the rest is said to be burnt down by fire: no other 
certain or uncertain accounts of same monastery are to be found, since it is 
so old, that those who now live could have no knowledge thereof.239 

What were (rightfully or not) considered to have once been old 
monasteries are given much attention in the reports, yet they assume the 
quality of legend. The inhabitants of the monasteries, the monks, acquire 
a near mythical status and are associated with mystical phenomena, such 
as the black stone in Fellingsbro which allegedly acquired its color after a 
monk had lain his black cloak on it: 

The board and peasantry in Fellingsbro district accounted that just by 
Vässlingeby in Fellingsbro parish along the Cappal bridge is an old and 
ruined chapel or monastery, and just by the bridge is a rather big flat stone 

 
236 Abukhanfusa, Kerstin, Brunius, Jan & Benneth, Solbritt, (Eds.). (1993). Helgerånet. 
Från mässböcker till munkepärmar. 15. 
237 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Västland och Tolfta, Uppland, 1677. (For the quote in original 
Swedish, see Appendix). 
238 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Husaby, Västergötland, 1673. (For the quote in original 
Swedish, see Appendix). 
239 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Edsberg and Hackvad, Närke, 1667. (For the quote in original 
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which is blackened in the middle, where a monk is said to have laid his 
coat.240 

A further step back into the very long ago is found in reports where 
monks are put on equal footing as another kind of visitor who makes 
frequent appearances in the material: the giants. The giants were 
assumed (by those who believed they had existed, including the man 
behind the 1666 Decree, Johan Hadorph) to have died out some time 
after the Great Flood, which according to the Biblical chronology of the 
time would have taken place around 2400 BC; that is to say, 4,000 years 
before our period of study, and the assumed remains of the giants were 
used for dating antiquities.241  

East of a village called Bärga, is a mighty high sand hill, upon which are 
such graves, 50 of them: and they are to this day called Giant’s graves and 
some Monk’s graves.242 

The giants thus were considered to have died out 4,000 years before 
(had they existed at all), whereas the monks had vanished from the 
Swedish landscape less than a century earlier; yet the monks were 
portrayed as being just as much part of history and bygone days as were 
the giants. Most of the authors of the reports seem to have regarded 
monasticism, and the monasteries' inhabitants in particular, as lying far 
back in time and therefore as having long since undergone their heritage 
metamorphosis. 

Mural church paintings from the Catholic era sometimes lack Christian 
motives, and partly for this reason were being painted over as early as in 
the 17th century, while most of such white washings in Sweden took 
place in the 18th century.243 

In the church all is coated with a simple and not very remarkable painting, 
showing some both biblical and worldly stories, and numerous graven 
images of saints and old teachers. In which is a strong taste of the Popeish 
Sourdough and other vanity.244 

The old painting that once were in the church (that mostly were witches 
and similar) were covered with white a while ago.245 

 
240 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Örebro, Glanshammar and Fellingsbro districts, Närke, 1683. 
(For the quote in original Swedish, see Appendix). 
241 Jensen (2002). 228. 
242 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Turinge sn, Södermanland, 1667. (For the quote in original 
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243 Bringéus (1995). 92. 
244 Stahre & Ståhle (1960):Delsbo, Hälsingland, 1684. (For the quote in original Swedish, 
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245 Stahre & Ståhle (1960): Hedemora, Dalarna, 1667. (For the quote in original Swedish, 
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Another item connected to the Catholic times was the crucifix. The 
reports often mention these in connection with customs (not always 
discontinued) which were linked to a specific crucifix, and the mentions 
are not infrequently in the past tense: the crucifixes stood there once, but 
no longer. What in fact was still there for the observer to see was a hole 
in the ground, traces of the walk of the faithful around the crucifix, and 
in several cases people who persistently and in the face of the prevailing 
doctrine revered the site of the crucifix by performing various acts: 

In Eggeby Field by the pond is a place whereupon in past days a church or 
a chapel is said to have been, and by the side a big cross of oak, which some 
years ago was overthrown by a simple person, and now only the fundament 
is visible.246 

The custom of the adoration of the Cross by means of genuflection was 
and is in Catholic liturgy in particularly associated with Good Friday, and 
is mentioned in the reports as “crawling to the Cross” (krypa till 
krysse):247 in Vingåker the report mentions “a room where they have 
crawled to the cross around a crucifix”.248 The reports from Ovansjö 
parish in Gästrikland provides an example of how dramatically and 
emotionally charged the introduction of the new Lutheran doctrine could 
be. The first Lutheran clergyman, it was said, had to flee for his life with 
his rapier in hand after having removed a crucifix as part of the abolition 
of superstitiones papisticas, and even well after the mid 17th century the 
customs associated with this crucifix as well as the story about the 
fleeing clergyman were kept very much alive: 

When [the Lutheran clergyman] removed one of the crucifixes a gang of 
village men had assaulted him, threatening to want to throw him over the 
yard. But he, a capable man, had grabbed a small sword and beat them 
away, until he escaped, with his life spared, in the vicarage.249 

These examples from the 1666 Decree reports show that the increasing 
interest not only in the national history, promoted by the Gothicism 
movement and the academic controversies around its theories, but also 
for the material remains or “antiquities” from earlier times, contributed 
to a new way of valuing and handling the Catholic history of Sweden. 
Contextualizations and narrative techniques such as historicizing, 
sudden findings of forgotten items, fabricated stories, things built or 
performed by monks, connections to giants, anachronisms, illegible 
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texts, voids charged with meaning, and white-washing undesired murals, 
all connect to the research question on what happens in the transfer 
between sacredness and heritage. Inscribing Catholic objects and 
memories in a narrative of nationalist pride and supremacy not only 
gave them a legitimate place in history instead of being put away as 
dangerous or embarrassing leftovers in the church attics; it also gave 
them a new, important yet politically harmless identity, and made them 
possible to control. 

The North seen from the South 

Examining the northern travelers and the relation to the Catholic South 
to investigate the transfers between sacredness and heritage from a 
different angle, a starting point is to understand how the northerners 
were seen as coming from the North. What expectations and prejudices, 
perhaps even fears, were part of the northern identity as seen from 
Italy?250 The Bible provides a grim image of the North: 

Out of the north the evil will break forth on all the inhabitants of the land  
(Jeremiah 1:14) 
For disaster looms out of the north, even terrible destruction  

(Jeremiah 6:1) 

Tyrannous, destructive, infertile, intellectually inferior and the home of 
witches and werewolves: a northern visitor to southern Europe in the 
early modern period traveled – wanting it or not – swept in a set of 
forceful associations related to the North that was well established, 
historically rooted and alive in the minds of the people in the South. 
These concepts, mythological images and archetypes were well known 
also by the northerners themselves and were in many cases cleverly used 
to enhance certain aspects of a constructed image or a desired 
reputation.  

The established perceptions of the evil North point to the research 
question: ‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and 
heritage?’, by means of the foreigner’s gaze, cultural frictions, and new 
audiences as crucial factors for heritagization. In this section, some of 
the concepts of the evil North that were part of popular beliefs in early 
modern Europe are presented along with reflections on the impact of 
these images in terms of actions and encounters between South and 
North, in particular in the field of religion. 

 
250 This section is partly based on Wangefelt Ström & Barbierato (2018). 
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Qualities of the North, and their impact on relations, religion, 
and heritagization 

The notion of the northern evilness is known through history and across 
cultures, and it goes under many appearances and names: Aquilone, 
Septentrione, Boreas, Tramontana, Bise, Mistral. The image of the North 
as a bringer of evil and destruction, or in fact, an evil place in itself, is 
supported by numerous verses in the Bible and occurs also in other 
religions, throughout history, and in various fields of human life. In an 
early modern context where northern Europe was connected to the 
profound changes following the Reformation, and where Sweden was 
building an image of a successful great power – the land of the Polar Star 
and the Lion of the North – this opposite narrative of evilness and 
danger was simultaneously alive and widespread. The Northern wind, 
even given personal names, was commonly feared as a destructive force 
spoiling harvests and causing medical problems. This might be one 
reason why, in Jacopo de Barbari’s map of Venice (1501), the Northern 
wind is the only one of the personalized putti head winds that is 
blindfolded.  

 

Figure 6. The northern wind, Septentrio. Detail from Jacopo de Barbari’s map 
of Venice (1501). 

Cesare Ripa describes at the beginning of the 17th century the North, 
Septentrione, as a man of virile age, proud looking, and of tall and 
muscular constitution (Iconologia, 1603). He has fair complexion and 



blonde hair, cerulean blue eyes, and appears in white armor with one 
hand always ready to draw his sword. He is a virile man, robust and ”full 
of meat”: all these physical assets are explained by the cold northern 
climate supposedly giving people a better stomach and improving their 
digestion. Septentrione is also a natural enemy of peace and a character 
to which death does not hurt – the latter statement referring to Petrarca 
(Canzone V). Another example of metaphors relating to the North 
collected from early modernity is provided by William Shakespeare. 
Shakespeare recurrently plays with the Northern wind metaphor, letting 
it represent and embody different, strong qualities and characteristics. 
In The Jew of Venice, the Northern wind, Aeolus, appears as the raging 
and destructive force251, while in King John, the Northern wind 
represents the cold.252 In Othello, however, the North is an image of 
liberty, and of something impossible to control.253 The common theme in 
these different aspects and perceptions of the evil and untamable North 
is that it is regarded from a certain point of view: namely, from the 
South. Among the travelers and migrants from northern Europe, clashes 
between cultures and traditions were inevitable when encountering the 
South, and not rarely connections were made to the non-Catholic faith 
and the northern origin and presumed characteristics.  

The whitewashing of a wall and the south washing of a Queen 

When Pope Alexander VII prepared for the arrival in Rome of Queen 
Christina of Sweden in December 1655, he was careful with the details. 
Since the abdicated Queen could not be installed in Palazzo Farnese 
directly at the time of her arrival, she was granted a provisory apartment 
within the Vatican, if not in the Papal palace but in the tower called 
Torre dei Venti, the Tower of the Winds. The eight rooms in this 
astronomic observatory are decorated with frescoes depicting, among 
other motives, representations of the four winds. The Pope inspected the 
apartment in person to make sure everything was in perfect order, an act 
of carefulness that resulted in the biblical motto on the Northern wall, 
Omne malum ab Aquilone (All evil comes from the North), being hastily 
painted over with a thick layer of paint in order not to risk offending the 
prominent guest.254 This rushed coverage and makeover of a wall might 
be seen as a metaphorical act. An act of identity change was taking place, 
where some elements were to be publicly eradicated while others were 
useful to keep; among the latter was the association with the North – 

 
251 The Jew of Venice. A comedy. Written originaly by Mr. Wm. Shakespear. Now 
altered & very much improved, by the Hon. M. Granville (1732). 29–30. 
252 Shakespeare, W. King John, V.vii. 36–41. 
253 Shakespeare, W. Othello, V.ii. 217.2–220. 
254 Garstein (1992). 758. 
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brave, dangerous, powerful, savage, bold, and evil – was one of the most 
important and most persistent.  

During a stay at the court in Ferrara on her way to Rome after the 
abdication, Queen Christina attended the performance of the moral 
drama L’Oritia. The play was written by Almerico Passarelli especially 
for the occasion and dramatizing a romance between the nymph Oritia 
and the Northern Wind.255 In the second scene of the play, the Northern 
wind, Borea, approaches the desired nymph disguised as a beautiful 
youngling, saying: 

My stiff appearance 
with a subtle transformation 
I have changed into this shape 
That remains, Love does not want 
a snowy Northern wind in the face of the Sun.256 

The love theme, in the classical story leading to Boreas raping Oritia, 
plays again with the weather metaphors and the opposites; the stiff and 
snowy Northern wind encountering the warm sun (as understood, in the 
South) – and transforms to the better. 

These adapted stereotypes, referring also to the religious controversies at 
the time, were a backdrop for the encounters and perceptions of heritage 
and sacredness during the Swedish travels to Catholic territories. 

The heritagizing gaze of the traveler: Peregrinations and 
Grand Tour 

The foreign travelers beholding the Catholic in Italy provide information 
to the investigation through their travel journals and their observations, 
and they pushed the development of new displays and narratives in the 
places they visited.257 The travelers had different aims with their 
journeys, and therefore observed and emphasized different things in 
their journals. Motives for peregrinations could be, for example, to 
obtain an élite cultural education, academic research, or antiquarian and 
artistic interests. The travelers went to Rome and Venice, and their 
journeys took place in the second half of the 17th century (the 1660’s, 
1680’s and 1690’s), which is the peak period for Swedish peregrinations. 

 
255 Garstein (1992). 753–754. 
236 Passarelli, A. (1655). Oritia, drama morale del dott. Almerico Passarelli alla Sacra 
Maestà di Christina regina di Suetia nel di lei passaggio. Recitato in Ferrara d'ordine 
del signor marchese Cornelio Bentiuogli con la musica del signor d. Andrea Mattioli e 
machine del signor Carlo Paseti. 43–44. 
257 This aspect is developed in Chapter 3. 



This period also corresponds to the peak of the antiquarian and Gothicist 
interest in Sweden.258 

Travelers and their accounts and observations are recurrent in Part 1, 
and three Swedish travelers representing the previously mentioned 
motives for traveling – academic studies and interests, élite education, 
and antiquarian interests – demonstrate how these perspectives 
respectively operated in the sacredness-heritage transfers. A short 
biographical introduction aims at clarifying the aims, selections, and 
accounts of the three travelers, and thereby their perception of and 
interactions with religious phenomena in Rome and Venice.  

The Swedish travelers presented are the élite traveler Sven Sevedsson 
Ribbing, the antiquarian and collector Mårten Törnhielm, and the 
scholar Olof Celsius Sr. Sven Sevedsson Ribbing (1645–1673) belonged 
to an established aristocratic family and made a military career after his 
peregrination in 1663–65.259 Ribbing’s notes are short and matter-of-
factly and have the general focus on usefulness and accounting for the 
costs involved. Mårten Törnhielm (1663–1723), too, was part of a noble 
family, and studied in Uppsala before doing his peregrination in 1683-
85.260 This journey did not take him to southern Europe, but a few years 
later in 1687–88 he traveled South, including to Italy, under the 
guidance of royal architect Nicodemus Tessin Jr with the purpose of 
collecting inspiration for the decorations of the new royal palace in 
Stockholm.261 Törnhielm was a passionate collector and eventually held a 
famous collection in his home, partly with objects from his journeys. His 
journal notes are detailed, including several inventories, and dwell upon 
artistic, aesthetical, and material aspects of what he has seen. Olof 
Celsius Sr (1670–1756) had no financial means to go abroad, but had a 
talent and a passion for studies, which was noticed by King Charles XI 
(Karl XI, 1655-1697) who sponsored his peregrination. He eventually 
became professor of oriental languages and theology, and he held 
numerous other positions at Uppsala university as well as in the 
Lutheran Church of Sweden. His journal entries are characterized by a 
scholarly curiosity and a sense for dramatic situations, and they give rich 

 
258 See Winberg (2018).  
259 Travel journal of Sven Sewedsson Ribbing (1663–65). UUB ms X356. 
260 Travel journal I of Mårten Törnhielm (1683–85). UUB ms X361. 
261 Travel journal II of Mårten Törnhielm (1687–88). Mårten Toernhielms resa genom 
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details about his academic interests and scholarly connections in the 
cities he visited.262 

The peregrination: looking at the foreign 

The peregrination, or Peregrinatio Academica, started out as an 
educational circulation between universities which over the course of 
time added on more and more ingredients of cultural education, and 
eventually developed into the Grand Tour. This shift also mirrors the 
successive shift from the honnête homme to the galant homme in terms 
of ideal education for the élite in European society.263 In Sweden, these 
changes occurred later than in continental Europe, why the 
peregrination in Italy had its golden days about the period 1550-1600, 
while in Sweden peregrinations of educational character peaked around 
the 1660’s, and the French influences with the galant homme ideal 
entered the country in small scale by the middle of the century.264 The 
normal route for Swedish peregrination travelers went through Denmark 
and Germany, heading for Holland, with a stop for law studies in Leyden 
(despite the sceptic attitude towards Dutch universities out of fear for 
Calvinist influences). From there the route often continued to Paris, by 
many Swedish travelers considered to be the main destination for the 
journey. The goal in Paris was to learn French, but also to adopt refined 
manners, including how to court the ladies, and to learn dancing and 
fencing: all according to the gentilhomme ideals. Paris, with its universal 
identity, was at the time considered to mirror the full European culture. 
Sven Ribbing described in his journal the various exercitii he has 
practiced in Paris, what teachers he employed, and some brief remarks 
on how the education was performed: 

Riding (“Monter au cheval”) 
Fencing (“Les Armes”) 
Dancing (”Pour La Dance, or dancing, I employed Mr Majeul and 
frequented Balls as soon as a possibility occurred”) 
Le Jeu de paume (racket sport) 
Language 
Arithmetics (“Mathematiquen”) 
Fortification (“Fortificatiorio”) 

 
262 Travel journal of Olof Celsius Sr. (1697–98). UUB ms 368. 
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264 Mazzei, R. (2013). Per terra e per acqua: viaggi e viaggiatori nell’Europa moderna. 
42–26; Niléhn (1983). 95. 



Music, to sing and on a Clavier (“Musicis, att siunga och speela på 
Clavér”)265 

If there was sufficient funding and it was considered useful, the trip was 
rounded up with a visit to Italy, to study the classic antiquities and the 
latest architecture, and possibly a stop at Oxford University and London, 
to study the stock exchange, on the way back.266 Utility was a principal 
purpose for the peregrinations, and utility, according to discussions for 
example in the consistorium, that is the board of Uppsala University, 
decreased the further south the journey went: Italy was neither 
necessary nor profitable.267 The journey was generally accounted for by 
giving factual information about the costs, distances and practicalities 
involved, and on how to spend time and money in a useful way. Thus, the 
purpose with the travels comes down to studying and learning new 
things and skills, and possibly to see and experience new things; the 
countries in Europe had started to assume the role as museums for 
foreign cultural tourists, and the previous focal points for religious 
pilgrims were gradually transformed into tourist destinations with 
guidebooks, opening hours, and tour guides. Sven Ribbing described in a 
few lines his visit to Saint Denis outside Paris and the cathedral where 
part of the relics deriving from Constantinople, and other relics, where 
kept and displayed:  

When we after a while had seen what was the most remarkable to observe 
in the city, we did some Excursions by horse or carriage, to nearby places, 
[…] to S. Denys where the most noble Treasury and treasure of holy things 
in France is kept, and which all days twice a day is opened and displayed 
for all those who are inclined to see them. In the church there are several 
Costly tombs for Kings, of Marble and beautiful work.268 

Ribbing made no remark on the relics as such, but included them in the 
general description as ”holy things”; the addition that the relics are 
shown ”to those who are inclined to see them” could, but doesn’t have to, 
indicate that he doesn’t include himself in this group (he makes no 
mention of actually having seen the famous relic collection). Relics 
functioned as attractive pilgrim magnets from as early as the 4th century 
and onwards, gradually blending in to must-sees for the early modern 
peregrination and Grand Tour travelers, and later on for what Donald 

 
265 Travel journal of Sven Sewedsson Ribbing (1663–65). UUB ms X356. f 39r-v. 
266 Winberg, O. (2003). Adlig utbildningsstrategi 1600-talets utländska resor och 
begreppet kunskap, paper for the conference Pedagogikhistorisk forskning – Perspektiv, 
metoder, förhållningssätt. 6. 
267 See Chapter 3. 
268 Travel journal of Sven Sewedsson Ribbing (1663–65). UUB ms X356. f 38r. (For the 
quote in original Swedish, see Appendix). 
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Horne calls ”the pilgrim tourists”.269 Antoni Mączak describes the 
situation for an early modern and non-Catholic traveler, and the delicate 
equilibrium between religion and culture, stating that “in the early 
centuries of the modern era all matters human were understood in terms 
of religion.”: 

The English were a special case: by the end of the sixteenth century people 
had completely forgotten the Catholic cult of relics, so an English tourist 
visiting the Continent would encounter unprepared – almost as soon as he 
stepped ashore in France or the Spanish Netherlands – the unusual (for 
him) wealth of religious art and relics.270 

Mączak concludes that relics often were the only thing of interest to 
show to visitors in towns and villages, and that relics– genuine or fake – 
were to be found almost anywhere. Relics, as a category, thus makes a 
particularly productive example for the examination of transfers between 
sacredness and heritage. 

When Mårten Törnhielm embarked on his peregrination to Germany in 
the 1680’s, he displayed a deep interest in collections and art which a few 
years later would render him a place in the group led by royal architect 
Nicodemus Tessin Jr traveling to Italy to find inspiration for the interior 
decorations at the royal palace in Stockholm. In Cologne, he seems to 
find nothing disturbing in being shown the rich relic collections in town 
and not even in having a Jesuit as his guide, but accounts for what he 
sees in a factual way, focusing material qualities and the collection as 
such: 

Among the churches, is the Dome or St Peter’s church […] there are shown, 
behind the big altar, the relics and graves of the 3 Kings of the Orient, 
within a chapel surrounded by bars, where Silver lamps are burning night 
and day. […] many relics are shown there, among which a piece of Virgin 
Mary’s kirtle; also in St Ursula’s Church many saints bones and other relics 
are shown, among which also the graves of the 11000 holy martyred 
Virgins… […] there was a most amiable Jesuit receiving us, who guided us 
everywhere, in their Church, Library, Garden, and showed us all 
noteworthy there was to see.271 

Attractive education and dangerous influences 

Although it was necessary during the first decades of the 17th century to 
send Swedish students abroad to get a proper education, plans were also 
set up to build and strengthen a national higher education through the 
re-establishment of Uppsala University in the 1620's.272 During the reign 

 
269 Horne (1984). 1. 
270 Mączak, A. (1995). Travel in early modern Europe. 222–23. 
271 Travel journal of Mårten Törnhielm (1683–85). UUB ms X361. 57–59. (For the quote 
in original Swedish, see Appendix). 
272 Winberg (2003). 1; Göransson (1951). 56, 84. 



of King Charles IX (1604–1611) the students, including children of 
supporters to King Sigismund, who studied abroad at Jesuit academies 
and other universities, were at one point forbidden to return to Sweden 
since they posed a political and religious threat. However, this rigid 
measure represented less the opinions of the Calvinist monarch, and 
more the strong ambitions within the Swedish clergy to pose firm control 
and regulations on the students’ contacts with and journeys to foreign 
academies. 273 The clergy wanted to centralize the control and activities 
regarding this field to Uppsala as being not only Sweden’s oldest and at 
the beginning of the century the only university town, but also the centre 
for the Church of Sweden. Consequently, the destinations and the 
purposes of the peregrinations were under debate and a source of 
political controversy during the entire century. 

The destinations for the Swedish peregrinations in Europe varied, 
according to political and religious considerations and to the current 
needs of the state administration. Undertaking a peregrination, often 
spanning over no less than two years of time, was a costly business and 
therefore in reality a possibility reserved for the nobility and the 
particularly gifted and well-connected young men, with financing from a 
benefactor if they had little financial means to travel. The nobility was 
over-represented among the Swedish students going abroad in the 17th 
century: out of 3500 investigated visits by Swedish students to German 
and Dutch universities during the century, approximately 25% of the 
visitors were noblemen, while the nobility at the time formed less than 
1,5% of the total population in the country.274 The attitudes towards 
education within the nobility switched gradually from contempt to 
appraisal of classic education as a natural and suitable pursuit for a 
nobleman.275 It was to most part the nobility who not only took a few 
semesters at a university in Northern Europe to study topics of use for 
the Swedish state administration, but who also went further South to 
France and Italy to study art, languages and manners: a dangerous 
enterprise to the more and more heterogeneous and intolerant Lutheran 
Orthodox Swedish church and society. Going to Italy, in particular, was 
according to some considered nothing but a waste of money, as being 
expensive, extravagant and of no use from a utility point of view (unless 
the traveler was an artist or an architect). This position is to be found for 
example in a discussion regarding the possible peregrination of a young 
nobleman, Jacob Spens, with his tutor Olof Verelius.276  

 
273 Göransson (1951). 9. 
274 Winberg (2003). 5. 
275 Winberg (2003). 1; Niléhn (1983). 78. 
276 UUB ms N1048. f. 73. See Chapter 3. 
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Figure 7. Protocol from Uppsala university board, ‘De Privilegiis Studiosorum’ 
(ca 1644), (UUB N1048, f. 73r). 

Verelius was a famous scholar in runology, history, and antiquities, and 
the anonymous author of the work Peregrinatio Cosmopolitana (in parts 
built on a Spanish work and published only long after Verelius’s death) 
in which he paints a grim picture of Catholic rites and priests. The 
priests in a nameless and fictive cosmopolitan city are depicted as 
mumbling a “clumsy and unsophisticated song”, they are unkempt, 
shabbily dressed and “with hairdos like superstitious sailors heading for 
shipwreck”, and during the celebration of Mass the greedy priest 
consumes all of the communion wine himself, leaving nothing to the 
parishioners: all of which, according to the author, were signs of 
suspicious religious practice, bad moral, and a generally untidy 



lifestyle.277 These negative descriptions of religious practices were 
Verelius’ own additions to the Spanish original text, and may mirror the 
view on foreign (meaning Catholic) customs. Nevertheless, and 
sometimes after considerable argumentations on behalf of the 
prospective teacher and travel companion, several Swedish students 
found their way to Italy with visits to Venice and Rome as highlights.  

The following chapter will follow the trail of these early modern 
travelers, to see some of the things they saw, as part of the investigation 
of the production and transformations of sacred heritage. Sources such 
as travel journals and documents concerning the planning of the 
journeys state where and what distances the Swedes traveled, the costs 
involved, the practical ordeals the travelers underwent, and, sometimes, 
what they saw in detail. Records of the local guides working with the 
increasingly lucrative business of foreign visitors provide further 
information on how the days and weeks in the Italian cities were spent. 
The travelers were shown famous churches, Roman relics of particular 
importance278 as well as the famous relic collections of Venice279, and the 
Vatican and its library.280 The élite travelers could also be presented to 
the Pope and, in the decades after 1655 and the conversion of Queen 
Christina, to the Queen and her court, and they met with Swedish 
converts now living in various circumstances and in new appearances: all 
commented on in the journals. The environments that met the travelers 
from Sweden and other countries when they visited Rome and Venice 
are investigated: the presentations and narratives, the displays, the daily 
life going on in and around a context of religion, and changes during 
Modernity and societal developments. 

Conclusions 

The research question: ‘What happens in the transfer between 
sacredness and heritage?’ has in this chapter been examined through the 
national incentives and formalities pertaining the transformation of the 
problematic Catholic past and present in 17th century Sweden, and the 
religion/heritage perceptions of the early modern northern travelers and 
how these affected their contacts with the South, also within a context of 
religion. What I found was a sacred past transforming into a useful asset 
as heritage, shaped in the 17th century religious and political context and 

 
277 Verelius, O. [1730]. Swedish translation from Latin: Verelius, O. et al. (1994). Resan 
till Världsstaden. 41. 
278 Mączak (1995). 223; Mazzei (2013). 46–47; Travel journal of Mårten Törnhielm 
(1683–85). UUB ms X361. 
279 Törnhielm (1687–88). 444. 
280 Travel journal of Olof Celsius Sr. (1697–98). UUB ms 368.  
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forging the mindsets of Swedish travelers going South. I also found that 
perceptions and categorizations of things, places and phenomena 
functioned as powerful transformative tools for example in the 
heritagization of religion at the time, and that these tools could be 
applied to things seen in a journey, as well as to the foreign travelers: the 
essential ingredients in this chapter are narratives and modes of display, 
boundaries and encounters, and transfers into new categories. 

The case of early modern Sweden is presented as an arena for 
transformations of identities and categories, and a fertile heritagization 
of the Catholic past. A key role is played by the gaze, watching, and 
transforming places and phenomena. The traveling early modern 
Swedes, the political and religious context in which these travelers lived 
and from which they set out on their journeys are presented as a 
fundamental part in understanding the heritagizing gaze, along with the 
matter of why and in what ways the Catholic was perceived as dangerous 
in 17th century Sweden. Through this case, with examples from the 1666 
national inventory of antiquities showing different ways in which 
Catholic sacredness was transferred into the national heritage, and 
through sources presenting stereotype images of Sweden and the North 
as seen from outside, I have demonstrated the heritagization and 
domestication, and thereby the transformation, of the Catholic past 
which developed during the 17th century. The Catholic past was 
heritagized by means of contextualization and narrative techniques such 
as historicizing, sudden findings of forgotten items, fabricated stories, 
things built or performed by monks, connections to giants, 
anachronisms, illegible texts, voids charged with meaning, and white 
washing of undesired murals in churches, constructed oblivion, thereby 
creating historicity. 

This transformation regarded objects and phenomena becoming 
heritagized in Sweden, but which were still active and part of daily 
religious life in the Catholic territories. Objects, rituals, and places slid 
between, or were deliberately placed in, the categories presented in 
Chapter 1: sacred, profane, holy, history, art, and evidence of past or 
present claims.281  

Starting out from this context of a heritagized Catholic past, northern 
travelers crossing religious and cultural boundaries while going on 
peregrinations and traveling South unintentionally brought with them a 
luggage of deeply rooted cultural ideas of evilness and danger. As will be 
investigated in Chapter 3 through examples from a southern and Italian 
perspective, this understanding, or prejudice, contributed to forging the 

 
281 See Chapter 1. 



gaze and the expectations within the visited communities: a fertile 
ground for new displays and narratives about the sacred was prepared 
for the arrival of the foreign visitors. 
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Chapter 3. Sacredness on display in early 

modern Rome and Venice 

The Middle Latin wargus – i.e., “expulsus” or “stranger” – is also the same 
as the wolf; and thus, the two conceptions – that of the wild beast to be 
hunted down, and that of the man to be treated as a wild beast – are 
intimately associated. 

― P.J. Hamilton Grierson, The Silent Trade282 

Thingness does not depend on us; objecthood does. Objects are intentional 
things, but may have little to do with what things want or do. Travelers and 
missionaries have often demonstrated the truth of this when facing a 
strange culture’s myriad things. Where their interests are most pitched to 
draw lines, assert dominance, or subject the other to convenient 
categories, the visitor’s misattributions are most common. 

― David Morgan, ‘Thing’, in Key Terms in Material Religion283 

Introduction to Chapter 3  

The two mottos introducing this chapter allude to the foreigner: 
Grierson alludes to the fear and fascination of the foreign and the 
alienation, Morgan to the foreign gaze applied to familiar places and 
phenomena as transforming categories. These two perspectives, as 
introduced in Chapter 2, drive the need in a place visited to adjust the 
self-presentation in order to be comprehensible for – and, possibly, 
protected against – the foreign eyes.284 This chapter takes off from this 
starting point and applies the research question: ‘What happens in the 
transfer between sacredness and heritage?’ to an early modern setting 
reversed from that in Chapter 2, turning to one where Catholic practices 
were still “alive” and the norm, and looked at from outside.285 Rome and 
Venice as case studies are investigated through different types of 
sources, and by applying the analytical lens of Time.286 The lens of Time 
here operates by paying special attention to what a contextualization and 
narration in a particular past time does to objects and phenomena, and 

 
282  Hamilton Grierson, P.J. (1903). The Silent Trade: A Contribution to the Early 
History of Human Intercourse. 33. 
283 Morgan, D. (2015). ‘Thing’, in Plate, B.S. (2015). Key terms in material religion. 255. 
284 Cross-reference to Chapter 2. 
285 As defined in Chapter 1, Introduction. 
286 See Chapter 1. 



how the understanding of time in a Latin Christian sense (as 
eschatological and linear) interplays in this context.287  

Rome and Venice in the early modern period both saw growing numbers 
of foreign visitors and they both had an abundance of religion on display, 
but with different ambitions and different ways of make use of these 
assets. I argue that an important part in the transfers between 
sacredness and heritage, and in the heritagization of the sacred, was 
played by foreign visitors applying “the tourist gaze”.288 This case study is 
situated within the emerge of education and leisure travelers, or proto 
tourists289, co-existing with religious pilgrims in the 17th century. These 
visitors affected the self-presentation and narratives in the places visited 
and, in the case of religion, reinforced transfers between cultual and 
cultural uses.290 

Italy, and more specifically, the cities of Rome and Venice, were selected 
as case studies given the abundance in religion and heritage, the foreign 
interest in the cities, and the relevant sources to be found. Rome, as the 
centre for the western and Catholic church and re-modelling itself in the 
aftermath of the Lutheran reformation, is examined along with Venice, a 
mercantile and political node where sacred relics and feasts played in 
also as cultural and political currency. Furthermore, the case studies 
were selected to test the assumption that the practice of narrating and 
displaying religion in a heritage context in western Europe in many parts 
derives from the period and area explored in this chapter, and from the 
Latin Christian understanding of time.291  

Sources 

This chapter builds on sources of different nature, selected along the 
progress of the project to delve into the parameters of the transfer 
between sacredness and heritage. The different sources are selected to 
inquire different aspects of the topic, as briefly presented below. 

 
287 See Chapter 1 and section Secularism and Post-Secularism (2016).  
288 See Part I, ‘Introduction’. 
289 Term indicating a certain kind of travelers before the term ‘tourist’ was coined in late 
19th century. See for example Hendrix, H. (2019). The Rise of a Proto-Tourist 
Infrastructure in Late Sixteenth-Century Rome and Naples, Artes Apodemicae and early 
modern Travel Culture, 1550–1700, 215–236. In Towner, J. (1985). The Grand Tour: A 
Key Phase in the History of Tourism. Annals of Tourism Research, vol. 12, no. 3, 1985, 
pp. 297–333, the term ‘cultural pilgrims’ is used, indicating the change in purpose for the 
travelers. 
290 See p. 51. 
291 See Part I, ‘Introduction’. 
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In order to investigate the constructed narratives and the presumed 
audiences in early modern Rome and Venice, the guidebooks – an 
expanding genre from late 16th and onwards – provide valuable 
information.292 The early modern guidebooks to Rome aimed generally 
not at promoting Rome as a place to visit: the attractiveness in Rome as 
a destination to visit since long before the early modern period is 
undoubted, even if the reasons to visit and the targeted audiences have 
changed. These guidebooks gave instructions as to how Rome should be 
visited: advice that varied according to the presumed types visitors and 
their different aims with the visit.293 Guidebooks destined for religious 
pilgrims visiting the holy sites or coming to attend religious feasts had an 
instrumental function in describing the correct way to visit and what 
prayers to say before what relics, in order to obtain indulgence and 
reduce expected time in purgatory. Other guidebooks – increasingly in 
the course of the 17th century –were targeted at the emerging category of 
leisure or peregrination visitors, whose purpose with the visit rather 
concerned cultural education and “must-sees”.  

Another type of sources are the travel journals, written by the travelers 
during or after the journey. Travel journals from the early modern period 
typically provide information on the practical details of the visits: 
distances traveled, costs, lodging, and what was seen. The function of a 
travel journal was primarily to account for money spent and to keep 
records of important details.294 Personal remarks and reactions are more 
rarely included, but travel journals can still be useful as sources for the 
research question by their listing and omitting of places and objects of 
interest, and of how they were visited and presented. The tour guides, 
actual persons, who offered their services to foreign visitors can be found 
in the sources both as authors of guidebooks or as mentioned in these 
travel journals.295 

Collections and inventories as sources provide information on new 
contexts for sacred items, on the descriptions and narratives connected 
to them, and on collection practices. The phenomenon of élite large scale 
collecting known as collectionism is in particular associated with early 

 
292 For more on this topic, see for example Enenkel, K. A. E., & de Jong, J. L. (2019). 
Artes Apodemicae and early modern Travel Culture, 1550–1700. For an introduction to 
the Roman guidebooks, see for example Blennow, A. & Fogelberg Rota, S. (2019). Rome 
and The Guidebook Tradition, From the Middle Ages to the 20th Century. 
293 Blennow & Fogelberg Rota (2019). 1–3. 
294 For more on this topic, and more generally on travel in the early modern period, see 
for example Mączak (1995); Mazzei (2013); Stagl, J. (1995). A History of Curiosity: The 
Theory of Travel, 1550–1800. In particular pp. 49–51; Winberg (2018). 
295 See further on in this chapter, and Tschudi, V. P. (2016). Baroque Antiquity: 
Archaeological Imagination in early modern Europe. 78–85. 



modern Venice, but it also existed in Rome.296 For the collections, 
inventories and descriptions of collections in archival sources and in 
scholarly work have been studied, and when possible, also spaces, items 
and collections that still exist. 

Descriptions of public religious feasts and jubilees were important 
recurrent events in the early modern cities, and they eventually were 
included in the recommended things to see for the foreign visitors. These 
events provide examples of how religious materiality, narratives and 
performance were staged in early modern Rome and Venice, and how 
this contributed to the development of what today would be called a 
tourism industry.297 

Finally, an important type of source is early modern academic works 
which elaborate on the classification of the sacred and the profane, and 
on how they should be organized, formulated as a protection for the 
sacred against profanation and iconoclasm.298 

Thus, this chapter investigates the transformation between sacredness 
and heritage through the developments in Rome and Venice during late 
16th and 17th century by means of selected aforementioned primary 
sources. These sources help identify patterns and connections in the 
heterogenous multitude of events and phenomena such as collectionism 
and collections, art market, tractates defining boundaries between the 
sacred and the profane, creation of narratives and re-contextualization of 

 
296 See for example Hochmann, M., Lauber, R. & Mason, S. (Eds) (2008). Il 
collezionismo d’arte a Venezia. Dalle origini al Cinquecento. 5; Pomian, K. (1989). 
Collezionisti, amatori e curiosi: Parigi-Venezia, XVI–XVIII secolo; Pomian, K. (2004). 
Dalle sacre reliquie all’arte moderna: Venezia-Chicago dal XIII al XX secolo; Borean, L. 
& Mason, S. (Eds.) (2011). Il collezionismo d’arte a Venezia. Il Seicento. 9; Feigenbaum, 
G. et al. (2011). Sacred possessions: collecting Italian religious art, 1500–1900; Ago, R. 
(2013). Gusto for things: a history of objects in seventeenth-century Rome; Findlen, P. 
(1994). Possessing nature. Museums, collecting, and scientific culture in early modern 
Italy; Lorizzo, L. (2010). Pellegrino Peri. Il mercato dell’arte nella Roma barocca; 
Feigenbaum, G. (2014). Display of Art in the Roman Palace, 1550–1750; Brevaglieri, S. 
(2020). Natural desiderio di sapere: Roma barocca fra vecchi e nuovi mondi.  
297 See for example Caffiero, M. (1997). L’Anno Santo come risorsa politica: Il giubileo del 
1675 tra polemica antiprotestante e apologia del papato, in Roma Moderna e 
Contemporanea; Nanni, S. & Visceglia, M. A. (Eds.) (1998). La Città del Perdono. 
Pellegrinaggi e anni santi a Roma in età moderna. 1550–1750; Muir, E. (1997). Ritual 
in early modern Europe. 62–87; Muir, E. (1981). Civic ritual in Renaissance Venice; 
Niero, A. et al. (1990). Tradizioni popolari veneziane e venete. I mesi dell’anno. Le feste 
religiose. 
298 Paleotti, G. (1582). Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre et profane; Paleotti, G. 
[1582](2012). McCuaig, W., & Prodi, P. (Eds.). Discourse on sacred and profane images; 
Schildgen, B. D. (2011). Cardinal Paleotti and the Discorso intorno alle imigini sacre e 
profane, in Feigenbaum, G., Ebert-Schifferer, S. & Tirnanić, G. (2011). Sacred 
possessions: collecting Italian religious art, 1500–1900. 
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material and immaterial history, the emerging tourism gradually 
substituting pilgrimages, and the re-framing and display of religious 
feasts and events. 

Early modern Rome and Venice 

In this section the two cities investigated in this chapter are presented, 
and the importance of sacred matter and places for addressing the 
research question. 

Early modern Rome was the centre of the Catholic church and an ancient 
destination for pilgrims, and during the 17th emerged as a stop on the 
peregrination tours – if also, in non-Catholic countries such as Sweden, 
debated and controversial.299 Remains from Classical Antiquity, evidence 
of the first Christians, churches and liturgies, and cutting-edge art and 
architecture all contributed to the attractiveness of the destination. As 
pointed out by Emily Michelson, the emphasis on miracles, conversion, 
sanctity, and the authority of the Catholic church – all contested with the 
Reformation – were “the defining features of early modern 
Catholicism”.300 These features are recurrent also in the conjunction 
between sacredness and heritage during early modernity. Early modern 
Venice was a must-see, also for Swedish travelers, for its unique and 
spectacular nature as located in the lagoon but also for its abundance in 
art, culture, and its famous book printers. On display in Venice was also 
an unusual wealth of sacred materiality – relics, not least – and 
immaterialities such as feasts and narratives, which were used by the 
republic for political and financial purposes.301  

The example of Christian relics, playing a central role in early modern 
Rome and Venice, is employed for both case studies: they are excellent 
examples of the ambiguous nature of sacred heritage, they have made 
pilgrims and tourists set out on long and hazardous journeys, they have 
produced artistic masterpieces, architecture and even cities, and they 
have been at the core of international politics and claims to secular and 
religious power.302 A starting point thus is this: re-charged human bones 
and objects connected to holy persons, and the different roles they have 

 
299 For Swedish peregrinations, see for example Winberg (2018). For travelers and 
traveling in Europe, see for example Maczac (1995). 
300 Michelson, E. (2022). Catholic Spectacle and Rome’s Jews: Early Modern 
Conversion and Resistance. 224–25. 
301 See for example Perry, D. (2015). Sacred Plunder. 
302 See for example Bagnoli (2011); Bentley, J. (1985). Restless Bones: The Story of 
Relics.; Craughwell, T. J. (2011). Saints Preserved: An Encyclopedia of Relics; Freeman, 
(2011); Geary, P. J. (1990). Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages. 



played in handling and displaying sacred heritage in Rome and Venice. 
Finally, approaching not only the fundamentals of the two cities and 
cultures in Rome and Venice, but also what it meant to be a stranger in 
the two cities is an important part of this case study.303  

Sacredness as manifested in relics, and in other items and phenomena, is 
central in the sources and examples presented in this chapter. I argue 
that sacred heritage is created in the interplay between religion and 
sacredness on one hand, and political, social, or cultural driving forces 
on the other. The table below, created during the work process, is an 
outline to structure relevant elements in this process and to spot 
patterns and differences in the material which will be explained and 
investigated in this chapter. Referring to different reasons to visit the 
two locations, different aims with collecting and displaying relics, 
different political and ecclesiastical models of governance and ambitions 
playing into the uses of religious past and present, etcetera, were factors 
affecting the understanding and uses of the sacred past and present in 
the two cities.  

 
303 Brilli, A. (2014). Gerusalemme, La Mecca, Roma. Storie di pellegrinaggi e di 
pellegrini; Mazzei (2014); Maczac (1995).; Zannini, A. (2009). Venezia città aperta; 
Muir (2005).  
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Figure 8. Religious heritage and its uses in Rome and Venice: A comparison. 

Two cities and their relation to relics: Burials, bones, and 
believers 

Body snatching, heroic rescuing of sacred relics, or wagon loads of 
saintly bones being transported to new locations: for Venice as for Rome, 
new identities were built, new political and ecclesiastical legitimacies 
were claimed, and new narratives constructed, by means of the pious 
and strategic transfer of human bones. Relics have played a crucial role 
for the development of Rome and Venice.304 In order to examine their 
importance for how sacred heritage was created, displayed, and used in 
the shifting contexts of the 17th century and what implications this might 

 
304 For more on relics, their different uses, and their impact, see for example Freeman 
(2012); Robinson (2011); D’Antiga, R. (2005). Guida alla Venezia Bizantina. Santi, 
reliquie e icone; Walker Bynum (2011); Bagnoli (2011); Canetti, L. (2002). Frammenti di 
eternità. Corpi e reliquie tra antichità e medioevo. Pomian (2004).  



have from a museological point of view, the topic calls for a more 
thorough background.  

Objects and material carriers of meanings and memories around which 
faith, controversy, artworks, buildings, pilgrimages, ceremonies, politics, 
and museums are built have different origins. Within the limits of this 
case study, the earliest objects of interest originate primarily from two 
places: Jerusalem and Rome. Jerusalem, since it was the scene of 
Christ’s life, death, and alleged resurrection, and therefore much 
material remains connected to these events and personalities could be 
found there (or at least claimed to be). Rome, since the persecutions of 
Christians during the first two centuries AD created a wealth of martyrs 
including stories, places, rituals – and bones.  

Relics, not only to be understood as bones or parts of human bodies of 
persons regarded as holy, but also material objects connected to or that 
have been in direct contact with such persons, make a useful exponent 
for tracking the roots and developments of musealized religion.305 They 
embody a chain of re-chargings with new values and categories, they are 
in some cases possible to trace many centuries back in time, and through 
the centuries they have been kept, treasured, venerated, ornamented, 
framed, displayed, bought, sold (even if this is illegal in the canon law of 
the Catholic church), stolen, integrated in private collections and 
Wunderkammers as curiosities or art objects, and displayed in museum 
cases.306 They have been seen as, in themselves, relics from a time long 
since passed, mocked as an example of religious superstition, sold as 
tourist souvenirs, yet claiming a most concrete authenticity.307 In this 
respect, relics make a good exponent as of how a heritagization and 
musealization process can work. 

Relics were often small and fragile fragments and keeping them safe 
while at the same time displaying them to the many faithful in an 
appropriate way for their spiritual significance created a need for a new 
expression of art and material splendor: the reliquary. Spread all over 
the Christian world since the first centuries of Christianity, the 
reliquaries quite soon became objects of great artistic values and 
intricate designs and materials. The earliest reliquaries still preserved 

 
305 An example of current scholarly interest in relics is the research project Oxford Relics 
Cluster at Oxford University, initiated in 2015, aiming at authenticating famous 
international religious relics using modern technology. See 
http://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2015-10-12-launch-oxford-centre-study-religious-relics 
(2022-11-07). 
306 For the subject of theft and illicit trade with relics in ancient times, see Geary (1990). 
307 Wangefelt Ström, H. (2013). Döden i souvenirbutiken: Kvarlevor som kult och 
kuriosa, in Kulturella perspektiv nr 2. 20–26. 
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Figure 9. Relic in reliquary on display in the diocese museum of Venice, Museo 
Diocesano di Venezia. (Photo by the author, used with permission). 

  



date back to the 4th century and were constructed as small boxes of wood 
or metal, or even ivory or bone, in various forms and ornate with 
precious stones. In the early Middle Ages, the portable reliquaries were 
introduced, mainly in the shape of rock crystal pendants, to transport the 
relic from one place to the other, or to be carried on the person (encolpi); 
in this fashion many elaborated works of art were made, not least during 
the Jesuit period. In the Romanesque period reliquaries in the shape of 
busts start to appear, becoming more common in the 14th and 15th 
centuries. Simultaneously, reliquaries imitating the parts of the bodies of 
which they contained a piece became more common, often with a small 
window of rock crystal through which one could see the relic.308 During 
the Gothic period the reliquaries became even more elaborate, in the 
form of crystal boxes, while during the Renaissance they assumed the 
form of a monstrance with a skillfully ornamented base. This is also the 
period when reliquaries are being designed in most elaborate and 
architectural forms.309 The reliquaries became an important art form, 
while displaying, framing, and distancing the sacred relics from the 
faithful (and other spectators). 

Another relevant aspect is that relics, in times when the widespread 
interest and hausse has faded out, can become forgotten and disappear 
without being particularly missed. The crust of layers upon layers of 
artwork and architecture once constructed in their honor remains and, 
in many cases, becomes the centerpiece, the spectacular must-see for 
tourists and art lovers: an empty shell, where few if anyone miss the 
crustacean around which the shell once was uniquely designed as a home 
and a shelter. A telling and magnificent example of this is Sainte-
Chapelle in Paris, consecrated in 1248 as not only a piece of Gothic 
architecture of a kind that never had been seen before, but first and 
foremost as a reliquary for the most highly ranked of all relics in the 
Christian world at the time: The Crown of Thorns.310 King Louis IX, later 
Saint Louis, bought this relic from the Latin emperor Baldwin II in 
Constantinople (via a pawn to the Venetians) for a sum of 135 000 livres, 
which was more than half the annual national budget of France.311 
Spending another 40 000 livres on building Sainte-Chapelle to house the 
famous relic, and yet 100 000 on the silver casket where the relic was 
kept, made this enterprise one of gigantic financial proportions – but 
also of political proportions, since it rendered Paris the status as the New 
Jerusalem, and Louis the role of the prime Christian monarch in Europe.  

 
308 Bynum (2011).  
309 Grassi, L., Pepe, M. & Sestieri, G. (1989). Dizionario Storico-Critico Di Arte a 
Antiquariato Dall’antichità All’inizio Del Novecento. Vol. III, 249–250; Robinson (2011).  
310 Robinson (2011). 48–52. 
311 Freeman (2011). 128–134. 
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The relic of the Crown of Thorns that was displayed in its silver casket 
under a canopy in the focal point of the chapel but was removed during 
the Revolution by the end of 18th century. The casket was melted down, 
some other relics that were displayed together with the crown were 
dispersed or destroyed, but the crown itself was transferred to 
Bibliothèque Nationale – the predecessor to the Louvre Museum – as a 
museum object. Today, the crown is kept in the treasury of Notre Dame 
in Paris, and Sainte-Chapelle continues its existence as one of the major 
tourist attractions in Paris, admired by art historians all over the world 
and used for concerts in the evenings. From a religious point of view, it is 
an empty reliquary box with its content, the reason for its existence, 
missing; from a heritage point of view, it is a splendid piece of art and 
history for the world to enjoy. 

Relics in their religious use were and still are venerated, often with a 
physical and sensual dimension of caressing, kissing, licking, and even 
eating. For the cult of St. Cuthbert (born c. 635), whose remains were 
eventually placed and worshipped in Durham, the saint’s shoes were left 
outside of the tomb for pilgrims to touch, and his hair was kept 
separately for distribution in small pieces to churches that asked for 
them.312 This intimate relationship and use of the holy bones and other 
relics in some cases took even more concrete forms than caressing and 
kissing: some tombs of the early saints, like the one of Edward the 
Confessor in Westminster, were designed with huge holes underneath 
the body of the saint, through which pilgrims could collect dust falling 
from the body and mix it with water to drink.313 These qualities and the 
concrete usefulness of relics disappeared with the Reformation for the 
reformed countries, and the physical interaction is generally no longer 
permitted when the objects become musealized. Obviously, there are 
significant sensual and sensory aspects to be considered when analyzing 
the musealization processes of sacred matter.  

 
312 Freeman (2011). 67. 
313 Freeman (2011). Fig. 10. 



 

Figure 10. Believers collecting holy dust at King Edward's tomb. From Life of 
St. Edward the Confessor by Matthew Paris c. 1250. (University of Cambridge: 
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0).314 

 
314 Paris, M. (c. 1250–1260). Vita S. Eduardi, regis et confessoris, or La estoire de seint 
aedward le rei translatee de latin. MS Ee.3.59, Cambridge University Library. Image 71, 
fol. 33r. 
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Relics also served as a must-see for travelers, and they were often the 
only noteworthy thing to show foreign visitors in medieval and early 
modern European towns. This was still the case after the Reformation, 
even though Protestants were generally estranged to relics as religious 
objects, and in particular if the relics were associated with the saints. If, 
however, they were associated with the person of Jesus Christ or with 
well-known witnesses to the events in the Gospels, they could be 
accepted as religious items also by other Christians than Catholics.315 

Sacred bones and city planning 

Moving sacred bones could, as already mentioned, be a fundament for 
new identities and for political and religious claims to power. In the case 
of Rome, an important change took place by the gradual dissolving of the 
old funeral laws prohibiting burials within the pomerium, the border 
around the inner city, which was originally a defense line, but eventually 
became charged with a sacred meaning and function. Inside the 
pomerium weapons were forbidden and praetorian guards were allowed 
only in civilian dress.316 Until the Popes decided to allow burials within 
the walls by late 4th century, the catacombs were the final resting place 
for people of various beliefs including Christians, including the 
increasing number of Christian martyrs. A growing population in 
combination with the new importance of Christianity after 313 and the 
attacks of barbarians from the 5th century with the fear of damage to the 
martyr graves motivated a transfer of the precious sacred bones to a 
safer place. The transfer was ordered by the Pope: in 7th century, for 
example, Pope Boniface IV had no less than 28 wagon-loads of martyrs’ 
bones moved into the city, to be deposed in the since the year 609 
Christianized pagan temple of Pantheon.317 The Pantheon was the only 
standing and intact building from Antiquity and as such a most suitable 
place to depose of the holy bones and thereby alter its identity entirely. A 
substantial collection of relics is still kept in the building, now a church 
called Santa Maria ad Martyres, and many of them are continuously on 
display in an altar in the building.  

Along with the relics came new needs for more worthy churches and 
artistic framings of this holy matter, which also had started to attract 
growing numbers of pilgrims even from far away. During the 6th century 
the interest in the martyrs’ relics increased along with the pilgrims 

 
315 Maczac (1995). 222–225. 
316 Lindsay, H. (2000). Death-Pollution and Funerals in the City of Rome, in Hope, V.M. 
& Marshall, E. (Eds.) Death and disease in the ancient city.  
317 Quigley, C. (2001). Skulls and skeletons: human bone collections and accumulations. 
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coming to Rome to see them, which motivated a frantic building activity 
around the churches in the city. In the following century yet a new 
reason for pilgrims to aim for Rome rather than Jerusalem occurred, 
namely the spread of Islam in Eastern Palestine and the fear of 
confrontations with the Muslims. The corner stone for Rome as 
Christian capital, pilgrimage site, and capital of art and architecture by 
the finest artists was set in place. 

The catacombs, however, continued to attract visitors, and became part 
of the city’s attractions accessible for visitors. Church leaders engaged in 
enlarging certain parts of the subterranean landscape and to build new 
entrances to facilitate visiting: Jamie B. Erenstoft defines these visitors 
as “early religious tourists”: 

Many Christians during the late antique period and the early medieval era 
came to these cemeteries while on pilgrimage to the sacred sites of Rome. 
There are references to these pilgrims on the monuments themselves in 
the form of graffiti as well as in contemporary sources. In fact, the graves 
of the martyrs were perhaps the most important destinations for these 
early religious tourists.318 

The early religious tourists mentioned by Erenstoft thus were religious 
pilgrims coming to Rome to visit the martyrs’ tombs, but as a category 
they were in transformation into a new one, that is the leisure tourists. 
The Church and its infrastructure was adapting to it. 

Moving sacred places 

The enterprise of saving one’s soul by undertaking pilgrimages to holy 
places and sacred relics expanded when branches of the holy places were 
created in more convenient locations. Transferring the Holy Land 
through soil and creating branches of sacredness and new pilgrim 
destinations in other places started with Constantine’s mother, the 
empress Helena, who in 326 undertook a pilgrimage to Jerusalem in 
order to restore the holy places and find the True Cross. The enterprise 
was generously financed and, as accounted for by Eusebius, almost 
unbelievably successful; not only did Helena – sometimes referred to as 
‘the first archaeologist’ – find the location where Jesus was buried by 
tearing down a temple dedicated to Aphrodite built on the spot, but also, 
miraculously, the three crosses on which Jesus and the two criminals 
were crucified.319  

This finding made by Helena produced a number of relics related to the 
Passion of Christ: apart from the True Cross, also the nails and the 

 
318 Erenstoft, J. B. (2008). Controlling the Sacred Past: Rome, Pius IX, and Christian 
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wooden sign with the inscription ‘Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews’ 
were found, and were soon the most sought-after relics in the Christian 
world. The empress also, according to legend, brought a larger quantity 
of soil from the Holy Land back to Rome and the church next to her 
residence there. In this church, housing also the Passion relics and other 
prestigious relics from the Holy Land and therefore given the name 
Santa Croce in Gerusalemme (‘The Holy Cross in Jerusalem’), a layer of 
soil from the Holy Land was spread out on the floor in Saint Helena’s 
chapel. In this way, pilgrims coming to Rome could obtain the blessings 
given to Holy Land pilgrims, but without having to undertake the 
dangerous and far more adventurous journey to Jerusalem (however, the 
chapel was regarded so holy that only men were allowed to enter): it was 
not a mere memory or representation of Jerusalem, it was the true 
Jerusalem, and referred to as such by travelers and writers. This act had 
vast consequences for Rome as an ex-metropolis in ruins, and now an 
aspiring Christian centre: directing the growing numbers of pilgrims to 
Rome instead of Jerusalem supported the city’s ambition to launch itself 
as no less than the New Jerusalem (a title later claimed by Paris).320 

Another case of creating a material branch of the Holy Land occurs some 
900 years later in Pisa. After taking part in the Third Crusade to the Holy 
Land Archbishop Ubaldo Lanfranchi in 1203 brought home five 
shiploads of soil from Golgotha to create a Campo Santo, a cemetery, 
next to the cathedral and baptistery.321 Here, the aim was to provide an 
opportunity to be buried in the Holy Land, only closer to home and less 
complicated. 

These two examples are of interest for this study since they illustrate 
how sacred matter since an early date has functioned not only as 
symbols, or objects charged (and re-charged) with certain values and 
narratives used to represent and display something vaster, but also as a 
most concrete and physical way of actually moving the spirit and 
(spiritual) function of a place, a setting, a scenery, to a new location. 
Moving materiality and place, I argue, in these cases were 
simultaneously a matter of outsourcing a living religious practice and 
sacredness, and of creating memory, artifacts, and sacred heritage. 

Moving sacred matter 

As for Venice, there was no ruined Antiquity to build upon or react 
against, and no traditions of religious pilgrimages to the city of the 
magnitude in Rome, but Venice was during certain periods the main port 
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to pass for pilgrims going to the Holy Land.322 A central event in the 
history of the city’s relation to relics was the theft (or, depending on the 
narrator, the salvation) of the remains of Saint Mark from Alexandria in 
827. This transfer of relics was a game changing event for the city’s 
development, just as was the transfer of the martyrs’ relics to within the 
walls had been some centuries before for Rome.323 With Saint Mark came 
political and religious authority, but also architectural renewal with the 
founding of San Marco Basilica and its treasury connected to the Doge’s 
palace.  

Venice, as most ancient cities, has a creation legend and claims for 
ancient origins and narrations of historical events were skillfully 
displayed and used in the intricate fusion of religion and politics that was 
the premodern society. One example was the strong legend created to 
strengthen the Doge’s power through “translatio narratives”, accounting 
for and justifying the presence and use of the relics and other sacred 
fragments looted from Constantinople during the Fourth Crusade in 
1204. This crusade was strongly criticized by Pope Innocent III and 
others, and the looting of the relics was by some seen as resulting in the 
loss of God’s favor and something that flawed the sacred value of the 
relics. To meet this criticism a counternarrative was needed, which re-
contextualized the relics in local sacred geographies. Within the 
expanding Venetian empire this process of creating new stories and 
contexts for the results of the sacred plunder was of crucial 
importance.324 The relics were of great value for Venice, from a religious 
as well as a political point of view. As Perry remarks, “Venetians 
continued to acquire relics long after the conquest, and [Doge] Ranieri 
Zeno and his mythmakers continually found new ways to use the spoils 
of 1204 to justify Venetian aspirations for both internal and external 
audiences”.325 This way of making political use of sacred relics remained 
a recurrent phenomenon in Venice well into the early modern period in 
focus for this study.  

The accentuating of material or mercantile values in Venice, the absence 
of martyrs and ancient pilgrim traditions, and the abundant influx of 
religious and profane art treasures from the crusades, wars, and trade 
exchanges, all have contributed to the shaping of an advanced 
collectionism culture, and a wealth of guidebooks directed to temporary 
visitors and foreigners in town. Finding new uses for sacred matter 
meant that primarily objects, but also practices and places in the city, 
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transferred between categories: from sacredness to art, financial assets, 
entertainment, tourist attractions, and so on. In most cases, the religious 
phenomena belonged to many categories at the same time or slid back 
and forth between them in a flow based on uses and needs, and this re-
categorization as such reinforced the category of sacred heritage.326 The 
fundaments for the tourist town of today were laid at an early stage, and 
the sacred matter played an essential, yet in respect to Rome quite 
different, role in shaping it.  

Paving the way for the foreign gaze 

In Chapter 2 I argue that the non-Catholic spectators and visitors re-
contextualized the Catholic objects and phenomena they met into 
heritage, art or exotic curiosities and thereby domesticated them. In the 
context of Chapter 3, this calls for an understanding of the state of things 
in situ in Rome and Venice respectively. The foreign, non-Catholic 
travelers did not encounter an untouched, original Catholicism free from 
worldly influences and uses when they came to Rome or Venice: rather, 
they met religious practices, materialities and memories in process of 
change and re-contextualization in pace with cultural and intellectual 
movements of the period. So, what paved the way for the heritagizing 
view of the Catholic sacredness applied by the Swedes and other foreign 
travelers?  

Emerging tourists to Rome and Venice 

Rome and Venice were two main peregrination destinations in Italy for 
foreign 17th century travelers, including the Swedish ones mentioned in 
Chapter 2. Equally exotic, aesthetic and soaked in history and artistic 
abundance to the northern foreigners, the reasons for the Swedish 
travelers to visit the two cities were most different. Rome offered the 
latest fashion in art and architecture and the height of fashion in these 
fields, while at the same time providing the famous monuments from 
Classical Antiquity. Venice as a city was in itself seen as an old 
monument, unique in its kind, but the travel journals of the Northern 
travelers also described it as decaying and old-fashioned. Here, however, 
the passion for collecting and the flourishing art market, together with 
the city’s established position as a printing centre, offered additional 
attractions. Addressing the research question, ‘What happens in the 
transfer between sacredness and heritage?’, Rome and Venice presented 
quite different conditions and approaches in relation to sacredness, 
religious past, and holy matter – and, not least, to visiting foreigners.  

 
326 See Chapter 5, Fig. 104. 



Rome had, since at least a millennium, a strong tradition of pious 
visitors who, by the time for this investigation, presumably wanted to 
visit the seven principal churches, le sette chiese di Roma, and see the 
main relics to receive indulgences. The typical Catholic pilgrim was the 
prospective reader for guide books published in late 16th and early 17th 
century327, while guide books from the middle of the century and 
onwards addressed even – or solely – non-Catholic visitors with 
interests outside of the ecclesiastical sphere: young men doing their 
educational journey, peregrinatio academica, to get education and 
knowledge of history, art, and manners.328 However, these two aims with 
the journey could coincide in one person, the progressively appearing 
mutation of the “pilgrim-tourist”, to whom the guidebook market 
adapted in the course of the 17th century.329 The transformation of Rome 
from a Christian pilgrimage destination to an expanded identity as target 
for cultural and heritage tourism developed on a larger scale from the 
17th century, and escalated with the 18th century Grand Tour 
movement.330  

In Venice, on the other hand, foreign visitors of different nationalities 
and faiths passing through for mercantile reasons were part of the city’s 
identity, if also regarded with suspicion and kept under surveillance. 
Religious materiality, and particularly relics, was since long expanded to 
a new context of power, legitimization, prestige and aestheticism.331 Also, 
the Catholic church was not normative in the same way it was in Rome: 
there were crypto-Lutherans, and Lutheranism was in some circles 
regarded as a viable option to take a stand against Rome.332 Religion and 
politics were intimately intertwined in both cities, but in different ways, 
and the role of the Catholic church in terms of structure and exercising 
of power was strong in Rome, and far weaker and less relevant in Venice 
who had the Patriarch as religious authority. These fundamental 
differences between Rome and Venice contribute to the understanding of 
the relations between the foreign visitor of a non-normative faith, holy 
matter and narratives on sacredness and heritage, and the local 
community, and to the prerequisites of the heritagization process. A 
recurrent theme in the accounts for these encounters between foreigners 
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Blennow & Fogelberg Rota (2019; Pazienti, M. (2013). Le guide di Roma tra Medioevo e 
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and local communities is the presence of fear and suspicion: of the 
foreign, of the heretic and dissenting and non-conformist, and of losing 
power and prestige. The tension within these matters was such that the 
mere presence of a dissenting foreigner could prove fatal to local 
religious life: I will return to this tension and fear at the end of this 
chapter.333  

The two souls of Venice and the three (or even four) Romes 

In this section, the different ascribed identities of Rome and Venice, with 
relevance for the research topic, are presented. Rome manifested sacred 
materiality through pilgrimages to and within the city, the jubilees or 
holy years organized by the Pope, abundant art and architecture in 
churches and art collections: a sacred materiality which in most cases 
was produced there, in the city, be it the latest art, or relics and 
memories of the first Christian martyrs. The dynamics between a distant 
yet most relevant past and a vibrant now created the conditions for the 
early modern visitor that could, as Attilio Brilli points out, be 
experienced from a religious and from an educated traveler’s point of 
view, by the same person: 

With the beginning of the 16th century, the two ways of viewing Rome, the 
one of the pilgrim who rejoices in the sight of the at first embryonal then 
triumphant signs of the Christian religion, and that of the Humanist who 
ravish before the impressive remains of a grand civilization, seem to 
disassociate in the gaze.334 

According to this line of thought, there was no contradiction between a 
secular and a religious way of seeing a new place. Still, the distinction 
between the different aspects, or identities, of the cities can be seen in 
the historical sources as well as in current scholarship. In the 
introduction to the history of the churches in Venice, Bruno Bertoli 
mentions le due anime di Venezia, “the two souls of Venice”.335 This 
image of Venice as divided in two juxtaposed souls is frequently used in 
shifting contexts, and can refer to the mainland, terraferma, opposed to 
the fairy tale city in the lagoon, or to the worldly and the religious side of 
the carnevale, or to other contrasting and seemingly contradicting 
aspects of the nature of the city. What Bertoli is referring to, however, 
are the two, as he presents them, parallel systems in early modern 
Venice, where the religious life under the Patriarch with religious feasts 
and customs was one, and the secular identity under the Doge, with 
commerce and politics and popular celebrations, was the other. This 
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division, of course, is an artificial construction, since the religious and 
secular feasts, customs and lives involved mostly the same persons. Still, 
it holds a relevance for the topic at hand in this thesis, as an example of 
the strive in our time to separate religious aspects and motives from 
other ones: a hybridity deconstructed and dissolved.  

A similar image of a city’s divided identities can be observed in early 
modern presentations of Rome: the concepts of Roma Sacra, Roma 
Antica and Roma Moderna were developed in particular during the 17th 
century in guidebook presentations of the city, and they interplayed and 
competed with each other all through the century and beyond.336 Ancient 
Rome, Roma Antica, as opposed to and competing with Renaissance and 
Baroque Rome, from mid-17th century referred to as Roma Moderna, or 
of Christian Rome, Roma Sacra, struggling over narratives with Ancient 
and pagan Rome. Depending on the narrating voice and the intended 
audience, the use and emphasis of these identities varied. However, for 
the visitor there was never a forced choice between visiting the imperial 
remains, the famous churches, or the front edge architecture: they co-
existed in a chronological hybridity and were chapters in the same story, 
but nonetheless different visitors selected different identities to 
emphasize.  

These examples from Rome and Venice show that religion has been an 
important factor for the development of the cities. Giovanni Botero 
confirms, when he more generally reflects on the reasons that make 
cities famous in his work Delle cause della grandezza delle citta (1588), that 
religion and its impact on art and artists plays a crucial role for urban 
development: 

As many Churches as there are, whether newly built or old and re-
modernized, as many of them that are decorated and embellished, as many 
congregations of men and women they will attract, as well ordered colleges 
for the young and seminars for clerics will be established, and as many 
kinds of Academies will be found of priceless benefit for people; I would 
never stop if I wanted to tell about the ways of entertainment in which the 
divine cult and the religion still make the city and the Cities grow through 
the art and the artists.337 

Francesco Sansovino (1521–1583), the late 16th century narrator of 
Venetian history and author of guidebooks destinated for the city’s 
inhabitants and visitors has been referred to and included also in 
guidebooks by other authors. One recurring theme in Venetian 
guidebooks, ascribed to Sansovino, is the dialogue between a fictive 
stranger – a forastiero - and a Venetian, in which the foreigner expresses 
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his impression of the city. He of by pointing out the city’s miraculous 
appearance, floating on the water: 

Dialogue between a Venetian and a foreigner (Forestiero). 
Forestiero: “…I have seen the impossible in the impossible. […] Thus, 
being an impossibility, Venice has yet to be placed in the impossible, for 
being founded in the sea, because she in this respect is outside of the order 
of all other Cities.” 338 

In the finishing words, relevant to the topic of the role played by relics in 
early modern cities and society, he ends up presenting the wealth of 
precious relics brought to the city through historical (and important 
political) events in the republic: 

An may this be the end, I pray, of the present day, which forces me to leave 
you with the blessing of the Lord, and only telling you, that with the loss of 
Candia [Crete] were transported here in Venice many and distinguished 
Relics, of which details I will tell you at another occasion.339  

The framing of Venice in Sansovino’s fiction dialogue, where the city is 
characterized as “an incredible impossibility”, permeated by sacred relics 
and the power and (heavenly as well as worldly) glory connected to 
them, illustrates its main features as accounted for by many of its early 
modern visitors: an impossible yet miraculous construction, full of 
artefacts, sacredness, and bones. These were the city’s main assets for 
the visitors, and they were to be capitalized and transformed into new 
narratives, displays, and heritage, along with the city’s own 
transformation from a living maritime power to a tableau for tourists. 

Aspiring identities and new visitors 

In this section the connection between sacred matter, such as relics, and 
political and ecclesiastical ambitions is presented through several 
different examples. The visitors - foreign peregrination travelers or 
pilgrims – are introduced, and their role in defining and transforming 
heritage. Rome, at the dawn of 17th century, was already and since long 
an established point of visit for travelers, and the narratives and displays 
of the city and its past and present were well in place and presenting 
business opportunities for various trades. However, the narratives had 
been changing in the course of the Reformation and, not least, the 
Counter-Reformation, and they were about to change even more during 
the 17th century. The reason for this was primarily to be found in the 
nature of the visitors: the pilgrims were accompanied by growing 

 
338 Sansovino, F. (1671). Le cose notabili et marauiglise della città di Venetia, di Nicolo 
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numbers of cultural tourists who not necessarily shared the Catholic 
faith. 

Following the traces of visitors’ descriptions of Rome back in time, 
numerous initiatives are to be found for organizing and directing visitors 
coming to see the holy places and pray before the relics of martyrs and 
saints. The reasons to go to Rome for the Catholic believer consisted not 
only of such places and objects of religious interest, but also – and 
increasingly so – of feasts, holy years, or jubilees, and, eventually, of the 
religiously instrumental indulgences connected to these events. The 
priest, scholar, and author Fioravante Martinelli (1599–1677) explains 
the essential role of the relics of Rome and their importance for the city 
in the introduction to his work Primo Trofeo della S.ma Croce printed in 
1655. Dramatic formulations of the sufferings and horrific endings of the 
martyrs, and the agency of their blood as embodied in antiquities and 
buildings, paint the scene of the religious identity of the city, Roma 
Sacra: 

To the readers. No doubt the city of Rome, well explored by the religious 
mind and the virtuous Christian, does not make any pomp and 
circumstances of the innumerable trophies of the champions of Christ: 
because wherever one turns, one hears say, in this and that place and for 
the faith in Christ bones were crushed with sticks, others limbs were 
bruised, feet tormented with sharp fragments of terracotta, and many 
ruthlessly killed with sprickly rods. […] Throughout it cries, Here the 
followers of Christ were cut, shred, broken, drowned, hanged, and killed. 
[…] It is a trophy of the invincible constancy of the martyrs’ blood, which 
still shows itself reddening over the altars in the churches; and trophies are 
also the memories, the monuments, the chapels, and the temples, which in 
honor of them are worshipped in every part of the city.340 

In this book, for obvious reasons, the relics of Rome and their agency 
play the leading role: the introduction cited above refers to them as part 
of the trophies that build the claimed Christian authenticity of the city. 
Martinelli gives numerous examples on how the miraculous image of 
Santa Maria in Via Lata liberated a man from demons, made a blind man 
see, cured another one from leprosy, and performed many other 
miracles. The author also widens the scope by providing a description on 
how relics from Roman saints produce fresh blood and wonderfully 
scented fluids all over the world.341 The relics in this description are an 
important part of the city’s identity, and they are depicted as having an 
agency beyond being venerated: they work miracles, they produce 
monuments, and they have an agency affecting the entire world. 

 
340 Martinelli, F. (1655). Primo Trofeo della S.ma Croce. (For full quote in Italian, see 
Appendix.) 
341 Martinelli (1655). 121. 
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Rome and Venice both sought to manage, and make use of, their ancient 
past – including the parts particularly connected to religion – to 
reinforce and develop their respective identities. 17th century Venice was 
characterized by a vibrant trade and contacts with a multitude of nations 
and cultures: a culturally mixed, yet xenophobic, mercantile society. 
When the lootings of the Fourth Crusade with pieces of art and the finest 
relics from Constantinople reached Venice in early 13th century, the 
ambition was not, as in Rome, to create a new Jerusalem or a city of God, 
but more to compete with and even construct a new Constantinople. The 
basilica of San Marco, covered in architectural pieces, spoglie, from 
Constantinople, failed to impress some of the foreign visitors who found 
it dark and old-fashioned, and it was seen as archaic (which in this case 
was not a good thing, even though it was intentional: it was imitating 
Hagia Sophia in style to underline the connection to Constantinople). 
However, already in the 16th century there were plans on restauration 
(which were never realized) to replace the old style with a classicist 
Roman style. The aim was to create another association to a famous city 
and to assume the role of the ”New Rome”, and to prove worthy of this 
role also from an architectural and urban point of view.342 

An example of how the new visitors saw the sacred on display in the 
visited locations and de-selected the sacred aspects in their accounts, 
thereby performing a transfer from sacredness to heritage, is the 
Swedish traveler Mårten Törnhielm. When Törnhielm with his 
antiquarian interest visited the San Marco Basilica in Venice, judging 
from his travel journal the question of authentic sacredness does not 
seem to have been his main concern. He was, as always, interested in 
artefacts, and was meticulously accounting for the contents of the 
treasury in the basilica shown to him during a special tour. He lists the 
sacred objects describing them in terms of materiality, provenance, and 
ascribed identity, without personal remarks.343 Törnhielm’s narration of 
the famous relic of the blood of Christ in the treasury of San Marco, as 
seen through the eye of the foreign beholder, is presented and discussed 
in the section The Church directing the visitors in this chapter. 

 
342 Cozzi, G. (1986). Venezia dal Rinascimento all’Eta Barocca, in Storia della Repubblica 
di Venezia. 19. 
343 For the full list in original Swedish with an English translation, see Appendix. 



 
Figure 11. Objects from the treasury of San Marco Basilica in Venice. An icon displayed 
as taken apart and deconstructed, Saint Mark’s hand in a case, and an early modern 
inventory for the cases written on gold. (Photos by the author). 

Pilgrims and pilgrimages 

To understand and analyze the historical roots of how religion and 
religious contexts have been displayed, the pilgrimages are essential. 
Pilgrimages occur in many religions, but this case study is limited to the 
Christian sphere and the time up until and during the early modern 
period. The origins of Christian pilgrimage date back to the second 
century, when the territorial sacralization began: contrary to the 
Antiquity’s connecting of sacred, healing, oracle forces to all local 
temples and buildings, within reach for most people, the Christian 
pilgrimages to Jerusalem were about visiting a place and walking on the 
soil where crucial religious events had taken place.344 The places visited 
presented themselves and displayed their sacred locations, as well as the 
local history and context, to a growing, culturally and financially 
heterogeneous audience. The way in which this was done – the 
guidebooks that were produced, the stories that were presented, the 

 
344 Brilli (2014). 7; Hunt, E.D. (1999). Christian pilgrims before Constantine?, in 
Stopford, J. Pilgrimage Explored. 25–27. 



 
 

127 

practices that were performed, and the (what would today be labelled as) 
merchandise produced within this enterprise – is relevant to the 
research question referring to transfers between sacredness and 
heritage. 

As previously described, the early pilgrimages were instrumental in the 
development of architecture, art, and structured presentations of Rome 
inside the walls: that is, of the elements that with time also became key 
elements in the presentation of Rome as heritage. The large quantities of 
soil transferred in the 4th century from Jerusalem to Rome by 
Constantine’s mother, Helena, de facto outsourced parts of the 
pilgrimage attraction of the Holy Land to Rome.345 The guidebook author 
Pompilio Totti mentions the so-called “Jerusalem”, the chapel covered 
with soil from the Holy Land, in his Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma 
(1637). He addresses the pious visitors, among which were the pilgrims: 

346 
How to pray in the Church of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme. 
This holy Church, too, was made by Constantine the Great. It is called ‘of 
Jerusalem’ [in reality: ‘in Jerusalem’], because St. Helena, mother of said 
Constantine filled the lower chapel, which was her room, to the maximum 
with soil from the Holy Land, brought from Mount Calvary in Jerusalem, 
and over this the church was built.347 

Pilgrims and pilgrimages are relevant for the topic of this thesis since the 
growing numbers of pilgrims actively pushed the development of 
infrastructure, societal reforms, art and architecture, and most of all 
presentations and displays of Rome as a Christian capital. The 
pilgrimages also led to the subsequent emergence of leisure traveling and 
its key role in developing transfers in presentations from religion to 
culture and heritage. These factors worked together to establish Rome as 
a Christian capital, thereby strengthening the power of the Catholic 
church. The administration of great numbers of pilgrims expanded when 
the celebrations of the Jubilees or Holy Years were re-established in the 
second half of the 16th century. Infrastructure and social services were 
developed to meet the needs of the pilgrims: hospitals and hostels were 
built, and new roads and bridges that facilitated traffic and permitted 
good views of the holy sites were constructed.348  

 
345 See section ‘Moving sacred places’ in this chapter. 
346 For the “Jerusalem” chapel, see section ‘Moving sacred places’; for more on Pompilio 
Totti, see section ‘Pompilio Totti: Rome, a compendium of all the world’, both in this 
chapter. 
347 Totti, P. (1637). Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma. 70. (For the Italian original, see 
Appendix). 
348 Long, P. O. (2018). Engineering the Eternal City: Infrastructure, Topography, and 
the Culture of Knowledge in Late Sixteenth-Century Rome. 99; Melloni, A. (2015). Il 



Venice had no aspirations to become a religious metropole. However, 
pilgrims were a common sight in Venice, even though the city was not a 
destination in itself: Venice became one of the most important ports for 
pilgrims going to the Holy Land, not least thanks to its established links 
to Constantinople. The traffic to Jerusalem, with two spacious ships per 
year setting sails with hundreds of passengers on board, was controlled 
by Venice, which thereby had important financial and political interests 
in the pilgrimages.349 Despite housing and displaying an impressive 
collection of relics, authentic and less authentic and many of which 
among the most precious relics in Christianity, Venice was generally not 
per se a goal for pilgrims. However, pilgrims traveled to Venice for 
another reason: to embark a ship for the pilgrimage to Jerusalem (often 
via Constantinople). This traffic had a long history, if also with different 
routes and starting points. In the centuries before the crusades, between 
the 4th and the 7th century, Constantinople was the predominant node for 
pilgrim traffic to the East, with a superb imperial network which could 
be of use for pilgrims going away or coming back.350 With the gradually 
increasing involvement by the countries in Europe in handling the 
growing number of pilgrims, the ports were given a crucial role. Among 
the ports of the northern Mediterranean, Venice was the foremost for 
travelers to the East. Having been a preferred pilgrim port since the High 
Middle Ages, Venice had an almost exclusive role in administering 
journeys to the Near East during the 14th to 16th century.351 

Concluding, for many early modern cities and sites pilgrims and 
pilgrimages were of great importance, but they were important for 
different reasons and served different purposes – also in Rome and 
Venice. 

The Counter Reformation: a new narrative 

After the wakeup call in the shape of the Lutheran Reformation, the 
Catholic church summoned and strengthened its forces, also outside of 
the strictly theological matters. Traditions such as the previously 
mentioned Jubilees or Holy years were brought to new life and re-
designed to better serve the purpose of the Counter-Reformation version 
of the Church. Places and worships, such as the pilgrimage to the 
sanctuary of the house of Virgin Mary in Loreto (the shrine built around 
a house, claimed to be the first home of Virgin Mary and brought by 

 
giubileo. Una storia. 50–54; Fosi, I. (2020). Inquisition, Conversion, and Foreigners in 
Baroque Rome. 43. For the Jubilees/Holy years, see also the section ‘Jubilees/Holy 
years’ in this chapter. 
349 Brilli (2014). 7, 20–21. 
350 Brilli (2014). 20. 
351 Brilli (2014). 21–21. 
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angels to a hillside site in Italy), were promoted and given a more 
defined Catholic identity. The heretics and the unbelief should be battled 
with the domination of narratives and the skillful use of secular and 
sacred heritage. Well-known phenomena were transformed into a new, 
true, and harmless identity: Romulus and Remus became St Peter and St 
Paul, and the seven hills of Rome became equal to the seven pilgrim 
churches.352  

Motivated by the controversies and aggressions towards religious art in 
the iconoclasm during the Reformation, definitions, and categorizations 
in the spirit of Modernity were formulated by, for example, Cardinal 
Gabriele Paleotti and the Council of Trent, to distinguish sacred art from 
profane and to clarify correct uses and placements of such art.353 The 
Council of Trent (1545–63) at a late stage in the negotiations addressed 
the question of sacred images and how they should be treated. Following 
the Reformation and the iconoclasm with its brutal demolishing of 
religious images came an increased interest in preserving and collecting 
also sacred works of art.354 The Council confirmed in 1563 that the main 
function of images was to support devotional practices, and wished to 
eradicate all abuses connected to images, saints, and relics – those 
connected to contemporary heresy, as well as those connected to ancient 
paganism. In the resolution of the council is stated that the faithful 
should be  

carefully instructed about the intercession of the saints, invocation of 
them, reverences for their relics, and legitimate uses of them... And they 
must also teach that images of Christ, the virgin mother of God, and the 
other saints should be set up and kept, particularly in churches, and that 
due honour and reverence is owed to them, not because some divinity or 
power is believed to lie in them as reason for the cult, or because anything 
is to be expected from them, or because confidence should be placed in 
images as was done by the pagans of old; but because the honour showed 
to them is referred to the original which they represent.355 

This relation and use of religious images, where the images refer to the 
divinities depicted but “confidence should [not] be placed in images as 
was done by the pagans of old”, is in line with the critique from the 
reformers towards magical uses of images as idols. Some twenty years 
later Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti, archbishop of Bologna, went deeper into 

 
352 For the transformations of Rome during the Counter-Reformation and the Christian 
uses of remains from Antiquity, see Ditchfield, S. (2005). Reading Rome as a sacred 
landscape, in Coster & Spicer (2005). 167–170. 
353 Paleotti (1582); Paleotti, G. [1582](2012). McCuaig, & Prodi (Eds.). 
354 Schildgen (2011). 8. 
355 Schildgen (2011). Cardinal Paleotti and the Discorso intorno alle imigini sacre e 
profane, in Feigenbaum, G., Ebert-Schifferer, S. & Tirnanić, G. (2011). Sacred 
possessions: collecting Italian religious art, 1500–1900. 8–9. 



the definitions of the nature and the uses of images in his Discourse on 
sacred and profane images (Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre e 
profane, 1582).  

 

Figure 12. Cardinal Gabriele Paleotti’s Discorso on sacred and profane images 
(1582). Biblioteca Diocesana del Seminario Vescovile - Acqui Terme (AL). 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0). 

The Discorso was written in vernacular (later translated into Latin) to be 
accessible for readers outside of the clergy, and addresses current issues 
related to religious art. Such issues are, for example, the recovery of 
ancient religious art and artefacts taken out of their original context, and 
the increasing consumer interest in art products in a growing art market 
where the changing attitude to images might lead to the desecration of 
sacred art. This commercialization of art objects was in Paleotti’s opinion 
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partly, but not entirely, to blame on the Protestant Reformation. Paleotti 
acknowledged different rules for sacred and secular art respectively and 
defined the differences between the two categories.356 

Paleotti formulated categories and definitions of sacred objects as 
follows:  

1) Objects commanded by God 
2) Objects touched by Christ 
3) Objects made by a saint 
4) Objects made invisibly by a miracle 
5) Objects through which miracles happen 
6) Objects made sacred through a chrism (holy oil) from ancient times 
7) Blessed objects 
8) Objects that represent sacred subjects, rendered by a faithful artist.357 

Interestingly, some of these categories seem to go against the strict 
definitions from the Council of Trent from twenty years earlier, where no 
miracles should be expected from objects, and where the sacred powers 
of the materiality itself was questioned and said to encourage abuses and 
superstitions. 

Paleotti also distinguished what characterizes profane objects: 

1) Objects different from sacred things depending on the user (however 
profane objects can be used by lay people and by the clergy) 

2) Objects once sacred, but that now are profane (for example a 
deconsecrated church) 

3) Objects that never have been sacred. 

In these latter categories there are several things of interest for this 
investigation. First, that the uses and the user play an active role in 
defining the identity and the charging of an object. Secondly, that an 
identity transformation is possible: an object can switch from being 
sacred into being profane, thereby obeying different rules and 
regulations. This categorization corresponds well to the division in 
Chapter 1, between sacred and profane and sacred and holy.358 The 
distinction and boundary making was a matter of great urgency for the 
protectors of the faith and the sacred matters in a time of religious 
conflicts and a new demand for categorization and organization. 
Ironically, this aims to protect and safeguard the sacred qualities also 
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paved way for a non-religious view: the sacred became detached from a 
previous hybrid identity, and therefore optional. I will return to this 
question in Chapter 5 and the conclusions for this investigation. 

The Counter-Reformation had different consequences for Rome and for 
Venice. In Venice, despite a suggestion, which was turned down, to hold 
the ecclesiastic council (later known as the Council of Trent) there, the 
Counter-Reformation was not a crucial event. In Rome it strongly 
contributed to new and more sharp Catholic narratives of events and 
sites, and to renewing dormant Catholic traditions which could reinforce 
and give new dignity to a Church struck by war. Examples are numerous 
– the Holy Years, the pilgrimages and the Seven Churches, the 
sanctuaries like Loreto – and they were visited, seen, and used by 
religious pilgrims and cultural travelers alike, as cultual and cultural 
centerpieces in a changing world. 

Early modern reasons to visit Rome and Venice 

As demonstrated in previous chapter, the suspiciousness and fear of 
religious contamination connected to a journey to Italian territories was 
a reality to 17th century non-Catholic travelers, including the Swedes. 
Still, the ordinary route for a peregrination from the North could very 
well include a final tour in Italy, after the prospect traveler had studied 
theology or other useful topics at German and Dutch universities and, 
possibly, taken lessons in Paris in dancing, languages, fencing, riding, 
and other skills connected to the gentilhomme ideal.359 Obviously, the 
reasons for going to Italian territories were other and certainly not 
religious ones. 

The Italian journey was a privilege for the nobility or students with 
wealthy patrons; for most Swedish students abroad, the Lutheran 
universities in northern Germany were the final destination for their 
peregrination. The usefulness of going to Italy was debated in Sweden. 
This is evident in the questions presented to the antiquity scholar Olaus 
Verelius on behalf of the mother of a young nobleman, Jakob Spens, 
asking for advice on her son’s education. The questions, preserved in a 
protocol from the Uppsala University consistorium, included six points 
covering broad topics such as future career (military or civil?), 
forthcoming studies in Uppsala, arrangements for possible studies 
abroad (including the need to bring a personal butler or not), and 
estimated costs. The sixth and last question was short: ‘What is the 
Professor’s opinion on a journey to Italy?’.360 Professor Verelius’s answer 

 
359 See Chapter 2 and section ‘The peregrination’. 
360 For the route and planning of the peregrinations from the North, see Chapter 2. 
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supports the doubts: “[S]ince the Italian journey is not entirely 
necessary, and more serves to entertain one’s curiosity than obtain any 
particular utility, it should be pondered here whether to go or not.”361 
Verelius continues by suggesting alternative routes to Italy and back, in 
the event of a decision to go there: from Strasbourg through Basel to 
Milan and Venice, or over Ulm and Vienna to visit the Imperial court, 
then through the Tyrol to Venice. From Venice, the generally common 
route to Rome, on to Naples, back to Rome, and over the Alpes to 
France. However, it is clear from travel journals and discussions at the 
time regarding the peregrinations, that Rome and Venice were the two 
foremost cities to see for a foreign visitor. The reasons for doing so 
however varied between the two. Plans for the séjour, which most often 
did not last more than some weeks, usually followed the recommended 
tours indicated in guidebooks: prominent churches and other buildings, 
traces of Ancient Rome, subterranean Rome, and the Vatican. For élite 
travelers, a visit to the Pope could be included, as could a visit to Queen 
Christina’s court when she resided in the city. The characteristics of and 
expectations on Rome in the eyes of the northern spectators spanned 
from classical remains and artistic frameworks around religion, to front 
edge art, architecture, and fashion. 

Venice, on the other hand, was a must-see in its own right, not least for 
its spectacular location on the water: travelers gave detailed accounts of 
the infrastructure with the gondolas and the bridges, how the city was 
built in a swamp, and how bad smells surrounded the canals. 
Information connected to the city’s main industries were accounted for: 
trade, printing, defense machinery. The Swedish traveler and scholar 
Olof Celsius spent six nights in Venice in late May 1698, arriving by boat 
on a journey which in part was in the company of a Bolognese student 
dressed as a monk, to travel for free: this was remarked on by Celsius as 
ridiculous. Having visited the major churches, where he gives short 
details on architecture and building materials and seen some of the 
“Musæa” such as the collections of the Contarini family, he shows the 
most delight in the many book shops and printing presses in town: he 
bought among other titles all available books by the Jesuit preacher 
Paolo Segneri, whose language he praises in his journal. 362  

Places to visit during the short stay in Venice (rarely more than a week) 
were the Arsenale, that was the military heart of the maritime republic, 
famous collections or “Musaea”, and San Marco Basilica with its famous 
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treasury. The main characteristics of Venice in the eyes of the Swedish 
travelers, judging from the travel journals, appear to have been 
exoticness, decay, military force, trade, and art. 

The English traveler Thomas Coryate, who visited important cities and 
places in Europe on foot in the first decade of the 17th century and later 
proceeded to the Orient and Asia, accounts for his observations of 
Catholic practices and belief as seen through Protestant eyes. In Paris, 
his experience of being a non-Catholic foreigner witnessing a procession 
with the Holy Sacrament expresses quite well the exotifying gaze of the 
visitor: 

For whereas the Bishop carried the Sacrament, even his consecrated wafer 
cake [the Sacrament in Catholic belief], betwixt the Images of two golden 
Angels, whensoever he passed by any company, all the spectators 
prostrated themselves most humbly upon their knees, and elevated their 
hands with all possible reverence and religious behaviors, attributing as 
much divine adoration to the little wafer cake, which they call the 
Sacrament of the Altar, as they could do to Jesus Christ himself, if he were 
bodily present with them. 363  

Coryate continues, after having described the abundant procession and 
the veneration of a “wafer cake”, with stating that it might be dangerous 
to be exposed as a non-Catholic among the faithful in the crowd around 
the procession: 

If any Godly Protestant that hateth this superstition, should happen to be 
amongst the when they kneele, and forbeare to worship the Sacrament as 
they do, perhaps he may be presently stabbed or otherwise most 
shamefully abused, if there should be any notice taken of him.364 

Coryate introduces Venice as an abundance of art and beauty, and the 
Queen of Christianity in his travel journal: 

[This city] ministered unto me more variety of remarkable and delicious 
obiects then mine eyes euer furuayed in any city before, or euer shall, if I 
should with famous Sir Iohn Mandeuil our English Ylysses spend thirty 
yeares together in trauelling ouer most places of the Christian and 
Ethnicke world. Therefore omitting tedious introductions, I will descend to 
the description of this thrise worth citie: the fairest Lady, yet the richest 
Paragon, and Queene of Christendome. 365 

 
363 Coryate, T. [1611](1776). Coryat’s Crudities: Reprinted from the Edition of 1611. To 
which are Now Added, His Letters from India, &c. and Extracts Relating to Him, from 
Various Authors: Being a More Particular Account of His Travels (mostly on Foot) in 
Different Parts of the Globe, Than Any Hitherto Published. Together with His Orations, 
Character, Death &c. With Copper-plates… . 38–39. 
364 Coryate, [1611](1776). 38–39. 
365 Coryate, [1611](1776). 189–190. The division of the world in ‘Christian’ and ‘Ethnic’, 
that is non-Christian or heathen, is common for the period and recurrent in Coryate’s 
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Coryate describes in detail the plan and symmetries of the most famous 
parts of the city – the Rialto and San Marco in particular – and dwells, as 
the Swedish journal writers some decades later, on the technical 
peculiarities of a city built on water (comparing it with “Stockholme the 
Metropolitan City of Suethland”). Churches of interest and their major 
attractions for a visitor (Catholic or other) are described in thorough 
detail regarding building materials, styles, inventories, and habits of the 
locals, with an observing foreigner’s gaze. In Padua, the previous stop 
before Venice, he makes a remark over the local use of a painting of the 
Virgin and Child, carried in procession outdoors in case of draught for 
the rain to start falling. He notes that the same tradition is to be found in 
Venice, and regrets the level of superstition among the locals when they 
ascribe miracles to a painting of the Virgin: 

Surely that either pictures or images should have that virtue to draw drops 
from heaven, I never read either in God’s word, or any other authentic 
Author. So that I cannot be induced to attribute so much to the virtue of a 
picture, as the Venetians do […] in my opinion that religious relic of our 
Lady’s picture, so devoutly worshipped and honoured by the Venetians, 
hath no more virtue in working miracles than any other that is newly come 
forth of the painter’s shop.366  

Once in Venice, Coryate describes in amazement and thorough detail the 
architectonic and historical sights of interest, ending up in the most 
beautiful spot of the city, namely Piazza San Marco. The square and the 
church are described with technical details mixed with the author’s own 
judgements, thereby not following the standard protocol, based on the 
16th century guidebook author Francesco Sansovino, and applied by 
status visitors such as royalties and nobility.367 This is evident when 
Coryate mentions what is normally the climax of the tour around San 
Marco: the Treasury. While visitors of high status and good connections 
describe its contents in detail and in an order assuming a steady 
guidance in accordance with Sansovino (see for example Mårten 
Törnhielm), Coryate remarks in an almost dismissive tone that this 
collection is said to be remarkable, but that he cannot say anything about 
it since it is not open to the public other than very few days per year: 

For this treasure is of that inestimable value, that it is thoughts no treasure 
whatsoeuer on any place of Christendome may compare with it, neyther 
that of St. Denis in France, which I haue before described, nor St. Peters in 
Rome, nor that of Madona de Loretto in Italy, nor that of Toledo in Spaine, 
nor any other. Therefore I am sorry I must speake so little of it. For I saw it 
not though I much desired it, because it is very seldome shewed to any 
strangers but only upon Saint Markes day…368 

 
366 Coryate, [1611](1776). 274–275. 
367 See Sansovino, F. [1581] (2002), Venetia Città Nobilissima. 
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Interestingly for this investigation, though, when Coryate nonetheless 
does mention a few examples of what is said to be found in the treasury, 
he completely omits the relics, which are in most descriptions of San 
Marco’s treasury put forward as by far the most valuable and most 
extraordinary to be seen in there. Instead, he describes expensive 
materials, historical artifacts, and unicorn horns – adding that he saw 
none of them: 

Here they say is kept marueilous abundance of rich stones of exceeding 
worth, as Diamonds, Carbuncles, Emerauds, Chrysolites, Iacinths, and 
great pearles of admirable value: also three Unicorns hornes […] with 
many other things of wonderful value, which I must needs moit, because I 
saw none of them.369 

Coryate’s and others accounts for the treasury in Venice indicate 
interesting information: the treasury was famous and a must-see for 
travelers, however shown to only the élite travelers outside of St. Mark’s 
day, and the famous relics sparked little or no interest in the non-
Catholic travelers. 

A comparison between 17th century visits to Rome and Venice as 
described by travelers and how the two cities presented themselves to 
their presumed visitors show some important differences. While the 
guides to Venice provide similar inventories of the city’s objects, places 
and events of interest for the visitor to enjoy, Rome (that is: Rome from 
the Counter-Reformation and onwards) directs the visitor through 
selected parts and curated routes in town, sometimes for specific 
purposes (religious indulgences, or other), and with an explicit 
awareness of different audiences with different aims and needs.370 This 
guidebook genre, which with time has developed into the classical format 
for a tourist guidebook, evolved from practical utility guides for pilgrims 
seeking indulgences and salvation in particular during the holy years, to 
the vademecum for cultural tourists more inclined to Antiquity and the 
latest fashion in art and architecture.371 

The auto-presentations of both Venice and Rome hold a relevance for the 
research question, ‘What happens in the transformation between 
sacredness and heritage?’, since they present and transform contexts for 
the sacred as well as the profane attractions while directing and affecting 
the view of the visiting beholders. One of the most popular and 
influential guidebooks to Rome, Fioravante Martinelli’s Roma ricercata 

 
369 Coryate, T. [1611](1776). 276. 
370 See the sections ’The Church directing the visitors’ and ‘Narratives for visitors: tour 
guides and guidebooks’ in this chapter. 
371 Delbeke & Morel (2012). 397–417; Pazienti (2013). 63–64. See also more details on 
this topic further down in this chapter. 
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nel suo sito (first published in 1644, with numerous new editions to 
follow well into the next century), was structured in ten thematic routes 
during ten days, while the equally successful and later guidebook to 
Venice Guida De' Forestieri Sacro-Profana (Sacred and Profane 
Guidebook for strangers) by Vincenzo Coronelli (first edition 1697) 
structured useful information about the city – post deliveries, boat 
connections, active painters, famous collections, churches, relics, public 
feasts, and so on – thematically and chronologically as they appeared 
over a year. Both modes of presentation are a curated selection made by 
the authors with the visiting stranger in mind, and they function (as put 
by Delbeke and Morel) as a device that selects and arranges aspects of 
the cities.372 

In the eyes of the Swedish beholders 

When entering Rome on the 17th of September 1665 through Porta del 
Popolo, the Swedish nobleman Sven Sevedsson Ribbing did what élite 
visitors at the time usually did: he employed a tour guide. Ribbing’s 
guide was the famous ex-Swissguard Giovanno Alto who after retirement 
had specialized in showing the city to young noblemen from across the 
Alps, and he guided Ribbing through the must-sees of the city in an 
efficient eight days, starting with the Vatican.373 Ribbing wrote in his 
travel journal: 

As I well and undoubtfully had to see Rome with its costly buildings, 
Antiquities, and wonderful rarities, I hired an experienced Antiquarian 
named Johan Battista [Giovanno Alto], who in eight days brought me 
together with some other foreigners to all the noble sites in Rome and 
showed us most of what was most remarkable to notice in Roma Antica as 
well as in Moderna and Sotterranea, starting the first day in Monte 
Vaticano.374 

Some thirty years later, when the young Swedish scholar Olof Celsius Sr. 
entered Rome, he had no means (or interest, perhaps) to hire a private 
tour guide, but instead immedietaly payed attention to what interested 
him the most: the obelisk and the hieroglyphs in Piazza del Popolo. The 
passage in his travel journal is detailed:  

The 17th of April at night I reached Rome, through porta del popolo, […] 
inside of porta del popolo there is also a wonderful and tall Obelisk, drawn 
with figuris hieroglyphicis – the one that emperor Augustus had taken to 
Rome from Helopoli in Egypt 22 years before the time of Christ. […] Sixtus 
V had it repaired and erected – and on both sides of the street are 2 little 

 
372 Delbeke & Morel (2012). 397. 
373 For more on Giovanno Alto, see further on in this chapter, or Tschudi (2016). 78–85. 
374 Travel journal of Sven Sevedsson Ribbing UUB Ms X358. f. 60v-67r. (For the Swedish 
original, see Appendix). 



beautiful churches built by Cardinal Gastaldi, one named Maria di Monte 
Santo, and the other Maria de’ Miracoli.375 

 

Figure 13. Gaspar van Wittel, Veduta di Piazza del Popolo. Rome, 1678. Public 
domain, via Wikimedia Commons. 

Celsius’s cicerone in Rome eventually came to be Guillaume Bonjour, an 
Augustine monk with deep knowledge in Oriental languages, with whom 
he had been connected through the learned Florentine librarian and 
scholar Antonio Maglabechi.376 Celsius described in his journal how 
Bonjour accompanied him to learned men and famous libraries in the 
city and showed him the foremost antiquities there were to be seen.  

After some information regarding one of Celsius’s favorite topics, 
obelisks, he moves on to describing the city and some of its highlights 
following the, at the time, usual pattern: Roma Sacra, Roma Moderna, 
and Roma Antica. Roma Sacra is presented by listing the foremost 
buildings, antiquities and legends connected to the Christian history of 
Rome, with special attention to the history and the material and artistic 
features. At the end of this section Celsius mentions the relics in the 
chapel near Scala Santa, the holy stairs near the Lateran Basilica, where 
pilgrims ascend on their knees. The Ark of the Covenant is said to be 
kept there, along with Aron’s rod, the Bible of Constantine, and the nails 
from the crucifixion: “Fable and untruth, all of it.”, Celsius remarks.377  

 
375 Celsius [1697–98](1909). 33–34.  
376 Celsius [1697–98](1909). 34–35. 
377 Celsius [1697–98](1909). 44. 
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As a comparative example on how to approach, comprehend, and 
explore Rome, the Swedish antiquarian and collector Mårten Törnhielm, 
quite characteristically, introduces his descriptions of the city by 
declaring his systematic method: starting with the situation of the city, 
then describing churches, then monuments, and lastly the remains from 
the Antiquity – that is, same program as Celsius’s: Roma Sacra, Roma 
Moderna, and Roma Antica.  

I now would like to get to the description of the city itself, and observe the 
same method as I have used in the descriptions of previous locations. That 
is, first the situation of the city itself, circumference, concepts, and in how 
many parts the city is divided. Thereafter make a short description of all 
the noblest churches, in their proper rank and order…378 

This methodological approach is relevant for the research question, 
‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and heritage?’, since it 
defines the different categories in which the city can be divided and 
understood. 

The Church directing the visitors 

In this section the role of the Catholic Church as a guide, director, and 
narrator for visitors to Rome, as seen through some traditions, events, 
and tractates, is examined considering the research question. Rome and 
Venice both used sacred items, spaces, and rituals to build and enrich 
their self-presentations, and they did this with the different visitors in 
mind. In focus here is the particular role played by the Catholic Church 
and its way of directing the visitors and staging the right way to perceive 
the city. 

Jubilees/Holy years as transformative spaces 379 

The Holy years or Jubilees, recurring (more or less) every 25th year, was 
in early modern times an important scene for displaying the Catholic 
church and its power as well as the successful transvaluation of ancient 
Rome into the capital of Christianity. The concept as such originates in 
the Bible, where a holy year shall be proclaimed every 50th year, when 
slaves shall be freed, sins forgiven, and God’s mercy shall be particularly 
manifest.380 The adaption of the Jubilee and the invention of a new shape 
designed by and for the benefit of the Catholic church, however, was 
initiated in the year 1300 by Pope Boniface VIII, in response to crowds of 
people gathering at St Peter’s square on January 1st having heard it 

 
378 Törnhielm, M. (1687–88). 248–249. (For the longer Swedish original, see Appendix). 
379 For a general overview of the institution of the Holy Years, see for example Caffiero, 
(1997); Nanni & Visceglia (Eds.) (1998); Melloni (2015). 
380 Leviticus 25:1–4, 8–10. 



rumoured that a plenary indulgence for the last year of the ended 
millennium would be issued. In a difficult time of wars and diseases, 
among which the great plague, the turn of the millennium was an event 
of profound significance in terms of repenting sins and preparing for the 
afterlife. Hence, doing a pilgrimage to Rome appeared to be an easier 
and less costly way to improve the odds for an eternal life than, for 
example, joining the crusades to the Holy Land, which was another way 
of getting indulgence at the time.381 Later on, during mid-17th century, a 
written description of all the churches of Rome states matter-of-factly 
that Rome (or, as it is put, the Holy See) has replaced Jerusalem as the 
most holy place for pilgrims to visit, since the treasures of Jerusalem 
have been taken to Rome, and since the Christians are much more 
respected in Rome than in Jerusalem: the latter, as a response to what 
was seen as a threat from the progress of Islam in the Holy Land.382  

Relics played a crucial part in the Roman adaptation of the Jubilee: at 
first, visiting the Apostles’ graves was enough, but over the years an 
elaborate manual was established for Jubilee pilgrims regarding what 
churches and relics to visit, and how to pray before them in the right way 
to gain indulgence. This arrangement had a far wider significance than 
merely a religious and spiritual one; for example, it affected the city’s 
infrastructure and planning of streets and circulation (in order to 
facilitate for the pilgrims to move between the requested stations 
efficiently), the lodging, feeding and caring for pilgrims which multiplied 
the number of inhabitants many times, and the narratives around the 
city and its attractions to inscribe them in a Christian context.383 With 
the Jubilee of 1500, inaugurated by Pope Alexander VI, the visual sides 
of the event were developed: for example, the ceremonial opening of the 
Holy Gate (Porta Santa) was established, and the Colosseum was given a 
sacred use by serving as setting for a re-enactment of the Passion of 
Christ. This Jubilee has been referred to as a ‘theatre’, or a 
‘theatrification’ of the Jubilee384, but it might also be seen as the starting 
of a new and audience-oriented style of displaying and narrating religion 
in general and the Catholic church in particular, all in the spirit of the 
Renaissance.  

 
381 Melloni (2015). 25–26, 28–30. 
382 Bruzio, G. A. Chiese de´canonici e de regolari et altre del Clero Romano, BAV, Ms 
Vat. Lat. 11869, as cited by Julia, D. (1997). Gagner son jubilé á l’époque moderne: 
mesure des foules et récits des pélerins, in Nanni & Visceglia (Eds.) (1998). 311. 
383 Long (2018). 113–114, 169–182. 
384 Melloni (2015). 52–53. 
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Figure 14. Martin van Heemskerck, St Peter’s Basilica under construction 
(1536). One out of numerous projects planned for the Jubilees and presented to 
the pilgrims in various phases of completion. (Public domain, via Wikimedia 
Commons). 

After some debates on the regularity of Jubilees – every 100th, 50th, 33rd 
(honoring the age of Christ when he died), or 25th year – the interval was 
set in 1600 to every 25th year. The basic format included the Pope 
initiating the year by issuing a boll in the year preceding the Jubilee, so 
that the faithful could perform a pilgrimage to Rome, where they by 
visiting the mandatory churches and graves obtained indulgence. The 
Indulgentiae Ecclesiarum Urbis Romae, a guide to indulgences available 
in some Roman churches, is written after the first Jubilee in 1300. A 
growing number of visitors opted for substantial improvements in 
infrastructure, and many Jubilees over the years had meant a substantial 
influx of visitors and foreigners to the city, effectively implying a 
demographic pressure that called for equally substantial improvements 
in infrastructure. In mid-17th century, for example, the number of 
permanent residents in Rome was about 123.000, while the Jubilee of 
1650 attracted about 160.000 pilgrims; in 1675, the number of pilgrims 
had declined but still counted an impressive 115.000.385 The newly 
arrived pilgrims were since the Jubilee of 1550 taken care of at the SS 

 
385 Julia, D. (1998). Gagner son jubilé à l’époque moderne: mesure des foules et récits de 
pélerins, in Nanni & Visceglia (Eds.) (1998). 312; Brunori, P. et al. (2016). Palazzo dei 
Convertendi: Storia e restauro 1500–2014.  



Trinità dei Pellegrini church (The Holy Trinity of the Pilgrims), divided 
into the categories of devoted and heretics, and were given lodging and 
spiritual guidance for a maximum of three days.386 Transfers between 
categories, as in the topic for this thesis, occurred also in this context 
through the conversions to the Catholic faith. The conversions to 
Catholicism among the so-called heretics were reported to be numerous 
during the Jubilees, which is evident in, for example, the journal for the 
Jubilee of the year 1600 written for Carlo Orsini by Felice Americi:387 

And while [the priest] preached, a youngling of twenty years and beautiful 
looks got up from the table and said to signor Giulio Gualterio our brother, 
that this work and preaching had touched him so much that he, being a 
heretic, wanted to convert to the Catholic faith. 388 
[…] And four of the previously mentioned Heretics [28 Germans] were 
given new clothes, and Signor Timodeo Simenes payed them money so that 
everyone would get dressed on the order of Monsignor Datario, in order to 
then engage in various excercises. And one of them had declared that he 
wanted to become a Capuchin brother.389  

The development of the Jubilees from 1575 until 1700 illustrates the 
development in narratives, displays, audience and the role of art and 
culture in the different periods. An overview of the characteristics of 
each event gives an idea of the changes taking place. 

In 1575, the Counter-Reformation revived the Holy Year tradition and 
staged a structuring of the year with forms for opening and closing the 
Porta Santa, sanctifications, and rites: it has been referred to as “the 
resumption of Rome”.390 The main theme for this Jubilee was penitence 
and the importance of going to confession, all in the spirit of the 
Counter-Reformation. An important feature was also the re-introduction 
of the pilgrimage between the Seven Churches, Le Sette Chiese (see 
below), where the pilgrim not only saw some of the major Christian 
churches and relics, but also en route passed remains of the Antique city, 
such as the arch of Septimus Severus or the port of Claudius. The 
pilgrimage to the Holy Year of 1575 thus became a spiritual experience, 
but also an antiquarian one, with sacredness and heritage as key 
ingredients. The production of souvenirs and images for the pilgrims to 
buy and bring back home reflect this: on one hand, the popularization 
and dissemination of reproductions showing the most famous religious 

 
386 Cabibbo, S. (1998). Civilté e Anni Santi, in Nanni & Visceglia (Eds.) (1998). 412–430; 
Brunori et al. (2016). 
387 Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo Orsini by Felice Americi. 
BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 
388 Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 265–266. 
389Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 391. 
390 Melloni (2015). 61–62. 
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art works; on the other, replicas and images showing the antiquities of 
Roma Antica.391 

Among the spectacular and often described marvels during the Jubilee of 
1600 were the fireworks at Castel Sant’Angelo. On a different and less 
festive note, same Jubilee also had to deal with the presence and 
sometimes disturbances by visiting “heretics”, and with the burning of 
the dissident scholar Giordano Bruno in Campo de’ Fiori.392 The 
handwritten journal for the Jubilee by Felice Americi gives interesting 
glimpses of the events during a year which most profoundly affected the 
city in its daily life, its self-representation, and in its encounter with 
foreigners of different kinds. Religion, heretics, demonic possessions, 
conversions, as well as the daily needs of food and lodging appear in the 
short notices, along with countless washings of pilgrims’ feet: an act of 
humbleness performed by the priests, in memory of how Jesus washed 
the feet of the disciples. Some passages from Americi’s journal give an 
idea of the dramatic events, and of the impact on the foreign visitors: 
stories of categorizations, and of transformations. The pilgrims, and the 
heretics, came in large numbers, and emotional scenes occurred when 
they were taken care of in the hostel: 

And then seven Scots came, like the ones the other night, who had always 
lived heretically. Since they had not had the light of the Catholic Faith, 
their feet were washed with great charity by the Bishop of Umbriatico, and 
they were given food to eat with the before mentioned at the common 
tables.393 
In July there were five hundred and four Pilgrims of which sixty Women. 
And the other Holy Year there were one hundred and twenty-two. And 
food was served to the [previously mentioned] eighteen Heretics, and 
while they ate, a German did nothing but cry, and didn’t want to eat.394 

Conversions among the heretics is a recurrent theme in the journal: 
And this evening, a heretic from Geneva arrived, and said he came against 
the will of his countrymen, also they heretics, and that as they had been at 
the Taverna della Storta, telling the host that they were from Geneva, he 
had warned them since they were Heretics coming to Rome, that a few 

 
391 Cammarata, M.L, Pannozzo, P. & Pasqualitti, M.G. (1975). 1575: Pellegrinaggio 
spirituale e pellegrinaggio antiquario, in Immagini di giubilei nei secoli XV–XVIII: 
mostra iconografico-documentari. 34–37. 
392 Fantozzi, A. (1975). Fuochi d’artifizio e roghi, in Immagini di giubilei nei secoli XV–
XVIII: mostra iconografico-documentari. 44. 
393 Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 373f. (For the 
original quote in Italian, see Appendix). 
394 Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 380. (For the 
original quote in Italian, see Appendix). 



days earlier five heretics had been burned. As they understood this, his 
friends returned immediately, while he went […] to get converted.395 

Another type of conversion, the liberation from demons for those who 
were considered to be possessed, is another recurrent theme where the 
act of a priest washing the feet is common: 

And it happened that a Pilgrim from Calabria, while a friar was doing the 
Charity of Washing his feet in the Lavatory, was discovered to be 
possessed, crying and jumping, in a way that four men couldn’t hold him 
back, making big resistance and noise, saying that he in no way wanted to 
be washed, and after he had been told that he should say the Three Pater 
Noster, and three Ave Maria, in honour of the Holy Trinity, he calmed 
down and allowed to be washed.396 

The Jubilee was an excellent opportunity for the church and the city of 
Rome to display its strength and splendor: not only for spiritual 
purposes, but also as a spectacular event that attracted visitors from near 
and far. A central element of particular interest for the argument in this 
thesis is the function of the Jubilee and, in a broader sense, the city itself, 
as a transformative space set in action with the Jubilee. 

A quarter of a century later, the Jubilee of 1625 has been called “The 
Jubilee of penitence”. Focus now was less on festivities, and more on 
spiritual reflection and penitence. Europe was on fire with the Thirty 
Years’ war, and there was great fear for the plague striking again. Pope 
Urban VIII withdrew the mandatory visit to St Paul outside the Walls as 
a condition to obtain the indulgences connected to the Jubilee and 
moved it temporarily to Santa Maria in Trastevere. Depictions from the 
time shows an empty city and abandoned places – despite the great 
artists invited to work there and the flourishing art and printing 
industry. 397 

In 1650, the Jubilee was more about feasts and joy. The event took place 
two years after the peace of Westphalia, and the church was led by a 
popular Pope, Innocentius X (Pamhpili, with a dove and an olive branch 
as his coat of arms: see all the Berninian monuments at Piazza Navona 
and elsewhere). The city was filled with feast and solemnity. The 
industrialization of printed guides and souvenir books had started, and 
with it a popularization of images from the city and the Jubilee. June 12th 
in 1651 the Bernini fountain of the four rivers, I Quattri Fiumi, at Piazza 
Navona was inaugurated, and the French artist Louis Rouhier caught the 

 
395 Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 351. (For the original 
quote in Italian, see Appendix). 
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397 Cardellini, M. G. (1975). 1625: Giubileo di penitenza, in Immagini di giubilei nei secoli 
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145 

Pamphilian obelisk and the fountain with the rivers and the four 
continents from different angles: a glorification of Pope Pamphili and a 
celebration of the success of Bernini. Altogether, a theme for this Jubilee 
also was the breakthrough for large scale propaganda in art and 
images.398 

The Jubilee of 1675 has been referred to as a Berninian scenography. The 
scope of this Holy Year was to reinforce and make known the ecclesiastic 
power, and this ambition was performed through monuments and feasts. 
In a catalogue with images showing Jubilees through history, the 
reclaiming of the relics is presented as key ingredients in a pious and 
scenographic spectacle-ization399 of the city of Rome: 

The Holy Year became, in a continuous swirl of religious feasts, of solemn 
processions, and with the reclaiming and the popularization of the 
venerable relics, a means to revive the by now weakened spirituality and 
make a grip of the souls with representations adapted to affect the popular 
imagination. 400 

Queen Christina of Sweden was present at all feasts during this year, and 
her preparation for the Jubilee was manifested as a symbol for the 
triumph of the Catholic church over Protestantism.401 Relics played a 
central role also in this Jubilee, which is evident for example in the book 
on the relics in the San Lorenzo in Lucina church, printed in this year. 

 
398 Carrozza, M. E. (1975). 1650: Feste e allegrezze, in Immagini di giubilei nei secoli 
XV–XVIII: mostra iconografico-documentari. 54–57. 
399 ‘Spectacle-ization’ is a term coined by John Urry (2007), see: The Power of Spectacle, 
in Visionary Power, Producing the Contemporary City, International Architecture 
Biennale Rotterdam. 131–141. 
400 D’Amore, A. A. (1975). 1675: Una scenografia Berniniana, in Immagini di giubilei nei 
secoli XV–XVIII: mostra iconografico-documentaria. (Translation by the author). 
401 D’Amore (1975). 64–65. 



 

Figure 15. Print for the Jubilee of 1675 presenting the relics of the church of San 
Lorenzo in Lucina, and the indulgences connected to them. Biblioteca 
Casanatense, Rome. (Photo by the author, used with permission). 

The Jubilee of 1700 opened the Grand Tour, and with it marked a start 
for the largescale cultural tourism. Aristocrats came to visit the city as 
part of their education, and archaeology and classic antiquity was now 
the major focus. Numerous guidebooks in numerous languages were 
published to meet the demands of the new audience with new stories.402 

 
402Parrocco, E. (1975). 1700: L’Anno Santo apre il Grand-Tour, in Immagini di giubilei 
nei secoli XV–XVIII: mostra iconografico-documentaria. 71–73. 
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‘Le sette chiese’: The pilgrim tours to The Seven Churches 
of Rome 

Another example of reconstructed traditions after the Counter-
Reformation is the pilgrimage to the seven churches (Le Sette Chiese). 
Building on an ancient tradition of pilgrimages to Rome, following for 
example the Via Francigena from England to Rome and finalized by 
visits to the graves of St. Peter and St. Paul, St. Filippo Neri (1515–1595) 
renewed and expanded the pilgrimages in the spirit of the Counter-
Reformation and its ambition to reinforce the Catholic church by doing 
what the Western Christian tradition had done from the start on the 
ruins of the Roman empire: defining, legislating, and structuring. Filippo 
Neri organized tours for his students to the seven so-called station 
churches where the main relics were to be found, and which were 
defined since centuries: for the Jubilee of 1300, in the early 15th century 
by Adam of Usk, and so on.403 Filippo Neri held conversations during the 
walk, all in a joyful spirit (Neri is often referred to as il Santo della gioia, 
“the Saint of happiness”). These wanderings soon became increasingly 
popular. Linked to these were the seven pilgrim churches of Rome: The 
four basilicas – St. Peter, San Giovanni in Laterano, Santa Maria 
Maggiore, San Paolo fuori le mura – along with San Lorenzo fuori le 
mura, Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, and San Sebastiano fuori le mura. 

Touring the relics in Rome and Venice 

The title of Ottavio Panciroli ’s extensive volume I tesori nascosti 
nell’alma città di Roma (1600), “The hidden treasures of Rome” refers to 
the abundance of precious relics in the city. The book was written for the 
Holy Year of 1600 and is one of the foremost examples of a genre of 
vademecums aimed for Catholic religious pilgrims going to the city in 
specific religious interests concerning the salvation of the soul.404 
Panciroli was a man of the church and a canon at the cathedral of 
Reggia. Apart from the basic religious history and up-to-date ecclesiastic 
infrastructure, the book provided hands-on practical directions: Where 
to see the churches, where to pray before certain relics, where to get 
indulgences. The comprehensive volume of more than 950 pages is not 
primarily adapted to a walking traveler’s needs, or even possible to easily 
slip down into a pocket, but rather something for the pious visitor to 
study at home and memorize – a mnemonic device – when planning the 
tour.  
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Figure 16. Ottavio Panciroli ’s guide to the relics of Rome, I tesori nascosti 
nell’alma città di Roma (1600), and an illustration showing Piazza Navona. 
Biblioteca Casanatense, Rome. (Photo by the author, used with permission). 

The table of content illustrates well the author’s main purpose to provide 
a need-to-know guide to Roma Sacra; of the Roma Antica or Roma 
Moderna are few traces.  

On the Jubilee of the Holy Year, and its first origins 
On the ceremonies of the opening of the Holy Gates 
On their mysteries 
On the ceremonies of closing the Holy Gates 
On the mysteries that still are to be found here 
On the cemeteries or grottoes of the city of Rome, outdoors as well as 
indoors 
On the titular churches, the deaconries, and the bishoprics of the Cardinals 
On the [Lenten] Stations and their origin 
On the Seven Churches and their origin 
On the districts of Rome and their churches 
On the churches of Rome in general 
[Descriptions of various categories of churches] 
On the relics of the churches of Rome in general 
On the relics in alphabetical order 
On the indulgencies of the churches in Rome in general 
On the feast days of the churches, relics, and their indulgencies 

On mobile feast days with their relics and indulgences 405 

 
405 Panciroli, O. (1600). I tesori nascosti nell’alma città di Roma.  
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313 churches are described in the book, and 71 pages list countless relics 
with formulations such as the following one (which quite soon made the 
enterprise of actually counting the number of relics presented, for my 
scholarly purpose, quite hopeless): 

St Zenon with 1203 companions; the bodies are in Santa Maria in Scala 
Caeli church, the head of the Saint in SS Vincentio and Anastasio outside 
the walls: Relics of the saints in Santa Maria in Trastevere and in S Paul a 
colonna Antoniana.406  

Indulgences given during the Holy Year are listed in 28 pages and 
divided by the months during which they are given. This was most 
important information for the believing pilgrim visitor, since one of the 
main reasons for visiting Rome (for example during a Jubilee) was to get 
indulgence. The allure of the famous holy relics was strong: 

From whatever part of the world people want to come to this kind city, 
they too from afar cannot but feel the fragrance, as of balm, that the Relics 
of the precious bodies of the Saints expire…407 

In Venice the abundance of relics in churches and in the Basilica of San 
Marco (for example, the blood of Christ and Mary’s mother’s milk) were 
presented as particular must-sees along with profane phenomena by 
Vincenzo Coronelli, Francesco Sansovino and other authors of 
guidebooks. When the Swedish and other non-Catholic travelers arrived 
in the city they were introduced to the relics in this context, namely as 
objects of particular historical and cultural interest; however, at the 
same time the relics were also regarded as most holy, and a legitimate 
focal point for pilgrimages and religious devotion (as seen in books by 
Giovanni Tiepolo and Giulio Cesare Vergaro: more on this further on in 
this chapter).  

Francesco Sansovino and Mårten Törnhielm describing the 
blood relic in San Marco’s Basilica 

Francesco Sansovino, of which a more thorough presentation will follow 
below, formed a model for how to visit Venice and its treasures with his 
book Venezia Città Nobilissima printed in 1581. A comparison of the 
description of one of the most important relics in the city between 
Sansovino and the Swedish antiquarian traveler Mårten Törnhielm, one 
century later, gives interesting results. 

The blood of Christ, listed by Mårten Törnhielm as the most 
distinguished of all relics in the San Marco Basilica and the one that was 
showed to him first, is thoroughly described in his travel journal: 

 
406 Panciroli (1600). 909. 
407 Panciroli (1600). 833. (For the Italian original, see Appendix). 



In a shrine of guilded silver is a small cup or Box of pure gold, with Greek 
characters around, which mean: Sanguinis Virifici hilare Recepachia, et 
immaculati verbi latore fluentis. Within thi ones of gold, is now another of 
crystal, carved with a crucifix. The lid is of Iaspis, with these words 
inscribed: Iesus Christus Rex Gloriae. Before this were shown 2 drops of 
blood, dried together with soil.408  

Sansovino describes the same relic and the ceremonies attached to it, a 
century earlier, in these words: 

In this place are kept the relics and the jewellery. The principal one is an 
ampoule with the true blood of Christ, which has come to Barutti from the 
town of Jerusalem, from where it was sent to Venice from Constantinople, 
from Doge Henrico Dandolo. This is displayed twice a year, the Holy 
Thursday for schools and confraternities, & the vigil of the Resurrection for 
the women. 409 

Judging from the entire description in Törnhielm’s diary, it is quite likely 
he has been guided by someone who followed Sansovino’s structure and 
display. However, what is interesting for the topic of this thesis is that 
while Sansovino starts with the sacred object – the relic – and goes 
inside and out from there in describing the reliquary, along with its 
legitimizing history of translation to Venice, Törnhielm does the 
opposite: he starts from the outside, with the most impressive materials 
and decorations, and goes inwardly, to finally mention the relic almost 
en passant, but matter-of-factly, as two drops of blood dried with soil. 
Same relic, but reversed ways of seeing it and narrating it: sacredness, or 
art and materiality? 

In Simone Cordella’s Relazione del prezioso sangue di Nostro Signor 
Gesù Cristo (undated, printed in Venice), a thorough exposé is given of 
the five relics of the blood of Jesus Christ that are to be found in Venice, 
and how they are displayed in the course of the year. The Precious Blood 
of Christ in the San Marco Basilica is displayed on the third Friday of 
March, and on the day of the Holy Cross (sixth Friday of Lent); the 
Miraculous blood, also in San Marco, is displayed on Holy Thursday and 
during the vigil of the Ascension (forty days after Easter); the Precious 
blood kept in the Franciscan church I Frari is displayed on Sunday 
closest to St. Lawrence (10 August); the Precious blood kept in St. Simon 
Major church displayed on Palm Sunday, and the Miraculous blood kept 
in Sta Maria Nova displayed on Good Friday.410 These days and relics 

 
408 Törnhielm, M. (1687–88), Mårten Toernhielms resa …. 446. (For the original quote 
in Swedish, see Appendix). 
409 Sansovino, F. (1581). Venetia Città Nobilissima. f 38a. (For the original quote in 
Italian, see Appendix). 
410 Cordella, S. (undated). Relazione del prezioso sangue di Nostro Signor Gesù Cristo. 
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Figure 17. Mårten Törnhielm’s travel journal describing the church and the 
treasury of St Mark in Venice. Roggebiblioteket, National Library of Sweden. 

were not only important dates in the liturgical calendar that regulated 
the year and the life of the Venetian citizens, but they were often also 
connected to important events in the history of the Republic, which is 
why the recurrent displays and festivities also served political and 
identity building purposes for the government. Giovanni Tiepolo’s treaty 
over the Most Holy Relics, Trattato delle Santissime Reliquie, 
ultimamente ritrovate nel Santuario della Chiesa di San Marco, 
Venezia (1617) is another example of a work explaining the uses and 
functions of relics, with the case of the miraculous finding of the missing 
relics of St Mark in the basilica and the famous relic of the blood of 
Christ.411 David Perry argues that this genre and these narratives 
constructed from time to time around relics and their translations and 
other whereabouts was a skillful strategy of the government to legitimize 
their power and politics when needed.412 

 
411 Tiepolo, G. (1617). Trattato delle Santissime Reliquie, ultimamente ritrovate nel 
Santuario della Chiesa di San Marco. 
412 Perry (2015).  



 

Figure 18. Account by Giovanni Tiepolo for the celebration of the finding and 
the ceremonies around display of the most famous relics in the San Marco 
Basilica (Venice 1617). Biblioteca Marciana. (Photo by the author). 

Tiepolo describes the inestimable value of the relics for visitors coming 
to Venice, starting the table of content for his work with this entry: “On 
the supreme importance of the sacred relics that are in the world”.413 The 
table continues in the same style: 

With Pontificial authority trying to find the precious blood of Christ in the 
soil 
On the most famous places in Christianity where the true blood of Christ 
can be found today 
On the precious blood that is to be found in Mantua, taken there by 
Longinus 
On the precious blood and water flowing from the chest of Christ, and 
finally found in the Church of San Marco, and how they remained hidden 
for a long time  
How the sacred things in this Church remained preserved in the fire, and 
how they are conserved and guarded until this day. 
Who collected from the chest of Christ in this ampoule, where the precious 
blood and water is, and how it was taken to Venice 414 

As is evident, much effort is taken to prove the authenticity of the relics, 
and (later in same work) to describe the uses of these sacred objects.  

 
413 Tiepolo (1617). 4. (For the original quote in Italian, see Appendix). 
414 Tiepolo (1617). 4. (For the original quote in Italian, see Appendix). 
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Figure 19. Ampoule said to contain the blood of Christ. Taken from 
Constantinople in the fourth crusade in 1204, now in the Treasury of San 
Marco Basilica, Venice. (Photo by the author). 

  



 

 

Figure 20. Relics on display in the treasury of San Marco’s Basilica, Venice. 
(Photo by the author). 
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Figure 21. Remondini’s Calendario diurno perpetuo, late 17th century, showing 
the religious feasts in Venice and Veneto region. (Photo credits: Museo Civico 
Bassano). 

Public feasts and celebrations 

The year, the weeks and the days in early modern time were tuned into 
the rhythm of the liturgical calendar.415 This measuring of time regulated 
days of work, fasting, feasts, and other events and expected behaviours 
that affected the daily life also outside of the Catholic Christian 
community. In many cases the celebration of a certain saint or a 
memorable religious event was connected to the down to earth rituals in 
the farm, in the home, and in family life over the year. During the Middle 
Ages outdoor religious processions, like the Corpus Christi procession 
where the body of Christ in the shape of a hostia was displayed to 
believers, had become increasingly popular: in fact, the beholding – 
seeing the hostia itself – in some cases became more important than 

 
415 Muir (1997). 62–87. See also Muir (1981).  



receiving it in the communion.416 The visual attraction of the processions 
was enhanced by tableaux vivants with participants dressed in costumes 
and forming religious sceneries on flower covered floats, and their 
massive popularity made them a useful tool also for propaganda. Edward 
Muir notes that “Corpus Christi processions soon took on a life of their 
own, becoming one of the most important occasions to connect 
governmental authority to the supernatural power of the Eucharist”.417  

 

Figure 22. Dressed Madonna sculpture, previously used in processions, from 
the church of San Nicolò dei Mendicoli, Venice. Now in the Museo Diocesano di 
Venezia. (Photo by the author). 

 
416 Muir (1997). 74. 
417 Muir (1997). 75. 
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The processions, celebrations and feasts over the year thus had a 
function in the religious life of the believers and the parishes, they were 
popular and spectacular to watch also for non-Catholics and foreigners, 
and they were an important channel for government propaganda. It 
therefore makes sense that the calendars for local feasts and celebrations 
were mandatory in guidebooks in early modern time, even when the 
presumed reader may not have shared the Catholic faith but was 
presented to them as part of the local traditions and spectacles. Gentile 
Bellin’s painting depicting the Corpus Christi procession in San Marco’s 
square in Venice gives an idea of the spectacular displays of not only 
religion, but also wealth, elegance, power, and status, and the interplay 
between actors and beholders. 

 

Figure 23. The Procession in San Marco’s Square, Gentile Bellini (1496). 
Gallerie dell’Accademia, (Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons). 

Antoine Thomas’s depiction of a procession in Rome some centuries 
later presents a less orderly and more popular event taking place in the 
streets of the city, with the church swept in red and gold cloth for the 
occasion, and with a chaotic and seemingly tense interaction between the 
clergy and the people. 

  



 

Figure 24. “Return of the procession”, depiction of a religious celebration in the 
streets of Rome. Antoine Thomas, Un an à Rome (1791/1834). Museo di Roma. 

Taming the obelisks 

Among all the things to see in Rome listed in the early modern 
guidebooks, the obelisks hold a prominent place. The obelisks in Rome 
were well-known monuments and admired by visitors, historically most 
of all regarded as symbols of Rome’s conquering of the Orient. Around 
the second half of the 16th century and the peak of the Counter-
Reformation the Pope initiated the restauration and re-erecting of the 
Roman obelisks. During the Jubilee of 1600 the Pope re-charged them to 
symbolize the victory of the Church over paganism and heresy by 
consecrating the obelisk at St Peter’s square, then the other ones erected 
in the city, in grand ceremonies. He also attributed indulgence to them, 
thus giving them an agency to release pilgrims from a certain number of 
years in purgatory; a bold and most visible domestication of a well-
known profane heritage of Rome: a transfer from ancient monumental 
function to early modern Christian function, via heritagization.418 

 
418 Fantozzi, A. (1975). Fuochi d’artifizio e roghi, in Immagini di giubilei nei secoli XV–
XVIII: mostra iconografico-documentaria. 42–43. 
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Figure 25. Positioning and overview of the machines that were to erect the 
Vatican obelisk in 1586. Niccola Zabaglia (1743). (Public domain, via 
Wikimedia Commons). 

The disturbing presence: tensions between tourists and 
believers 

The rapidly growing influx of peregrination travelers and, with time, 
leisure travelers in Rome and Venice also affected the field of religion. A 
recurrent theme in this field is the presence of fear and suspicion: of the 
foreign, of the heretic and dissenting and non-conformist, of losing 
power and prestige. The tension within these matters was such that the 
mere presence of a dissenting foreigner could prove fatal to local 
religious life. This potential problem was not unique to Rome and Venice 
or to the 17th century, as is seen in the following accounts. 

Montesquieu visited Naples on the 30 April 1730 on his journey in Italy 
and witnessed the liquification miracle of St. Gennaro. One priest 
whispered to another: "The miracle occurred, and there were nine 
heretics!". (Montesquieu, on his part, thought the saintly blood in fact 
was some kind of thermometer.) 419 

 
419 Montesquieu, C-L.[1728–29](1971). Viaggio in Italia. 



English visitors to an annual ceremony in Naples where the miracle of 
the liquification of the famous local saint St. Gennaro’s blood took place, 
were not only regarded with great suspicion by the local parishioners, 
but the heretic strangers also fell prey to fanaticism when faced with the 
unusual level of sacredness. The women tore their hair and beat their 
chests, and sometimes, the miracle was delayed or didn’t happen at all: a 
most ominous event for the city, why the clergy took great measures for 
all interferences with the saintly transformation. As late as 1781, Abbé de 
Saint-Non accounts from a St Gennaro celebration: 

This disbelief is causing worried looks upon witnesses that can be assumed 
of having a suspicious faith. And we saw foreigners become the victims of a 
devotion suddenly changed into fanaticism. An English Consul who 
attended this ceremony was, at one of these dangerous moments where the 
favours of the Saint were delayed for too long, asked to retire; and the 
Miracle occurred shortly after, leaving the people in no doubt as to guess 
the reason for the delay.420 

This observation on the part of the priest, that the English consul could 
cause disturbances in the sacred ritual by imply standing too close to the 
altar and the expected miraculous transformation, gives us an idea not 
only of the effects of sacred objects on visitors, but also the other way 
around. Foreigners and heretics who were at the scene to observe the 
local practices with no religious intention could threaten, jeopardize, and 
even hinder religious miracles to occur. 

The display of and devotion connected to relics was, understandably, one 
of the most delicate and obvious areas of conflict between the Catholic 
and the Protestant way of understanding and valuing religious 
materiality. As has been demonstrated, relics had a status of a prime 
point of interest and connected to the identity of a place for travelers 
since the pilgrimages to the catacombs started, and after the 
Reformation this habitual way of presenting a place and its treasures 
caused cultural clashes. Another example of such clashes between views 
is Lord Fountainhall, a Scottish Presbyterian, who saw relics for the first 
time at the age of 21 when visiting the Benedictine monastery of 
Marmoutier in France (journey 1665–67). He was shown the heart of St 
Benedict enclosed in a crystal jar beset with diamonds: an utterly strange 
object to the non-Catholic visitors. There was a company of six tourists, 
all “of the Religion, whence we had no great respect for the relics, but 
their ware some others their that were papists; who forsooth bit to sit 
doune on their knees and kist. At which I could not contein my selfe 

 
420 Saint-Non, J-C. R. de, et al. (1781). Voyage pittoresque ou Description des royaumes 
de Naples et de Sicile... Premier [- Quatrième] volume.... Vol. 1. 73. (For the French 
original, see Appendix). 
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from laughing.”421 The Catholics in the company knelt before and kissed 
the relic, while the Presbyterians burst out in laughter. These tensions in 
attitudes, behaviors, and supposed effects of non-Catholics on Catholic 
sacredness are visible in the sources like the examples given here, and 
sometimes in the diaries of the Swedish and other non-Lutheran 
travelers presented to typically Catholic phenomena. 

Protestants were generally estranged to relics as religious objects if they 
were associated with the saints – if, however, associated with the person 
of Jesus Christ or with witnesses to the events in the Gospels, it could be 
different. Visiting the sanctuary in Loreto and the house which was said 
to have been the home of Virgin Mary, seems to have been 
unproblematic for non-Catholic travelers. The house was claimed to have 
been transported to Loreto and Italy by angels in the Middle Ages, and it 
was forcefully revitalized as a pilgrimage site in the course of the 
Counter-Reformation.422 Among the Swedish late 17-th century travelers, 
both Celsius and Törnhielm spent more space in their travel journals on 
Loreto than on Venice, despite its explicit nature of Catholic pilgrimage 
site – or maybe this is what made it exotic? 

Narratives for visitors: tour guides and guidebooks 

In this section the narratives presenting the secular and the profane 
aspects of the cities, gradually adapting to different audiences, are 
investigated by means of tour guides and guidebooks. 

Nicola Denzey Lewis refers to Rome in Late Antiquity as “a big network 
of holy hot spots”.423 During the expansive period in the 16th century the 
urban landscape in Rome was renewed, and guidebooks and maps were 
produced primarily with the religious pilgrims in mind. Denzey Lewis 
notes how the Sacred Congregation of Rites and Ceremonies, established 
by the Pope in 1588, topographically mapped the “sacred spots” of the 
city by means of liturgical works. As pointed out by previous scholarship 
on early modern apodemic literature, guidebooks to cities in general 
evolved as a genre during the 16th and 17th century: on one hand in 
response to demands from the Church or other authorities wanting to 
promote certain aspects of the city, on the other hand adapting to the 
heterogeneous group of old and new types of visitors.424 The aims of 
these guidebooks varied from hands-on directions for pilgrims searching 
for indulgences and salvation, via practical lists of churches, 

 
421 Mączak (1995). 223. 
422 Coster & Spicer (2005).  
423 Denzey Lewis, N. (2020). The Early Modern Invention of Late Antique Rome. 73. 
424 Delbeke & Morel (2012). 397–417; Pazienti (2013). 63–88. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108646826


monuments, collections, etcetera, to presentations and representations 
of the city as a phenomenon. The guidebooks have in common that they 
are selected and curated devices made for foreign visitors: they 
contextualize, enhance, hide, and create a distance (in time and culture) 
to the objects, places and practices presented. Hence, essential 
ingredients in these books, apart from the cities described, are time, 
history, travels and transitions, place, and foreignness. 

Giovanno Alto: Targeting the ultramontanes 

The Roman tour guide and ex-Swiss guard Giovanno Alto, sometimes 
called Johann Hoch, was a well-established character to high society 
travelers. He often greeted them at Piazza del Popolo or Piazza di Spagna 
where all travelers from the North entered the city to settle their stay 
with lodging and to meet with friends and contacts. Giovanno Alto 
specialized in the young noblemen who were ultramontanes, from north 
of the Alps. His autograph albums, stammbücher or libri di stemmi, now 
in the Vatican Library, show skillfully painted coats of arms and 
messages from grateful clients, and display a broad network among the 
most ancient and influential families in northern Europe.425 Despite the 
fact that Alto started his tours with a first day in the Vatican, his 
presentation of Rome seems to have been focused on the antiquities 
from the glorious past and on the contemporary art and architecture – 
Roma Antica and Roma Moderna – rather than on Roma Sacra and 
what particular relics to pray before or what basilicas to visit to gain 
indulgence. His narratives, as they appear from the fragments that are to 
be found in books and diaries, seem to be one example out of many of 
how the display of Rome gradually changed during the 17th century: the 
interest in pilgrimages and the Catholic faith could no longer be taken 
for granted among the foreign visitors, and the displays needed to be 
adapted to this fact. 

 
425 Tschudi (2016). 78–85. 
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Figure 26. Giovanni Alto standing on the Quirinal Hill in Rome, with his right 
arm outstretched in a pointing position and a snake coiled around his foot and 
sword. (Francesco Villamena, 1613). (CC0, via Wikimedia Commons). 



 

Figure 27. Fioravante Martinelli’s Roma Ricercata nel Suo Sito (1658) in 
handy pocket format. Biblioteca Casanatense, Rome. (Photo by the author, 
used with permission). 

Fioravante Martinelli: Establishing “Rome in ten days” for 
tourists 

The previously mentioned Fioravante Martinelli had important positions 
in the Vatican Library over the years, and as far as is known, he counted 
many of Rome’s prominent artists – among which was the influential 
Borromini – among his friends. He published guidebooks and books 
about the cultural and religious history of Rome, of which Roma 
ricercata nel suo sito became one of the most popular guides to Rome, 
and new editions were published well into the next century.426 
Martinelli’s book was printed in a small pocket size format, and 
suggested the visitor to see the city in ten days with different routes: 

Day I:   The Vatican  
Day II:   Trastevere 
Day III:   From Via Giulia to San Bartolomeo 
Day IV:  From San Lorenzo to the Aventine hill 

 
426 See for example Fogelberg Rota, S. (2019). Fioravante Martinelli’s Roma Ricercata Nel 
Suo Sito and His ‘Lettore Forastiero.’ In Blennow & Fogelberg Rota (2019). 163–96; 
Parlato, E. (2014). ‘Per diporto ò devotione’: Curiosità, godimento dei monumenti ed 
erudizione nella Roma ricercata ... di Fioravante Martinelli (1644), in Incontri. Rivista 
europea di studi italiani 29, no. 1. 54–65; Pazienti (2013). 69–88. 



 
 

165 

Day V:   From Piazza Pasquino to Mount Celio and the Palatine 
Hill 
Day VI:  From San Salvatore del Lauro to Campo Vaccine, and le 
Carine 
Day VII:  From Piazza San Apollinare to the Viminale hill and the 
Quirinal 
Day VIII:  From Piazza Nicosia to the Baths of Diocletian 
Day IX:   From Piazza Borghese to Porta Pinciana 
Day X:   To the nine churches427 

The visit to the Vatican could include a visit to the Vatican Library, 
where a collection of particularly famous books selected for important 
guests were demonstrated to the visitors. The Swedish antiquarian 
Mårten Törnhielm reports from a visit to the library: 

There is the huge and renowned Library, for which are assigned 66 rooms. 
[…] countless multitudes of books lay attached with chains, and on each 
bench a list of the authors represented there. Here are three books written 
by Virgil’s own hand, and manuscripts written on birch bark, and one often 
finds beautiful Miniatures painted in the books, by the hand of the famous 
painter Albrecht Dürer. Here is said to be around 30.000 authors.428 

A decade later, the Swedish scholar Olof Celsius Sr. was taken to a 
similar guided visit to the Vatican Library by his guide and companion 
Mr. Bonjour. Celsius drew a sketch in his journal to describe the order in 
the library, especially indicating the recently acquired library of Queen 
Christina. Among the rare items that were shown to the group, Celsius 
first mentioned Luther’s manuscripts and Luther’s German Bible, and 
noticed that the Catholics present mocked and ridiculed these works.429 

  

 
427 Martinelli, F. (1658). Roma ricercata nel suo sito e nella scuola di tutti gli antiquarij, 
dal Signor F. Martinelli. 
428 Törnhielm (1687–88). Mårten Toernhielms resa… 307. (For the full quote and 
Swedish original, see Appendix). 
429 Celsius (1697–98). UUB ms 368. (For the Swedish original, see Appendix). 



 

Figure 28. Olof Celsius’s sketch in his travel journal from 1698 showing the 
plan of the Vatican library, pointing out where the most interesting books 
were kept. Uppsala University Library. (Photo by the author). 
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Pompilio Totti: Rome, a compendium of all the world 

Pompilio and Ludovico Totti edited a guide to contemporary Rome, 
Ritratto di Roma Moderna, printed in Rome in 1636.430 Martinelli often 
refers to this work in his 1638 guide, and often with antipathy. In 1637 
Pompilio Totti publishes Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma, listing and 
describing 353 churches of Rome. Totti gives a long introduction in 
which he declares his motives for writing the book and the purpose he 
hopes it will serve. His way of expressing his enterprise illustrates the 
research topic, with the mentioning of the relics and the indulgences, the 
division in profane and sacred antiquities, and the particular addressing 
of the foreigners, why it is quoted here in its full length not merely as 
content, but as an illustration to the style, the mode of expression, and 
the dramatic way of introducing the work and the city to the visitor. 

Pompilio Totti to the readers. 
The Greatnesses of Rome consist not only in the most noble vestiges of the 
antique Gentiles, but more in the splendour of the buildings erected by the 
Pious Christianity; in the most precious treasures of the Indulgences, 
bestowed by the Vicar of Christ to its churches; and in the sacred deposit of 
many bodies, and of innumerable relics of the Saints. This cause has 
inspired me, after the publication of Roma Antica, to put together a short 
Ristretto, divided according to the city’s regions, with the profane 
Antiquities as well as the Sacred ones, thus hoping to satisfy the curious 
devotion of the Foreigners, that coming to this City to gain the 
indulgences, which are acquired in it, wish to return to their homeland 
informed of the celebrated grandeur of this Miracle of the World. In doing 
so, I have complied with the limits of brevity, by having more widely dealt 
with these things, and in Roma Antica, already brought to light, and in the 
Moderna, which I plan to get out as soon as possible, though with my great 
expense and effort, just to serve the public, to whose taste I have dedicated 
myself, and any enterprise of mine.431 

A passage in this quote expresses a hope to satisfy the “curious devotions 
of the Foreigners” by presenting “the Profane Antiquities as well as the 
Sacred ones”. One section of the book is dedicated especially to the 
foreigners, Per li forastieri, and here Roma Moderna and Roma Antica 
are in focus: no relics or instructions to prayers are to be seen. This gives 
an indication of the assumed interests (and lack thereof) in the growing 
numbers of foreign visitors to the holy city.432 The final 81 pages of the 
book consist of a catalog over the relics to be found in the churches of 
Rome, and a catalog of the indulgences given in relation to them. In the 
copy in Biblioteca Casanatense in Rome, a manuscript annotation on the 
first sheet introduces the city in these bold words: 

 
430 Totti, P. & L. (Eds.) (1636). – author most likely Tronsarelli, O. Ritratto di Roma 
Moderna. 
431 Totti (1637). 4–5. (For the Italian original, see Appendix). 
432 Totti (1637). 86. 



Rome. Already a lady of the world, and now Queen of Italy. Compendium 
of all the world. A room for people of all sorts. Theatre for the most 
beautiful teachings of the world. Home of Virtue and Dignity. Seat of the 
Empire and of the fortune. Homeland of the laws. Law of all peoples. 
Source of discipline. Head of the Religion. Rule of the justice. Origin of the 
infinite goods. 433 

This description of Rome concludes many of the recurrent elements in 
guides to the city: uniqueness, supremacy, origin of and ruler over all 
good things. 

Giacomo Lauro: Directing the way to the seven churches of 
Rome 

Giacomo Lauro’s guidebook Le sette chiese di Roma (printed in 1599 and 
with continuous new editions up to 1660) for pilgrims coming to Rome, 
was originally intended as a guidebook for the holy year of 1600. The 
book instructs the reader how to do the previously mentioned tour to the 
seven principal churches in the city – Le Sette Chiese di Roma – and 
where the most important relics were displayed for veneration, in order 
to obtain indulgence. As already mentioned, this practice which became 
popular through the influential Roman priest Filippo Neri, who was later 
declared a saint, was part of the Counter-Reformation’s strategy to 
accentuate Rome’s central importance for the faithful, also within the 
Church. 

The 1641 edition of Le sette chiese di Roma with introduction by 
Giovanno Alto, the Swiss tour guide, includes a series of incisions 
showing ancient Rome (Roma Antica) with places and buildings as they 
were believed to have looked like in ancient time, and some images 
referring to the contemporary city. Book 1 is dedicated to Sigismund III 
of Poland, “heir to the throne of Sweden”, with a portrait of Sigismund. 
This book was sold by Alto himself, and was – interestingly, given its 
original function as a guide for Catholic pilgrims – one of the 

vademecums frequently used by the Lutheran travelers.434 Giovanno Alto 
declares in the introduction that his aim is to satisfy the curiosity of the 
young Ultramontanes: 

Giovanni Alto, Swiss from Lucerne, official of the Papal Swiss Guards, To 
the blessed Readers.  

 
433 Totti (1637). (For the Italian original, see Appendix). 
434 For Giovanno Alto and the Swedish tourists, see Bortolozzi, A. (2015). Two 
Oxenstierna in Rome: Sightseeing, public performances and artistic education, in 
Norlander Eliasson, S. & Fogelberg Rota, S. (Eds.), City of the soul: the literary making 
of Rome. 31–41, and Winberg, O. (2018). Den statskloka resan: adelns peregrinationer 
1610–1680. 288–301. 



 
 

169 

Thus, at great expense and hard work, I have restored this great part of 
Lauro, but also improved it to great extent, which is why I set my mind on 
enriching the work with the light, that it lacked; not only by adding these 
buildings, but also by giving the volume a more convenient disposition, 
and more useful for the Students of antiquity, they who recognize my 
diligence, accuracy, and effort, they for which I with pleasure have offered 
my service to all the curious intellects, and in particular to satisfy the 
curiosity of the ULTRAMONTANE Nations, and others who bother, to 
have information on these things that come to my mind. 435 

The book has structure adapted to the imagined user, if also originally 
aimed for pilgrims and pious visitors. It starts with a survey of “all 
churches and sacred places, described orderly according to their regions, 
and the Seven Churches, with the way to visit them, and to pray there. 
With a brief note on the most dignified things that are to be found in 
each region.” After this follows The Roman Guide for the Foreigners 
aimed at strangers who need a basic orientation to the city. Then, 
instrumental for the pious visitor, a “Catalogue of the Holy Bodies, and 
Relics, in said Churches: with the Feasts, and Stations through all the 
year, and Indulgences”. The book ends with a brief overview of Ancient 
Rome, with a short note about the most memorable things of the ancient 
Roman Empire.436 

  

 
435 Lauro, G., revised and expanded by Alto, G. (1641), Antiquae Urbis splendor hoc est 
praecipus eiusdem templa… 3. (For the Italian original, see Appendix). 
436 Lauro (1637). 3. (For the Italian original, see Appendix). 



 
Figure 29. The Seven Churches of Rome, in Speculum romanae magnificentiae, 
(Rome, 1575) by Antoine Lafréry. (Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons). 

 
Figure 30. (Left:) Le sette chiese di Roma con le loro principali reliquie stationi et 
indultie (Rome, 1630). A guide how to do the tour to the seven principal churches of 
Rome and their principal relics in an early version from the reign of Pope Urban VIII. 
(Digital image courtesy of the Getty's Open Content Program). (Right:) A later version 
of Le sette chiese di Roma con le loro principali reliquie stationi et indultie with 
Bernini’s arcades in St. Peter’s square in place, during the reign of Pope Alexander VII. 
In Giacomo Lauro, revised and expanded by Giovanno Alto, Antiquae Urbis splendor 
hoc est praecipus eiusdem templa, … (Rome, 1637). (Public domain, via Wikimedia 
Commons). 
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Francesco Sansovino: Presenting Venice open to everyone 

Venice as a target for tourism has deep roots: already in the 14th century, 
there was – using the terminology of today – a tourism infrastructure in 
town involving hotel owners and other stakeholders in an aspiring 
business. Over the centuries, different views or gazes were applied to 
Venice in various visitors’ guides to the city. In Francesco Sansovino’s 
Venezia Città Nobillissima (see below), the gaze is constructed by the 
Venetians, and primarily for the Venetians. A century later, in the time 
when the Grand Tour developed, the gaze on Venice was constructed by 
Humanists.437 Needless to say, the different gazes bring different views 
on and understanding, also of the sacred heritage and its various roles in 
society. 

Francesco Sansovino wanted to write a popular history, a Historia 
volgare, of Venice. He started out his project in June 1573, intended to 
write a history not in the customary Latin but in Italian,”which might be 
better believed than Latin”, and meant to be built on the secret sources 
of the Venetian republic. However, when he as a non-native Venetian 
was refused access to these sources in the archives, his project changed 
direction and he set out instead to write a history of that Venice which 
was publicly displayed and to be seen by anyone, and most notably its 
richness in art and architecture. 438  

His first work in this direction was set in form of a dialogue, between a 
guide and a forestiero, a stranger (who was not from Venice), and the 
conversation dealt mainly with painters, paintings, sculptors and 
sculptures.439 This approach, which became germinal for the guidebook 
descriptions, is predominant also in Sansovino’s next – and more 
famous – work: Venetia città nobilissima (1581). Sansovino’s way of 
focusing on the various artistic expressions and artworks to be seen in 
such abundance in Venice, in palaces as well as in churches, may be 
explained by his Florentine provenance and by the fact that he was the 
son of an artist.440 This aesthetic and material approach and 
contextualization of sacred buildings, objects and rituals was the 
habitual style also in the 17th century Swedish travel journals. A typical 
description by Sansovino, here from Basilica of San Marco, focuses the 
artistic, the material, the visible values, just as the foreign visitors’ 

 
437 Del Negro, P. (1994). Lo sguardo su Venezia e la sua società: viaggiatori, osservatori 
politici, in Storia di Venezia, VI: Dal Rinascimento al Barocco. 275–301. 
438 Prosperi, A. (2002b). Foreword to: Sansovino, F. [1581] (2002), Venetia Città 
Nobilissima. 
439 Prosperi, A. (2002a), on Sansovino, F. (1556), Tutte le cose notabili che sono in 
Venetia. 
440 Prosperi (2002b) Sansovino, F. [1581].  



descriptions do: “After the before mentioned altar is the place for the 
sacrament, before which are four large alabaster columns, two feet long, 
& transparent, of immeasurable value”.441 Here the same kind of 
framework is used one century earlier, formulated from a Venetian and 
culturally Catholic point of view, and by an inhabitant, not a visitor. 
Connecting to the research question: ‘What happens in the transfer 
between sacredness and heritage?’, parts of the phenomena and places 
presented by Sansovino could be described as heritage, in the shape of 
religion and sacredness.  

Vincenzo Coronelli: A Renaissance man addressing the 
foreigners 

Among the numerous visitors’ guides to Venice printed during the early 
modern period to meet the demands of a growing audience of cultural 
tourists in Venice, Vincenzo Coronelli’s Guida de’ Forestieri (Guide for 
Foreigners, first edition 1697) became one of the most influential.442 
Vincenzo Coronelli was, like Fioravante Martinelli in Rome, a man of the 
Church: born in Venice in a family of small means in 1650, he was given 
the opportunity to study theology in Rome and made a rapid career in 
the Franciscan order once returned to Venice. He published a “sacred 
and profane” almanac which was reprinted numerous times, and 
eventually decided to dedicate his efforts to the field of geography. His 
career included the foundation of the Cosmographic Academy for 
Argonauts, the production of enormous globes for among others the 
Pope and Louis XIV of France, the creation of atlases and the unfinished 
ambitious project Biblioteca Universale, the publication of travel guides 
to England and other places, and – within his religious order – becoming 
the General of the Franciscan order, until in 1701 losing the title due to 
an accusation of relic theft in Assisi.443 The Guida de’ Forestieri was not a 
significant work in Coronelli’s production of 137 books, but with its 
comprehensive listing of things to see and experience in the lagoon city, 
divided in categories such as artists, printers, collections, churches, 
museums, relics, feasts, etc., and with a calendar and useful information 
on post traffic and similar things valuable to a traveler, it got reprinted 
numerous times in pocket size format. 

 
441 Sansovino (1581). Liber II 37a. (For the original Italian text, see Appendix).  
442 Coronelli, V. (1697). Guida de’ Forestieri per succintemente osservare tutto il più 
riguardevole nella città di Venetia. Colla di lei Pianta per passeggiarla in gondola, e per 
terra. Estratta dal libro de’ viaggi del P. Coronelli.  
443 Treccani. Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani - Volume 29 (1983). 



 
 

173 

 

Figure 31. Vincenzo Coronelli’s guidebook for foreigners visiting the sacred 
and profane Venice, by land or by gondola. (Venice 1697). Biblioteca 
Marciana, Venice. (Photo by the author). 

In the pocket-sized guidebook useful information of the most shifting 
nature is given, apart from the history of the city: places to visit, famous 
collections and painters, spectacular events, and so on. Information on 
transportation, mail services, and other necessities for a traveler are 
listed in the book, and in the calendar with events for the whole year 
(divided by months) are religious feasts and displays of relics listed 
together with where best to play soccer on Sundays (provided the Mass is 
not disturbed) and when to watch the famous fist fights between the two 
rivalling gangs – the Castellani and the Nicolotti – in the “fist fight 
bridge” (Ponte dei Pugni) in Venice.  



 

Figure 32. Fist fight between Castellani and Nicolotti at Ponte dei Pugni (Fist 
Fight Bridge), Venice. Joseph Heintz the Younger (1673). (Public domain, via 
Wikimedia Commons). 

Once again, context contributes to the display, the narrative, and to 
transfers between categories. Under the title “Curiosities” the sacred and 
profane nature of Venice is presented, with a final emphasis on the 
spiritual life of the city: 

As a believer, you could visit numerous Saintly Bodies and distinguished 
Relics, not being far behind the City of Rome, which is even richer in this 
sense. During Lent there are sermons held in 50 churches, and over the 
year more than twice a day. There is not a single day during the year, 
where the Venerable is not shown with great ceremonies, and Feasts held 
in different places.444 

Religion and daily life – sacred and profane – are inextricably 
intertwined in the description and presentation of the city. 

  

 
444 Coronelli (1697). (For the Italian longer original quote and translation, see Appendix). 
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Domenico Martinelli: Listing collections and relics 

Domenico Martinelli's Ritratto di Venezia was published in 1684 as a 
guidebook for visitors to Venice, printed in pocket size. Part 1 gives an 
overview of noteworthy paintings, sculptures, and collections in the 
palaces and churches, while part 2 discusses civic life in the city and 
presents some of the famous buildings. Martinelli starts his tour of 
Venice with the San Marco Basilica. Describing the building from the 
position, façade, and exterior decorations to move inwardly, he starts the 
description with the relics of Saint Mark, their history, and their 
importance for Venice:  

…and the venerable Temple dedicated to the glorious Evangelist St Mark in 
the year of our redemption 828, where his Body that was transported from 
Alexandria the year before now rests, hidden in a secret place.445 

Descriptions of the interior of the basilica are given from an 
(art)historical, material, and aesthetical aspect, similar to the 
presentations of churches and temples today. Quantifying measurements 
and numbers are explaining the building: 

…this venerable Temple, and let us have a look at its vastity, which 
according to Stringa extends in length to 220 piedi [1 Venetian piede = 
0,348 m]. The façade is 152 piedi in width, the transept 180, the height of 
the façade 65 without ornaments, and the whole building measures 
approximately 950 Venetian piedi around exteriorly. 446  

The treasury with the relics is presented as an exclusive part of the 
complex, opened only to “some Foreigners, or illustrious Personalities”:  

Observe the most conspicuous things in this church, and let us consider in 
our mind the Sacrario, or vulgarly called the treasury, because it is not 
always exposed to the eyes of everyone. It is opened only in gratification of 
some Foreigners, or illustrious Personalities, and in the the main 
solemnities of the church parts of it adorns the Main Altar. […]447  

After this follows an account of the foremost sacred relics present in the 
treasury, following the order and presentation that recurs in most 
descriptions from the basilica: 

One part of this consists of venerable and distinguished Relics, that is: the 
precious and miraculous Blood of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the milk of the 
Holy Virgin, wood from the Holy Cross. A Knife, which was used during 
the supper of Our Lord. The Gospels written in gold letters by St. John 

 
445 Martinelli, D. (1684). Il ritratto di Venezia … Venice. 1. (For the Italian original, see 
Appendix). 
446 Martinelli (1684). 7. 
447 Martinelli (1684). 19. (For the Italian original, see Appendix). 



Chrysostom. The Gospel of St. Mark, written by his own hand. With 
numerous others, and most valuable.448 

Rome and Venice saw an increasing number of guidebooks being printed 
during the 17th century. Books in pocket format, aimed for a growing 
number of cultural travelers, with hands-on practical instructions and 
brief directions of noteworthy sites to visit (such as Martinelli in Rome 
and Coronelli in Venice) were produced, and the foreigner’s gaze was 
more regularly considered. Standard narratives of the cities and how to 
see them can be seen at least from the end of 16th century. 

For Rome and Venice new narratives on their heritage, their art, and 
their display to foreign visitors were produced during the 17th century, by 
different agents and with different purposes. The religious feasts played 
an important role in both cities, in a tight hybridity of religion and 
popular culture – and, in Venice, also of politics and strengthening 
legitimacies of claims to power. The artistic representations of these 
feast are numerous, and not least in Venice they are deeply political 
manifestations while depicting celebrations of annual ecclesiastical 
events or certain saints or relics. 

Collections, collectors and collectionism 

In this section collecting as social and economic practice, and collections 
as transformative contexts, are examined to address the question of 
‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and heritage?’. 

Collecting, collections, and the phenomenon known as collectionism, 
were central naves for the transformations and re-contextualizations of 
religious and sacred things during the early modern period. According to 
Krzysztof Pomian, a collection can be defined as follows: 

Ensemble of natural and artificial objects, kept temporarily or definitely 
outside of the circulation of economic activities, subject to a special 
protection and exposed to the gaze in a closed, specially equipped place, 
the collection is a universal matter, co-existing in time with Homo Sapiens 
and confirmed, also in rudimentary form, in every human society.449 

Collections have changed character and motives and have been situated 
in different parts of society and physical space over time. While the élite 
in Rome – ancient nobility and cardinals – started to build private 
collections of art and antiquities in their palaces, the Venetians excelled 
in collectionism, made possible by private fortunes and excellent 
international trade networks. Sacred materiality played a central role in 

 
448 Martinelli (1684). 19. (For the Italian original, see Appendix). 
449 Pomian (2004). 295. 
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both cities, if also with different expressions, and there was an 
abundance of relics, sacred items, and religious art. 

The earliest collections were kept in Rome by the popes, and in the 
imperial court in Constantinople, and mainly consisted of engraved 
stones, vases made from stone, and some ivory objects. These collections 
were not collections in the modern sense, organized according to 
recognized classifications, but rather singular objects.450 The first type of 
collections that can be clearly identified in the West are the treasuries – 
secular and profane – dating back to at least the 6th century.  

The treasury: a premodern centre of calculation451 

The treasury was an entity that could have either an ecclesiastical and 
sacred identity, or a princely and profane one. It was a heterogeneous 
composition of relics in reliquaries, gold and silver objects, precious 
stones and textiles, and its function was to visualize the power and the 
wealth – signs of divine protection – of the institution in whose 
possession it was, rather than the individual tastes of the individual who 
was temporarily in charge of this institution.452  

Consequently, the treasury could be used as a financial reserve to be sold 
in parts or melted down and transformed to coins in case of economic 
difficulties. Moreover, it functioned as a depository for valuable objects 
used occasionally, such as liturgical objects and relics, that were taken 
out and displayed for devotion, and then returned to the treasury: a flow 
back and forth between cultural and financial identity on one hand, and 
cultual identity on the other. Pomian has coined the term semiophor, 
“sign-bearer”, for objects that change significance and charging, and 
represent different meanings in different contexts: an applicable term to 
the changing categories and charges in religious objects.453 

“Museums, Libraries, Galleries and Ornaments”: organizing 
and categorizing the world 

In the guidebook Nota delli musei, librerie, galerie et ornamenti di 
statue e pitture ne’ palazzi, nelle case e ne’ giardini di Roma454, with 

 
450 Pomian (2004). 295–296 
451 The expression ‘centre of calculation’ refers to same expression coined in Latour, B. 
(1987). Science in action: How to follow scientists and engineers through society, and by 
later scholarship applied also to museums; see for example Jöns, H. (2011). Centre of 
Calculation. In The SAGE Handbook of Geographical Knowledge. 158–170.  
452 Pomian (2004). 296. 
453 Pomian (2004). 
454 Nota delli musei, librerie, galerie et ornamenti di statue e pitture ne’ palazzi, nelle 
case e ne’ giardini di Roma (1664).  



Giovanni Pietro Bellori and Fioravante Martinelli as probable authors455, 
the main collections and their contents are listed as a guidance to the 
foreign visitor. The division in categories of spaces in the title is of 
interest for a time when “museums” in the form usually associated with 
the post-Enlightenment period were not established: apparently, 
“museums” are something else than libraries, galleries and ornaments.456 
Interesting for the for the topic of this case study recurrent aspects of 
distance, foreignness, and travels, is the category of objects mentioned in 
the collections in Nota delli musei: ‘cose peregrine’. Peregrinus in Italian 
can refer to something odd, exotic or alien, but also to something 
precious and rare. In this case, the association is most likely to the 
scholarly journey, the peregrinatio, hinting that the objects in question 
are objects that have been collected during a journey and that are coming 
from far away: they have traveled, and possibly transformed. 

Collectionism 

The origins of collectionism as a phenomenon can be traced back to 16th 
century Venice, where it developed and flourished over the following 
centuries thanks to a number of reasons. Despite the common 
association with art collecting, collectionism has its roots in the area of 
scholarly knowledge and erudition.457 Venice, as a republic mastering the 
printing press, and with vast international networks through trade and 
knowledge, was a fertile ground for non-thematic collections dedicated 
to studying and marveling at the wonders of the world. Even though the 
concept of Wunderkammer was more established in northern Europe, 
the eclectic and heterogenous collecting of scientific instruments, 
paintings, naturalia, antiquities and curiosities were to be found also in 
16th century Venice. The proximity to Padua with its famous university 
and botanical gardens was another facilitating factor. Among the things 
collected and contextualized in this environment in the 16th century were 
Federico Contarini’s mosaic portraits of birds and fishes, Jovannis 
Garopius’s unicorn horn, Leone Tartaglini’s shell collection, Giacomo 
Gambacorta’s marble hand, and numerous precious manuscripts with 
illustrations of various naturalia.458 

 
455 Pierguidi, S. (2011). Due autori per la ’Nota delli Musei’ del 1664: Giovanni Pietro 
Bellori e Fioravante Martinelli, in La Bibliofilía, 113(2). 225–232. 
456 See Chapter 1, ‘Museums and musealization’. For the meaning and etymology of the 
’museum’ concept, see Chapter 1, and Findlen (1989). 59–78.  
457 Hochmann, Lauber & Mason (2008). 5; Pomian (1989). 
458 Hochmann, M. (2008). Le collezioni veneziane nel Rinascimento: storia e 
storiografia, in Hochmann, Lauber & Mason (2008). 5–6. 
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Foreigners or forestieri (non-Venetians) were a constant element in the 
Venetian lagoon ever since its first origins. Knowing the exact number or 
nationality is difficult, even if the State Inquisitors registered 
ultramontane noblemen and persons reported by informers for suspect 
religious motives or for disturbing public order. The growing number of 
guidebooks directed to visitors in Venice from the end of 16th century pay 
a particular attention to shopping on one hand, and to the local art scene 
on the other, even if the latter was often referred to in generalizing and 
non-initiated manners.459 The Venetian collectors opened their houses 
and their collections of arts, instruments, antiquities, and other 
spectacular things to visiting strangers and art lovers with “great 
courtesie”, as the English traveler Fynes Moryson (1566–1630) puts it in 
his travel journal.460 

During the 17th century the increasing interest in and importance of art 
and art collecting is mirrored in the number of spaces for collecting and 
displaying art. Vincenzo Scaramotti mentions in L’Idea dell’Architettura 
Universale (1615) that paintings by famous artists are displayed in “that 
sort of manufactories that are called Gallerie”, and in Francesco 
Sansovino’s continuously updated and reprinted guidebook Venetia città 
nobilissima et singolare, the rooms for displaying art go from very few 
and private in 1581 to numerous in 1663, in particular for paintings. The 
number of known owners of paintings in Venice is 180 in 1648, and in 
1660 there are around 80 known larger collections of paintings in the 
city.461  

Among the famous art collectors in Venice were Daniel Nijs, of which 
more in the following, and Cardinal Francesco Vendramin. Vendramin’s 
collection shows a taste for the Antiquity and contains like all collections 
in Venice during this period numerous devotional Christian motives, 
where Virgin Mary is the most prevalent one: in antica, alla greca, or 
moderna style, followed in popularity by Christ and the saints. The one 
exception to this is the Jewish collectors, among which the brothers and 
silk merchants Giuseppe and Davide Almeda, in whose inventory of 1681 
around 50 paintings are listed, with motives covering the Old Testament, 
landscapes and mythologies, but none showing the Gospel or the lives of 
the saints.462 

 
459 Pitacco, F. (2007). Dal secolo d’oro ai secoli d’oro. I collezionisti stranieri e I loro 
agenti, in Borean & Mason (Eds.). 103. 
460 Pitacco (2007). 103; Moryson, F. [1617] (1907) An Itinerary written by Fynes 
Moryson Gent. containing his ten yeers travell through the twelve dominions of 
Germany, Bohmerland ... France, England, Scotland, and Ireland. 
461 Borean & Mason (Eds.). 3. 
462 Borean & Mason (Eds.). 9. 



Rome in mid-17th century was a city of collectors, collections, art 
patronage, and displays.463 It was also the Rome of Pope Alexander VII, 
whose influence, as Renata Ago puts it, “with the assistance of his most 
important architect Gian Lorenzo Bernini (1598–1680) transformed 
many of the public spaces of Rome into a dazzling theatrical setting for 
the enactment of the Grand Tour”.464 Renata Ago approaches the Roman 
collections, collectors and displays to visitors from a material aspect, 
focusing things and their meanings and contexts in early modern 
Rome.465 The collections could be admired in the private museums 
emerging in 17th century Rome in the palaces and semi-public spheres of 
the collectors’ homes.466 Portable art in the shape of paintings came in 
fashion in Rome by the beginning of the 1600’s, which is much later than 
in Venice and other northern Italian cities.467 

Men of the church as collectors  

While the passion for collecting and collections flourishing in Venice was 
a matter among the élite consisting to most part of nobility, the 
collectors in Rome were to be found in the élite within the Catholic 
church. The Pope had collections of books and documents, antiquities 
and artworks that were linked to the office, and that form the base of the 
Vatican museums, library and archives that can be visited or used by 
scholars today. Cardinals and bishops often were passionate collectors, 
where the nature and size of the collections were decided by the size and 
design of the palace or estate in which they should be displayed. The 
Roman noble families had founded, enlarged and enriched palaces in the 
central city, not rarely on the remains of antique houses. The palaces 
were now adapted to house and display growing collections of art and 
antiquities, and the gallery developed from a roofed passage to a space 
for collective admiration of collections. The ecclesiastical identity of the 
collectors did not restrict the motives in art to merely pious ones. Among 
the famous Roman collectors and men of the Church was the Cardinal 
and inquisitor Fra’ Desiderio Scaglia (1567–1639), whose collection only 
of paintings counted 346 numbers at the time of his death, and 
contained religious motives like Madonna with Child or St Lucy praying 
before the tomb of St Agatha, as well as secular themes like Landscape 

 
463 Feigenbaum et al. (2011); Ago (2013); Nilsson Nylander, E. (2011). The mild boredom 
of order: a study in the history of the manuscript collection of Queen Christina of 
Sweden; Lorizzo (2010).; Feigenbaum (2014).  
464 Ago (2013). xi. 
465 Ago (2013). xi–xvii. 
466 Findlen, P. (2013). Foreword to Ago (2013).  
467 Von Rosen, V. (2011). Implicit Decontextualiztion. Visual Discourse of Religious 
Paintings in Roman Collections circa 1600, in Sacred possessions: collecting Italian 
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with birds and animals or Clowns eating ricotta.468 The collections of 
the brothers Bernardino and Virgilio Spada, Cardinal and Oratorian 
respectively, were displayed in Bernardino’s palace designed by 
Borromini, with religious and worldly motives side by side in a 
heterogenous assemblage.  

Artists, art production, and art market 

The sacred art was, at least in some cases, displayed according to certain 
special rules: paintings with sacred motives should not, according to the 
recommendations of Giulio Mancini, be present in the more public 
rooms such as the salone. Rather, they should be placed in the camere, 
the bedrooms, in order to remind the inhabitants of the house about 
what was important, but also probably to protect the sleeping from 
harm.469 The connection between art/art dealing/art collecting, 
sacredness, and materiality, and in many cases also foreignness, is of 
interest for the topic of this thesis. Was the growing art market yet 
another way of materializing and re-contextualizing sacred objects and 
art objects with sacred motives as something profane? Certainly, the art 
market was a platform to make a career, for a foreigner to be accepted, 
but also to induce own values.  

Heritage, art and history could, as seen in the following example, be used 
as excuses and facilitators also for espionage and information exchange 
in early modern Europe. The art market was another example of a 
transformative space, where transfers between owners and settings 
contributed to the forming of new categories, and to changing the accent 
from sacredness to art. Performing these transfers were the art 
merchants, in a mutual exchange with the collectors and antiquarians. 

Pellegrino Peri: The “perfect Christian merchant” 

The art dealers and the growing art market were important actors in the 
changing early modern societies, and they were agents contributing to 
the heritagization processes. Rome had a flourishing art market, and a 
printing activity second only to that of Venice, which dominated the 
market in Europe at the time. In Rome the art merchants and print 
shops were clustered in the quarters called Parione between Campo de’ 
Fiori and Piazza Navona.470  

 
468 Rangoni, F. (2008). Fra’ Desiderio Scaglia cardinale di Cremona: un collezionista 
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469 Gage, F. (2011). Teaching them to serve and obey. Giulio Mancini on Collecting 
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An example of this trade in Rome is the art dealer Pellegrino Peri, who 
was active as a merchant of art from the 1650’s and for almost half a 
century. Originally from Genova, he lived and had his shop at Piazza 
Pasquino next to Piazza Navona. He took great care in following the 
moral codes for merchants, as expressed for example in the handbook Il 
Negotiante printed in Venice in 1638. He lived orderly and below his 
wealth not to show off his success, and his home was furnished in a 
modest way. Apart from basic furniture, the family possessed equipment 
for spiritual exercises: two kneeling stools, a marble Madonna, an ivory 
crucifix, and various statues of saints. His lifestyle was that of the 
archetypical perfetto mercante Cristiano, a perfect Christian 
merchant.471 As a merchant, he traded with all kinds of motives: an 
inventory showing the paintings in his possession in 1699 displays a 
wide range of topics of religious or profane nature, with Christian, 
mythological and profane motives listed as they come, and not separated 
into categories.472 

Daniel Nijs: Art merchant, collector, and spy 

In Venice Daniel Nijs (1572–1647), the son of Flemish parents who had 
fled to Germany when persecuted for their belonging to the Reformed 
church, was one of the most influential, and emblematic for the 17th 
century, art merchants of his time. After having moved to Venice in 
1600, he made a career in the family textile business, which not only 
built his fortune but also made him travel and forge connections in many 
countries and powerful families. He became a collezionista, and art 
collector, and an art merchant; his collection housed in the portico of his 
palace Santa Marina was mentioned in Vincenzo Scamozzi’s 1615 
account for the most important collections in Venice and was well-
known to foreign art collectors and amateurs. Among its contents were 
40 statues of various sizes, almost 80 relief portraits, about 60 paintings, 
and a most valuable art cabinet containing among other marvels 
gemstones and a collection of shells.  

In his roles as international merchant in textiles and art, Nijs enjoyed in 
practice a certain liberty in respect of religion and connections: reformed 
religious services were celebrated in his palace, he was in close contact 
with among others the controversial historian, prelate, and statesman 
Paolo Sarpi and helped him to uphold contact with reformed countries, 

 
471 Lorizzo (2010). 25–27. 
472 Lorizzo (2003). Documenti inediti sul mercato dell’arte. I testamenti e l’inventario 
della bottega del Genovese Pellegrino Peri, in Cappelletti, F. Decorazione e collezionismo 
a Roma nel Seicento: vicende di artisti, committenti, mercanti. 165–174. 
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and the Venetian authorities took no measures on him when the Nuntio 
made complaints about the Protestant services held in Nijs’s house.473 

Adding to his other businesses, Nijs also became a merchant of political 
information, among whose clients was the Crown of Sweden. After his 
fatal failure in trying to mediate the selling of the famous Gonzaga art 
collection to the King of England in 1631 – an affair which eventually 
caused his bankruptcy and the loss of his art collection and his palace474 
– he appears in the role of trusted messenger to the Swedish Lord High 
Chancellor Axel Oxenstierna, who writes the Doge in Venice from the 
battlefield in Heilbrunn in 1633 and entrusts the letter to him. Nijs 
attaches a letter of his own, written in Italian, and signs it “Daniel nys In 
seruitus de la Corona di Suetia”.475 

Daniel Nijs was, like many art merchants, a stranger, and well-
connected. As such – in a state of belonging and non-belonging – he was 
useful for many stakeholders, and could transgress boundaries made up 
by nations, religions, and social statuses. The art merchant in a cultural 
melting pot like early modern Venice was an active part in creating new 
arenas and contexts for religious and sacred art, and in enhancing and 
creating its identity as aesthetics, monuments, and tradeable goods of 
commercial value, aiming for a market outside of denominational 
norms. 

Giovanni Grevembroch: preserving Venice in watercolor 

By mid-18th century, the Venetian nobleman Pietro Gradenigo 
commissioned Giovanni Grevembroch (1731–1807), a Venetian artist of 
German descent, to record Venetian clothing, artworks, occupations, 
collections, and daily life through a series of watercolor drawings. Three 
of the volumes which were the result of this enterprise present the sacred 
and profane “curiosities” in Venice, showing every object depicted in 
delicate watercolors. Here, incense burners, relics, and liturgical 
equipment are displayed along with objects of art with no link 
whatsoever to the religious sphere: the narrative is about art and 
curiosities, not about religion or uses. The function of the objects was to 
be objects for admiration.476  

 
473 Borean & Mason (Eds.) (2007). 295. 
474 Anderson (2015). 
475 Letter in Latin from Axel Oxenstierna with several ring seals in wax, and an attached 
letter in Italian written and signed by Nijs. ASVe, Miscellanea atti diversi manoscritti, 
pezzo 21. 
476 Grevembroch, G. (1755–1764). Varie venete curiosità sacre e profane, I–III. 
Manuscript, Biblioteca Museo Correr. I extend warm gratitude to Dr. Piero Lucchi for his 
generous help in getting access to this material. 



 

Figure 33. Watercolour showing the reliquary of the blood of Christ in San 
Marco Basilica, Venice (see also Fig. 19). In Giovanni Grevembroch’s 
inventory, Varie venete curiosità sacre e profane (1755–1764). (Biblioteca 
Museo Correr, used with permission). 

Wunderkammers: Collecting in the name of science 

Collecting and collectors evolved over time, a development that escalated 
not least during the 17th century.477 There was a contest in the purpose of 
collections between the admiration of beauty and the useful study of 
nature and art, and the shift from treasury to private collection also 
meant a shift in roles: from proprietor to collector.478 In the course of the 

 
477 For a comprehensive overview of historical developments of terminologies indicating 
types of spaces for collections, see Findlen (1989). 59–78  
478 Pomian (2004). 298, 303. 
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17th century, the Wunderkammer collections that had similarities with 
the medieval treasuries but still were an entirely different construction of 
macrocosm projected in a microcosm, gradually evolved into collections 
less focused on fascination and traces from the past, and more on 
satisfying the curiosity and needs of the new science.479 During the 17th 
century, another shift in context for the collections took place: from 
private to public.480 Still, these science-oriented spaces equally served as 
centres of calculation for sacred objects: the objects were here re-
charged not as art or history, but as curiosities and evidence for a 
scientific understanding of the world. 

Athanasius Kircher 

A famous Roman collector within the realms of the Church was the 
Jesuit Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680), “the last man who knew 
everything”, whose Museum Kircherianum (catalogued in 1678) started 
as an Egyptian collection and became a Wunderkammer of curiosities, 
exotica, and art.481 Kircher’s enterprise can be contextualized as 
continuing a tradition of forming museums in Rome, founded with the 
formation of what would be the Capitoline Museums, with the Papal 
donation of antique sculptures to be displayed to the public in 1471 in 
Piazza Campidoglio as a “public place”.482 Father Kircher enjoyed a 
growing reputation from 1650, and his “theatre of the world” opted to be 
open to and display all nations and cultures of the world, following the 
extensive traveling and missionary work of his own religious order, the 
Jesuits. Displaying obelisks, a skeleton of a newborn baby, portraits of 
the mightiest kings and queens, and religious objects from various 
religions, the museum in Collegio Romano, as Paula Findlen puts it, 
played a vital role in building the cultural image of the post-Tridentine 
papacy.483  

When the newly converted Catholic Queen Christina of Sweden entered 
Rome to set up court there in December 1655, one of her first official 
visits the following month was to Collegio Romano and the museum. In 
her second visit to the museum, father Kircher presented her with two 
lavish gifts: a manuscript with an Arabic translation of the Psalms of 
David, and a miniature obelisk with inscriptions praising the Queen in 
thirty-three languages, gifts alluding to ancient wisdom and erudition. 

 
479 Pomian (2004). 301–304. 
480 Findlen (1989). 69–70. 
481 Findlen, P. (2004). Athanasius Kircher: the last man who knew everything; Lo 
Sardo, E. (2001). Athanasius Kircher. Il Museo del Mondo; De Sepi, G. (1678). Romani 
Collegii Musaeum Celeberrimum. 
482 Lo Sardo (2001). 34. 
483 Findlen, P. (2001). Un incontro con Kircher a Roma, in Lo Sardo (2001). 42. 



Christina, who stayed in contact with Kircher through her following 
years in Rome, eventually reciprocated the gift with a presumed unicorn 
horn.484 Even though the aim for this collection was to collect science and 
to display a microcosm of the world rather than collect art, the effect on 
religious and sacred items was similar: they were set in a new context, 
objectified and presented as history, art, or curiosities, and thereby in 
some respect transformed. 

Touristified sacredness and contested heritage 

In this section two examples of category transformations of sacred 
matter, with different motives, are investigated, utilizing elements from 
previous sections. 

Sacred objects and traditions on display for the faithful residents or 
pilgrims were narrated gradually during the 17th century also with the 
not primarily religious and non-Catholic visitors in mind. The long since 
existent mix of sacred and profane stories around objects, places and 
rituals were more pronounced, and the religious and sacred elements 
were possible to disregard.  

The Catacomb Saints of 1578: a successful export story 

In May 1578, an up until then undiscovered catacomb containing graves 
with preserved skeletons was found in Rome by workers digging under 
Via Salaria Nova. Inside the space, a Dominican friar found a room with 
Christian wall paintings. The discovery attracted a huge interest from the 
Church, and within days the site had been visited by Cardinals, 
ambassadors, and numerous other people of importance from the 
spiritual and the worldly sphere. The conclusion from the finding was 
clear: this had to be the remains of early Christian martyrs.485  

An enterprise that would last for more than a century was started, 
aiming at transporting the relics of the presumed Christian martyrs to 
Austria, Bavaria and Switzerland, where churches and chapels had been 
deprived of their relics during the Reformation. Thus, the mission was to 
reinstall this most Catholic kind of sacred materiality, while sending a 
message to the world: the Catholic church was all but defeated, and it 
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Figure 34. St. Felix of Gars am Inn, Germany. (Photo: Paul Koudounaris. With 
permission granted by the photographer). 

  



was also the sole heir to the early Christian church and its martyrs. The 
transportation of the holy bones over the Alps was a complex and costly 
business with many middlemen needing to get payed, and once the 
sacred bones arrived at the destination triumphant processions were 
held. To further underline the connotation to the early Christian 
martyrs, local nuns produced lavish clothes and decorations for the 
skeletons with an unmistakable touch of Roman military uniforms.486 
The relics – no matter if they actually were martyrs or even Christians – 
became an instrument for restoring the image and self-confidence of a 
wounded Church, and the connection to the early Church during the 
reign of the emperors was the main currency. 

The Lateran stercory seat: Byzantine toilet, papal throne, 
and contested tourist must-see 

A spectacular example of the flow between sacred and profane 
narratives, a must-see for early modern tourists in Rome, and one of 
many examples of attributions to the religious sphere where the identity 
and a fame as curiosity had played out the original religious 
connotations, was the stone throne in the Lateran. 487 The throne (or 
actually, there were two: both originally to be found in the Lateran, now 
in the Vatican Museums and in the Louvre) were made of red marble 
and were among the notable objects mentioned in guidebooks and 
known to visitors with an antiquarian rather than a pious interest in 
Rome’s Catholic memorabilia. The thrones, toilet seats, or stercory seats 
are elaborately designed with a hole in the seat, and their original use 
has been debated by scholars through the centuries. In brief, it appears 
to be established through a number of sources that the chairs were used 
in ceremonies for the newly elected pope from possibly as early as the 9th 
century until at least 1560. One chair was placed at the entrance, the 
other one inside the basilica. The Pope was seated first in one, then in 
the other, while receiving his insignia: the staff and the keys of St Peter, 
and a belt with twelve diamonds. According to some scholars, the seats 
were simply very ancient toilet seats, where the Pope should sit to be 
humbled and reminded of his human nature, while others bring forth the 
widespread legend of a ritual where the cardinals ensure the male gender 
of the elected pope by a hands-on examination from underneath the seat 

 
486 Koudounaris, P. (2013). Heavenly Bodies: Cult Treasures & Spectacular Saints from 
the Catacombs; Achermann (1979). 
487 Wilson, A. (2011). The Red Marble Thrones of the Lateran: The Cultural Afterlife of 
Roman Toilet Seats, in Koloski-Ostrow, A. O., Jansen, G. C. M. & Moormann, E. M. 
(Eds.), Roman Toilets: Their Archaeology and Cultural History. 187–9; Bayless, M. 
(2012). Sin and Filth in Medieval Culture: The Devil in the Latrine. Chapter 4. 
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– this to avoid a scandal like the alleged history of the female pope 
Giovanna. Andrew Wilson describes how the legend goes: 

[…] the new Pope sat in one of the chairs and the most junior deacon 
would reach up under the papal robes through the hole in the seat, to feel 
the Pope’s genitals, and would announce: Habet testiculos duos et bene 
pendentes (‘He has two testicles, and well hanging’); to which the response 
was Deo gratias, and the Pope would then process to the High Altar while 
the choir sang the Te Deum. This rite never in fact happened, but 
importantly, from the late 13th century to the 16th century or later, lots of 
people believed that it did happen, from Geoffrey de Courlon to Rabelais 
and beyond.488 

These narratives on sacred and worldly matters were all linked to the 
chairs on display, containing all ingredients of a popular and thrilling 
success story, even they were hardly in favour of or directed by the 
Church. On the contrary, scholars already in the 16th century remark that 
this legend must have been invented by enemies of the Holy See to 
ridicule it. The Swedish scholar Olof Celsius accounts for the story in his 
travel journal: 

Two chairs of porphyre, looking rather strange, with round holes on the 
seat. The Papists claim that they have been used in some bath house, being 
fashioned in a way that the water would pour down faster. While others say 
that they were formerly used ad explorandos pontifices electos maresne 
essent an feminae? While the cardinals once have been fooled when 
electing a womankind as Pope, which in the stories is called Johanna 
Papissa. 489 

The Swedish antiquarian Mårten Törnhielm dedicates in his travel 
journal more than a full page to the subject of the hollow chair and the 
legend of the female pope (for the full quote in Swedish, and English 
translation, see Appendix): 

It is written about this chair that when a Pope is elected, he must sit down 
with his bare bottom on the chair which is hollow, and let his membrum 
Virile hang through it, which a therefore appointed deacon must touch, 
and then certify the truth. And it is done ad explorandum Sexum, since it 
is known from History that a Womankind was made Pope, and called 
herself Johannes VIII. Even the Catholic don’t hold this story to be true, 
and deny completely that this chair is used for this purpose…490 
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Figure 35. The stercory seat in the Lateran. Fioravante Martinelli, Roma 
ricercata nel suo sito (1658). Biblioteca Casanatense. (Photo by the author, 
used with permission). 

Fioravante Martinelli dedicates several pages and an illustration in 
Roma ricercata nel suo sito to the topic, referring to the 
historiographers mentioning the phenomenon. At the end he dismisses 
the legend of the gender control as a ridiculous thing, invented by 
“simple people”.491 

The tourist gaze appears to be struggling with charges of religion, art and 
history, and the outcome depends – of course – on the eye of the 
beholder. In a time later than our case study, the 18th century English 
lady Anna Miller writes in a letter to her mother: 

 
491 Martinelli (1658). 407–417. 
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Let others dispose of their charities as they may, I am sure you will never 
build a church. However, as there are many more still to be seen in Italy, 
endeavour, if you can, to consider them rather in the light of collections of 
paintings, of sculpture, &c. Put priests and monks, with their croaking of 
masses, out of your head, and the separating these ideas which you have (I 
suppose) connected closely together, may enable you to read with less 
weariness, what you will frequently have accounts of from these regions of 
superstition and priestcraft.492 

When Anna Miller points out to her mother that she shouldn’t anymore 
view the Roman churches as places for Popish superstition, but merely 
as collections of art, this statement ties well into the topic for this thesis.  

Conclusions 

In this chapter the research question, ‘What happens in the transfer 
between sacredness and heritage?’ is approached by investigating the 
early modern cities of Rome and Venice, through the way in which 
sacred elements were used in religious practice in the cities, when the 
cities were presented, and when they presented themselves, through 
different media. Sources including descriptions of artefacts and rituals, 
travel journals, guidebooks, maps, collections and inventories have been 
examined through the analytical lens of Time: time as creating a curated 
pastness and a distance, and time as situating sacred objects and places 
in an immanent reality which facilitated the recurrent separation 
between ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’.493 I argue that time here operates by 
making the transcendent immanent and by transferring religious daily 
life and feasts into a context of display and narratives – a spectacle-
ization of the sacred – and thereby pushing a transfer of the sacred into a 
heritage category. Of fundamental importance for this process, I further 
argue, was the emerging group of new visitors interested in art, culture, 
and history. 

The idea of displaying and narrating art and history to anyone 
interested, no matter social status, was born in the guides to the 
churches and their abundance of art and sacred items: these, and the 
many private collections including sacred and profane items and 
presented in lists in guidebooks, were proto-museums and early centres 
of calculation. Guidebooks functioned as curated devices for new 
traveling audiences in need of directions to and presentations of the city, 
along with the collections, the early “museums”, the public religious 

 
492 Miller, A. R. (1777). Letters from Italy: Describing the Manners, Customs, Antiquities, 
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The Analogous Romes of the Travel Guide. LIBRARY TRENDS 61, no. 2. 413. 
493 See Chapter 1. 



events, and the staging of a city’s life and identity through annual 
religious feasts and profane divertissements had an instrumental 
function to shape the visitor’s gaze and understanding of a place. These 
different media also worked as transformative spaces or devices, 
transforming sacredness to curiosities and culture by re-contextualizing 
them in new settings. A classification of the sacred was performed by the 
Church through treatises and decisions made to safeguard the holy and 
the sacred by separating it from the profane. A categorization of the 
sacred into heritage, art, or superstition was performed through 
inventories, guidebooks, and personal descriptions in travel journals. I 
argue that this separation in sacred and profane, intended to protect the 
sacred from profanation and harm, in fact made the sacred optional and 
possible to de-select for a foreign visitor – a visitor, who (as pointed out 
by several recent scholarly works) was not necessarily either pilgrim or 
cultural tourist, but sometimes a hybrid or a mutation of many aims to 
travel.494 I further argue that the way of narrating religion and 
sacredness as materiality and art, which I have demonstrated to be 
established in the post-Reformation Catholic context of early modern 
collecting and displaying of religious life, established a standard for 
museums and heritage spaces to narrate religion: more on this during 
later periods in Chapter 4. 
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Figure 36. Sacredness and heritage, life and death, in the streets of Rome. 
Devotional image, a Madonnella, in a façade with a burning lamp before it, 
and in another Roman façade, an empty frame bearing testimony of a past 
devotion. (Photo by the author).495 

 
495 The madonnelle, images of the Madonna, are traditionally placed in corners of 
facades from older periods in Rome and other Italian cities. When Christianity replaced 
the old Roman religion, the Roman lares, images of deities, were replaced in the role of 
protecting the bypassers from evil in crossroads. In popular belief the madonnelle were 
believed to perform miracles and give signs to warn the citizens of dangers: one of the 
most spectacular examples of the latter is when several of the madonnelle in Rome 
started to roll their eyes in July 1796 to warn the citizens about Napoleon approaching. 
See Combi, M. (1999). La sacra città: itinerari antropologico-religiosi nella Roma di 
fine millennio. 42–44. 



PART II: Sacred heritage in practice. 

Introduction 

Part II, Sacred heritage in practice, investigates the research question, 
‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and heritage?’, by 
applying the analytical lens of Uses to examples of sacred heritage from 
different times and contexts, organized in nine thematical sections.496 In 
Part I, Sacred heritage in production, the interplay in early modern 
Sweden, Rome and Venice between time, new audiences, collections, 
classifications, and categorizations is investigated. The investigation 
demonstrates how this interplay resulted in dissolved hybridities 
creating new categories among which was, in the terminology of our 
time, heritage.497 In Part II the topic to be examined is the continued life 
of these previously hybridized elements connected to religion and 
sacredness – that is, sacred heritage – through different uses: as 
museum objects or museums, as motives or references in art and design, 
or as repurposed items, spaces, and rituals tying into tourism, science, 
politics, or entertainment. I argue that these new uses of objects, rituals, 
and places are a result of the detachment from previous uses and the 
transfer into the heritage category, and that the new uses furthermore 
can act as push factor to create and reinforce new heritage.  

The heritagization processes and the transfers between categories in Part 
I, resulting in dissolved hybridities and new categories, point towards 
the themes and examples presented and investigated in Part II. In this 
chapter the uses applied to these dissolved hybridities, and new 
categories, are defined and organized thematically. The themes, 
connecting to the early modern case studies in Part I, are Sacred uses of 
the sacred, Sacred uses of a heterodox past, Political uses of the sacred, 
Artistic uses of the sacred, Heritage uses of the sacred, Museum uses of 
the sacred, Scientific uses of the sacred, Touristic uses of the sacred, and 
Uses of the sacred leftovers. As pointed out in Chapter 1, the themes, or 
the different types of uses, are not the only imaginable types of uses of 
sacred heritage but have been selected since they respectively illustrate 
aspects of relevance for the research question and the topic. These 
themes aim at demonstrating, as is argued in this thesis, how the 
category of heritage can be a driving force for new uses, and how these 
uses in turn can create new categories. The themes include different 
kinds of uses, different kinds of transfers from one use to another, and 
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multiple hybrid categories depending on circumstances, display, 
narratives, and on the eyes and belief of the beholder. Each theme is 
examined through examples selected from various times, from parts of 
the world, and from different contexts such as pilgrimage sites, 
contemporary pop art, theme parks, political controversies, and museum 
exhibitions. Some of the examples recur under more than one theme, 
thereby emphasizing different aspects and uses of sacred heritage in 
practice. The examples are collected from the early modern case studies 
in Part I as well as from other times, societies, and religions. They are 
not intended to demonstrate a chronological development, and therefore 
are not presented in this way, but rather to thematically enhance the 
respective themes.  

The de-construction of hybrid uses, and the investigation of most 
disparate spheres aims at demonstrating not only the usefulness, but 
also the elasticity and movability of categories connected to sacredness 
and religion. However, deconstructing hybridities that are made from 
many aspects of an object, ritual, or place is an artificial dissection and 
an anachronistic act, in which categories are born and transfers between 
categories – such as sacredness and heritage – take place. Bruno Latour 
discusses the studying of complex hybrid categories, and the artificial 
dissolution of them to closer analyze certain categories, with the parable 
of “analysts, thinkers, journalists and decision-makers” slicing delicate 
networks “into tidy compartments”, thereby dissolving the imbroglios – 
that is, the complex hybridities – that in reality are intertwined 
categories, or cutting the Gordian knot:498  

[…] this fragile thread will be broken into as many segments as there are 
pure disciplines. By all means, they seem to say, let us not mix up 
knowledge, interest, justice and power. Let us not mix up heaven and 
earth, the global stage and the local scene, the human and the non-
human.499  

According to Latour, we find ourselves in an intellectual culture that 
does not know how to categorize these imbroglios and “strange 
situations”; however, he states, we as researchers and “hybrids ourselves 
[…], half engineers and half philosophers” persist in studying the hybrids 
or the imbroglios, “wherever they take us”.500 This argument and this 

 
498 Latour (1993). 1–3. The term ‘imbroglio’ derives from Italian, where it means ‘tangle’. 
For Latour’s use of the term, see for example Ruth B. Phillips reference where she urges 
“the necessity of incorporating an awareness of hybridity and networks of 
interconnection into museum representation”, in Phillips, R. B. (2009). The Mask 
Stripped Bare by its Curators: The Work of Hybridity in the Twenty-First Century, in Les 
actes de colloques du musée du quai Branly Jacques Chirac, 1, Article 1.  
499 Latour (1993). 1–3. 
500 Latour (1993). 3. 



approach to categories, and the fluidity between them, connects to the 
aim of Part II and the theme Sacred heritage in practice. Employing 
Latour’s approach to hybrid categories makes the transfers between 
categories, and the way in which sacred heritage is given new life and 
purpose in different times and contexts, visible.  

Sacred heritage in practice: journeys between categories 

Part I, Sacred heritage in production, investigated how the hybrid 
identity in sacred objects, rituals and places during early modernity was 
challenged by an increasing ambition within academia, society, and the 
Church to distinguish, accentuate, and categorize certain characteristics 
or values. An essential starting point for this investigation, as for the 
topic in Part II, is the definition and understanding of sacredness; a 
question addressed in the introduction, and recurrent throughout this 
thesis.501 The investigation in Part II, of sacred heritage in practice, does 
not focus on the question of religious authenticity, but on uses and 
transfers between categories, and on the consequences of these transfers. 
The sacred is in this chapter approached through different categories of 
uses of the sacred: as living spirituality or as detached from its previous 
spiritual context, evolving in new shapes and uses seemingly only 
superficially connected to the sacred origins. However, as stated by 
Gordon Lynch, sacredness is never neutral, but powerful502, and the 
charging in secular images and references remain also in new uses.  

 

 
501 See Chapter 1. See also for example Stausberg (2017). 557–590; Lynch (2012). 101–
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Chapter 4. Uses and reuses of sacred 

heritage 

Sacred uses of the sacred: the original status 

This section describes the original purpose and uses of the sacred: the 
reason why it came to be, why it was defined as sacred, and how it was 
used as such. As defined in the introduction in Chapter 1, sacredness can 
be defined as a result of a decision to set something apart from the 
immanent and thisworldly and ascribe to it a divine and transcendent 
quality.503 Focusing the uses of the sacred and – more widely – the 
religious past, an obvious starting point is the sacred use of the sacred, 
inside a religious context. 

The early modern case studies demonstrated how defining and 
categorizing the sacred was a matter of great importance also outside of 
the boundaries of theoretical and theological principles. Forming 
categories for sacred images and sacred art became an urgent task in the 
aftermaths of the iconoclasm following the Lutheran reformation in 
some European countries.504 Protection from external dangers and 
threats – which, as claimed by among others Rodney Harrison, is an 
important motivator for heritagization – was the driving force. Equally 
crucial for this distinguishing and separation was, as also pointed out by 
Harrison, Modernity’s apt to categorize the world.505 With this pretext in 
mind, performing the artificial distinction of a particular use within a 
hybridity of uses, a number of sacred uses of the sacred can be identified, 
such as holy places, pilgrimages, liturgies, religious feasts, venerations 
and domestic devotion, where sacred materiality, place, and 
immateriality is used for sacred purposes.506  

 
503 See Chapter 1. 
504 For the tangible and visual effects of the Lutheran reformation, see for example Duffy, 
E. (2005). The stripping of the altars: Traditional religion in England, c.1400–c.1580. 
For the concept of ‘reformation/s’ in early modernity, see for example Terpstra, N. (Ed.). 
(2019). Global Reformations: Transforming early modern Religions, Societies, and 
Cultures. 1–3. 
505 Harrison (2013). 14–15. 
506 For further reading on these themes: Caffiero (1997); Feigenbaum, Ebert-Schifferer, 
Tirnanić, (2011); Freeman (2011); Bynum (2011); Niccoli, O. (2011). Vedere con gli occhi 
del cuore: alle origini del potere delle immagini; Massenzio, M. (1999). Sacré et identité 
ethnique: frontières et ordre du monde.; Palumbo (1997).  



 

Figure 37. The Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif with the Dome of the Rock, the 
Al-Aqsa Mosque, and the Western wall. (Photo: CyberCop, CC BY 3.0). 

Contested holy space: Jerusalem and the Temple 
Mount/Haram al-Sharif 507  

The Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem is subject to multiple 
sacred uses by different religious stakeholders claiming the same place 
as a holy site, and therefore also showcasing the irresolvable 
entanglement with heritage uses, political uses, and touristic uses.508 The 
Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif is a rock overlooking the historic city 
centre of Jerusalem, covered by a platform supported by an ancient wall, 
and it is holy to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The rock itself is in 
Jewish tradition linked to Mount Moriah, and to Abraham’s obedience to 

 
507 The name of this place has been and is debated, for example in the UN in 2019. To 
respect the different claims to the site, I use the Jewish and the Muslim name, as is 
common in tourist guides and literature, of which some is referred to here. For the 
debated UN resolution see Unwatch (2019). 2019–2020 UN General Assembly 
Resolutions Singling Out Israel – Texts, Votes, Analysis. https://unwatch.org/2019-un-
general-assembly-resolutions-singling-out-israel-texts-votes-analysis/ (2022-11-07); The 
Jerusalem Post (2019). U.N. nations call Temple Mount solely by Muslim name Haram 
al-Sharif. https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/154-un-nations-call-temple-mount-
solely-by-muslim-name-haram-al-sharif-608135 (2022-11-07). 
508 Murphy-O’Connor, J. (1998.) The Holy Land: an Oxford archaeological guide: from 
earliest times to 1700. 80–90. 

https://unwatch.org/2019-un-general-assembly-resolutions-singling-out-israel-texts-votes-analysis/
https://unwatch.org/2019-un-general-assembly-resolutions-singling-out-israel-texts-votes-analysis/
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/154-un-nations-call-temple-mount-solely-by-muslim-name-haram-al-sharif-608135
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/154-un-nations-call-temple-mount-solely-by-muslim-name-haram-al-sharif-608135
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God by being ready to sacrifice his son. This is the location where King 
Solomon built the Temple where the Ark of the Covenant was kept, and 
where today the Muslim Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aqsa Mosque are 
situated. The Temple Mount is the holiest place in Judaism, being the 
place where the Holiest of Holy was located within the temple destroyed 
in 70 C.E.; a fact that makes the place too holy to enter for many Jews. 
This also makes the Western wall (in Judaism called Ha Kotel ha-
Ma'aravi) – due to its proximity to the place of the Holiest of Holy – the 
second most holy place in Judaism, and a central place for prayer. 
Restrictions to enter the place in front of the wall and to perform prayers 
there have occurred several times through the centuries; in 1840, for 
example, the Jews were forbidden to pave the passageway in front of the 
wall. They were also cautioned against "raising their voices and 
displaying their books there".509 An account from 1881 by Sir Charles 
William Wilson, a British Army officer, geographer, and archaeologist, 
paints the scene: 

Jews may often be seen sitting for hours at the Wailing-place bent in 
sorrowful meditation over the history of their race, and repeating 
oftentimes the words of the Seventy-ninth Psalm. On Fridays especially, 
Jews of both genders, of all ages, and from all countries, assemble in large 
numbers to kiss the sacred stones and weep outside the precincts they may 
not enter.510 

During the Jordanian rule in 1948–67 Jews and Israeli Arabs were not 
permitted to visit the holy sites in the Old City. When that period ended 
with Israel’s victory in the Six-Day war, the name ‘Wailing wall’ was 
replaced by the less retrospective ‘Western wall’511, and the buildings 
close to the wall were demolished to create the Western wall Plaza for 
prayer. With this, a shift took place from a more cultural and touristic 
use to a cultual and sacred use. 

For early Christian pilgrims the Temple Mount was a point of interest as 
a location for events connected to Jesus’s life and to the Bible. During 
the Byzantine era, however, the focus for Christian pilgrims shifted from 
the Temple Mount to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. In 638 the city 
was taken by the Caliph Omar, the Muslim sanctuaries were built on the 
Temple Mount, and access to the holy area was denied to non-Muslims. 
On the arrival of the Crusaders in 1099, due to loss of continuity, 

 
509 Löfgren, E., Barde, C. & Van Kempen, J. (1930). Report of the Commission appointed 
by His Majesty's Government in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, with the approval of the Council of the League of Nations, to determine the 
rights and claims of Moslems and Jews in connection with the Western or Wailing Wall 
at Jerusalem (UNISPAL doc A/7057-S/8427, February 23, 1968). 
510 Wilson, S. C. W. (1881). Picturesque Palestine, Sinai, and Egypt. 41. 
511 Murphy-O’Connor (1998.). 106. 



medieval Christians had to invent their own identifications of what they 
found in the Haram. Thus, the Al-Aqsa Mosque was believed to be the 
Temple of Solomon and became the residence for the king of Jerusalem, 
the Dome of the Rock was identified as the ‘Temple of the Lord’ and was 
converted to a church, and several monastic buildings (now demolished) 
were erected: a Christian appropriation of the Muslim, and Jewish, holy 
place.512 

With the Muslim takeover of Jerusalem and the Temple Mount, which is 
the third most holy place to Islam, the Dome of the Rock became the first 
major sanctuary built by Islam, begun in 688 and realized by the 
architect Abd al-Malik. This building, as formulated by Jerome Murphy-
O’Connor, spoke to Jews by its location (in their holiest site), and to 
Christians by its interior decoration (alluding to and competing with the 
Byzantine mosaics and precious stones in Christian churches and 
monuments). The dome intended to instill a sense of pride in the Muslim 
visitors, and to provide an alternative to the Christian monuments in the 
city to which Christian and Muslim pilgrims alike were taken on guided 
tours.513 The Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif thus is an example of 
sacred uses of the sacred, and of transfers between categories alluding to 
sacredness, heritage, and politics, being regarded by different religions 
as a holy place and as such being used for sacred, touristic, artistic, 
heritage and political purposes simultaneously. 

“Accessories of holiness”: uses in liturgy and devotion 

Sacred uses of sacredness as a theme extends outside of holy places. The 
most frequent use, in many if not all religions and denominations, is the 
use in liturgy and devotion. Sacred or holy qualities are ascribed to 
objects of shifting kinds: by long tradition in some religions, and against 
the theological fundaments in others. An example of the latter are the 
material Luther relics – belongings and pieces of letter signatures (so-
called grapho-relics) by the 16th century reformer – which evolved over 
time among faithful Lutherans, interestingly in the context of Lutheran 
doctrine which denounced sacred meaning in objects.514 

In traditional Judaism, ritual objects are divided into two categories: 
those that have a quality of holiness in themselves, and those that are 
essential to perform particular rituals or commandments but have in 

 
512 Murphy-O’Connor (1998). 83. 
513 Murphy-O’Connor (1998). 86. 
514 See for example Wharton, A.J. (2014). Relics, protestants, things, in Material 
Religion. 10 (4), 412–430; Walsham, A. (2010) Introduction: Relics and Remains, in 
Past & Present. 206 (suppl_5), 9–36; Rublack, U. (2010) Grapho-Relics: Lutheranism 
and the Materialization of the Word, in Past & Present. 206 (suppl_5), 144–166. 
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themselves no quality of sacredness or holiness. Holy objects in Judaism, 
called tashmishey kedusha, ‘accessories of holiness’, include primarily 
the Torah scroll and items connected to it and to written holy words. 

 

Figure 38. Simchat Torah, the annual feast marking the start of a new reading 
cycle from the Torah, is celebrated by dancing around and with the holy 
Torah. (Photo credits: Shlomi Kakon, Pikiwiki Israel). 

When these objects are no longer fit for ritual use, they are buried, 
sometimes in a special area of a Jewish cemetery or close to a 
particularly spiritual and learned man. Such objects no longer fit for 
ritual use can also be placed in a geniza, a special room in the synagogue, 
but they should not have a second life as pure heritage or museum 
objects. Items within the second category, however, may be treated by a 
conservator and handled as ordinary objects in, for example, a 
museum.515 A distinction is made of categories as holy and sacred 
objects, and of how these objects should be used not only in the intended 
liturgical context, but also in their state of retirement.516  

 
515 Greene, V. (1992).‘Accessories of holiness’: Defining Jewish sacred objects, in Journal 
of the American Institute for Conservation, Vol. 31, No. 1, Spring, 1992. 31. 
516 Mibach, L. (1992). Introduction: The conservation of sacred objects, in Journal of the 
American Institute for Conservation, Vol. 31, No 1. 



 

Figure 39. Votive candles in the shape of eyes for sale to be lit before St. Lucia’s 
tomb in Venice. The design recalls the saint’s gauging her eyes when forced to 
marry a non-Christian man. (Photo by the author). 

The category of sacred uses of the sacred may also include votive gifts 
and candles used for devotion, and the everyday care and maintenance 
of sacred materiality. Cleaning, re-arranging, and preparing for the next 
service is a down-to-earth aspect of sacredness taking place in the 
sometimes less visible infrastructure of religious cult, yet situated within 
the sphere of sacred uses, serving its purposes, and obeying its logics. 
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Figure 40. Everyday cleaning routines within a religious use of sacred objects, 
far from museum practice. ‘Two women hose down a crucifix’. (Photo: Walter 
Martin, undated). 

  



Pilgrimages: tradition and development today 

The practice of undertaking a pilgrimage to a holy place such as a city, a 
saint’s grave, or a holy relic is an ancient type of sacred use of the sacred. 
The early modern pilgrimages directed to Rome and Venice, and their 
history, have been developed in Chapter 3. The motives for a pilgrimage 
were, and are, numerous and diverse: to obtain indulgence or other 
benefits, to find healing for bodily or spiritual illness or sufferings, to 
carry out a promise made under difficult circumstances, as penitence for 
committed sins, or as part of religious commandments as in Islam or 
Hinduism. Within Christianity pilgrimages started to flourish and find 
established forms during the early Middle Ages.517 The pilgrimage as a 
journey was long, costly, dangerous, and full of ordeals, which enhanced 
the experience of sacrifice and commitment for the pilgrim. The places 
most attractive to Christian pilgrims during the Middle Ages were 
Santiago da Compostela, Rome, and Jerusalem.518 

As presented in Chapter 3 religious events and feasts have contributed to 
shaping Rome as it appears today. Some of these traditions, like the Holy 
Years or jubilees live on and develop: the 2015/2016 jubilee continued 
the medieval tradition while adapting to new times, with the streets of 
Rome marked with stickers guiding pilgrims in the right direction for 
different routes according to their preferences (see Fig. 41). The 
possibility to select and personalize the pilgrim experience was new, and 
Rome followed current trends and for the first time in history outsourced 
itself to all parts of the world, making remote participation possible. 
Multiple Holy Doors – the distinctive symbol for the jubilees, originally 
located in St. Peter’s Basilica519 – were opened in different cities as a 
means of inclusion, facilitating access to the indulgences for believers 
around the world, and decreasing the pressure on the city of Rome as 
many pilgrims chose to perform their pilgrimage locally. A further 
novelty for this year was the possibility for any parish to register a holy 
door in their community: a distribution of the power of appointing 
performative sacred spaces and a living ecclesiastical heritage.520 This 

 
517 Brilli (2014). 7; Hunt, E.D. (1999). Christian pilgrims before Constantine?, in 
Stopford, J. Pilgrimage Explored. 25–27. See Chapter 3, section ‘Pilgrims and 
pilgrimages’. 
518 For Christian pilgrimages and their early history, see for example Stopford (1999); for 
Muslim pilgrimages, see for example Porter, V., & Haleem, M. A. S. A. (2012). Hajj: 
Journey to the heart of Islam; for pilgrimages as use and consumption of sacred spaces, 
see Kristensen, T. M. (2015). Pilgrimage, devotional practices, and the consumption of 
sacred places in ancient Egypt and contemporary Syria, in International Journal of 
Heritage Studies, 21(4), 354–368.  
519 See Chapter 3, section ‘Jubilees/Holy years’… 
520 For the holy doors, ‘doors of mercy’, all over the world in the Jubilee of 2015/16, see 
the official Vatican webpage for the event: 
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way of using and managing the sacred connects to the section ‘Moving 
sacred places’ in Chapter 3, and to the interplay between place, 
sacredness, materiality, and elements of heritage. Sacred practice as 
living heritage, be it immaterial or material, and occurring in different 
locations simultaneously, may support and reinforce sacred as well as 
heritage qualities by means of increased visibility and inclusion.  

 

Figure 41. Sacred art for sale and street stickers indicating different routes for 
the Jubilee 2016/17, Rome. (Photo by the author). 

 
http://www.iubilaeummisericordiae.va/content/gdm/en/mondo.html (2022-11-07), and 
Giubileo diffuso. Si chiudono le Porte Sante sparse nel mondo, in L’Avvenire (2016, 
November 12). https://www.avvenire.it/chiesa/pagine/giubileo-misericordia (2022-11-
07). 

http://www.iubilaeummisericordiae.va/content/gdm/en/mondo.html
https://www.avvenire.it/chiesa/pagine/giubileo-misericordia


The Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca, Hajj, is also facing new challenges 
brought on by societal changes, as referred to by Paul O’Connor 
discussing Hajj in a contemporary context as ‘Pilgrimage 2.0’.521 The 
phenomenon of ‘Hajj selfies’ has grown rapidly in social media in recent 
years522, sparking debates about improper behavior and the role of the 
holy sites as backdrops for visual self-narratives in social media.523 
Pilgrimages and pilgrims adapt to new times, circumstances and uses, 
and the role of the material and immaterial elements involved in 
pilgrimage practices appears to change over time, including heritage in 
living practice and transfers between sacred and heritage uses.  

Sacred spaces in a digital world 

Uses of sacred heritage elements and spaces for sacred purposes take 
place also outside of the physical world, for example in online 
communities such as Second Life situated in a rapidly developing digital 
world. A study by Gelfgren and Hutchings in 2014 investigated how 
Christian sacred spaces were designed in Second Life, where all options 
were possible and no limitations from the physical world restricted the 
digital constructions. Notably, the study included “ornamental churches” 
not intended for worship as well as digital churches meant for religious 
service and gatherings. The results showed that a majority of the digital 
Christian spaces envisioned and built in the digital society echoed 
traditional churches by using traditional ornamental elements or by re-
producing architectural styles from different denominations. “Christian 
churchgoers learn that certain designs, styles and practices offer 
immediate connection to God, and they learn that others do not. Sacred 
space has a particular look and feel, and other space does not.”524 This 
distinction, on a visual and a multi-sensory level, even if in a digital 
world, connects to the theories on sacredness introduced in Chapter 1, to 
the case study on Rome and Venice investigated in Chapter 3, and to the 
recurrent separation between sacred and profane. 

 
521 O’Connor, P. (2014). Hong Kong Muslims on Hajj: Rhythms of the Pilgrimage 2.0 and 
Experiences of Spirituality Among Twenty-First Century Global Cities, in Journal of 
Muslim Minority Affairs, 34(3), 315–329. 
522 Caidi, N., Beazley, S., & Marquez, L. C. (2018). Holy Selfies: Performing Pilgrimage in 
the Age of Social Media, in The International Journal of Information, Diversity, & 
Inclusion, 2(1/2), 8–31. 
523 Say no to Haj selfie! (2014, September 30), in Arab News. 
https://www.arabnews.com/islam-perspective/news/637771 (2022-11-07). 
524 Gelfgren, S., & Hutchings, T. (2017). The Virtual Construction of The Sacred – 
Representation and Fantasy in the Architecture of Second Life Churches, in Nordic 
Journal of Religion and Society, 27(1). 70. 

https://www.arabnews.com/islam-perspective/news/637771
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Sacred uses of a heterodox past 

This section presents the aspect of domestication of a religious and/or 
heterodox past not in accordance with present religious doctrine: sacred 
uses to domesticate or eradicate previous beliefs. The practice to re-use, 
domesticate, sometimes even try to annihilate memories and 
representations of previous beliefs, cultures or rulers can be found 
through history and in different cultures. Examples of this are the 
Christian churches erected on the sites of pagan temples in Jerusalem 
from the 4th century and onwards, and the conversion of the remains of 
pre-Christian temples into churches in Rome, like Santa Sabina and 
Santa Maria sopra Minerva. Pagan cult was prohibited in Rome in 346, 
the temples were closed ten years later, and a decree in 408 permitted 
new and presumably secular uses of the temples.525 As has been 
demonstrated in Chapter 3, the Pantheon, which is the only building in 
Rome from Antiquity still standing today, was converted into a church 
and used as storage for martyrs’ bones that had been moved from the 
catacombs in the 6th century and onwards.526 This shifted the use of the 
building from pagan temple, via artefact and remain from past times, to 
a centre for the expanding Christian cult of martyrs and relics, and was a 
visible domestication of the previous beliefs and the pagan past; a 
transfer from sacredness to heritage, into a new sacredness.527 

Taming obelisks and temples 

The Christian appropriation of ruined monuments from the pre-
Christian times in Rome included not only pagan temples, but all kinds 
of buildings and monuments with a strong connection to past societies 
and beliefs. The Christianization of the Egyptian obelisks in Rome, as 
presented in Chapter 3, is an example where the ancient monuments 
underwent multiple category transfers since their arrival in pre-Christian 
Rome: this was most evident during the Holy Year of 1600 when papal 
blessings and indulgences were attached to them.528 The obelisks were 
continually re-charged, from exotic souvenirs from a conquered land, 
through neglected remains from a pagan past, to heritagized and 
domesticated pagan monuments serving the Church as producers of 
indulgences to pilgrims.  

 
525 Krautheimer, R. (2000). Rome: Profile of a City, 312–1308. 36. 
526 See Chapter 3. 
527 Quigley (2001). 169.  
528 Fantozzi (1975). 42–43. See Chapter 3, section ‘Taming the obelsiks’. 



 

Figure 42. Santa Maria degli Angeli e dei Martiri (St. Mary of the Angels and 
the Martyrs), former Roman baths of Diocletian. (Photo credits: Edgar EI, CC 
BY 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons). 

The basilica of Santa Maria degli Angeli e dei Martiri in Rome was 
designed as a partial re-construction and a re-use of the Diocletian baths 
in the 1560’s with Michelangelo as head architect.529 The enterprise was 
ordered by Pope Pius IV after a Sicilian monk had a vision in the ruins, 
as one the many projects connecting the re-shaping of the post-
Reformation Catholic church with the sufferings and faith of the first 
Christians in the city (building on the idea that many Christians had lost 
their lives while constructing the baths): a claim and a transfer to a new 
kind of heritage, but also to sacredness and Christian authenticity. 

Hagia Sophia in Istanbul is a well-known example of repeated new uses 
of a heterodox past. Built as the largest and most magnificent church in 
Christianity in 537, converted to a Muslim mosque in 1453 after the 
Ottoman conquest, then converted to a secular museum in 1934 under 
Kemal Ataturk, the UNESCO World Heritage building was in in 2020 re-
converted to a mosque: a decision by the Turkish government mirroring 
a conservative religious climate and a growing nationalism, and a 

 
529 Website of the National Museum of Rome: Baths of Diocletian—Museo Nazionale 
Romano. (2022-11-07). https://museonazionaleromano.beniculturali.it/en/baths-of-
diocletian/ 

https://museonazionaleromano.beniculturali.it/en/baths-of-diocletian/
https://museonazionaleromano.beniculturali.it/en/baths-of-diocletian/
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decision which has sparked international debate.530 The building has 
transferred from the original sacred category as a Christian church, into 
a new sacred category as a mosque and thereby transformed in parts of 
the interior and exterior, then again into a profane category as a 
museum, however echoing the different sacred pasts in decorations and 
presentation. The uses of the building during these changes have been 
multiple: sacred, political, domesticating, and triumphant, secularizing, 
and nationalistic. The possible effects in decorations, accessibility, and 
uses following the latest transfer into sacredness, again as a mosque, 
remains to be seen. 

 

Figure 43. Byzantine paintings, Islamic panel, and contemporary scaffolding. 
Hagia Sophia, Istanbul. (Photo by the author). 

A Scandinavian example of this management of a past, sometimes by 
means of sacralization, are the medieval churches which not rarely have 

 
530 BBC News (2020). Hagia Sophia: Turkey turns iconic Istanbul museum into mosque, 
10 July. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53366307 (7/11//22); Gruber, C. and 
Chatterjee, P. (2020). Hagia Sophia has been converted back into a mosque, but the 
veiling of its figural icons is not a Muslim tradition, The Conversation. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53366307


built-in runestones in the walls. This use also occurs in the tradition of 
arrangements of spolia, fragments of ancient stone elements with text or 
decorations being re-used in church walls in Rome and other cities.531 
Runestones may have Christian motives and texts, but more commonly 
show a pre-Christian imagery. The runestones in Scandinavian churches 
are not rarely given prominent positions such as corner stones or even 
altar stones, and they have in many cases been transported a long way 
from where they originally were placed to be incorporated into the 
church building. The purpose of using runestones in early medieval 
church structures is debated, and reasons such as place-continuity or 
honoring early Christian converts have been presented.532 Using them in 
church walls may, apart from a practical use of available large cut stones, 
have served as a link between a pagan past and the new faith. 

 

Figure 44. Runestone built into the sacristy wall of Bogsta church, Sweden. 
(Photo: Henrik Sendelbach, CC BY-SA 3.0). 

 
531 See for example Leone, A. (2013). Spolia in Churches: Recycling in Late Antique 
Building Activity, in The End of the Pagan City.  
532 Sawyer, B. (2000). The Viking-age Rune-stones: Custom and Commemoration in 
Early Medieval Scandinavia. 14. 
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Heritagization of the sacred 

In this section some examples of heritage uses and of heritagization of 
the sacred are presented illustrating and analyzing an overarching aspect 
of the research question. Heritagization of religion can be done 
retrospectively, inside a museum or a religious institution and in the 
long course of time, but it can also be done by force. In France, when the 
separation of church and state took place in 1905, a national inventory 
was carried out to gain control over the possessions of the churches. In 
some cases, the parishes obstructed to this stately interference, as in the 
case of the village Cominac in the Pyrenees, where a dramatic photo 
shows the local priest reading his protest against the inventory process 
protected by his trained bears.533 The re-categorization of sacredness as 
heritage is not welcomed by all stakeholders, and the result can be, as in 
this case, an obstruction to categories. 

 

Figure 45. Postcard showing the Catholic parish in Cominac, France, 
protesting against the inventoring of the churches, protected by trained bears 
(1906). 

  

 
533 Brucy, A. (2018). On the Sources of Secularism in France [online]. 
https://news.cnrs.fr/articles/on-the-sources-of-secularism-in-france (2022-11-07). 

https://news.cnrs.fr/articles/on-the-sources-of-secularism-in-france


 

 

Figure 46. Traditional Swedish Lucia procession with Lucia, her maids, and 
the boys called "star boys", alluding to St. Stephen but wearing cone shaped 
hats of 'magi'. (Photo: Claudia Gründer, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia 
Commons). 

 

Figure 47. The mortal remains of Saint Lucy in Saint Jeremiah church, Venice. 
(Photo credits: Sailko, CC BY 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons). 
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St. Lucy and the Gingerbread Men: a recycled saint.534 

Transfers between sacredness and heritage, touching on folklore and 
popular traditions, are prominent in the peculiar Swedish tradition of a 
nationwide non-religious celebration of a Catholic saint: St. Lucy, or 
Sankta Lucia. 535 St. Lucy was according to legend martyrized in Syracuse 
in 304 and is celebrated in Sweden as in Italy on December 13th, 
however in most different contexts: as heritage, or as a Catholic saint. 

In Italy Santa Lucia is a popular saint, celebrated in different ways in 
different cities, and in a Catholic religious context. In Sweden Lucia is 
celebrated in a most different context since non-biblical saints have 
generally not been celebrated since the Reformation.536 If pictures of 
saints for some reason remained in the churches after mid-16th century, 
they had to be detached from all 'superstitious' connotations: most often, 
though, the images of saints were tucked away in the church attic or a 
similar place.537 Today, though, the Lucia celebration in Sweden is a 
public feast, if also detached from most connotations to religion and 
sacredness. Lucia in Sweden appears traditionally with a crown of 
candles in her hair, dressed in white and with a red ribbon around her 
waist. She is surrounded by maids, also in white and with glitter in their 
hair, and Star Men or 'St. Stephen's Boys' (Staffansgossar) with pointed 
hats, visually referring to the three Kings or ‘Magi’. The legend of St. 
Stephen following the star of Jerusalem was the subject of a popular play 
in Sweden at least as early as 17th century, staffansspel or stjärnspel 
(‘Star play’), performed by young theology students going from house to 
house, sometimes also with Virgin Mary, St. Joseph, St. Jude, the Three 
Kings, the Devil, and other characters from the Bible.538 This popular 
custom is known not only through audience descriptions, but also 
through court protocols stating that the young boys sometimes were paid 
in strong drinks and became less pleasant after a number of 
performances. This led to a prohibition of St. Stephen's plays in some 
parts of the country, but St. Stephen, too, was re-installed and re-
interpreted within the cultural and non-religious frames of the Sankta 
Lucia celebration. 539 

 
534 Parts of this section are re-worked sections from a post published in my PhD project 
blog Holy Smoke, holysmokephdblog.blogspot.se.  
535 Näsström, B. (2007). Lucia of Sweden – The Making of a Goddess in a Secular 
Society, in L. Midholm (Ed.). Ritual Year – Ritual Diversity. 217–221. 
536 Gunnell, T. (1995). The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia. 98. 
537 See Chapter 2. 
538 Gunnell (1995). 95–96. 
539 Gunnell (1995). 116. 



 

Figure 48. A re-enacted St. Stephen's play in Vallentuna, Sweden, early 1980's. 
King Herod, his soldier, Stephen with the largest star, the Three Kings (or Wise 
Men), and Virgin Mary. (Photo: Yngve Sjögren. With permission by 
Vallentuna image archives). 

The Swedish Lucia celebration became popular and widespread as late as 
in the early 20th century but goes back as early as to the bourgeoisie of 
the late 18th century. Lucia is celebrated during the darkest period in 
Sweden, on the day of the Winter Solstice: her function as 'Bearer of 
Light' ('ljusbärarinna'), the many candles and songs about the returning 
light in the midst of darkness, and the accentuation of the original saint 
being burnt at the stake all go back to this popular darkness-turned-light 
tradition. Today Lucia in Sweden is a mandatory appearance in Sweden 
on December 13th, surrounded by her entourage as it has developed over 
the years: the angels, the St. Stephen’s boys, the gnomes, and the 
gingerbread men.  

Lucia is celebrated in pre-schools and offices, in private homes and on 
national television, but the tradition is not uncontested. In 2016 an 
advertising campaign by a huge department store showing a person of 
color and of undetermined gender dressed as Lucia sparked a heated 
debate on the aappropriate gender and skin color for a Swedish Lucia. 
This resulted in a social media reaction hashtagged #JagÄrLucia (‘I am 
Lucia’) where images of Lucias of all genders, colors, and ages were 
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posted.540 Lucia celebrations in schools, where confessional elements are 
generally not allowed in Sweden, have been recurrently debated in 
recent years. In 2017 the Chairperson of the Education Committee in the 
Swedish parliament, Lena Hallengren, stated that the Lucia celebrations 
could be excepted from this policy, since “they are more related to 
tradition than to religion”.541 The example of Lucia demonstrates the 
multiple categories and uses of sacredness turned heritage, and the new 
challenges and aspects brought by new times and contexts. 

 

Figure 49. Swedish pre-school children performing a traditional Lucia 
celebration with numerous Lucias, star men, gingerbread men, and gnomes. 
(Photo by the author). 

The case of Lucia is not unique as an example of a recycled saint in a 
Lutheran context. During a debate in Sweden during a jubilee for St. 
Bridget in the 1920’s, the potential risks were aired of letting “the 
Catholic danger” into the Swedish churches while celebrating liturgies in 
Catholic manner. Responding to this, Societas Sanctae Birgittae, a 
religious society within the Lutheran Church of Sweden had to declare 
that they used incense and candles – not a common sight in Lutheran 
churches at the time – and sang medieval hymns in honour of the saint, 

 
540 Gray, E., Reimers, E., & Bengtsson, J. (2021). The boy in a dress: A spectre for our 
times, in Sexualities, 24(1–2), 176–190.  
541 Lena Hallengren, Konfessionella inslag hör inte hemma i skolan, in Skolvärlden 
(2017). https://skolvarlden.se/artiklar/konfessionella-inslag-hor-inte-hemma-i-skolan 
(2022-11-07). 

https://skolvarlden.se/artiklar/konfessionella-inslag-hor-inte-hemma-i-skolan


not as a form of neo-Catholicism, but as a re-enactment of old 
traditions.542 Furthermore, the viable argument for taking an interest in 
St. Bridget within the Church was “to seek to preserve the rich cultural 
heritage [my emphasis] that Sweden possesses in the life and deeds of 
St. Bridget”.543 This example demonstrates an early use of the term 
‘heritage’ in Sweden, and it illustrates the sensitive boundary between 
dangerous sacredness and respectable heritage. 

 

Figure 50. (Left) St. Bridget's shrine in Vadstena convent church. (Photo: Folke 
Johansson, Lennart Sääf, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons). (Right) 
St. Bridget's assumed relics examined by scientists. (Photo: Hans Lundberg. 
License for media us.). 

Heritagization of the sacred can be applied to rites and immaterial 
phenomena, to art and objects, and to places. Romanticism has been a 
productive creator of sacred heritage, not least in the shape of 
heritagized ruins. The Swedish 19th century writer C. J. Bergman depicts 
a distant, exotic and romantic past, starting out from the dramatic 
opposites familiar to the heritage context of death and life, destruction 
and rejuvenation, when describing the ruins of St Catherine’s Franciscan 
church in Visby, Sweden: “Death and life, destruction and the eternal 
rejuvenation meet here in moving opposition”.544 The author assumes a 
suggestive tone, envisioning the Catholic past in imaginative detail, 
(including, in another part of the text, depicting the friars as ragged 
eunuchs): 

 
542 Lindaräng, I. (2007). Helgonbruk i moderniseringstider: bruket av Birgitta- och 
Olavstraditionerna i samband med minnesfiranden i Sverige och Norge 1891–2005. 
73–78. 
543 Lindaräng (2007). 78.  
544 Bergman, C. J. (1877) S:t Katarina i Visby, in Svenska Familj-Journalen. Vol. 16/1877. 
Translation by the author. 



 
 

217 

And one may well ask, if ever St. Katarina in the splendour of her youth, 
adorned with altars and images of saints, with her holy vessels of gold and 
silver, with the hostia [the communion bread] and the holy relics in 
shining “monstrances”, with organs, choir seats and confessionals, with 
paintings, memorial plaques and tombs, with her marble floor of tomb 
stones […] and with the abundance of colour from the stained glass 
windows and her shining wax candles from chandeliers and candle sticks – 
could be fairer than now, when the overflowing light of heaven flows in 
through the open vaults over the lush green choir carpet, over the grass, 
lavishly growing over six hundred year-old graves?545  

 

Figure 51. St. Catherine’s church ruin in Visby, Gotland, Sweden. Drawing by P 
A Säve, 1847. (Public domain. Photo credits: Lars Kennerstedt). 

 
545 Bergman, (1877). 



The church has, according to the 19th century author, reached its beauty 
climax in its ruined state. Heritage in decay according to this line of 
thought is more appealing than original sacredness in action and is 
perceived as more authentic and with an aspect of sacredness. Bergman 
exclaims: “Marvellous art, that for so long fights against the realm of 
time – marvelous beauty, that can be said to be more pure and more 
beautiful in its misery and destruction!”.546 

Today the ruin of St Catherine’s in Visby has a new heritage life as 
romantic backdrop in the World Heritage town where tourism is a major 
source of income. The ruin houses jesters and fire shows during the 
annual Medieval festival, and Christmas markets and an ice-skating rink 
in the winter. The ruin walls that once enclosed religious activity and 
sacred rituals now play the leading role in the new so-called Experience 
economy.547 Returning to the research question, ‘What happens in the 
transfer between sacredness and heritage?’, the examples presented here 
show that there are numerous and creative uses of a heterodox past – 
where the heterodoxy can act as an exotic and alluring added value – 
tying into popular traditions as well as tourism economy and 
entertainment. 

 

Figure 52. Uses of St. Catherine’s ruin, Visby, Sweden. (Left) Ice skating. 
(Photo by the author). (Middle) Christmas market. (Photo by the author). 
(Right) Jesters performing a fire show during the annual medieval festival. 
(Photo: Henrik Löwenhamn). 

 
546Bergman (1877). Translation by the author. 
547Term coined in Pine, B. J. & Gilmore, J. H. (1999). The Experience Economy. 



 
 

219 

Museum uses of the sacred 

This section presents different ways in which museums approach and 
affect sacredness, but also how sacredness affects and challenges the 
museums. 

Crispin Paine argues that what he terms museumification – that is, the 
entry of an object into a museum – has a striking parallel with 
sacralization, the making of an object sacred.548 Still, the object entering 
the museum becomes a museum object. However, Paine argues that 
religious museum objects are “challenging the secular world” and that 
they are “demanding recognition in our museums”: 

In the past museums insisted on changing the meaning of icons or statues 
of the gods from sacred to aesthetic, or on using them to declare the 
superiority of Western society, or simply as cultural and historical 
evidence. […] Over the past generation a major change has developed, with 
scholars paying a new and quite different attention to objects generally, 
faith groups demanding to control ‘their’ objects, and curators recognizing 
that religious objects can only be understood if their original meaning is 
recognized.549 

In the post-conference volume for the ICOFOM conference on 
Museology and the Sacred in 2019, François Mairesse addressed “the 
sometimes ambiguous role that [the museum institution] plays in this 
respect: the museum can be both accused of sacralizing secular objects 
and profaning sacred objects”.550 This notion ties into the before-
mentioned image of the museum as a centre of calculation, drawing from 
Latour’s concept.551 In same volume, Bruno Bulon Soares proposes a 
decolonialization of the museum performance in relation to religion, and 
describes the museum as  

[…] created as a temple for the dissemination of civilised values, for the 
legitimation of a certain power and for nourishing the faith in the 
sovereign and in the state […]. Museums are based on one single culture, 
while pretending to be universal […]. Museums are sacred in the sense that 
they presuppose a certain set of beliefs from their audience. Belief in the 
truth – of science, art or religion. Belief in the object, in its authenticity. 
Belief in a “God” that hides the intentional work of curators. Belief in the 
act of magic and in the unspoken religion of secular priests.552 

 
548 Paine (2013). 2. 
549 Paine (2013). 1. 
550 Mairesse, F. (2019). The sacred in the prism of museology, in ICOFOM Study Series, 
47 (1–2). 15–22. 
551 Latour, B. (1987). Science in action: How to follow scientists and engineers through 
society. 215–218. 
552 Brulon Soares, B. (2019). Every museum has a God, or God is in every museum?, in 
ICOFOM Study Series, 47. (1–2). 57–72.  



When investigating how museums make use of the sacred, two aspects 
need to be considered: the ways in which museums approach sacredness, 
and the ways in which sacredness challenges museums. 

 

Figure 53. (Left) Sacred art: a crucified Christ without a cross on display in the 
Accademia art museum, Venice. (Photo by the author). (Right) Museum 
visitors looking at sacred art in the Accademia, Venice. (Photo by the author). 

Museums meeting the demands of a more diversified society and of a 
more global and heterogenous tourism are faced with the fact that a 
traditional display of sacred objects as art or history may collide with 
believers from different faiths. This may also affect expectations on 
interacting with objects, and on handling sacred objects in a certain way 
also when inside a museum.553 One out of many ways to constitute and 
define sacred heritage is to display sacred art, created for religious 
devotion and liturgy, in a museum setting. The visitors are directed to 
approach the art in a highly different way than in a religious context: 
asking for information about dates, techniques, artists, and iconography, 
while studying the works at a close distance unthinkable in the original 
religious setting. The relation between artwork and spectator is 
drastically different in the two different settings, and the physical 
proximity made possible by the heritage display may encourage a more 
fact oriented and less spiritual contemplation. 

Altarpieces are detailed works of art, often constructed with different 
sceneries painted or sculpted on different panels meant to be hidden or 
displayed following the phases of the liturgical year. Placing them in a 

 
553 This is discussed for example in Buggeln, G. et al. (eds.) (2017). Religion in Museums: 
Global and Multidisciplinary Perspectives, and it was the topic of a seminar led by the 
author for museum staff hosted by the Röhsska museum in Gothenburg, December 2017. 
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heritage setting – in a museum or a church – targets the problematic 
friction between heritage and religious displays. While the heritage 
visitor may want to see all panels at the same time, this way of displaying 
an altarpiece from a liturgical point of view is anachronistic and makes a 
more authentic understanding of the altarpiece – as a sequence of 
displays in line with the liturgical year – impossible: all feasts and 
particular periods occur at the same time.554 

With these premises, which are valid for many religions, the habitual 
focus on not only artistic and historical aspects of the presented, but also 
on its materiality, is of interest here. Moving beyond the information on 
what materials that were used, and their quantity and quality, museum 
and other heritage displays of sacred objects and places often, and more 
commonly in recent years, accent the materiality itself. This is done in 
various ways: by putting spotlights on the backside of an altarpiece and 
turn it to face the entering visitors to a room, by letting a museum 
collection of medieval Madonna statues turn their hollow backs to the 
visitor while seemingly busy interacting with each other555, or by 
deconstructing an object composed by many parts and catalogue and 
display them according to the material the respective pieces are made of, 
and not after its original purpose and use.556 

 

Figure 54. (Left) The Ghent altarpiece, Jan and Hubert van Eyck, ca 1430–32, 
San Bavo cathedral. (Photo: Sailko, CC BY 3.0). (Right) The panels of the 
Isenheim altarpiece, Mattias Grünewald, ca 1512–1516, Musée d’Unterlinden. 
(Photo: Vincent Desjardins, CC BY 2.0). 

 
554 Martin, F.-R. (2008). Grünewald et ses critiques: Problèmes d’histoire de l’histoire de 
l’art (XVIe-XXIe siècles).  
555 See for example the Swedish national history museum and the exhibition Maria – 
Drömmen om kvinnan (Mary – The dream of the woman) 2008/09. See Fig. 55. 
556 As has been done systematically in revolutions, such as in Russia and in France, and 
occasionally in museum exhibitions generally. See Fig. 11. 



 

Figure 55. Ensemble of medieval Madonna statues in the Swedish national 
museum of history, and the exhibition Maria – drömmen om kvinnan 
2008/09. (Image from Utställningskritik, photographers Christer Åhlin/SHM 
and Jesper Kjaergård). 

A church can be both a heritage site and a functioning place for worship, 
and it can assume the role of a museum, for example when hosting a 
temporary exhibition. In Uppsala cathedral, Sweden, an exhibition 
entitled Himlen är här (“Heaven is here”) was organized in 2014 to 
celebrate the jubilee of the archdiocese. The exhibition presented the 
history of the diocese through numerous art objects, most of which 
medieval and displayed through the cathedral in a museum style with 
accompanying texts presenting the objects. Texts explained the tradition 
with relics and the devotion of saints to visitors not necessarily familiar 
with Catholic or Christian practices, and the objects were positioned in 
order to make close-up views from all angles possible: a satisfying 
presentation for visitors interested in artistic and material details, and 
an unauthentic way of seeing and understanding within a religious 
context.557 

  

 
557 Himlen är här, exhibition website: http://www.himlenarhar.se/?lang=en (2022-11-
07). 

http://www.himlenarhar.se/?lang=en
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Figure 56. Sacredness on display in Uppsala cathedral, Sweden, in the 
exhibition Himlen är här (Heaven is here), 2014. (Photo credit: the author). 

The David d’Angers gallery in Angers, France, puts secular art on display 
in a museum built from a ruin of an ex-church where details from the 
sacred past have been preserved, and traces of removed walls and objects 
are discretely marked in floors and walls. The museum becomes a two-
folded meta experience: the non-religious art on display, in an ex-church 
telling its story through traces in the walls and floors, and in visible 
absences of removed sacred objects and religious art.558 

  

 
558 Galloy, D. (2017). De la ruine Toussaint à la galerie David d’Angers. Peut-on parler de 
la transformation d’une église en musée?, in Merleau-Ponty, C. Du lieu de culte à la salle 
de musée - Muséologie des édifices religieux. 211–228. 



 

Figure 57. Sculptures and two plaques by Pierre-Jean David facing the traces 
of a removed saint in the David d’Angers Gallery, the former 13th century 
Toussaint Abbey church, Angers, France. (Photos by the author).  

Museum uses of religion and the sacred can be many things: visitors 
looking at religious objects on display in a museum, and visitors visiting 
a sacred space which for many visitors is seen as a museum. Returning to 
the concept of the gaze, different gazes are applied through the different 
individual visitors: tourists, art and history lovers, religious believers, 
and others. 

 

Figure 58. (Left) Visitors looking at musealized images of saints through a 
protective glass, Fornsalen, Gotlands Museum, Visby. (Right) Visitors taking 
photos in Pantheon, Rome. (Photos by the author). 
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Displaying sacred heritage as living sacredness in a museum 
space: mission impossible? 

Producing a museum exhibition where sacred identities as well as 
historical, artistic, and cultural ones are fully acknowledged is a 
complicated task. A recent example where strong efforts have been made 
to meet the challenges, and where the visitors were invited to share some 
of the considerations in the planning of the exhibition, is the 
Encountering the Buddha exhibition at the Freer|Sackler gallery in the 
Smithsonian institution in Washington DC.559 The exhibition offers 
Buddhist objects on display, with available specialized guides, but also 
the possibility to visit a Tibetan shrine in a separate room where 
information signs are absent (they are posted outside of the room, and 
more information is given in the free mobile phone app Sacred Spaces). 
Red ropes are separating the visitors from the objects in the shrine, but 
the aim is to give an authentic experience of a shrine. 

 

Figure 59. Visitors inside the Tibetan shrine room in the Encountering the 
Buddha exhibition at the Freer|Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian institution, 
Washington DC. (Photo by the author). 

A fragmentary taste of the teachings and content of the religion is given 
by looping quotations projected on a dark wall. Finally, a multi-sensory 
glimpse of a visit to a famous pilgrimage site, an Indonesian stupa 

 
559 Freer|Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC, Encountering the 
Buddha exhibition: https://www.freersackler.si.edu/exhibition/encountering-the-
buddha-art-and-practice-across-asia/ (2022-11-07). 

https://www.freersackler.si.edu/exhibition/encountering-the-buddha-art-and-practice-across-asia/
https://www.freersackler.si.edu/exhibition/encountering-the-buddha-art-and-practice-across-asia/


housing a relic, is provided in a dark room with sofas along the walls, 
where three asymmetrically placed huge screens are looping different 
films shot during 24 hours at the holy site. Close-ups of praying hands 
and incense sticks are mixed with perspective views or the turmoil in 
crowds along the streets, with no texts or voice-overs to contextualize or 
explain, but sounds of people, cicadas, prayers, food vendors. The 
Encountering the Buddha exhibition provides art, culture and 
information in the way museums traditionally do, but it also takes one 
step back from the expert role while inviting the visitor to share the 
multiple considerations connected to a display of this kind, but also to 
simply experience the original settings for the objects on display. 

 

Figure 60. Looping Buddhist writings on the wall (left). Screens showing film 
from 24 hours at an Indonesian pilgrimage site (right). Encountering the 
Buddha exhibition, Freer|Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian institution, 
Washington DC. (Photos by the author). 

Curating and conserving 

In the Cambridge Dictionary, the entry curate echoes a spiritual past. 
The noun ‘curate’ is defined as “a priest of the lowest rank, especially in 
the Church of England, whose job is to help the vicar (=priest of a 
particular area)”.560 The verb however, ‘to curate’, indicates more 
museum like duties: “to be in charge of selecting and caring for objects to 
be shown in a museum or to form part of a collection of art, an 
exhibition, etc.” A bureaucrat, a priest, a selector, an agent: all are 
functions with a license to change. David Levi Strauss describes a curator 
as a function in part practical and controlling, in part spiritual: “One 

 
560 Cambridge Dictionary online. See ‘curate’. 
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could say that the split within curating—between the management and 
control of public works (law) and the cure of souls (faith)—was there 
from the beginning. Curators have always been a curious mixture of 
bureaucrat and priest.”561 This dual role of one of the key roles in heritage 
management, along with the conservator’s role as domesticator, savior, 
and identity transformer, indicates that even at the very core of heritage 
institutions these professions in a wide sense contribute to and reinforce 
the sacred and the heritage identity.  

 

Figure 61. Before and after conservation: Maiolica Standing Virgin and Child 
circa 1350–1450. (Photo: The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, as published 
by The Art Newspaper). 

When Fitzwilliam Museum in 2017 set up the exhibition Madonnas and 
Miracles562, as part of the ERC funded research project Domestic 
Devotions in early modern Italy, the conservators made an exciting 
discovery. A small and not very elaborate statue of the Madonna and 
child turned out to have a later added and seemingly homemade arm 
and leg, replacing the original parts that had been lost at some point. For 

 
561 Strauss, D. L. (2010). From Head to Hand: Art and the Manual. 149. 
562 For the exhibition Madonnas and Miracles, see 
https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/madonnasandmiracles (2022-11-07). 

https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/madonnasandmiracles


a religious use in a domestic devotion context, this is a normal thing to 
do: when something precious and used is broken, it needs to be mended. 
However, from a conservator’s point of view, faithfulness to the material 
authenticity in this case overtrumped the sentiments and practical 
management of the (in this case previous) daily use. A member of the 
history of art department at the University of Cambridge described an 
earlier attempt to restore the statue “as if a child had rolled up a piece of 
Plasticine”, and The Art Newspaper headline concluded: “UK exhibition 
costs statue an arm and a leg—in a good way. Conservators remove 
sculpture’s ‘horrendous’ replacement limbs ahead of Fitzwilliam 
show”.563 

A question related to the museum visitors concerns what religious 
behaviors can be tolerated and even welcomed in a museum space. 
Returning to sacred uses of the sacred, but in a museum context, the 
question of how to manage religious believers wanting to interact with 
religious objects and environments in museums or heritage sites has 
been increasingly discussed in recent years.564 The international and 
culturally diversified audience in museums today pose new challenges 
for museums displaying religious objects. What was displayed and 
narrated as a piece of art yesterday might today be regarded as an object 
for devotion, and the expectations to touch, kiss and in other ways 
interact with sacred museum objects must be weighed against 
conservation practices. In some cases, as in the Birmingham Art Gallery 
with a famous Buddha image, the interests of art lovers and practicing 
Buddhists are met and even welcomed. The Buddha is on display in a 
specially appointed gallery painted in an orange color resembling the 
habits of Buddhist monks, and material devotions and offerings are 
welcome.565 Conservation practices, regular museum rules, and the wish 
to practice religion can be respected in the same space: heritage, art, and 
sacredness can co-exist in one object. 

 
563 UK exhibition costs statue an arm and a leg – in a good way, in The Art Newspaper, 
24/04/2017. http://theartnewspaper.com/news/uk-exhibition-costs-statue-an-arm-
and-a-legin-a-good-way (2022-11-07). 
564 For perspectives on this topic from various religions in different cultural contexts, see 
Buggeln, Paine & Plate (2017). See also Becker, C. (2017) Accueillir les pratiques rituelles 
dans les collections et la programmation Culturelle du musée. L’exemple du Musée 
national des arts asiatiques – Guimet, in Merleau-Ponty, C. Du lieu de culte à la salle de 
musée - Muséologie des édifices religieux. 277–288; Smeds, K. (2018). The Museum as 
Consolation and Healing - Museological Methods for Curating the Sacred, in Mairesse, F 
(Ed.). (2018). Museology and the Sacred. Materials for a Discussion. Tehran: ICOFOM. 
193–197.  
565 Wingfield, C. (2010). Touching the Buddha: encounters with a charismatic object, in 
Dudley, S. H. Museum materialities: objects, engagements, interpretations.  

http://theartnewspaper.com/news/uk-exhibition-costs-statue-an-arm-and-a-legin-a-good-way
http://theartnewspaper.com/news/uk-exhibition-costs-statue-an-arm-and-a-legin-a-good-way
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Figure 62. The Buddha in Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery. (Photo: 
Kaptain Kobold, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons). 

Optional sacredness  

Moving from fused hybridities through forced deconstructions and 
dichotomies, we also find examples in our time of new hybridities, 
constructed contemporarily and for different motives or reasons. In 
France, the problem with secular or profane narrating of a sacred place 
has been addressed by curators, museologists, and museographs, for 
example in the treasury of the cathedral of Troyes. Here, the solution 
was to offer two sets of signs for visitors: one set telling the story from a 
historical, art history, and material point of view, the other one giving 
the spiritual history of the place and its design. The visitor could choose 
one, neither, or both sets of signs, but their presence signal and 
acknowledge a dual and equally valid identity, or possibly even a new 
hybrid life.566 

 
566 See Maffre, P. (2017). L’aménagement du trésor du cathédrale du Troyes. Travailler 
avec un architecte muséoghraphe, in Merleay-Ponty, C., Du Lieu du Culte à la Salle de 
Musée. 137–147. 



“It belongs in a museum” 

The identity and use of religious objects in museums are apparently 
complex questions, as is the function and the agency of the museum in 
relation to religious objects. In the 1989 action movie Indiana Jones and 
the Last Crusade, the villain Panama Hat finds a famous religious 
artifact in Jones’s pocket, the Cross of Coronado, and grabs it. Indiana 
Jones, who is not only an adventurer but also a university professor in 
archaeology, indignantly exclaims “That belongs in a museum!”. His 
stance in the affair is that of a representative of and an expert within 
academia, aiming to safeguard cultural artifacts and heritage on behalf of 
the collective humanity, and the obvious place to do this is the museum.  

 

Figure 63. Indiana Jones meme. 

The idea of the museum as a protector of heritage – religious or not – 
can be set against the idea of the museum as a device that deepfreezes or 
kills living objects, as introduced in Chapter 1. After the attack on satire 
magazine Charlie Hebdo in Paris, in which twelve people were killed, 
one theme in the debates following the attack was the role of religion in 
these events and in global terrorism in general. Social media exploded 
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with opinions, while at the same time alarming news from the war in 
Syria started to come, showing images of strategic destruction of cultural 
heritage by the Islamic State. A search on Twitter for the combination 
‘religion’ and ‘museum’ at this time gave interesting results. It turned out 
that many voices called for religion to be put in a museum – but for 
different reasons. Heritage as a concept is, as we have seen, in many 
aspects built on fear of loss and a sense of threat from outside, and 
therefore generates an urge to protect and save. This is a mission for 
which the museum is a seemingly optimal institution. Some of the voices 
on Twitter expressed a fear that religion as such was under threat and 
needed to be protected and saved, but they also expressed fears that 
ruining the material heritage would turn religion itself into an artefact: 

"My fear is that the Old Churches in Iraq are not destroyed but left to 
become ruins. Christianity left as a Museum religion, an 
artefact." (signature @AYoshia) 

Others – most of the posts matching the search – called for religion to be 
musealized, but not to be protected from destruction, but rather to 
protect society from religion. Religion should be separated from the 
living daily life, and instead be kept in place, as no more than a part of 
the past and a producer of artistic and other artefacts. 

"Religion—no matter its form—needs to go the way of the museum. 
Another tragic case in point by way of Paris, France." (signature 
@SilvertongueCK3) 

The museum, as expressed in these two tweets, can be seen as a haven 
and salvation for religions in peril, and at the same time as a sedating 
imprisonment for a force regarded as obsolete and too dangerous to be 
let loose in society. Not only artefacts with religious connotations should 
be put in museums, but religion itself: the Israeli American cartoonist 
Koren Shadmi addresses the secularist view that religion belongs to the 
past in one of his works, showing the skeleton of God on display among 
dinosaur skeletons in a museum.  

  



 

Figure 64. God, by Israeli American cartoonist Koren Shadmi. (With 
permission by the artist). 

The museum provoking religious believers 

Returning to Crispin Paine’s advocating for a raised awareness within 
museums for the religious qualities in objects, and to François Mairesse’s 
point, that museums sometimes are profaning sacred objects, a debate 
sparked by a museum exhibition in Estonia adds yet another aspect to 
the topic of this section. In September 2016 Estonia, which is officially a 
Lutheran country but estimated to be one of the least religious countries 
in the world567, opened a new permanent exhibition in the National 
Museum. A section in the exhibition treated the Reformation and 
contained among other features an interactive display of a virtual image 
of what looked like a Madonna. Under the image was a concrete 
fundament with an assigned area where the visitors could kick hard, 
which resulted in the virtual image being smashed into pieces and 
substituted by the word ‘Reformation’.  

 
567 Vucheva, E. (2009). Estonians least religious in the world, in EUobserver. Available 
at: https://euobserver.com/social/27587 (2022-11-07). 

https://euobserver.com/social/27587
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Figure 65. Reformation exhibition, National Museum of Estonia. The virtual 
image is projected on a screen in a glass case until a 'smash' zone is kicked at 
the base of the installation and the image is shattered. (Photo: Orthodox 
Christian online magazine).568 

This element in the exhibition ignited strong reactions from Catholic, 
Lutheran, and Orthodox Christian leaders, and attracted international 
publicity. In October same year, the kicking installation was removed 
from the exhibition due to the massive critique.569 For the question of 
transfers between sacredness and heritage, the example from Museum of 
Estonia indicates that religion in museum may be a sensitive topic, and 
that there are limits as to what a museum can do with religious objects, 
sacredness, and religion itself, even in a highly secular context. 
  

 
568 Visitors at Estonian National Museum offered to kick Virgin Mary’s image. (2017). 
OrthoChristian.Com. https://orthochristian.com/97520.html. (2022-11-07). 
569 Macintyre, J. (2016). Museum Backs Down Over Controversial Exhibit Which Allowed 
Visitors To “Kick” Virgin Mary, in Christian Today. 19 October. 
https://www.christiantoday.com/article/museum-backs-down-over-controversial-
exhibit-which-allowed-visitors-to-kick-virgin-mary/98376.htm (2022-11-07). 
 

https://orthochristian.com/97520.html
https://www.christiantoday.com/article/museum-backs-down-over-controversial-exhibit-which-allowed-visitors-to-kick-virgin-mary/98376.htm
https://www.christiantoday.com/article/museum-backs-down-over-controversial-exhibit-which-allowed-visitors-to-kick-virgin-mary/98376.htm


Political uses of the sacred 

This section addresses the research question by demonstrating various 
examples of political uses of the sacred, in different ways involving 
heritagization before or as an effect of the new uses.  

Reformation, revolution, and iconoclasm 

 

Figure 66. The defaced images of the 16th century altarpiece in Utrecht Dome, 
or St Martin’s cathedral. (Photo: Arktos, CC BY-SA 2.5). 

The destruction of religious images and the profanation and de-
consecration of churches during the Lutheran Reformation is a well-
known and strong example of the force in religious images. The 
iconoclasm taking place during the Lutheran Reformation was not 
merely about religious beliefs, but also about political struggles over 
power and dominance. The effects on sacred and religious art and 
buildings were dramatic, and the redundant and mutilated sacred art 
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was, if not destroyed or converted into new uses, in a short time turned 
into heritage and subject to restauration efforts and inventories.570 In 
France some two and a half centuries later, the destruction of religious 
art during the French Revolution – for example, beheading and cutting 
off hands and genitalia in religious images – and the emptying of 
churches to convert them into factories and science museums drastically 
transformed ecclesiastic matter into heritage in a short period of time.571 

 

Figure 67. (Left) Medieval stone sculpture of the Madonna, mutilated during 
the French revolution. (Right) Mutilated saints originally in the façade of the 
Notre Dame cathedral, now in Musée National du Moyen Âge, Paris (right). 
(Photo by the author). 

Jerusalem: naming or omitting places as political strategies 

Returning to the case of Jerusalem, the identity of Temple 
Mount/Haram al-Sharif as a holy hot spot claimed by the three 
Abrahamic religions does not prevent but rather reinforce political uses 
to be applied to it. The ongoing conflicts over right to control and access 
to the holy places have become part of the international image of 
Jerusalem as much as the holy sites themselves. Among the events 
attracting international attention in recent years two conflicts 
illustrating political uses of the sacred can be mentioned: 

In spring 2016 a new tourist map covering the major sites of interest in 
Jerusalem sparked fury and media debate, since it omitted all Muslim 

 
570 Walsham, A. (2012). The reformation of the landscape: religion, identity, and 
memory in early modern Britain and Ireland; Wangefelt Ström (2011). 29–53. 
571 Kagan, J. (2017). Monuments historiques et affectation légale au culte, in Merleau-
Ponty, C. Du lieu de culte à la salle de musée - Muséologie des édifices religieux.  



sites except for the Dome of the Rock, and many Christian sites, but 
carefully covered Jewish sites big and small, even schools (yeshivas) and 
other sites rarely known by the tour guides.572 The map was an official 
edition issued by the Israeli Tourism Ministry, which added to the 
critique, and it was considered by some critics to be one of many 
examples of religious/cultural appropriation of the city through display 
and naming. Another debate, on a similar theme but with reversed 
perspective, erupted in May 2017 when UNESCO passed a resolution 
which declared Israel’s claim to the city of Jerusalem aas “null and 
void”.573 The conflict included archaeological excavations in the Old City 
of Jerusalem and in or near the holy sites, and disagreements on 
damages afflicted on these sites. The Mayor of Jerusalem called the 
decision “absurd and political”.574 The UNESCO resolution on the Old 
City of Jerusalem and its walls called Israel an “Occupying Power” and 
stated that UNESCO “reaffirms, in this regard, the necessity to respect 
and safeguard the integrity, authenticity and cultural heritage of Al-Aqsa 
Mosque /Al Haram Al-Sharif, as reflected in the Status Quo, as a Muslim 
Holy Site of worship”.575 

The multiple claims to religious sovereignty, previously in this chapter 
touched upon as sacred uses, in these cases demonstrate the strong 
political use of heritage and sacredness. 

The San Marco Basilica: a capitalization of the sacred 

In the case of Venice, as demonstrated in Chapter 3, the San Marco 
Basilica functioned through the centuries as a node of sacredness with 
multiple categories, identities, and uses. One of these uses was political 
and patriotic, where the building itself with its armour of architectural 
spoils from Constantinople along with its content of relics and other 
treasures, was a manifestation of triumph and power, but also of the 
ecclesiastical and worldly institution it represented: the Church with the 
Patriarch, and the Republic with the Doge. As Krzystof Pomian puts it, “a 

 
572 Hasson, N. (2016). Official Map of Jerusalem’s Old City Omits Key Non-Jewish Sites, 
in HaAretz. 4 April. [online]. Available from: https://www.haaretz.com/israel-
news/map-of-jerusalems-old-city-omits-key-non-jewish-sites-1.5426622 (2022-11-07); 
Wilson, N. (2016) Israeli tourism maps to shape Jerusalem narrative, in Al Jazeera 28 
December 2016. http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/11/israeli-tourism-
maps-aim-shape-jerusalem-narrative-161107073240885.html (2022-11-07). 
573 UNESCO World Heritage Centre (2017). UNESCO World Heritage Centre - Decision - 
39 COM 7A.27 [online]. https://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/6243/ (2022-11-07). 
574 Jerusalem Post, 4/05/2017. https://www.jpost.com/Arab-Israeli-Conflict/Jlem-
Mayor-UNESCOs-denial-of-Israeli-sovereignty-absurd-and-political-489696 (2022-11-
07). 
575 UNESCO World Heritage Centre (2017). UNESCO World Heritage Centre - Decision - 
39 COM 7A.27. 

https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/map-of-jerusalems-old-city-omits-key-non-jewish-sites-1.5426622
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/map-of-jerusalems-old-city-omits-key-non-jewish-sites-1.5426622
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/11/israeli-tourism-maps-aim-shape-jerusalem-narrative-161107073240885.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/11/israeli-tourism-maps-aim-shape-jerusalem-narrative-161107073240885.html
https://www.jpost.com/Arab-Israeli-Conflict/Jlem-Mayor-UNESCOs-denial-of-Israeli-sovereignty-absurd-and-political-489696
https://www.jpost.com/Arab-Israeli-Conflict/Jlem-Mayor-UNESCOs-denial-of-Israeli-sovereignty-absurd-and-political-489696
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donation to San Marco, that is to say to Venice, was at the same time a 
religious and a political act […] and manifested simultaneously the 
patriotism of the donor and his identification with the Republic”.576 
Pomian refers to the building and the embellishment of San Marco 
Basilica as a “capitalization of the sacred” executed by the Venetian 
governments by means of relics and pious images, with demonstration of 
antiquity as the primary goal.577 

The boundaries between sacred use and political use are not only 
blurred, but historically often non-existent. Still, the political usefulness 
of sacredness and – in particular – of sacred heritage, is a strong factor 
even in an age calling itself secular. 

Re-using the Catholic 

The Catholic church through history has found creative ways of using its 
material and immaterial goods for different purposes. The so-called 
catacomb saints, introduced in Chapter 3, were exported to transalpine 
regions struck by the Reformation and deprived of their relics served 
more than the pious interests of parishioners in the North. They 
triumphantly declared to the post-Reformation world that the Catholic 
church was the sole heir to the early Christian community and its 
martyrs, that it was thereby the true and authentic Christian church, and 
that it was all but defeated.578 The connections between church, sacred 
heritage and political interests are strong in Italy still today, and the 
topic is far too extensive to fit into the frames of this thesis. One example 
of this is Sergio Luzzatto’s work on St. Padre Pio, Miracles and Politics 
in a Secular Age, which examines the cult of the popular 20th century 
saint Padre Pio and how church politics, the two world wars and the 
fascist movement, and strong commercial interests interplay.579 

The Soviet Union and the anti-religious museums 

As with the French revolution, the Russian revolution and the formation 
of the Soviet Union targeted the Church as one of its prime enemies that 
must be disarmed and destroyed. Similar to what happened in France, 
churches were emptied and transformed into more useful spaces: baths, 
museums, factories, and so on. But the Soviet Union went even further:  

 
576 Pomian (2004). 24. 
577 Pomian (2004). 23. 
578 See Chapter 3; Koudounaris (2013); Achermann (1979). 38. 
579 Luzzatto, S. (2010). Padre Pio: Miracles & Politics in a Secular Age. 



 

Figure 68. (Left) Religion is the Opiate of the People. (Hoover Political Poster 
Database); (Right) The interior of Saint Petersburg’s St. Isaac’s Cathedral, 
after its transformation in 1931 into a museum of atheism. (Photo: Ximeg, CC 
BY-SA 3.0). 

sacred icons made from different materials were taken apart in museums 
and catalogued as material categories (metal, wood, painting, etc.), and 
anti-religious museums were opened to educate the people. Religious 
heritage was used for political purposes, as deterrent examples.580  

The 19th century St Isaac’s cathedral in St. Petersburg/Leningrad was 
converted into the Antireligious Museum during the Soviet regime, with 
a Foucault’s pendulum placed in the vaulted dome as a tribute to science 
and reason. The Kazan cathedral in the same city was converted into the 
Museum of the History of Religion and Atheism in 1932, putting anti-
religious museums “on a completely new level”, citing Paine.581 

Sacred heritage, sensitive matter, and provocation 

Some decades have passed since John Lennon caused an international 
outrage by saying that The Beatles were more popular than Jesus. Uses 
of Christian material heritage and iconic images in most different 
contexts can be found everywhere, and public debates on this matter are 
few. However, the debate and violent threats in Denmark after Jyllands-
Posten’s publication of satire drawings of the prophet Mohammed 
became international news.582 These drawings assumed, as pointed out 
by Habermas, a quality of their own, and developed to discuss violence  

 
580 Paine, C. (2010). Militant Atheist Objects: Anti-Religion Museums in the Soviet 
Union, in Present Pasts.  
581 Paine (2010), see ‘The anti-religion museums’. 
582 Hervik, P. (2012). The Danish Muhammad Cartoon Conflict". Current Themes in 
IMER Research. Malmö Institute for Studies of Migration, Diversity and Welfare (MIM). 

http://www.mah.se/upload/Forskningscentrum/MIM/CT/CT%2013.pdf
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Figure 69. Decorative concrete Buddha head in the tigers’ den at Kolmården 
wildlife park, Sweden, and decorative Buddha-like figure in fake decay in the 
House of Horrors at Liseberg amusement park in Gothenburg, Sweden. 
(Photos by the author). 

tendencies within Islam and Islam in Europe in general.583 The 
sensitiveness in depicting the prophet Mohammed was, after this, 
publicly known. Images of the Buddha, however, are popular decorations 
in spas and other environments in the well-being and health market, and 
are common as interior decoration details.584  

Still, nxsumerous initiatives against secular uses of Buddhist images 
have occurred in recent years. One example is the Knowing Buddha 
organization, with the overall aim to protect the Buddha from 
disrespectful treatment.585 The Dos and Don’ts section as seen in the 
organization’s website (here in abbreviated version) gives a clear 
message on how to behave and not to behave: 

 
583 Habermas (2008). 21. 
584 For more on this field, see for example Sullivan, B. M. (Ed.) (2015). Sacred objects in 
secular spaces. Exhibiting Asian religions in museums. 
585 See Knowing Buddha website. http://www.knowingbuddha.org (2022-11-07). 

http://www.knowingbuddha.org/


 

Figure 70. The Knowing Buddha organization illustrating disrespectful uses of 
the Buddha’s image. (Images from the Knowing Buddha webpage). 

Dos:  

1. Respect 
2. Correctness 
If you see a picture, amulet or statue of Buddha in inappropriate places 
such as a walkway floor, in a toilet or on a chair, please help to place it 
in a proper place up high such as on a shelf or higher. 
3. Knowledge 
If you are a Buddhist inform those who have the wish to know about 
Buddha. 

Don’ts: 
1. Do not treat Buddha badly. 
2. Do not place Buddha images in inappropriate objects or places. 
Buddha images should be placed away from objects of daily use such as 
handkerchiefs, napkins, towels, rags or cleaning item. Also do not use 
for the lower part of the body shoes, underwear, skirts including all 
sorts of toys and furniture etc.  
True Buddhists who see a Buddha image placed with objects as 
mentioned will feel very unhappy and may become subject to conflict 
arising from such situations. 
3. Do not place images or statues of Buddha as if they were furniture or 
decorative objects. 
For example: 
Don't place a Buddha statue in the middle of a table. 
Don't place a Buddha statue in the toilet. 
Don't place Buddha statues in bars or restaurants. 
4. Do not treat Buddha as merchandise. 
In some countries you may see shops selling Buddha statues in various 
sizes. These may be considered acceptable because the buyers are 
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Buddhists who acquire statues and images to place in the temple or 
other appropriate places with the intention to respect them. 
5. Do not use Buddha's name in a disrespectful way. 
For example, in a movie a dog's name is 'Buddha'. 
There is an ice cream shop named 'Buddhi Belly' and a bar called 
'Buddha Bar'. 
6. Do not under any circumstance make fun of Buddha statues or 
images.586 

Apparently, the detachment of iconic images from their sacred origin – 
to become heritage attractions, logos in a spa, or a tourist tattoo – does 
not pass unnoticed or uncontradicted.  

Objections are to be found also when the exotifying distance in culture is 
absent, within the European Christian context. Images of a plastic bottle 
in the shape of Virgin Mary, produced to carry holy water from the 
pilgrimage to Lourdes but used to serve sauce for fried fish at a 
restaurant in San Sebastian, Spain, caused an Italian newspaper 
columnist to compare this to “peeing in a holy water basin”.587 

 

Figure 71. Madonna of Lourdes plastic bottle, originally intended for holy 
water from the Lourdes pilgrim site, filled with sauce for fried fish in a 
restaurant in San Sebastian, Spain. (Photo: Il Foglio). 

 
586 Knowing Buddha website. http://www.knowingbuddha.org/dos-and-donts (2022-11-
07). 
587 Langone, C. (2018) Contro i ristoranti stellati che ‘pisciano nelle acquasantiere’. 
https://www.ilfoglio.it/preghiera/2018/08/28/news/contro-i-ristoranti-stellati-che-
pisciano-nelle-acquasantiere-211282/ (2022-11-07). 

http://www.knowingbuddha.org/dos-and-donts
https://www.ilfoglio.it/preghiera/2018/08/28/news/contro-i-ristoranti-stellati-che-pisciano-nelle-acquasantiere-211282/
https://www.ilfoglio.it/preghiera/2018/08/28/news/contro-i-ristoranti-stellati-che-pisciano-nelle-acquasantiere-211282/


The gap between the advice in Knowing Buddha’s website and the 
abundance of Buddhas and Madonnas for sale in all shapes for an 
individual, eclectic, and possibly decorative use, is striking. The 
independent lives of the religious symbols and characters evidently pose 
a problem and create friction in some contexts.  

Artistic uses of the sacred  

In this section different kinds of artistic uses of the sacred, historically, 
and today, are presented. This addresses the research question since 
these uses contribute to, or are built on, the transfer from sacredness in 
its original form into heritage and detached forms and motives. 

The Catholic church played a significant role in the early modern era as 
an art patron, designer of displays, and organizer of large scale public 
artistic events, which has been described in Chapter 3. Of particular 
interest, as a background for the following section, are the previously 
mentioned theoretical approaches formulated by the Council of Trent 
and in learned discourses regarding the distinction between sacred and 
profane art, the uses of different kinds of art, and the relation to the 
beholder. 588 

Uses in contemporary art, fashion, and design  

References to religion as shapes and charges has become widespread in 
recent years in art and design, fashion, and pop culture, as the examples 
here will illustrate. This use of religion and sacredness presupposes a 
knowledge not only of religious motives, but also of existing taboos and 
sensitivities within different religions and cultural contexts. The 
boundaries for what can be tolerated are stretched, and a certain amount 
of provocation, seems to be a crucial ingredient in this kind of use. 
However, for the provocation to work, it takes an audience that is 
familiar with the motives and their original chargings.589 A street art 
image of Pope Francis wearing a hat in shape of the cupola of St. Peter’s 
cathedral is relevant, and possibly funny or provocative, only if the 
viewer recognizes the Pope and the cupola. 

  

 
588 See Chapter 3; Schroeder, H.J. (1978). Canons and decrees of the Council of Trent; 
G., Schildgen (2011). Cardinal Paleotti and the Discorso intorno alle imagini sacre e 
profane, in Feigenbaum, Ebert-Schifferer & Tirnanić (2011). 10. 
589 Lynch (2012). 2. 
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Figure 72. Pious and worldly motives in the collection of Cardinal Bernardino 
Spada. Galleria Spada, Rome. (Photo by the author). 

 

Figure 73. Pope Francis with St Peter’s cupola as a hat. Street art in Rome. 



The Mosque in the Venice Biennale 

An artistic and, as it turned out, provocative use of one of the numerous 
redundant Venetian churches was presented at the 2015 Venice biennale 
by the Icelandic Art Center and Swiss artist Christoph Büchel. The 
Icelandic pavilion was located in the 10th century church of Santa Maria 
della Misericordia, closed and deconsecrated since more than forty 
years. The church was, as a pavilion for the biennale, transformed into 
an artwork called The Mosque, in collaboration with the large Muslim 
community in Venice which presently has no mosque in the city.  

 

Figure 74. Muslims praying in the Icelandic pavilion and artwork The Mosque 
at the 2015 Venice Biennale, housed in previous church Santa Maria della 
Misericordia. (Photo: Mousse Magazine, Bjarni Grimsson and C. Büchel). 

The Mosque was planned to be “a place of activity for the Venice Muslim 
Community and will offer an ongoing schedule of educational and 
cultural programs available to the general public”, including daily 
prayers, but was shut down after just two weeks by the local 
government.590 The motivation for the decision was “a breach of health 
and safety regulations: the number of visitors has exceeded the capacity 
of the building on a number of occasions, city officials say. They also say 
they had not granted permission for a working mosque in the former 
church of Santa Maria della Misericordia in Cannaregio, but issued 

 
590 Christoph Büchel “THE MOSQUE“ at the Icelandic Pavilion, Venice Biennale, in 
Mousse Magazine and Publishing (2015). 
https://www.moussemagazine.it/magazine/foundation-icelandic-venice (2022-11-07). 

https://www.moussemagazine.it/magazine/foundation-icelandic-venice


 
 

245 

permits only for the installation of an art exhibition.” The Icelandic art 
centre responsible for the pavilion replied to the Venetian 
administration that the purpose with the art work was “to draw attention 
to the political institutionalization of segregation and prejudice in 
society” and “to provide a platform for dialogue about and 
communication between different cultural positions”, and claimed that 
“the administration of the Venice Biennale, an institution within the City 
of Venice, has not supported this artistic endeavor in the way that would 
have been expected for an organization of its stature and proclaimed 
advocacy of contemporary art.”591 The use of sacred heritage as art, but 
with new sacred connotations, caused concern; possibly by intentionally 
leaving the boundaries between art and sacredness open for individual 
interpretation with the audience. 

How does sacredness smell? Sacredness in a bottle 

In 2002 the French fashion brand Comme des Garçons launched a series 
of perfumes inspired by “the five main spiritual teachings of the 
humanity”.592 The teachings selected to become perfumes, each 
represented by a city, were: 

Catholicism (Avignon) 
Islam (Ouarzazate)  
Orthodox Christianity (Zagorsk)  
Hinduism (Jaisalmer) 
Buddhism and Shintoism (Kyoto).  

Catholicism was represented by Avignon (interestingly enough, since the 
city was the seat of the Anti-Pope during the Papal Schism 1378–1417, 
and therefore a symbol for ecclesiastic conflict), and the inspiration for 
the scent was described by the company as such: 

This is a smell of gothic cathedrals, their vast and high halls, gobelins and 
tapestries that were absorbing the sacred frankincense smell for centuries. 
The top notes open in distinguishing frankincense and myrrh scent, which 
lead to the mysterious heart of solemn smoky and balsamic notes. The dry 
vanilla and soft French (Roman) chamomile notes tame and make this 
inscrutable mystery closer to us.593 

 
591 It’s official: Christoph Büchel’s Venice Biennale mosque is closed to the public, The 
Art Newspaper, 22 May 2015. 
592 Comme des Garcons Series 3 Incense: Avignon Comme des Garcons perfume - a 
fragrance for women and men. (2002) www.fragrantica.com. Available at: 
https://www.fragrantica.com/perfume/Comme-des-Garcons/Comme-des-Garcons-
Series-3-Incense-Avignon-1230.html (2022-11-07). 
593 Comme des Garcons Series 3 Incense: Avignon. 

https://www.fragrantica.com/perfume/Comme-des-Garcons/Comme-des-Garcons-Series-3-Incense-Avignon-1230.html
https://www.fragrantica.com/perfume/Comme-des-Garcons/Comme-des-Garcons-Series-3-Incense-Avignon-1230.html


The eclectic choices of religions, of cities associated with them, and of 
the multi-faceted sense-scape invented in the creative minds of the 
perfume producers make an interesting example of new uses of the 
sacred. Religion – or rather, what contemporary western society is 
expected to associate with religion, or sacred heritage – is transferred 
into the free artistic interpretations of sensory experiences outside of 
visual art. 

Dolce & Gabbana and a saint in the Palermo catwalk  

When the famous Italian fashion duo Dolce & Gabbana in 2017 hosted a 
lavish catwalk with haute couture clothes in Piazza Pretoria in Domenico 
Dolce’s hometown Palermo, the Catholic references played a leading 
role. 

 

Figure 75. Model on catwalk in fashion designers Dolce & Gabbana’s alta 
moda show in Piazza Pretoria, Palermo, 2017. The outfit alludes to the famous 
reliquary of San Gennaro in Naples. (Source: Cool Chic Style Fashion Blog).594 

 
594 Rossini, F. & Nervino, E. (2019). City Branding and Public Space. An empirical 
analysis of Dolce & Gabbana’s Alta Moda event in Naples. The Journal of Public Space. 
61–82.  
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A journalist wrote: “What this Alta Moda show achieved was to create a 
cultural fashion universe. Domenico and Stefano used fragments of 
Palermo memory, from its history - Arab to African, Spanish to Middle 
Eastern - and its deep Catholic heritage.”595 Among the fashion designs 
displayed in the catwalk was a dress and headwear clearly alluding to the 
famous and popular reliquary holding the miraculous blood relics of San 
Gennaro in Naples.596 The annual display of these relics, mentioned in an 
early modern context in Chapter 3, is still today an important event 
broadcasted on TV, and the relic itself, encapsuled in the golden 
reliquary in the shape of the saint’s head wearing a mitre, is iconic and 
well known to many Italians. Fashion is made from the designer’s 
personal history and connection to the place and its Catholic heritage, 
and the result is a spectacular reference to a common heritage 
recognized by far wider circles than those invested in haute couture. 

Heavenly Bodies: Fashion and the Catholic imagination on 
the catwalk 

A similar fashion event took place in 2018, and this time in a museum: 
The Metropolitan Museum in New York opened its exhibition on fashion 
inspired by Catholicism with a spectacular runway where celebrities 
from movies and music were dressed in creations by the famous fashion 
designers on show in the exhibition. The museum described the initiative 
for the exhibition as “Fashion, Religion, and Visual Culture: A 
Comparative Look”: 

This exhibition explores how the Catholic imagination has shaped the 
creativity of designers and how it is conveyed through their narrative 
impulses. These impulses are reflected in the organization of the 
exhibition, which unfolds as a series of short stories told through 
conversations between religious artworks in The Met collection and 
fashions of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.597 

The exhibition had mixed reviews. One critic in The New York Times 
meant that “juxtaposing the sacred and the profane at this particular 
moment in time, when the Catholic church is rived with internal disputes 

 
595 Menkes, S. (2017) . #SuzyCouture: Dolce & Gabbana’s Ode To Palermo. in Vogue 
[online]. https://www.vogue.co.uk/article/suzy-menkes-couture-autumn-winter-2017-
dolce-gabbana. (2022-11-07). 
596 See Chapter 3. 
597 Heavenly Bodies: Fashion and the Catholic Imagination 
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2018/heavenly-bodies (2022-11-07). 
Quote from https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2018/heavenly-
bodies/fashion-and-religion-comparative-look . 

https://www.vogue.co.uk/article/suzy-menkes-couture-autumn-winter-2017-dolce-gabbana
https://www.vogue.co.uk/article/suzy-menkes-couture-autumn-winter-2017-dolce-gabbana
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2018/heavenly-bodies
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2018/heavenly-bodies/fashion-and-religion-comparative-look
https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2018/heavenly-bodies/fashion-and-religion-comparative-look


 

Figure 76. The artist Rihanna at the Metropolitan Museum of Art's Costume 
Institute Benefit celebrating the opening of Heavenly Bodies: Fashion and the 
Catholic Imagination, New York, USA 2018. (Photo by Stephen 
Lovekin/Variety/REX/Shutterstock (9662976bc). 

between conservatives and liberals, and religion around the world is 
being weaponized and politicized, is a risky move”. The curator in charge 
replied:  

Every show we do at the Costume Institute has that potential. This one 
perhaps more than any other. But the focus is on a shared hypothesis 
about what we call the Catholic imagination and the way it has engaged 
artists and designers and shaped their approach to creativity, as opposed 
to any kind of theology or sociology. Beauty has often been a bridge 
between believers and unbelievers.598 

 
598 Friedman, V. (2018). The Costume Institute Takes on Catholicism, in The New York 
Times. 20 January. [online]. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/08/style/met-museum-
costume-institute-catholicism.html (2022-11-07). 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/08/style/met-museum-costume-institute-catholicism.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/08/style/met-museum-costume-institute-catholicism.html
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The curator added that most Western designers (and there were only 
three non-European or not American-based names in the exhibition) 
were engaged in a dialogue with Catholicism. The initiative of the 
museum played on shared references and heritage but was received also 
as a provocation against a religious institution already occupied with 
numerous internal and external problems. 

Far away from the fashion runways and media celebrities, religion and 
fashion unite in a different way, namely in the printed Kitenge textiles in 
Congo, where Virgin Mary of the Rosary and St. John Paul II turn up in 
the traditional geometrical patterns. Under the portrait of the saint Pope 
are the dates of his pontificate, and the words in French: The Congolese 
people will never forget you. These textiles are aimed for use and for 
clothing, but they are not playing on religious familiar forms and not 
designed for fashion shows: they are sold in markets to local customers 
and is an expression of religious practice as a fashion and design use of a 
shared sacred heritage. 

 

Figure 77. Kitenge fabrics from Congo mixing traditional techniques with 
contemporary Catholic motives, here Virgin Mary and a rosary, and Pope 
John Paul II. (Photo by the author). 



Islam and religious motives in design 

Using religious motives in design can go beyond alluding to presumed 
references in common. An Arab student at an Israeli college presented a 
dress for a design assignment laced with Quran verses, which sparked 
fury among bloggers calling the dress an “insult to religion”. The dress 
with verses from Al Baqara (The Cow) Chapter was posted on the 
Facebook account of Shenkar College of Engineering and Design in 
Israel, as part of the designs prepared by students.599 

 

Figure 78. A female Arab student’s dress, laced with verses from the Quran, for 
a design event at her college in Israel. (Image credit: Courtesy Sabq). 

A similar case but with an even more violent reaction, with debates and 
threats to follow, was the Instagram posting by exile-Iranian human 
rights activist and women’s rights activist Shadi Sadr showing herself 
reclining in a pillow decorated with verses from the Quran. The fact that 
Sadr did not wear a headscarf and had a glass of wine in her hand – 
thereby violating two rules in Iran, even if the photo was taken abroad – 
added to the reactions and accusations of profaning Islam. The image 
was removed by Instagram without giving any explanation.600 

 
599 Toumi, H. (2014). Dress laced with verses from Quran sparks row, in GulfNews. 11 
January. [online]. https://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/saudi-arabia/dress-laced-with-
verses-from-quran-sparks-row-1.1276389 (2022-11-07). 
600 Esfandiari, G. (2016). ‘Islamic’ Chair Cover Gets Iranian Activist In Trouble, in Radio 
Free Europe [online]. https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-islamic-chair-wine-glass-
outrage/27773093.html (2022-11-07). 

https://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/saudi-arabia/dress-laced-with-verses-from-quran-sparks-row-1.1276389
https://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/saudi-arabia/dress-laced-with-verses-from-quran-sparks-row-1.1276389
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-islamic-chair-wine-glass-outrage/27773093.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-islamic-chair-wine-glass-outrage/27773093.html


 
 

251 

 

Figure 79. Human rights lawyer and women’s rights activist Shadi Sadr on a 
couch with an Islamic motive. (Photo from Twitter).601 

These two examples bring up the question of sensitivity and tolerance 
towards new uses of the sacred. Religious motives that are long since 
detached from a solely religious use and have started to live their own 
life – if still with qualities as charged references –are used also in design 
and fashion. These uses can be provocative to believers, while the 
heritage category applied to the motives appears to facilitate and 
reinforce new uses.  

  

 
601 Shadi Sadr’s tweet where she comments on the photo having been removed from 
Instagram without any explanation: 
https://twitter.com/shadisadr/status/738313968519892993. (2022-11-07). 

https://twitter.com/shadisadr/status/738313968519892993


 

Figure 80. 3D printed Star Wars character Chewbacca in the shape of Buddha, 
produced and sold online on request. Artwork by Chris Milnes. (Photo via 
Etsy/muckychris). 

Sacredness and pop art 

Religious motives and sacred qualities are attractive also to the more 
widespread and less exclusive pop art. Products and artworks merging 
characters from Star Wars and other popular characters are countless 
and are easily available as 3D prints in online shops or sold directly from 
the artist through marketing in social media.  

Artist Patrick King has created a series of icons depicting and honoring 
“the patron saints of the Empire” (evil characters in the Star Wars films). 
The artworks replicate the classical design for Christian icons and are 
presented as a tribute to all the fallen heroes of the Empire, including a 
short hagiographic explanation as to why each of them was chosen for 
sainthood.602 

 
602 Star Wars Imperial Saints. Patrick King Art [online]. 
https://www.patrickkingart.com/art/star-wars-imperial-saints/ (2022-11-07).  

https://www.patrickkingart.com/art/star-wars-imperial-saints/
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Figure 81. Icon of Saint SK-387, patron saint of stormtroopers, martyred in 
service to the Galactic Empire while serving aboard the first Death Star. 
(Artwork by Patrick King. With permission by the artist). 

The artist duo Pool&Marianela and their art projects Plastic Religion 
and Kidstianism rework plastic Barbie dolls into religious figures – 
mostly Christian ones, but also religious characters from Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and the Old Testament.  



 

Figure 82. Barbie and Ken dolls in the shape of Jesus, Virgin Mary, and Saints 
Sebastian and Expeditus. Artwork by Pool & Marianela within the Kidstianism 
project. (With permission by the artists). 

The artist duo say they work in the same way as artisans did in the past:  
Each doll’s outfit has been painstakingly made, with Mariela and Pool 
drawing inspiration from the rigorous detailing and perfectionism 
employed by artisans in the past to represent Mary and other saints in 
statue form. The artists argue that there are parallels: these effigies were 
the Barbies of the pre-consumerist era.603 

Pool&Marianela state that they are spiritual persons, building on 
Christian education, and that they address children with their art, while 
Brazilian artist Ana Smile and her project Santa Blasfêmia (Saint 
Blasphemy) distance itself from religion. Ana Smile works with creating 
plaster statues molded on traditional religious figurines, then painting 
them as pop culture icons such as Batman, Frida Kahlo, the rock group 
Kiss, Wonder Woman, and The Joker.604 Her works have provoked 
Catholic believers and resulted in protest emails, also to the local 
government asking them to intervene against the artist. The artist herself 
responds to the protests: “The pieces were created as decorative items. It 
has nothing to do with religion.” 605  

 
603 Controversial religious Barbie doll exhibition opens in Buenos Aires (2015). The 
Guardian, 21 October. https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2015/oct/21/barbie-and-
ken-religious-art-exhibition (2022-11-07). 
604 See Santa Blasfêmia’s page on Facebook: 
https://www.facebook.com/stblasfemia/?fref=ts (8/3/2020). 
605 Bickel, C. (2016). “’Blasphemous’ Brazilian artist under fire for turning religious 
figures into pop culture icons”, in Dangerous minds. 
https://dangerousminds.net/comments/blasphemous_brazilian_artist_under_fire_for
_turning_religious_figures_into1 (8/3/2020). 

https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2015/oct/21/barbie-and-ken-religious-art-exhibition
https://www.theguardian.com/travel/2015/oct/21/barbie-and-ken-religious-art-exhibition
https://www.facebook.com/stblasfemia/?fref=ts
https://dangerousminds.net/comments/blasphemous_brazilian_artist_under_fire_for_turning_religious_figures_into1
https://dangerousminds.net/comments/blasphemous_brazilian_artist_under_fire_for_turning_religious_figures_into1
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Figure 83. Saint Anthony of Padua transformed into the pop culture character 
The Joker holding a baby with the features of Batman. By artist Ana Smile and 
the art project Santa Blasfêmia. (With permission by the artist). 

The Roman street artist Ex-Voto Fecit works with poster graffiti mostly 
in Rome and in other Italian cities. Traditional Baroque and 
Romanticism images of Virgin Mary are reworked with added details and 
messages to comment on contemporary politics on xenophobia, mobile 
phones, elections, or soccer games, in an outer appearance most familiar 
to the local community. The works are shared in social media, and not 
rarely the places where the posters are set up are transformed into small, 
temporary shrines with flowers and candles, as was the case with Our 
Lady of Soccer in 2017. 



 

Figure 84. Our Lady of Soccer. Artwork in abandoned wall shrine in Rome on 
the day of an important derby, 2017. By artist Ex-Voto Fecit. (With permission 
by the artist).606 

Also, popular culture interweaves into religious practices, as we will see 
numerous examples of in Chapter 5. Just as the 17th century black 
smudges and the holes in a meadow in Chapter 2 were given a 
mysterious and distant religious connection to monks in popular 
accounts, so it was possible for the elderly Brazilian grandmother, who 
went viral on Facebook, to pray before a presumed statue of Saint 
Anthony of Padua for many years before her young relative informed her 
that the statue in fact depicted Elrond, the elven king, from Lord of the 
Rings.607 Sacred qualities obviously can be not only optional, but also  

 
606 See Ex-Voto Fecit’s work on Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/exvotofecit/. 
607 Great-Granny Has Accidentally Been Praying To Lord Of The Rings Character For 
Years. (2017). Bored Panda online magazine. https://www.boredpanda.com/great-
grandma-prays-lord-of-the-rings-figurine/. (2022-11-07). 
 

https://www.boredpanda.com/great-grandma-prays-lord-of-the-rings-figurine/
https://www.boredpanda.com/great-grandma-prays-lord-of-the-rings-figurine/
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Figure 85. A Brazilian grandmother’s presumed statue of Saint Anthony, 
turning out to be the elven king Elrond in Lord of the Rings. (Photo from Bored 
Panda). 

ascribed to suitable objects: a fusion of a contemporary popular 
literature and movie icon, and an equally popular medieval saint 
becomes a use of a sacred heritage icon in a movie star appearance.  

Returning to the definitions connected to the research question, ‘What 
happens in the transfer between sacredness and heritage?’, the 
boundaries between the concepts of ‘sacredness’ and ‘heritage’, as well as 
who gets to decide about these definitions, appear to be fluid in the pop 
art context. Cultural and religious context affect the reception and 
understanding of art using religious forms, and possibly also the artistic 
driving force to play with highly charged motives. 

Scientific uses of the sacred 

This section introduces examples of uses of the sacred in a science 
context, where science can intervene in the sacred sphere to add new 
perspectives or takes over and domesticates a sacred space as an 
expression of new world views in society. The relation between religion 



and science is a field of study in its own right, and its scope goes far 
beyond the topic of this thesis. Even within the narrower field of 
museums and heritage the connections and the uses of religion and 
sacredness for scientific purposes are many. As with the examples of the 
French revolution and the Soviet Union, science has been used to replace 
and domesticate – or eradicate – religion, for example by taking over 
sacred buildings for scientific activity. The museum medium has been 
used as a tool to disenchant sacred heritage and as formation for rational 
and non-religious citizens. In Denis Byrne’s words (regarding South-East 
Asia), “the museum has been assigned a key role in modern state 
formation […], a role closely articulated with state-sponsored anti-
superstition campaigns designed to produce modern subjects”.608 If this 
is one of many roles of the museum, its usefulness in relation to religion 
and science makes sense.  

The Jesuit order and the uses of science in religion 

The Jesuit order in early modern times were skilled in working with 
science and art in monumental buildings as well as in displays and 
collections. Born in the time of the Counter-Reformation and the era of 
classification and re-contextualization, the Jesuit order is known among 
other things for its inventiveness in merging art, science and religion in 
its buildings and other enterprises. In Jesuit architecture the trompe 
l’oeil technique is frequently used to embellish spaces and to show off 
human cleverness, in a time in which the Jesuit Athanasius Kircher and 
his beforementioned museum, as well as a general support of the arts, 
had an instrumental function in the aims of the order.609 The lay Jesuit 
and painter Andrea Pozzo’s works in the church of Sant’Ignazio and in 
the re-structuring of the corridor and rooms where St. Ignatius lived and 
died, both in Rome, demonstrate the skillful merging between 
knowledge of geometry and perspectives, of art and architecture, and of 
vision, the eye, and optics.610 Stuart Clark has pointed out that in the 17th 
century all visual phenomena get increasingly difficult to categorize due 
to the rationalization of optics: the division in religious and other 
contexts becomes problematic.611 In this case, science was promoted not 
just per se, but used as framing and tool in displays and public 
presentations to promote St. Ignatius as a saint, and to promote faith – 
not to domesticate it. 

 
608 Byrne, D. (2017). Museums, Objects, and the Flourishing Realm of the Supernatural 
in Modern Asia, in Buggeln, Paine, and Plate (2017). 77. 
609 See Chapter 3; Findlen (2004). 
610 Massey, L. (2021). Thaumaturgic visions: Andrea Pozzo’s St Ignatius Corridor. Word 
& Image, 37(3), 229–244: see in particular the section on Jesuit optics.  
611 Clark (2007). 332. 
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Figure 86. A cupola painted with trompe l’oeil technique on a flat ceiling in the 
Jesuit church Sant’Ignazio, Rome, by Andrea Pozzo, 1685. (Photo by the 
author). 

  



 

Figure 87. Foucault’s pendulum, Musée des Arts et Métiers (Museum of Arts 
and Crafts), Paris. (Photo by the author). 

Musée des Arts et Métiers 

In 1802 the museum of arts and crafts in Paris, Musée des Arts et 
Métiers, was opened to the public in the remaining buildings of the once 
famed and influential priory of Saint-Martin-des-Champs.612 The priory 
was founded in Merovingian time, the earliest records of it dating to 710, 
and was in function until its suppression in 1790 during the French 
Revolution. The museum houses collections of industrial machines and 
inventions, dramatically filling and re-shaping the spaces of the former 
church, and the images of saints have been replaced with plaques of 
scientists and other famous men. The museum presents seven different 
collections: Scientific Instruments, Materials, Energy, Mechanics, 
Construction, Communication, and Transportation. In the former 
church are displayed cars, airplanes, the original Pendulum of Foucault 
(as in St. Isaac’s cathedral in St Petersburg, now a museum), and some 
other monumental objects. Interestingly for the question of transfers 
between sacred and heritage uses, the famous pendulum is placed at the 

 
612 Ferriot, D. (2017). Muséologie des édifices religieux: l’exemple du Conservatoire des 
arts et des métiers, in Merleau-Ponty, C. Du lieu de culte à la salle de musée - Muséologie 
des édifices religieux. 193-207. See also Musée des arts et métiers, Visitor information 
[online]. https://www.arts-et-metiers.net/musee/visitor-information (2022-11-07). 

https://www.arts-et-metiers.net/musee/visitor-information
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centre of the former choir, right above where the altar once was: at the 
spiritual centre of the room and the focal point of the church 
architecture, the most sacred has been replaced by science. 

Leiden anatomical theatre 

In 1591 the Faliedebagijnkerk church in Leiden, disused since the 
Reformation, was designated by the town council to house anatomical 
dissections at the university. The Theatrum Anatomicum was modelled 
on the first academic anatomical theatre, namely the famous one in 
Padua designed by Johannes Fabricius.613  

 

Figure 88. The anatomical theatre at Leiden university. (CC-BY 4.0). 

Here, as in the Musée des Arts et des Métiers in Paris, the spot for the 
new and scientific focal point – the table where the body was dissected 
before the surrounding audience – was placed at the centre of the choir, 
in the liturgically most charged place where the altar had been. The 
examples from Paris and Leiden illustrate the domesticating function of 
science taking over a sacred space: in terms of intellectual content and 
views of the world, but also in a drastic physical sense. 

 
613 Knoeff, R. (2012). Dutch Anatomy and Clinical Medicine in 17th-Century Europe 
Dutch Anatomy [online]. http://ieg-ego.eu/de/threads/modelle-und-stereotypen/das-
niederlaendische-jahrhundert-17.-jhd/rina-knoeff-dutch-anatomy-and-clinical-
medicine-in-17th-century-europe (2022-11-07). 

http://ieg-ego.eu/de/threads/modelle-und-stereotypen/das-niederlaendische-jahrhundert-17.-jhd/rina-knoeff-dutch-anatomy-and-clinical-medicine-in-17th-century-europe
http://ieg-ego.eu/de/threads/modelle-und-stereotypen/das-niederlaendische-jahrhundert-17.-jhd/rina-knoeff-dutch-anatomy-and-clinical-medicine-in-17th-century-europe
http://ieg-ego.eu/de/threads/modelle-und-stereotypen/das-niederlaendische-jahrhundert-17.-jhd/rina-knoeff-dutch-anatomy-and-clinical-medicine-in-17th-century-europe


Dinosaurs in the cathedral 

In the summer of 2017, the annual event of a science festival in Ely 
cathedral counted among the attractions a dinosaur excavation with a 
life size T-Rex and a Sci-Fi Prom featuring music from favourite 
composers and movies.614 The aim of the festival is to open up the world 
of science and the natural world to new and diverse audiences. Science 
and technology are celebrated through art and music, exhibitions, and 
activities. In 2017, a specialist exhibition was on display in the Lady 
Chapel, Dinosaurs to DNA, showing national and local artefacts of great 
scientific significance including an original copy of Darwin's Origin of 
Species and a Late Jurassic Pliosaur discovered nearby in the 
Cambridgeshire Fens in the 1950’s. This exhibition would have been 
impossible to imagine a century ago615, both for the divides between 
religion and scientific theories on evolution at the time, and for the idea 
of hosting an exhibition of this kind and scale in a functioning church. 
The sacred space in this case remains authentic while simultaneously 
performing education and initiating debate in matters which historically 
have challenged and been rejected by the ecclesiastic world. 

 

Figure 89. Life size T-Rex at Ely Cathedral Science Festival in 2017. (Ely 
Standard, Photo: Mike Rouse. Credit: Archant). 

 
614 Ely Standard. (2017). Big names, dinosaurs, rocket shows and explosive displays at 
Ely Cathedral Science Festival. https://www.elystandard.co.uk/news/22766948.big-
names-dinosaurs-rocket-shows-explosive-displays-ely-cathedral-science-festival---
tickets-sale-now/ (2022-11-07). 
615 See for example James, F. A. J. L. (2005). An ‘Open Clash between Science and the 
Church’?: Wilberforce, Huxley and Hooker on Darwin at the British Association, Oxford, 
1860. In Science and Beliefs.  

https://www.elystandard.co.uk/news/22766948.big-names-dinosaurs-rocket-shows-explosive-displays-ely-cathedral-science-festival---tickets-sale-now/
https://www.elystandard.co.uk/news/22766948.big-names-dinosaurs-rocket-shows-explosive-displays-ely-cathedral-science-festival---tickets-sale-now/
https://www.elystandard.co.uk/news/22766948.big-names-dinosaurs-rocket-shows-explosive-displays-ely-cathedral-science-festival---tickets-sale-now/
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In a similar manner, Norwich Cathedral in summer 2021 hosted a 
famous cast of a Diplodocus dinosaur from the Natural History Museum 
touring museums around the UK as Dippy on Tour.616 In Norwich the 
dinosaur cast was placed in the nave of the cathedral and welcomed by 
the cathedral choir. 

 

Figure 90. The Norwich Cathedral choir welcoming Dippy the dinosaur, 
summer 2021. (Photocredits: Norwich Cathedral). 

The Dean of Norwich Cathedral welcomed the opportunity to continue 
the long tradition of using the cathedral nave as a place for community 
events, and to inspire discussions on the relation between faith and 
science as well as reflections on how we can protect nature and our 
planet.617 

The dinosaurs in the cathedrals illustrate how sacred heritage is used to 
address and reach out to science, and to situate religion and sacred 
heritage in a new context of exchanges with society. 

 
616 The exhibition Dippy on Tour, https://dippy.cathedral.org.uk/. (2022-11-07). 
617 Choristers welcome Dippy. (2021). https://dippy.cathedral.org.uk/news/choristers-
welcome-dippy/ (2022-11-07). 

https://dippy.cathedral.org.uk/
https://dippy.cathedral.org.uk/news/choristers-welcome-dippy/
https://dippy.cathedral.org.uk/news/choristers-welcome-dippy/


Touristic uses of the sacred 

This section presents examples of how tourists and sacredness collide, 
interact, and collaborate within a heritage context. Religion and 
sacredness have functioned as main attractions for travelers through 
history: pilgrims, merchants, and leisure travelers. An expanding global 
tourism as lucrative market has emerged, also within the religious field. 
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s definitions of heritage as “a ‘value-
added’ industry” which “produces the local for export”618 are applicable 
to this example: the commercial interests are strong, and have been 
through history (as demonstrated in Chapter 3 with the cases of Rome 
and Venice), and the boundaries between religious and commercial aims 
are diffuse or even non-existent.619 In some cases, as will be 
demonstrated, the local religious communities are among the 
stakeholders for religious theme parks or promoted pilgrim trails, and in 
other cases the development and promotion of religious sites is a 
question entirely for the tourism industry. CBI, the Centre for the 
Promotion of Imports from developing countries based in the 
Netherlands, has published a research-based report on how religious 
tourism from Europe to developing countries can be financially 
successful.620 Starting by mapping trends that may offer opportunities on 
the European market for religious tourism, the report concludes that 
European tourists are increasingly looking for spiritual meaning, and 
that religious tourism can be a way for them to find it. The needs of 
different age groups are listed, including their expected attitude to 
religious practice and spirituality. “In (especially Western) Europe, 
spirituality is less about attending formal ceremonies and more about 
experiencing a general sense of spirituality in daily life. People are 
looking for meaningfulness, worthwhile events, spiritual and mindful 
relaxation and ways of slowing down”.621  

Crispin Paine addresses a growing global phenomenon related to religion 
and heritage in Gods and Rollercoasters: Religion in Theme  

 
618 See Chapter 1. 
619 See Chapter 3. 
620 The European market potential for religious tourism | CBI (no date). Available at: 
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/tourism/religious-tourism/market-potential 
(2022-11-07). 
621 The European market potential for religious tourism | CBI (2020). 
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/tourism/religious-tourism/market-potential 
(2022-11-07). 

https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/tourism/religious-tourism/market-potential
https://www.cbi.eu/market-information/tourism/religious-tourism/market-potential
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Figure 91. Suoi Tien water slide park, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. (Photo: 
Hans Olav Lien, CC BY-SA 3.0). 

Parks Worldwide .622 Religious theme parks are numerous, and top lists 
and travel guides are easily available online.  

Suoi Tien, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam is a Buddhist water slide park 
which claims to align with the animistic style of Buddhism practiced in 
South-East Asia. The park, founded in 1995, offers multiple attractions 
among which are water slides that "emerge from the beards of sculpted 
Buddhist sages" but also the Palace of Unicorns presenting the Buddhist 
vision of hell.623 

  

 
622 Paine, C. (2019). Gods and Rollercoasters: Religion in Theme Parks Worldwide. I 
extend a warm thank you to Crispin Paine for sharing his manuscript with me before I 
could get my hands on the book. 
623 The Wonders and Horrors of Suoi Tien Buddhist Theme Park, Slate.com. 
http://www.slate.com/blogs/atlas_obscura/2014/06/16/suoi_tien_buddhist_theme_pa
rk_in_ho_chi_minh_city_vietnam.html (2022-11-07). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Su%E1%BB%91i_Ti%C3%AAn_Amusement_Park
http://www.slate.com/blogs/atlas_obscura/2014/06/16/suoi_tien_buddhist_theme_park_in_ho_chi_minh_city_vietnam.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/atlas_obscura/2014/06/16/suoi_tien_buddhist_theme_park_in_ho_chi_minh_city_vietnam.html


 

Figure 92. The Ark Encounter in Williamstown, Kentucky, as presented on the 
website. (6/5/2022). 

The Ark Encounter in Williamstown, Kentucky, boasts a full-size Noah’s 
Ark, as described in the Bible: 510 feet long, 85 feet wide, and 51 feet 
high. The park is directed to families in particular and collaborates with 
a Creation museum presenting “creation science” through dinosaur 
bones, fossils, botanical gardens, a planetarium, zoo, and a zip line 
course.624 

At least to a traditional Western European viewer the combination – or 
competition? – between leisure and amusement on one hand and 
authentic religious devotion on the other may seem striking. However, 
according to Paine’s investigation, this does not have to be a problem. He 
observes, after having visited and studied numerous religious theme 
parks in Asia and North America, that 

religion parks are collapsing the distinction, long rigid in most of 
Protestant Christianity, between places of worship and leisure venues. 
Protestants are rediscovering the joys of pilgrimage. Other traditions, 
where such joys have never been forgotten, are discovering new ways of 
experiencing them.625  

Religion and sacredness, according to this field of using and practicing 
religion and of making use of sacred heritage, seem to co-exist very well 
with entertainment and leisure. The contradiction between the two sides 
may be a product more of Western European tradition than a question of 
religious authenticity. In this case, the transfer between sacredness and 
heritage thus is less of a transfer and more of an existence and practice 
in the two categories simultaneously. 

 
624 Life-size Noah’s Ark. Ark Encounter. https://arkencounter.com/ (2022-11-07). 
625 Paine (2019). 183–184. 

https://arkencounter.com/
https://arkencounter.com/
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From pilgrim to tourist 

A conference organized by the European association Future for Religious 
Heritage (FRH) in 2016 themed Tourists, Travelers and Pilgrims: 
Encountering Religious Heritage in Today’s Europe brought up 
examples of a new touristic interest for the old pilgrim routes in Europe, 
and for a new kind of (not necessarily religiously motivated) 
pilgrimages.626 The ways in which these old pilgrim routes are presented 
to tourists of today give an idea of what a tourist pilgrimage of today can 
be. The Camino de Santiago (the Way of St. James) is an extensive 
network of ancient pilgrim routes stretching across Europe and coming 
together at the tomb of St. James (Santiago in Spanish) in Santiago de 
Compostela in north-west Spain.627 A tour operator presents the pilgrim 
route with highlights related to a healthy lifestyle and pleasant leisure 
activities: 

As well as encouraging a healthy heart, walking the Camino can be 
incredibly relaxing and meditative. After the walking day is done there is 
plenty of fun to be had. Every evening you will enter a new town or village 
and enjoy the local culture, food and wine.628 

Another ancient route is Via Francigena which stretches from 
Canterbury to Rome. The unique selling points as formulated by a 
promotion association emphasize cultural identity and heritage: 

The Via Francigena promotes a heritage connected to European cultural 
identities, starting from an historical itinerary that is conveyed by a group 
of roads, along which the history of Europe formed during the last 
centuries. […] promote the values of the path and of the pilgrims, starting 
from the sustainable development of the territories by means of a cultural, 
identity, touristic approach.629 

A quick online search gives evidence of the financial and quantitative 
expansion of pilgrimage and pilgrim routes within the tourism industry: 
examples are numerous. The main arguments, outside of the spiritual 
ones promoted by the religious stakeholders, are mainly those 
represented in previous quotations: fitness, wine and dining, and 
cultural heritage. As pointed out by Carole M. Cusack, research in recent 
decades demonstrates similarities between pilgrimages and tourism, and 

 
626 Future for Religious Heritage. https://www.frh-europe.org/events/2016-vicenza/ 
(2022-11-07). 
627 Camino de Santiago – The Pilgrimage Routes to Santiago de Compostela. Available 
at: http://santiago-compostela.net/ (2022-11-07). 
628 Follow the Camino tour operator, http://santiago-compostela.net/camino-tours/ 
(2022-11-07). 
629 Associazione-AEVF. Via Francigena. Available at: 
https://www.viefrancigene.org/it/chi_siamo/ (2022-11-07). 

https://www.frh-europe.org/events/2016-vicenza/
http://santiago-compostela.net/
http://santiago-compostela.net/camino-tours/
https://www.viefrancigene.org/it/chi_siamo/


in recent years the secular pilgrimage, or ‘spiritual tourism’, has been 
investigated.630 

During the previously mentioned Jubilee or Holy Year in Rome in 2016, 
pilgrims could collect stamps when visiting the main sacred places 
marked on a special pilgrimage map and directed by stickers in the 
streets across town. The stamp had a hopeful message: “From tourist to 
pilgrim…”. A city once famed as one of the Christian world’s prime 
pilgrim sites, then turned into a tourist destination, expressed hopes for 
a new start as pilgrim destination – if also in a new time. In this case, the 
transfer in the research question can be said to have been from original 
sacredness, into an emphasis on heritage as presented to tourists, and on 
to an aspiration to rejuvenate the sacred character and practice within 
the sacred heritage. 

 

Figure 93. Pilgrim stamp during the 2016 Jubilee from Pantheon/Santa Maria 
ad Martyres, Rome. (Photo by the author). 

Uses of the sacred leftovers 

This section examines examples of reuses of sacred spaces: what uses 
that are seen as possible and appropriate, and how the original 
sacredness of the space adds, or not, to the new purpose of the space. In 
2014, 6,000 Europeans from France, Germany, UK, Spain, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Poland and Sweden were asked in a poll set up by the 
above-mentioned organization Future for Religious Heritage to rank the 
importance of sacred heritage for their cultural heritage, the importance 
of sacred heritage conservation for their community’s current and future 
life, and the possibility of churches and other religious buildings being 

 
630 Cusack, C. M. (2023). Pilgrimage, in Chryssides, G.D. & Whitehead, A. (Eds.) 
Contested concepts in the study of religion: a critical exploration. 93–97. 
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open for non-religious activities.631 The poll concerned what was 
presented as a European shared religious heritage: that is, the 500,000 
buildings themselves and their contents with a history dating back well 
over 1,000 years. The result showed that 84% of Europeans of all ages 
(over 18 years old) in all the regions polled agree that the religious 
heritage represents a unique and essential part of Europe’s cultural 
heritage and are a key element of European identity. Europe’s religious 
buildings have been central to its communities for hundreds of years and 
continue to play an integral part in community life today. 79% of the 
respondents also believe that these buildings have a crucial part to play 
for the future survival of their communities, and even more of the 
European citizens taking part in the poll (87%) are open to the idea of 
promoting religious buildings and their architectural or artistic treasures 
to tourists. 72% of the participants also think that, as well as worship, 
religious buildings should be open to other activities. 

According to the results of this poll there is an awareness and an interest 
in the religious heritage in Europe, at least on a national level and 
concerning the religious heritage familiar to one’s own traditions and 
community. On the other hand, the question is urgent of what to do with 
the redundant religious buildings in a time of declining religious activity 
in many communities, and numerous initiatives and research projects in 
recent years have been dedicated to finding new uses for redundant 
religious heritage.632 A crucial question for the management and 
preservation of sacred heritage, recurrent in these initiatives and 
projects, is what aspect to emphasize the most: sacredness, or heritage, 
or – if possible – both. 

Redundant sacred spaces 

In many parts of the world in recent years, religious buildings and 
primarily churches have become redundant and a topic for discussions 
on heritagization, uses, and financial strategies for coming years: the 
previously mentioned research projects are examples of this. In Canada 
churches of different denominations and characteristic largescale 
architecture have been sold and transformed into spaces for different 
commercial activities as well as social projects targeting groups in need 
in society.633 Scholars are monitoring this development from different 

 
631 Future for Religious Heritage website. 
632 For example, Hillström, M. et al. (2017). Alla dessa kyrkor: kulturvård, religion och 
politik; Insolera, L.S. (2020). Dio non abita più qui; Iron, C. (2014). Religion to religion. 
A case study for the adaptive reuse of church buldings by non-Christian religious groups 
in Ontario, Canada, in Sauvé, J-S. & Coomans, T. (2014). Le devenir des églises: 
Patrimonialisation ou disparition. PUQ. 115–138.  
633 Iron (2014). 115–138.  



angles. Reflecting on the identity of a sacred building and the changing 
identity following heritagization, Thomas Coomans writes: 

Even the most sacred buildings […] could be seen as nothing else than 
containers with a particular aesthetic and function, built on a particular 
place. When a building becomes redundant as a religious space, the rising 
problem of its material maintenance doesn’t mean that it is condemned to 
be demolished. […] Because of their location, monumentality, design and 
inner space, church buildings are buildings with future.634  

Coomans argues that “reuse of a former church as a museum, a library, a 
theatre, a concert hall and even a university or school building, 
contributes to the sacredness of culture and education”, and that a socio-
cultural reuse of sacred buildings can become a benefit. Sacred heritage 
spaces thus can act as a transformative and sacralizing device, just as 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and other scholars describe the museum as a 
heritagizing device – or, using Latour’s concept, a centre of 
calculation.635 Following these arguments and applying them to the 
research question, ‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness 
and heritage?’, the former sacred buildings would be drivers for 
transferring their content towards sacredness, as museums would push 
their content towards the heritage category. 

In the following some of the new uses of sacred spaces from different 
parts of the world give examples of such possibilities. However, even if 
the sacred spaces sacralize their new content in a wider sense, the 
question of more and less appropriate and value-adding reuses of sacred 
leftovers is sensitive.636 

Even though redundant churches in Europe and North America are the 
focus of academic projects and documentation, due mostly to the 
numbers of churches and declining parishes, this situation is not 
exclusive to Christian buildings. In Eastern Europe and the locations for 
once large Jewish communities, synagogues are converted into new uses 
such as cafés or nightclubs, but also here the development does not pass 
without debate.637 Keeping the name ‘Synagoga’ in a café in Slovakia, as 
well as some visible characteristic features such as the galleries and the 
Star of David in the interior, indicates a transfer from sacred past use to 
new uses in a heritage context. 

 
634 Coomans, T. et al. (2012). Loci Sacri. 211. 
635 Latour (1987). 215–218. 
636 Bilefsky, D. (2018). Where Churches Have Become Temples of Cheese, Fitness and 
Eroticism. The New York Times. 1 August. 
637 Liphshiz, C. (2018). Synagogues become nightclubs in Eastern Europe, sparking 
anger at desecration. Available at: https://www.timesofisrael.com/synagogues-become-
nightclubs-in-eastern-europe/ (2022-11-07). 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/synagogues-become-nightclubs-in-eastern-europe/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/synagogues-become-nightclubs-in-eastern-europe/
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Figure 94. (Left) Buddha-like artwork at St. Jude’s gym, former Catholic 
church, Montreal. (Photo by the author). (Right) Former church of San Miguel, 
Spain, converted to the Kaos Temple/Iglesia Skate, a skateboard hall. (Photo 
from The After Church Atlas. CC BY-NC 4.0).638. 

 
638 Zilli, E. (2016). Kaos Temple: The church that became a sanctuary for skateboard 
lovers, in ArchiPanic. 3 January. https://www.archipanic.com/kaos-temple-skate-
church/ (2022-11-07). 

https://www.archipanic.com/kaos-temple-skate-church/
https://www.archipanic.com/kaos-temple-skate-church/


 

Figure 95. Visitors at the Synagoga Cafe in Trnava, Slovakia, September 13, 
2017. (Photo: palickap, CC BY-SA 4.0). 

From one cult to another 

Some of the new uses of sacred buildings confront and provoke the 
previous cultual function of the space, others seemingly overlook it as if 
it is a neutral space, while yet other ones observe a respectful relation or 
intentionally play on the previous identity and use of the space.639 
Another way to think around some of the remodeled sacred spaces is as a 
transfer, from one cult to another: from the cult of God to the cult of 
science, the human intellect and ingeniousness, of art, or of history and 
heritage – or even of mankind itself, in the shape of a perfected body. 
Magnitude and status are built into such spaces, and therefore make 
them suitable locations for new ideals and ideological instruments in 
new regimes: a strategy that has been used through history. When the 
Republic of Venice fell in 1797 and Napoleon suppressed many of the 
churches and convents in the city they were converted into warehouses 
or military barracks, or with time to other non-ecclesiastical purposes 
considered more useful to the new society. The Franciscan convent of the 
Trinity, known as I Frari, now houses the Venetian State Archives, and 
the devotion has shifted from divinity to history. 

 
639 Coomans et al. (2012). 
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Figure 96. Reading room of the State Archives in Venice, part of former 
Franciscan convent of the Trinity, or I Frari. (Photo by the author). 

In Girona, Spain, a deconsecrated chapel now houses the supercomputer 
named Mare Nostrum. The website Atlas Obscura writes: ”What was 
once a hallowed place of worship known as the Torre Girona is now the 
home of the Barcelona Supercomputing Center, filling the expansive 
main hall with banks of futuristic computer equipment under glass.”640 
Technology – and possibly, the future – has substituted God and religion 
as inhabitants and focal point in the ex-sacred space.  

 
640 Atlas Obscura, Barcelona Supercomputing Center. 
https://www.atlasobscura.com/places/barcelona-supercomputing-center (2022-11-07). 



 

Figure 97. Deconsecrated 19th-century Torre Girona chapel, now housing the 
supercomputer Mare Nostrum, in Barcelona, Spain. (Photo: David Abián, CC 
BY-SA 4.0). 

In St. Jude’s gym in Montreal and the previously mentioned 
deconsecrated Jesuit church, the message on the treadmill addressing 
the current use of the historical space and the cult of a fit body reads: “I 
invest in my success”, a motto possibly suitable for the believer in a 
religious context, referring to the spiritual life, as well as in a temple for 
the cult of the body. 

 

Figure 98. ”I invest in my success”. Treadmill message at St. Jude’s gym, in a 
former Catholic Jesuit church, Montreal. (Photo by the author). 
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One theme in this chapter concerns in what way the religious way of 
displaying and narrating sacredness has impacted how importance is 
ascribed to objects, places, and rituals, and how they are regarded and 
understood by spectators. I argue that the religious language of imagery 
and presentation has spread and translated to the non-sacred world, and 
can be seen in the handling of hairlocks, belongings, homes and other 
phenomena connected to royalties, rock stars, or any kind of celebrities. 
An example of this is the fate of Galileo’s middle finger: detached from 
the body of the famous scientist almost a century after his death, it 
ended up in the History of Science Museum in Florence as the only 
human remain in a collection of scientific instruments after a long 
circulation. Today it is kept in an egg-shaped glass vessel, pointing 
upwards, and in a framing and presentation identic to the Christian 
relics produced and displayed by the Church which condemned his 
work.641 The format is mimicking the sacred, while the content tells a 
different story: history of science transferred into heritage, following 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s argument, in a presentation format if not 
sacralizing, then at least inviting to associations in sacred directions. 

 

Figure 99. Galileo Galilei’s middle finger, History of Science Museum, 
Florence. (Photo: Museo Galileo, CC BY-SA 3.0). 

 
641 Suter, R. (1951). Some Relics of Galileo in Florence, in The Scientific Monthly 73, nr 4: 
233. 



Conclusions 

Situated in the heritage research field and starting from our time, this 
chapter applies the analytical lens of Uses to thematically organized 
examples from different times and spheres: Sacred uses of the sacred, 
Sacred uses of a heterodox past, Political uses of the sacred, Artistic 
uses of the sacred, Heritage uses of the sacred, Museum uses of the 
sacred, Scientific uses of the sacred, Touristic uses of the sacred, and 
Uses of the sacred leftovers. The multitude of uses and the sacred 
heritage in practice ties into the research question, ‘What happens in the 
transfer between religion and heritage?’ and to the dissolution of 
hybridized categories – Latour’s imbroglios, referred to in the 
introduction to this chapter – investigated in Chapters 2 and 3. Religion 
and sacredness have become optional ingredients to select or to de-select 
as independent but strongly charged ingredients, to be used eclectically 
to enhance or to provoke, depending on context: a kind of 
commoditization, made possible by heritagization. Referring to Gordon 
Lynch’s argument previously in this chapter, that sacredness is never 
neutral,642 I argue that the development of new uses presented in this 
chapter relate and build on to this non-neutrality. Furthermore, arguing 
in accordance with Habermas’ views on a post-secularized society where 
religion refuses to be neutral, the uses as well as the re-uses of religion 
and sacredness presented in this chapter inevitably contain strong 
charges.  

The themes in this chapter have been organized to magnify certain 
aspects and form themselves an artificial act of extracting and separating 
practices and uses that are generally intertwined and inseparable; this 
follows Latour’s line of thought regarding categorization referred to in 
the introduction to this chapter. The multitude of uses of religion 
combined with Modernity’s apt for labelling and categorizing has 
deconstructed the former hybrid categories in which religion was a core 
ingredient and created a self-catered buffet of optional ingredients and 
different expressions. This development can be referred to as one in line 
with Latour’s concept of iconoclash, where new creations are made 
through destruction and re-use of the previous forms.643 I argue that 
heritagization of religion in museums, tourist sites, art market and 
contemporary politics has been and is made possible and supported by 
such processes.  

 
642 Lynch (2012). 1–3, 118. 
643 See Chapter 1. Weber, M. [1918] (2004). Science as a vocation, in Owen, D. & Strong, 
T. (Eds.) The Vocation Lectures. 12-13; Latour (2010). On the modern cult of the factish 
gods. 67. 
 



 
 

277 

The sacred heritage in practice, that is the old and new uses of the 
sacred, is built on a fundament of transfers between categories: from 
sacredness to heritage, from heritage to sacredness, into other categories 
touched upon in this chapter, or in a constant flow between categories. 
Models describing this fluidity between categories will be presented and 
discussed in the following chapter.  

I conclude that the deconstruction, the fragmentation, and the new uses 
of the sacred presented in this chapter not only are the products of a 
heritagization; they are in fact also supporting and driving the transfer 
between categories, and the heritagization process itself. 

  



Chapter 5. Discussion and conclusions 

Earth's crammed with heaven,  
And every common bush afire with God,  
But only he who sees takes off his shoes; 
The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries. 

― Elizabeth Barrett Browning644 

Introduction 

In this chapter, topics related to Parts I and II and to the research 
question, ‘What happens in the transfer between sacredness and 
heritage?’, are discussed referring to the theoretical starting points and 
the analytical lenses presented in Chapter 1: Time, Uses, and Agents. 
Drawing on and developing the results in Parts I and II, the transfers 
between sacredness and heritage are discussed in terms of challenges for 
religious institutions as well as societies today. As previously mentioned 
in Chapter 1, heritage as a cultural product – not to be confused with the 
etymology of the term – is by many scholars today defined as a post-
Enlightenment phenomenon.645  

Applying the stipulations for heritage construction on the early modern 
case studies presented in this work, I advocate that operating the 
concept of heritage and heritagization already in this earlier period is 
relevant and productive. The start of heritage construction, or 
heritagization, can thus be placed at least as early as the post-
Reformation period in western Europe. To support this argument, I 
present a tentative chronology to summarize some of the historical 
factors and events that have contributed to the development of charges 
and narratives connected to sacred objects, places, and events (Fig. 100). 
I will demonstrate how heritagization of religion and sacredness, as a 
European, Western, and eventually global template to display religious 
objects, places, and events, was made possible not outside of or in 

 
644 From the poem 86. From ‘Aurora Leigh’ by Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–1861). 
The poem refers to the Bible, Exodus 3:5, where Moses encounters God in a burning 
bush (a bush claimed to be the blackberry bush, and which is still growing inside the 
walls of Saint Catherine’s monastery in Sinai) and is asked to take off his sandals, since 
he is stepping on holy ground. 
645 See Chapter 1. See Harrison, R. (2012). Heritage: Critical Approaches; Smith, L. 
(2006). Uses of heritage; Capurro, R. (2013). Musei e oggetti religiosi. Arte, sacro e 
cultura religiosa nel museo. 37, note 6; Minucciani, V. (2013). Considerations in 
Relation to the Museography for Objects of a Religious Nature, in Minucciani, V. (Ed.) 
Religion and museums. Immaterial and material heritage. 11. 
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opposition to, but within the boundaries of religion, and often aiming to 
protect – not to destroy or undermine – sacred qualities.  

As demonstrated in Part I, Sacred heritage in production, Modernity, 
Reformation, and Counter Reformation shaped the way in which religion 
and sacredness have been, and in many cases still are, displayed and 
narrated in the West: labelling, categorizing, materializing, 
aestheticizing, and heritagizing.646 The Lutheran Reformation questioned 
the sacred nature of objects and practices, dismissing it as superstition, 
and thereby contributed to a disenchantment and materialization of 
much of the sacred and religious.647 Iconoclasm during the Reformation, 
and later during the French revolution, pushed this development even 
further. The Catholic Church responded by reinforcing, reviving, and 
inventing Catholic values and traditions and by sharpening and creating 
boundaries between sacred and profane, all before the eyes of an 
emerging tourist audience who defined the world in terms of art and 
history. Finally, I argue that factors such as the setting in a context of 
collectionism, a growing art market with art dealers, private collections 
and Wunderkammers, and the beforementioned cultural tourism 
gradually substituting pilgrims as the main audience and providing a 
new gaze and a new market during the 17th century, all unintentionally 
but forcefully joined forces with the Reformation and the Counter 
Reformation. This unintentional collaboration pushed towards a mode 
of displaying religion where material, artistic, historical, and monetary 
values were emphasized, while sacred values and religious practice were 
downplayed. I argue that these premises constituted a most fertile 
ground for the following development of displaying and narrating 
sacredness as heritage during the Grand Tour and the Enlightenment; 
periods which however lay beyond the scope of this thesis. 

The early modern society which created the prerequisites for 
collectionism and a material and artistic understanding of the world, and 
in which the Catholic church was forcefully re-building and re-branding 
itself after the Reformation, thereby also facilitated the heritagization of 
religion. In other words, and in a Western setting; a time and a culture in 
which leaving out religion was unthinkable, ironically but most 
efficiently paved way for a time and a culture in which including religion 
as an integrated part of society is equally unthinkable. 

 
646 For a discussion on the complexity of the Reformation, or the various reformations, 
see for example Terpstra, N. (2019). Global Reformations. 
647 Wangefelt Ström, H. (2011). Heligt, hotfullt, historiskt: kulturarvifieringen av det 
katolska i 1600-talets Sverige, in Lychnos. 29–53. 



Beyond post-Enlightenment 

Mapping out the root system of the heritagization of religion following 
these lines, the crucial turning point appears to take place in the time 
after the Lutheran Reformation and during the emergence of cultural 
traveling, that is during late 16th century and through the 17th century. As 
has been demonstrated in Chapters 2 and 3, multiple sources of different 
kinds point in this direction. This image however contradicts the general 
standpoint within heritage research, where heritage as a concept defined 
by a fear of loss, a wish to protect and preserve, and an eagerness to 
distinguish and define a certain piece of the past, is often defined as a 
post-Enlightenment concept within the heritage research field. The 
elements contributing to the creation of heritage, as defined by Rodney 
Harrison, and presented in Chapter 1, are the relation between 
Modernity and time, the idea of a threat or a risk, and Modernity’s 
ambitions in ordering, classifying, and categorizing.648 All three of these 
criteria are equally applicable for the cases presented in this study, and 
relevant for answering the research question. 

The relationship between Modernity and Time 

Harrison situates the heritage concept within Modernity, in its sense of 
linearity and moving forwards and not going back. With this comes a 
need to produce a manageable distance to and an image of the past, 
which is exactly what the early modern guidebooks and antiquities 
administrators were doing in the examples we have seen from Rome and 
Venice. Modernity ties into Time by placing religious objects and 
phenomena in the immanent and this-worldly time opposite to the 
transcendent existence outside of time, as formulated by Charles 
Taylor.649 Religion can be accepted in society if it abandons its claims on 
otherworldliness and transcendence and obeys to the rules in the here 
and now: by being useful, and by being subject to values and 
presentations of time and materiality. 

The sense of a threat and the fear of loss 

The sense of threat or risk was most present to the early modern 
societies represented in my case: threats from other beliefs (such as 
Lutherans, Calvinists, Catholics, Muslims, Jews), threat of a conflicting 
belief taking over or destroying one’s own society, and the risk of 
destruction and oblivion for tangible and non-tangible memories from 

 
648 Harrison, R. (2013). Heritage: Critical Approaches. 14–15. 
649 Taylor, C. (2016). Can secularism travel?, in Bilgrami, A. Beyond the Secular West.  
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the past regardless of religious connotation (pre-Reformation, Antiquity, 
monuments, heroes, stories). These factors are present in, for example, 
the collecting of relics in Jerusalem and the creation of a sacred 
geography and established narratives connected to events around the 
life, death, and alleged resurrection of Christ. The collected items were 
considered to be of priceless value for humanity, and were preserved, 
framed, displayed, and narrated with coming generations in mind, just 
as numerous other religious artefacts were collected and “saved” (though 
some would define it as theft) from being looted and destroyed by 
barbarians, Muslims, or heretics, in order to instead be lavishly framed 
and displayed with multiple new charges attached to them. 

Ordering, classifying, and categorizing 

Finally, the ordering, classifying, and categorizing of collections, 
traditions, cities, people, and places run, as we have seen, as a red thread 
through guidebooks, inventories, travel diaries, and other sources for 
internal or external use during the period. Ordering and categorizing the 
world and its inhabitants was a forceful tool in the aftermath of 
reformations and not least religious conflicts: belonging and identity 
became labels used to create distance and otherness. By splitting the 
hybrid categories where religion was one of many ingredients and 
creating separate labels, in many cases with the intention to safeguard 
and protect the religious values from destruction and blasphemy, 
religion became optional and possible to opt out for those who so 
preferred. 

Given the results in the early modern case, considering the different 
kinds of sources consulted, I therefore suggest a different and earlier 
placing in time for the concept of heritage to the post-Reformation 
period.  

Time. Heritagization of the sacred in Western Europe 

As introduced in Chapter 1, heritage is, according to Rodney Harrison, 
among other factors constituted by the relation between Modernity, 
emphasizing the ordering and categorizing of knowledge and the world, 
and time. Time creates distance and offers opportunities to place 
elements in a distant past and make them become heritage. Below is a 
simplified timeline suggesting some essential factors in a development 
historically contributing to create sacred heritage in a Western European 
and Christian context. 

  



 

Figure 100. Suggested timeline indicating some of the factors pushing a 
heritagization of religion starting in Western Europe. (Figure by the author). 
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A suggested timeline 

Valeria Minucchiani’s formulation in Chapter 1, of the commonly 
adapted notion of the modern museum as a creation of the 
Enlightenment and thereby “closely linked to secularization” and “from 
its very origins, a non-religious temple”, suggests an impact on the 
understanding of what a museum is and how it came to be.650 This image 
of the museum as a secular temple is well established, as is the notion of 
heritage as something connected to Modernity: not as a term, but as a 
concept signifying something created in the present, concerned with the 
past but with the future in mind, and as something set aside from the 
everyday life and preserved for certain values.651 Heritage and museums 
are also often defined as something which move beyond the private 
ownership and selective displaying of collections. Here, the ancient 
treasuries (as described in Chapter 3 and below in this chapter) being 
most exclusive collections of art objects and treasures collected, bought, 
or robbed for the institution or the country they belonged to make a 
useful example: they belonged not to a person, but to an institution or a 
territory, and thereby were a concern for the people and coming 
generations, also if generally not accessible for common people.  

As demonstrated in Chapter 3, the early modern churches were 
accessible spaces where almost everyone could enter the magnificent 
spaces to attend religious services and to experience art and music. In 
early modern and post-Reformation Sweden the churches reinforced 
their function as a local meeting point, the intermediary of information 
and orders from the king, and the keeper of local memories and artefacts 
of sacred as well as secular nature: the local community oversaw care 
and artistic embellishment of the church, and the awareness was high 
regarding the duties for coming generations. Returning to the image of 
the museum as a secular (and secularizing) temple mimicking the 
architecture of churches, it may be that this, too, is an understanding 
shaped in a secularized time rather than based on sources. Rather, at 
least in some respects, the museum as a public meeting place where 
history, artefacts, art, and peculiarities could be experienced and 
inscribed in a narrative, can be said to have started already in existent 
churches. 

 
650 Minucciani, V. (Ed.) (2013). Religion and museums. Immaterial and Material 
Heritage. 11. 
651 Harrison, R. (2013). Heritage: critical approaches. 14–15, 23–25. 



Uses. Sacred heritage and heritagization 

As we have seen, the process of appointing something as heritage rarely 
happens by chance, but rather as an act of decision and determination – 
maybe not at all primarily with heritage in mind, but rather financial 
profit, political profit, historiography, and the usefulness of the objects 
or the place. This heritage transformation of the sacred can be 
performed in a non-normative sacred context (such as Catholic items in 
Lutheran Sweden, or Buddhist sacred statues in a western museum), but 
also in a normative sacred context (such as Catholic items on museum 
like display in a Catholic culture, or Buddha statues in a museum in a 
Buddhist culture). In the previous case, the cultural distance – and 
sometimes also the geographical and historical – is important, and 
creating a distanced, even exotified presentation of the sacred heritage 
presents less objections than in the latter case. There, the object, or place 
presented is more likely to be perceived as “alive” in its sacred identity, 
and therefore requires a different treatment. On the other hand, 
celebrating religious feasts and performing religious rituals before 
images in museums appears, at least to my experience, to be less 
controversial to Buddhist believers than, for example, Christians or 
Muslims. Factors such as distance in time, space, and culture impact our 
willingness to perceive religious objects, places, and rituals as historical 
heritage.  

A general question that needs to be addressed, if not easy to answer 
conclusively, is whether sacred heritage is different from other heritage 
on a fundamental level, by being simultaneously “dead” and “alive” in 
the sense presented in Chapter 1. When the value and the experience of a 
museum object or a heritage site always is an individual matter, and 
comes down to the eye of the beholder, the subjective aspect and the 
element of belief and a possible transcendent level, a Weberian 
enchantment, create particular circumstances for religious and sacred 
entities.  

Similarities and differences  

Heritage and sacredness display several fundamental similarities in 
terms of how they are perceived and narrated, and of how they function 
and what they perform.652 Heritage and sacredness both create a 
respectful distance between the viewer and the object. The theoretical 
framework in Chapter 1, with Durkheim’s totem, Benjamin’s aura, 

 
652 Wangefelt Ström, H. (2006). Kulturarv. Ikon för en sekulariserad tid, in Kulturella 
Perspektiv. 67–76; Wangefelt Ström, H. (2013). ’Medeltiden är död - leve medeltiden!’. 
Epilog om hur religionen blev kulturarv, in Gotländskt Arkiv. 199–206. 
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Eliade’s invisible boundaries in a room, and Latour’s fetish, and the 
notion of heritage as a creator of displayed fragments (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett), speaks of a separation and a distance to be upheld and 
possibly overcome.653 Instruments are employed to maintain this 
distance, such as red ropes, white gloves, information signs, and 
liturgical equipment to avoid touching particularly sacred objects such as 
the bishop’s mitre. Furthermore, there are plenty of forbidden zones 
within heritage as well as sacredness, and these zones can be entered 
only by the inaugurated few: the priests, or the museum staff.  

On the other hand, heritage and sacredness both create intimacy. This is 
done through claims on authenticity (historical or religious), on being 
witness to something larger than us (historical or religious events), and 
on being an incarnation and embodiment of history or of the divine. 
Durkheim, Benjamin, and Latour address the idea of authenticity – of 
spiritual or other kind. This incarnation or transformation is performed 
through ceremonies and intangible changes: everyday objects or places 
are transformed into heritage, and thus given a prolonged and 
safeguarded material life, and the task of representing and telling a 
certain story, just as bread and wine are claimed to be transformed into 
the flesh and blood of Christ during Mass liturgy. When something is 
appointed as heritage or consecrated as sacred, it radically changes its 
qualities and future treatment, it is sealed from death, decay, and 
possible change, while completely unchanged in a physical sense. 

The placement of the subject and the object is yet another similarity 
between the two spheres. In both cases, the subject is often described as 
being inside of the object or building in focus: “What if the walls or this 
sword could speak…” is a commonly used heritage narrative method, 
then attributing a voice to an old building or an item in a museum. In 
traditional Christian Orthodox icon painting, the reversed perspective 
that fell out of fashion with the Renaissance in the West is still used; 
however not primarily as an art historical tradition, but to point out that 
the most important character is not the observer but the observed. The 
divine inside the icon is the subject, and the beholder comes in second 
place as an object being observed through the so-called “window to 
Eternity”, a common description of Christian icons.654  

For these abovementioned qualities to be understood and functioning as 
they are intended, heritage and sacredness are both dependent on 
prerequisites and handbooks. They can be experienced without previous 
knowledge, but in both cases huge efforts are put into education, signs, 

 
653 See Chapter 1. 
654 See for example Ouspensky, L. (1992). Theology of the Icon, Vol. 1–2.  



and helpful guides to provide the “correct” way of experiencing and 
interpreting. Previous chapters offer examples on this from early modern 
time: guides and instructions on how to visit, see, understand, and use 
heritage places and religious places, in order for them to deliver what the 
visitor expects from them (enjoyment, excitement, experiences, or 
salvation). 

Another example of similarities between heritage and sacredness is the 
tension between preservation and renewal, and between form and 
function. Debates on whether or not it should be permitted to touch and 
physically interact with museum objects (for example sacred ones, where 
religious visitors sometimes want to use these objects in the customary 
way), something which a growing number of visitors start to ask for, or 
on antiquarian contra ecclesiastical needs in ancient churches, all point 
the same way: theoretical, antiquarian and theological standpoints are 
intertwined with funding possibilities for restoration, and future uses 
and narratives of heritage as well as sacredness might come down to who 
is willing to pay. 

Heritagization effects on relations to holy matter: 
constructing dichotomies 

Having established that there are differences and separations within and 
between heritage and sacredness, the question of identity occurs: one or 
several in same object or place, changing categories, and consequences 
for heritage and museum management. What happens in the transfer 
from living sacredness to heritage identity – and is there such a definite 
shift? Museums and heritage statuses seem to do things to religious 
objects and places. Is it possible to be authentically sacred and a 
museum object at the same time? Some, like Tom L. Freudenheim, think 
not: 

[…] artifacts (material culture) associated with Jewish rituals (individual, 
family, and communal) are as dissociated from belief, spirituality, and 
ritual validation in a Jewish museum as are the Christian objects in most 
art museums, buried in their cleansed generic narratives.655 

In the introduction to the history of the churches in Venice, Bruno 
Bertoli mentions le due anime di Venezia, “the two souls of Venice”.656 
He refers to the two, as depicted, parallel systems in early modern 
Venice, where the religious life under the Patriarch with religious feasts 
and customs was one, and the secular identity under the Doge, with 

 
655 Freudenheim, T. L. (2017). Museums and Religion: Uneasy Companions, in Buggeln, 
G. et al. (Eds.) Religion in Museums: Global and Multidisciplinary Perspectives. 187. 
656 Bertoli, B. (1992). Presentazione, in Bertoli, B. (Ed.), La Chiesa di Venezia nel 
seicento. 8. 
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commerce and politics and popular celebrations was another. This 
division, of course, is an artificial construction, since the religious and 
secular feasts and customs and lives mostly involved the same persons, 
and yet it might be used as an example of the endeavour in our time to 
separate religious aspects and motives from other ones: a hybridity 
deconstructed and dissolved. The same dichotomy can be observed in 
later presentations of Ancient Rome as opposed to and competing with 
Renaissance and Baroque Rome, or of Christian Rome struggling over 
narratives with Ancient and Pagan Rome. When it comes to claims for 
truth in religious and moral matters, there was a clear and 
understandable competition, as shown in Chapter 3, but for a visitor 
there was never a forced choice between visiting the imperial remains, 
the famous churches, or the front edge architecture: they co-existed in a 
chronological hybridity and were chapters in the same story. 

The partiality for opposite contradictory concepts in our time is also 
mirrored in the way in which sacred heritage is described and discussed, 
in an academic context as well as among religious communities: a 
recurrent dilemma is the question of Dead or Alive. Applying the theory 
that heritagization means death to most of the examples in Chapter 2 
and 3 does not support this point of view. Rather, the medieval and early 
modern treasury, and several other examples from the heritage – 
sacredness interface, appears to be an entity with values of heritage, 
politics, state finances, tourism economy, institutional or national 
legitimacy, and of death and life, tightly fused together. We are facing a 
multiple charging of objects and places that are referred to and 
professionally handled as heritage, while regarded as living sacredness 
by others. These multiple categories attached to the sacred is nothing 
new657, but they do bring challenges and may call for revised practices 
within heritage management. This topic has started to spark an 
increasing academic interest during the past years, with the previously 
mentioned ICOFOM conference in Tehran themed Museology and the 
Sacred in 2018 as a recent example.658 The implementation of new ways 
of seeing and narrating sacredness in heritage context, however, will 
most likely be a long process.659 In the course of my work I have outlined 

 
657 For example, Walter Benjamin’s aura concept. Benjamin, W. (1982). The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, in Illuminations. 224–25. 
658 See Chapter 1. 
659 For example: Merleau-Ponty, C. (2017). Du lieu de culte à la salle de musée - 
Muséologie des édifices religieux.; Buggeln, G. et al. (2017). Religion in museums: global 
and multidisciplinary perspectives; Sullivan, B. M. (Ed.) (2015). Sacred Objects in 
Secular Spaces: Exhibiting Asian Religions in Museums; Berg, M. & Grinell, K. (2021). 
Understanding Islam at European Museums; Capurro, R. (2013). Musei e oggetti 
religiosi. Arte, sacro e cultura religiosa nel museo. 



 

Figure 101. Entrance to the treasury of Angers cathedral and visitors studying 
sacred heritage in the treasury. (Photo by the author). 

three models to discuss different ways of regarding and handling the 
shifting categories of religion in heritage context, and I will present them 
here.  

Religion and sacredness in museums: Three suggested 
models to discuss how museums affect sacredness.660 

To visualize three ways in which the effects of museums on religious 
objects can be regarded considering current theoretical frameworks and 
museum practices, I suggest three models demonstrating three slightly 
different views and approaches. 

Model 1: Euthanized sacredness 

A frequently used scholarly model to explain heritagization depicts the 
museum as a place for killing of previous identities, and the objects 
transferred there as provided with entirely new identities, and 
categories, as museum objects. 661 This view affects sacred objects, how 
they are handled and narrated in the museum, and possibly also how 
they are viewed by the visitors. The use - or not - of information signs 

 
660  These models were presented in a paper for discussion at the ICOFOM symposium in 
Tehran, October 2018, themed Museology and the Sacred. See Wangefelt Ström, H. 
(2019). How do Museums Affect Sacredness? Three Suggested Models, in Museology 
and the Sacred. ICOFOM Study Series 47. 191–208. 
661 See for example Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, B. (1998). Destination Culture, and O’Neill, 
M. (2015). Museums and mortality, in Material Religion. The Journal of Objects, Art 
and Belief. 52–75. 
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Figure 102. Euthanized sacredness: from life to death, to a new museum life. 
(Figure and photos by the author). 

before sacred objects in museums is an aspect on this matter: this matter 
is an ongoing discussion, and some churches and other sacred spaces 
refrain from information signs to avoid being understood as museums. 
The musealization effects on sacred matter here implies a one-way 
transformation, for example from touching to no touching, from 
interaction to information, from sensuality to respectful distance, and 
from sacred to heritage, material, and artistic identity. Contemporary 
examples of this view are numerous: in museums, and in sacred spaces 
addressing tourists. Objects and spaces are presented in terms of 
materiality, year of production, names of artists, monetary value, and so 
on, while information on the spiritual values for believers, or the reason 
for making the object in the first place, is often lacking.  

This model in practice gives the museum curator freedom to re-
contextualize the sacred and/or religious objects within a framework of, 
for example, art, history, decoration, crafts, or contemporary art. Since 
the objects are detached fragments, the possible sentiments of a religious 
beholder do not pose a problem. 

  



Model 2: In the beholder’s eye 

 

Figure 103. In the beholder’s eye. (Figure and photos by the author). 

The second model is the hybrid identity, where a museum object can be 
placed in multiple authentic categories simultaneously, depending on 
the views and beliefs of the beholder: authentic sacredness, or authentic 
art object and evidence of history. This corresponds to the strong 
emphasis on the individual choices in society today. It does not force the 
museum to take a stand regarding any authentic category of the object – 
however, it does require an informed policy for managing and displaying 
the objects in a way that is not offensive to the believer. 

The beholder’s eye is not only about an individualized view: it can, as we 
have seen in Chapter 3 and the example from Naples and the celebration 
of San Gennaro’s blood relic, also cause trouble. The eye of the beholder 
may work as a permitting liberty to choose one’s own truth and 
interpretation, but only if the belief or the view doesn’t affect the context. 
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Model 3: A multi-tool for shifting needs, or the Zombie 
model 

 

Figure 104. A multi-tool for shifting needs, or the Zombie model: in and out of 
categories, along with shifting uses. (Figure and photo by the author). 

The third model suggested is based on the two previous ones but defined 
not by decisions of identity or by individual views, but by decisions on 
shifting uses. The objects are allowed to be alive and dead (in the sense 
used in Model 1): a kind of museum “zombies”. The image of a treasury 
stands as an example, being an early prototype for a museum with 
guided tours, visitors from different backgrounds, and famous 
highlights.  



The treasury, its place and function in the tradition of collecting and, 
eventually, in the forming of museums as an example has been 
introduced in Chapter 3, along with Krzysztof Pomian’s definition a 
collection.662 Collecting and collectors have evolved over time, which is 
evident not least during the 17th century. During the period, there was a 
contest in the purpose of collections between the admiration of beauty 
and the useful study of nature and art, and the shift from treasury to 
private collection also meant a shift in roles, from proprietor to collector. 
During the 17th century, the Wunderkammer collections that had 
similarities with the medieval treasuries but still were an entirely 
different construction of macrocosm projected in a microcosm, gradually 
evolved into collections less focused on fascination and traces from the 
past, and more on satisfying the curiosity and needs of the new science. 
In this development of displays and exhibitions, the religious art and the 
sacred objects from various religions entered and blended into the 
circulation and re-calculation of objects, and new understandings were 
possible to apply to them. 

The various uses are dependent on someone making decisions on what 
use to apply to the object at a certain occasion. This means that the 
understanding or the categorization of the object is temporary, and the 
result of a decision. These shifting categories bring challenges and call 
for revised practices within heritage management, regarding rules for 
conservation and handling the objects for example when using religious 
items from a museum collection in rituals, or when allowing visitors to 
interact with the objects by placing flowers, or kissing or caressing, at 
certain occasions. A distinction between cultual use and cultural use is 
productive for this model. 

Agents. Agent collectives constructing heritage  

The understanding of heritage as something produced in the present 
from the past inevitably raises questions on where and by whom/by what 
this production was performed – and with what agency, if any. In 
Rodney Harrison’s words:  

It is becoming customary to consider agency not as an individual act of 
will, but as something that is distributed across collectives. Importantly, 
these collectives (or ‘assemblages’) are considered to be composed of both 
humans and non-humans […]. Fundamental to this new notion of ‘the 
social’ is the dissolution of familiar, modernist dualisms such as ‘nature’ 

 
662 Pomian, K. (2004). Dalle sacre reliquie all’arte moderna: Venezia-Chicago dal XIII 
al XX secolo. 295. 
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and ‘culture’, ‘human’ and ‘non-human’, ‘social’ and natural’ (Latour 1993; 
Law 1994)…663 

Harrison mentions the World Heritage List as one such collective, 
constituted by a heterogenous mix of bureaucrats, tourists, NGOs, local 
stakeholders, guidebooks, the heritage sites themselves, and so on. A 
collective of this kind thus creates heritage, with or without a clear 
agency, and it performs the heritagization, sometimes continuously, 
sometimes with the stroke of a pen or a similar single act. Several factors 
with varying aims played in during the early modern period, and other 
ones play in today, reinforcing a collective driving towards a heritagized 
and, if not always, secular understanding of religion. I find this model 
useful to apply to the field of sacred heritage and to the early modern 
case studies presented here, as well as for studying the processes and 
new uses of heritage in our time. 

 

Figure 105. Agent collectives creating sacred heritage as a category. 

 
663 Harrison, R. (2013). Heritage: critical approaches. 32. 



A variety of agents perform the heritagization of religion, historically and 
today, and they do it with or without an intention to act as heritagization 
agents. Modernity plays a crucial role in the identity transformation 
starting after the Reformation. The heritagization agents form what 
Harrison and Latour call agent collectives, where books, collectors, 
tourists, and other agents unintentionally support the development and 
reinforce each other’s role in driving a change. 

Understanding heritage as something which is created, a creating agent 
– and, possibly but not necessarily, agency – is needed. An agent can be 
both an individual and a non-individual, and it can be an assembled 
collective consisting by many kinds of human and non-human agents.664 
Exploring the roots of how religion and sacredness is heritagized, 
contextualized, and narrated in Western European tradition, this kind of 
collective agents seem to be at work in early modern Italy. The agents 
collective in this case consists of guidebooks, public rituals, art, and 
design, collecting cultures, emerging tourism with its surrounding 
stakeholders and its new beholders and tourist gazes665, and of the 
religious institution itself: the Catholic church, and its various 
representatives. Agencies behind these acts of heritagization vary within 
the collective, from intentional placings of items and events in a distant 
and controlled past as an act of domestication, to a seemingly benevolent 
wish to enhance the importance and significance of things. Interestingly, 
the heritagization agents in early modern time are to be found on both 
sides of the post-Reformation religious divide: Lutheran travelers 
categorizing Catholic items and customs more as materiality, art, and 
heritage than as sacredness, and Catholic theologians and priests 
reinforcing the boundaries between sacred and profane by clarifying 
categories and uses in order to protect and save the sacred from 
destruction and profanation. Regardless of the driving force being that of 
domestication and removal of threats, or that of safeguarding and 
reinforcing, the effect appears to be the same: heritagization. 

Among the numerous heritagization agents involved in the early modern 
examples, as in the contemporary ones, many perform the heritagization 
act unintentionally, without an agenda of transformation into the past. 
The scope can be a mere interest in art, design, politics, tourism, and the 
religious qualities in the object can be taken for granted and not needed 
to be mentioned – or simply ignored – but the effect is the same. Finding 
themselves in the same mindscape and time as other agents, the 
collective effect gets even more powerful. I claim that these events and 
phenomena – the collective agents – in early modern time laid the 

 
664 Harrison, R. (2013). Heritage: Critical Approaches. 32. 
665 Urry, J. (2002). The tourist gaze. 
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fundament for new agents and agencies in the heritagization of religion 
up to present day, with new factors such as secularism and post-
secularism, mass media, global mass tourism, popular culture and, not 
least, the establishment and authoritative role of museums and other 
heritage institutions.  

Transgressor agents moving across boundaries and 
categories 

As we have seen, heritagization agents perform transfers across 
boundaries, dissolve hybridities, and create new composite shapes and 
categories where religion may be one ingredient out of many. But what 
about the agents themselves? In the case from Chapter 3 of the art 
merchant, collector, and eventually spy Daniel Nijs in Venice, we find a 
heritagization agent who with his own person embodies the sliding 
between categories, contexts, and roles. As a non-Catholic and a 
foreigner in Venice he was not included in the tight inner circles of the 
city’s native élite, but could, as a well-connected outsider with attractive 
business skills, still enter and exit the homes of the art collecting 
patricians and the ruling élite. Taking on numerous identities – 
foreigner, reformed Christian, collector, merchant, well-connected node 
of information, spy – he could assume different roles and agencies also 
with the art he collected and traded in. A transgressor between roles and 
categories performs acts of re-labelling and heritagization: an enterprise 
made possible, or at least facilitated, by an everyday life as deviation 
from the norm.666  

 “A curious mixture of bureaucrat and priest”: The role of the 
curator and the conservator  

Among the examples of heritagization agents in Fig. 105, and which are 
mentioned and described in previous chapters, are the conservator and 
the curator. These are key functions in heritage management, and, as 
such, important factors for the transfer between categories. The sensitive 
questions and difficult considerations, linked for example to religious 
items, are part of the conservator’s job, and have been highlighted in 
Chapter 4 and the example of the conservation of Jewish objects.667 

 
666 For more on Daniel Nijs, see Chapter 3, and Anderson, C. M. (2015). The Flemish 
merchant of Venice: Daniel Nijs and the sale of the Gonzaga art collection. 
667 Mibach, L. (1992). Introduction: The conservation of sacred objects, in The Journal of 
the American Institute for Conservation (JAIC). Vol. 31, No. 1, Spring, 1992; Greene, V. 
(1992). ’Accessories of Holiness’: Defining Jewish Sacred Objects, in Journal of the 
American Institute for Conservation. 31 (1). 31–39. 



Curating and conserving: Agents of change 

A matter at the centre of the topic for this thesis is the deliberate or 
unintended changing, tampering, altering of things by way of describing 
them, or simply by looking at them or talking about them. New versions 
of old phenomena are created – but by what means? The notion of 
“inventing” is common to grasp this: Invented myths, invented 
communities, invented traditions, and so on.668 As we have seen, the 
examples of how religious and sacred materiality has been used for 
religious purposes are numerous: during lavish and official celebrations, 
as well as in the intimate everyday sphere of the private home. 
Regardless of context, a uniting factor for all these religious uses was 
that no matter the dignity or even sacredness of the objects in use for 
devotion, they also needed to be kept in shape. Religious identity and 
sacred values do not form a protection against dirt and decay. Therefore, 
mending, repainting, and washing has been done over the years, not 
rarely by the religious users themselves. This religious cleanliness has 
been performed with a care, pride, and thoroughness that has kept the 
divine spaces and objects clean and fit for use, but which also collided 
forcefully with the rules and practices of a reasonably late coming 
authority: the conservator.  

It is obvious, still today, that the Western emphasis on materiality and 
the preservation of it as condition for an authentic heritage status poses 
huge problems when confronted with sacredness and religious heritage. 
An authentic religious use may be not only to handle, kiss and caress 
objects and places, but also to mend them when broken and clean them 
when dirty, even when this collides with conservation practice. The 
question occurs, who’s use should be most respected, if it is practically 
impossible to meet the wishes of both parts: that of the conservator and 
the museum, or that of the religious user?  

Religion and heritage: West-washing exported?  

Starting from the claim that the standard view and heritagization model 
for religious heritage was founded in Western Europe, with Italy in the 
early modern period as a prime example, we have seen how this 
development was closely linked to the birth and development of 
museums, public displays, and new audiences. This model eventually 
spread to other parts of the world, through colonialism, trade, 
missionaries, scientific expeditions, and leisure travelers. The 

 
668 See for example Hobsbawm, E. & Ranger, T. O. (Eds.) (1992). The Invention of 
tradition; Choay, F. (2001). The invention of the historic monument; Lewis, J. R. & 
Hammer, O. (2007). The invention of sacred tradition.  



 
 

297 

Eurocentric understanding of history, heritage, and conservation 
practice, based on European culture and a Latin Christian understanding 
of time and materiality, immanence, and transcendence, not rarely 
clashes with other views and traditions when applied to other cultures, 
as shown in the case of the World Heritage list explained in Chapter 1. 
Anna Karlström has demonstrated in her research on Laotian temples 
and sacred heritage how the Southeast Asian practice of regularly or 
when needed tear down and rebuild religious temples without taking 
preservation of the previous building material into consideration 
becomes problematic when confronted with Western material 
conservation ideals.669  

Charles Taylor asks: ‘Can secularism travel?’ in an article by same title.670 
The answer is ambiguous, since the concept of secularization is forged by 
and so tightly linked to western Christianity. One possible answer might 
be that secularization, with its linking of religion to materiality and time, 
affects concepts, regulations and institutions molded in the western 
European culture – such as museums or heritage policies –and thereby 
inevitably bring with them a western gaze and practice. If so, 
implementation of heritage practice in cultures and societies around the 
world run the risk of also implying a West-washing – intended or not. 

Effects on museum and heritage practice 

The conclusions in this thesis can be implemented in museum and 
heritage practice managing religious and sacred artefacts. Re-
contextualizing the sacred into a heritage framework may bring 
consequences and challenges to museum professionals, as has been 
investigated by Paine and others.671 One consequence, as has been 
demonstrated and discussed in this work, is the emphasis on material 
and artistic values in heritage displays or narratives. A challenge for the 
museum and heritage professionals is the multitude of beliefs, sensitive 
areas, and expectations connected to religious practice which may be 
taken into consideration when displaying sacred heritage. Some of the 
numerous considerations and choices that may occur in museum 
practice are visualized in this flow chart:  

 
669 Karlström, A. (2009). Preserving impermanence: the creation of heritage in 
Vientiane, Laos.  
670 Taylor, C. (2016). Can secularism travel?, in Bilgrami, A. (Ed.). Beyond the secular 
West. 1–27. 
671 Paine, C. (2013). Religious objects in museums: private lives and public duties. 



 

Figure 106. Suggestions for some of the many possible options and challenges 
in the intersection between ascribed sacredness, the curator’s approach and 
decisions, and the views of the visitor. (Figure by the author). 

Heritage management on holy ground: The power of 
language and maps in the age of mass tourism 

As demonstrated in Chapter 4 a global and growing tourism economy 
spurs the development of new ways to experience and consume sacred 
heritage, such as new models for pilgrimages or religious theme parks, 
combined with the global “heritage boom” mentioned in Chapter 1.672 
The incentives for different actors to make use of the power of 
guidebooks and tourist maps is not likely to disappear, and a substantial 
part of the heritage presented is sacred or religious. What challenges will 
this bring, and what attention and awareness will be acquired from the 
authorities? 

In Simon Sebag Montefiore’s book Jerusalem: the biography, the Israeli 
writer Amos Oz is quoted when presenting an innovative solution to the 
constant struggle over land and the holy sites in the city: 

 
672 Harrison, R. (2013). Heritage: Critical Approaches. 68–94; Smith, L. (2006). Uses of 
heritage. 19–43; Lowenthal, D. (1998). The heritage crusade and the spoils of history. 
Xvii. 
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We should remove every stone of the Holy Sites and transport them to 
Scandinavia for a hundred years and not return them until everyone has 
learned to live together in Jerusalem.673 

From a Scandinavian point of view this image is more than just a 
hilarious metaphor for someone with a rich inner imagination (how 
about the Western wall and some churches, synagogues, and mosques 
making their way slowly towards the North onboard gigantic cargo 
ships?). It also brings us back to the introduction of this thesis and the 
Madonna with a headless baby Jesus in a Swedish Lutheran cathedral: 
What, in the eyes of a writer from another part of the world, where 
religion and religious conflict permeate every inch of the daily life, makes 
Scandinavia a suitable refrigerator for religiously overheated goods? To 
this question, I have yet to find an answer. 

Religious literacy and post-secular competence 

“How religious literacy can save lives”: this was the title of a column by a 
medicine student in Religion News Service, drawing attention to the 
importance of familiarity with religious customs in order to give 
appropriate medical care.674 The term ‘religious literacy’ points in the 
same direction as, for example Jürgen Habermas and Swedish 
theologian Joel Halldorf, both advocating a post-secular competence to 
understand and make informed decisions in society of today.675 This 
argument moves beyond questions of faith, sacredness or truth, but 
states the need for a tool box to understand what religion is as a 
phenomenon, and how different religions work, for societies in which 
religion for a long time was regarded as something resting in peace in the 
museum.676 Within the field of critical heritage studies a future 
consideration of the supernatural and a “post-secular heritage practice” 
has been put forward as a likely development.677 As stated by Trinidad 
Rico, “the exclusion of faith as epistemology does not erase sacrality in 
heritage value”.678 

 
673 Sebag Montefiore, S. (2011). Jerusalem: The biography. 621. 
674 Hussain, A. (2017). How religious literacy can save lives, in Religion News Service 
[online]. https://religionnews.com/2017/06/21/how-religious-literacy-can-save-lives/ 
(2022-11-07). 
675 Halldorf, J. (2018). Gud: Återkomsten.  
676 See Chapter 1. 
677 Byrne, D. (2019). Prospects for a Postsecular Heritage Practice: Convergences 
between Posthumanism and Popular Religious Practice in Asia, in Religions. 
678 Rico, T. (2021). Global Heritage, Religion, and Secularism. 8. 

https://religionnews.com/2017/06/21/how-religious-literacy-can-save-lives/


Conclusions  

In this thesis I have investigated the research question: ‘What happens in 
the transfer between sacredness and heritage?’ in two parts, namely Part 
I: ‘Sacred heritage in production’ and Part II: ‘Sacred heritage in 
practice’. In the former part, ‘Sacred heritage in production’, the case 
studies of early modern Sweden and of early modern Rome and Venice 
have been examined by means of different types of sources, and by 
applying the analytical lens of Time: time as creating a curated pastness 
and a distance, and time as situating sacred objects and places in an 
immanent reality which facilitated the recurrent separation between 
‘sacred’ and ‘profane’. In the latter part, ‘Sacred heritage in practice’, 
several examples of thematically presented uses of sacred heritage have 
been investigated by means of the analytical lens of Uses. In the 
concluding discussion preceding this last section the findings in Part I 
and II have been analyzed considering the initial theoretical framework 
and previous research presented in Chapter 1, and by applying the 
analytical lens of Agents. 

Sacred heritage in production 

Investigating sacred heritage in production, I have examined the early 
modern environments of the Lutheran North and the Catholic South and 
how they forged expectations and fostered the gaze in northern travelers 
and in the visited communities. The case study of 17th century Sweden 
covered the national incentives pertaining the transformation of the 
problematic Catholic past and present and how these affected the 
perceptions of heritage and religion. My results showed a sacred past 
transforming into a useful asset as heritage and shaping the mindsets of 
Swedish travelers visiting the South. Based on examples from the 
Swedish national inventory of antiquities initiated in 1666, I have 
demonstrated how heritagization and domestication of the Catholic past 
developed in Sweden during the 17th century, showing different ways in 
which Catholic sacredness was transferred into a national heritage. The 
perceptions and categorizations of sacred things, places and phenomena 
as heritage became transformative tools that could be applied also to 
things seen in a journey by means of narratives and displays, boundaries 
and encounters, and transfers into new categories: a sacred heritage in 
production. 

The research question and the theme of ‘Sacred heritage in production’ 
have been further investigated through the early modern cities of Rome 
and Venice and the way in which sacred elements that were heritagized 
in Sweden were still part of daily religious life in the Catholic territories. 
Different types of sources have been examined, including descriptions of 
artefacts and rituals, travel journals, guidebooks, maps, and collections 
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and inventories, many of which arranged and displayed with the 
emerging group of new visitors interested in art, culture, and history in 
mind. I argue that a multitude of coinciding factors, referring to Latour’s 
agent collectives, along with the factor of Time contributed to making the 
transcendent immanent and to transferring religious daily life and feasts 
into a context of display and narratives – a spectacle-ization of the 
sacred – and thereby pushing a transfer of the sacred into a category as 
heritage.  

Heritage as phenomenon: predating post-Enlightenment 

Building on the findings in Part I, ‘Heritage in production’, and having 
defined my understanding and use of the term ‘heritage’ as applicable to 
earlier periods before the concept existed, I argue that the definition of 
‘heritage’ as a post-Enlightenment phenomenon, formulated by Rodney 
Harrison and other heritage scholars, should be expanded to include – at 
least – the early modern and the Reformation period. The systematic 
division and ordering of things and phenomena into classes and 
categories are generally associated with the early Modernity. I have 
demonstrated how this mode of thinking in categories combined with 
the peak of antiquarianism and collectionism in the 17th century served 
those who wanted to domesticate threatening materiality and thoughts, 
and how the society which saw the birth of collectionism also facilitated 
the heritagization of religion. The suggested earlier dating of the heritage 
process is relevant, I argue, based on the arguments and evidence 
presented, to understand the shaping of the western European view on 
and practice in heritage management and museums.  

The early modern Church: a transformative space going 
global 

The results of my investigation demonstrate that churches in early 
modern Europe, by being accessible for almost all and the place in which 
art, history, and local identity intersected, in fact also functioned as 
proto museums and early centres of calculation. Guidebooks functioned 
as curated devices for new traveling audiences in need of directions to 
and presentations of the city, along with the collections, the early 
museums, the public religious events, and the staging of a city’s life and 
identity through annual religious feasts and profane divertissements. 
These elements had an instrumental function to shape the visitor’s gaze 
and understanding of a place. The different types of media worked as 
transformative spaces or devices, transforming sacredness to curiosities 
and culture by re-contextualization in new settings. A classification of 
the sacred was performed by the Church through treatises and decisions 
made to safeguard the holy and the sacred by separating it from the 



profane. A categorization of the sacred into heritage, art, or superstition 
was performed on an individual level through inventories, guidebooks, 
and personal descriptions in travel journals. I conclude that the 
separation in sacred and profane, intended to protect the sacred from 
profanation and harm, in fact made the sacred optional and possible to 
de-select for old and new audiences. I further argue that the way of 
narrating religion and sacredness as materiality and art, which I have 
demonstrated to be established in the post-Reformation Catholic and 
European context of early modern collecting and displaying of religious 
life, established a template for museums and heritage spaces as for how 
religion should be presented and narrated. This Eurocentric standard, 
and the secularization – as argued by Charles Taylor – was born within 
Latin Christianity and spread across the world and influenced 
approaches to sacredness and heritage applied by international 
institutions such as the UNESCO.  

Sacred heritage in practice 

The results from my investigation indicate that the transfer between 
categories of objects, rituals, and places is not a one-directional 
movement from life to death, as has been suggested in the case of 
museums and heritage by, for example, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett: rather, I 
argue that the transfer is an elastic fluidity back and forth between 
categories, decided by current uses. The new categories and uses born in 
this flux connect to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s notion of heritage as a 
“value-added industry” and a “new mode of cultural production”, as well 
as to Kopytoff’s concept of commoditization, by creating new 
commodities for new needs, uses, and markets.679 

Transfers of uses and de-selectable sacredness 

In this thesis I have thematically examined different transfers of uses 
collected from diverse periods and contexts: sacred uses of the sacred, 
sacred uses of a heterodox past, political uses of the sacred, artistic uses 
of the sacred, heritage uses of the sacred, museum uses of the sacred, 
scientific uses of the sacred, touristic uses of the sacred, and uses of the 
sacred leftovers. The multitude of different types of uses and the sacred 
heritage in practice tie into the research question, ‘What happens in the 
transfer between religion and heritage?’ and to the dissolution of 
hybridized categories – Latour’s imbroglios – investigated in Part I, 

 
679 Kopytoff, I. (1986). The cultural biography of things: Commoditization as process. In 
Appadurai, A. (Ed.), The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective. 
64–92. 
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‘Sacred heritage in production’. Religion and sacredness are turned into 
optional ingredients to select or de-select as independent but strongly 
charged ingredients, and to be used eclectically to enhance or to provoke, 
depending on context. This development can be referred to as in line 
with Latour’s concept of iconoclash, where new creations are made 
through destruction and re-use of the previous forms. I argue that 
heritagization of religion within as well as outside of the heritage field 
has been and still is made possible and supported by such processes. In 
line with Lynch and Habermas, both stating that religion and sacredness 
refuse to be neutral (Habermas referring to the post-secular society), I 
argue that the development of new uses adds on to this non-neutrality. 
Finally, I also conclude that the deconstruction, the dissolution, and the 
new uses of the sacred not only are the products of heritagization: they 
are in fact also supporting and pushing the transfer between categories, 
and the heritagization process itself. The process can be visualized as 
follows: 

 

Figure 107. Sacred heritage in production and in practice. (Figure by the 
author). 

Numerous similarities between heritage and sacredness have been 
demonstrated throughout this work, in terms of ascribed qualities, 
displays, narratives, and physical handling and interaction. I argue that 
the concepts of heritage and sacredness are united by ambiguities 
between ‘dead’ and ‘alive’, and in regulations for management and use in 
religious and heritage contexts. I have presented three models 
illustrating different ways to understand the relation and transfers 
between heritage and sacredness: From life to death, Hybrid identity in 
the eye of the beholder, and The Zombie identity. These models all 
present different challenges not only for future research, but also for 
museum practice and heritage management, calling for reflection and 
informed policies for handling and displaying sacred heritage.  



Advocating religious literacy and a post-secular competence 

I have discussed the relation between heritage and sacredness in our 
time, situated in a context of new uses of religious buildings that are no 
longer needed for religious services, museums as the new sacred spaces 
and churches as the new museums, challenges for museums and tourist 
destinations in a multicultural society, a time of expanding global 
tourism, and what is referred to as a “heritage boom” or “museum 
madness”. International terrorism is using heritage and religious 
identity to add further force to its actions, while nationalist and 
xenophobic movements advocating ideas of common religious and 
national heritages are expanding in Europe and globally. I conclude from 
this that religion as phenomenon has left the museum case, if it was ever 
locked up there, and that questions regarding management of sacred 
heritage should be a matter of urgent concern for institutions and 
decision makers in societies today. I advocate a religious literacy and a 
post-secular competence as means to develop and reinforce sustainable 
societies. 

Recommendations for further reflections within museum and 
heritage practice 

Concluding this thesis, several problems remain to be discussed and 
reflected on. I recommend the following points for further reflection 
applicable to both scholars and practitioners. 

• Sacred heritage and religious stakeholders: Should heritage and 
museum displays consider the needs and views within religious 
communities and individuals? If so, informed decisions should be taken 
regarding what can and should be done with these religious 
communities in mind.  

• Sacred heritage and provocation: Who should decide what can and 
cannot be done with religious symbols and images outside a religious 
context: the religious believer, the heritage managers, or the free artist? 
Does a status as sacred heritage and the principle of artistic license 
override the risk of offending religious believers? 

• Sacred heritage and preservation: Should the museum adapt to 
changing requests to physical (touching, kissing, offering, etc.) and 
spiritual interaction with sacred heritage? Is it possible, and desirable, 
from a museum point of view? 

• Sacred heritage and religious literacy: This thesis argues for an 
extended religious literacy as a factor for social sustainability. How 
could this be taught and implemented, by whom, and where would 
sacred heritage play into such an enterprise? 
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Coming next? Sacred heritage beyond the human mind 

The transfers between categories and assemblages of sacred heritage 
elements that have been investigated in this thesis, are all – if also in 
most different ways –the result of human intentions and human minds 
selecting fragments of sacredness and sacred heritage, to assemble new 
creations.  

Drawing this line of thought beyond the scope of this thesis, while 
pursuing its direction, we find a new mode of re-assembling fragments of 
sacred images and concepts – a “production”, in Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s 
terminology – namely images made through AI (artificial intelligence). 
AI is a system of mathematically calculated algorithms, created by 
human intelligence and successively fed and developed by human 
contributions.680 When assembling fragments collected through the 
algorithms the result at first glance, with a non-expert eye, may look 
authentic enough, as with the example of AI generated images based on 
the criteria “holy icon” in Fig. 108. At a closer look, however, the images 
show strange anomalies: the details in icon art, imbued with symbolic 
significance in hand gestures, colors, clothing, faces, and Cyrillic or 
Greek letters681, are here assembled into a non-sensical entity devoid of 
the condensed symbolism in traditional icons. Aesthetically it may 
resemble a holy icon, but the symbolic content is lost in the process: the 
rules of icon symbolism are not part of the algorithms – yet.  

 
680 Foka, A., Attemark, J., & Wahlberg, F. (2022). Women’s Metadata, Semantic Web, 
Ontologies and AI Potentials in Critically Enriching Carl Sahlin’s Industrial History 
Collection, in Emerging Technologies and Museums. 65–86. 
681 For the rules and symbolism in icons, see for example Ouspensky, L. (1992). Theology 
of the Icon, Vol. 1–2. St Vladimirs Seminary Press. 



 

Figure 108. AI generated images based on the criteria ‘holy icons’. (Dream by 
Wombo, www.wombo.art) 

The example of the AI icon points forward to an ongoing development 
where machine learning and algorithms are involved in the classification 
and categorization practices running through this thesis. The human 
mind has been essential to perform scientific classifications, subjective 
categorizations, and in creating the new uses and re-uses of sacred 
heritage demonstrated in this thesis. To what extent, if at all, is it 
possible to feed systems like AI with the fluid and most subjective values 
imbued in sacredness and heritage, as discussed in this thesis? What 
minds and intelligences will perform the selections, the categorizations, 
and the transfers between categories tomorrow? Is there room for 
sacredness outside of heritage? These questions are rooted in my topic, 
but point beyond this thesis.  

Returning to the reflections before the headless Jesus, I have found the 
initial question of transfers between the sacredness and heritage 
categories unfolding in a multitude of agencies, uses, and stakeholders. A 
recurrent theme in my investigation has been the complex question of 
sacred heritage as dead or alive in a spiritual sense, but also the potential 
in sacred heritage as a uniting force or a source of conflict. A dramatic 
ending to this work might be proposed: sacred heritage and religion in 
museums may actually be a question of life and death. 
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Epilogue: Romanesque arches (or, The 

beholder) 

In 1987 the Swedish poet and future Nobel Prize laureate Tomas 
Tranströmer attend a poetry festival in Italy. Having an unexpected day 
off, he and his wife decide to see Venice together. Like most tourists they 
follow the trail to Piazza San Marco and eventually find themselves in 
front of the basilica, surrounded by the deafening sound from the bell 
tower – "a carillon’s Sibelius” 682, the poet enthusiastically puts it in a 
letter.  

 

Figure 109. San Marco’s basilica, Venice. (Photo by the author). 

Tranströmer and his wife then join the tourist crowds into the basilica of 
San Marco, where the poet later describes in a letter how the perspective 
suddenly changes in an unexpected way: 

We entered the San Marco dome. I have always thought that I felt the 
strongest for Gothic vaults, but now I discovered it were the Romanesque 
that were most close to me. No overview, one space hiding behind the 

 
682 Finnish composer Jean Sibelius (1865–1957). 



other, as human life itself – I was so touched I had to be led out, blinded by 
tears. It was really a completely unexpected and somehow totally liberating 
experience in the midst of the tourist ghetto. 683 

This overwhelming experience eventually results in one of Tomas 
Tranströmer’s most loved and cited poems, Romanesque arches. 

Tourists have crowded into the half-dark of the enormous 
Romanesque church. 
Vault opening behind vault and no perspective. 
A few candle flames flickered. 
An angel whose face I couldn't see embraced me 
and his whisper went all through my body: 
‘Don't be ashamed to be a human being—be proud! 
Inside you one vault after another opens endlessly. 
You'll never be complete, and that's as it should be.’ 
Tears blinded me 
as we were herded out into the fiercely sunlit piazza, 
together with Mr and Mrs Jones, Herr Tanaka and Signora Sabatini— 
within each of them vault after vault opened endlessly.684 

Concluding my work and the many perspectives applied in this thesis, I 
realize my initial questions dealt almost exclusively with the object of the 
beholder and how it was transformed, or not, when moving between 
categories. And yet, this question is utterly irrelevant without the eye of 
the beholder; a beholder who may come in the shape of a tourist, 
embedded in large groups, and seemingly easy to categorize in terms of 
labels such as nationality, gender, age, or presumed belief or non-belief. 
Throughout this project, a recurrent theme has been the display and 
narration of religious heritage for a non-believing audience, and how this 
perspective has become predominant in many parts of the world. Now, 
having frequently walked in Tranströmer’s footsteps in San Marco’s 
Basilica and gently forced my way through tourist hoards in the piazza 
outside, I halt my mind and try to see the beholder among the selfie 
sticks and umbrellas. The object of the beholder, as demonstrated in this 
thesis, houses numerous possibilities of uses and categories, and the 
beholder’s eye plays a vital role in creating them. But what do I really 
know about the individual beholder? In a framework of secularization, 
multiculturalism, migrations, violence and terror under religious flag, 
and new tourist pilgrims attracted to ancient shrines: who can tell what 
vaults and arches are hiding behind the beholding eye? 

 
683 Essay by Maria Bergom Larsson, Vår oändliga inre arkitektur, in Aftonbladet 13/12/ 
2001. 
684 Original title ‘Romanska bågar’. English translation by Robert Bly. 
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Walking beneath the golden vaults of San Marco, sensing the heat and 
the scents from the flickering candles (put there by who, and why?), I 
must accept that sacred heritage on display has not become less complex 
to me while investigating it these past years. The displayed refuses to rest 
comfortably in the narrow categories of our categorizing time, and is put 
on display for beholders; beholders, filling different statistical columns 
in the annual reports of museums and tourist companies while, in fact, 
being undomesticatable and uncategorizable universes with vault after 
vault opening endlessly inside of them. Is it at all possible to adapt these 
multifaceted displays and narratives to such viewers? Probably not. But 
here, strolling through the vault after vault, I find myself hoping that 
there is room, courage, and patience for complex stories told to complex 
beholders, even in our time. 

“You’ll never be complete, and that’s how it should be.” 

 

Figure 110. Votive candles in San Marco’s basilica, Venice. 
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Appendix 

Some longer quotations and quotations in original language. 
Translations by the author if nothing else is indicated. 

Chapter 2. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Skänninge Town, Östergötland, no date. 

…på så kort tijdh sedan Religions reformationen ähro så många 
monumenter förödde, att icke vestigia igen finnas. 

…in such short time after the reformation of Religion so many 
monuments are devastated, that no vestigia can be found. 

Descrittione dello Stato della religione Christiana cioè del 
numero delli Christiani, che habitano l’Europa, fatta dal Sig. 
N.N. 1686. ASVe, Miscellanea Atti diversi Manoscritti, 82:g. 

Il Regno di Noruegia, e di Suetia comprendendoui l’Islanda, la Liuonia, e 
l’Ingria sono di una gran stenduta, ma cose spopolate per quanto si è 
osseruato, che quasi non si può credere. Non ui sono che Montagne 
inhabitabili, e perpetuamente coperte di Neue, e di giacci, et 
essendoui di molti Laghi, e uastità di Selue con pochissime Terre 
fertili, & coltiuabili. 

The realm of Norway and Sweden include Iceland, Livonia, and Ingria, 
are widely extended, but so scarcely populated, from what can be 
observed, that it is hardly impossible to believe. There is nothing else 
but inhabitable mountains, eternally covered in snow and ice, and 
there are many lakes, and vast fields with very little fertile soil 
possible to cultivate.  

Magalotti, L. & Moretti, W. [1674] (1968). Relazioni di viaggio 
in Inghilterra, Francia e Svezia.  

Gli Svezzesi in generale sieno facili a credere, e forse più de' Tedeschi; 
testimonio ne può essere l'opinione che vi corre delle tante 
stregonerie che in quelle parti si facciano, onde a questo conto 
abbruciano senza discrezione uomini e donne, ed in particolare le 
vecchie e le più brutte. Mai si discorre d'altro che delle stregonerie 
delle province settentrionali… 



The Swedes in general are naive, and perhaps even more so than the 
Germans: a testimony of this may be the common view on the 
multitude of witchcrafts that are to be found in these parts, in which 
they burn men and women without discretion, and in particular the 
old and the ugliest ones. One never hears of other things than 
witchcrafts from the northern provinces. 

Magalotti, L. & Moretti, W. [1674] (1968). Relazioni di viaggio 
in Inghilterra, Francia e Svezia. 

Rudbech, il quale è medico di professione ma erudito in ogn'altra 
scienza, sì nelle meccaniche come nelle storie. Questo va componendo 
un libro e lo ha ridotto a buon termine: l'ha prima scritto in svezzese 
ed ora lo traduce in latino; con il quale mi dicono che intenda provare 
chiaramente la Scandinavia essere stata la prima terra abitata dopo la 
divisione che fecero i figliuoli di Noè, e dalla medesima esser uscite 
tutte le altre nazioni. Fa venire i Galli o Franzesi dal mezzo della 
Lapponia, ove trova un fiume che si chiama Gallus, e vuole che la 
legge Salica sia stata fatta a Upsalia ovvero a Salberg, perché sono 
situati sul fiume Sala. Pretende mostrare con evidenza che il tempio 
di Giano posto in Roma sia stato fatto sul modello di quel del vecchio 
tempio d'Upsalia, non ve n'essendo in tutto il mondo due che si 
somiglino quanto questi.). 

Rudbeck is a medical doctor as a profession but also learned in every 
other science, be it in mechanics or in history. He is composing a 
book and has finished it in good time: he has first written it in 
Swedish and is now translating it into Latin; with this, they tell me 
he intends to clearly prove that Scandinavia was the first land to be 
inhabited after the division of Noah’s sons, and that all the other 
nations are offsprings from this. He lets the Gauls and the French 
come from the middle of Lapland, where is a river called Gallus, and 
he wants Salica to be read as if it were made in Uppsala or rather in 
Salberg, because these are located by the river Sala. He pretends to 
bring in evidence that the temple of Janus in Rome was modelled on 
the one of the old temple of Uppsala, since there are not two in the 
whole world as similar as these two. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Ovansjö, Gästrikland, 1683. 

 […] theras trögheet att bortläggia the Påfweske widhskepelser. Och 
emedan iag förnimmer att the gamble Män, som mig något sådant 
wijste, och berättade, ähre genom döden afgångne; kan hända ock the 
gamble sägner komna i Förgätenheet. 
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Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Lövsta, no date. Kongl: Mayst:tz Placat och 
Påbudh, Om Gamble Monumenter och Antiquiteter. (1666).  

… vhrgambla Antiquiteter, qwarlefwor och efterdömen, som alt ifrån 
Hedendomen, vthaff framfarne Sweriges och Götha Konungars, 
sampt andre theras Förnämlige Mäns och Vndersåthares Manlige 
Bedriffter, som för thetta öfwer heele Wårt Rijke, deels vthi stoore 
Borger, Skantzar och Steenkumbel, deels vthi Stoder och andre Stenar 
medh Runaskrifter ingraffne, deels vthi theras Griffter och Ättebacker 
vthi temmelig myckenheet bestådt hafwa. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Arby, Småland, 1667.  

…finness och här utj Arby kyrkio Ridder Sanct: Jöranz belete 
Sittiandhess vppå En häst, hwilket icke Synness wara af något stort 
werde, at thet införess ibland dhe andre Antiqujteterna. […] om 
dhetta skall vpförass iblandh dhe andra monumenterna kan E w heet 
best Sielf här om förnimma hooss Hanss Hogwheet Bispen och 
Venerandum Consistorium  

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Skärstad, Småland, no date.  

J kyrkan fan iagh för 2. åhr sedan i muren neder i itt hool itt rökelse kaar 
af koppar gutitt, som Munkarna brukat att röka och weffta medh j 
kyrkan. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Älvdals härad, Värmland, 1683.  

Någre Rökellssekar har Waret der och små klocker som dee har buret för 
lijk och Ringdt medh, huilka blefuo up stöpte när nedre dalby Sochne 
klåcka Jutades, offrekistor på Wäggen in utj kiörkan finnes Ännu 
Behålldne. Jtem gambla monkekläder, och många Små Beläten som 
ligga under Altaret, långa Waxstaker om 4 Allner långa med bleck 
Cronor up i Andan och Waxliuss derutj. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Kinds härad, Västergötland, 1688.  

Icke långt der ifråa i Åsarpa Skog är een Skön Springekälla, som kallas 
helig hielp, som i Påfwedömet är af munker dichtat wara een helso 
brun för allahanda Siukdom[ar] then som wille tijdt komma och offra 
något til samma kä[lla]. Ther öfwer är bygdt it Capel, som ståt hafwer 



in til en M[ans]tijd sedan, och ther hoos it Stort Kors, som nyligen är 
nedfallet. widskepeligit folk besökia än nu samma källa emot 
Krankheter, sampt til at sökia lycka och framgång när the något wilia 
begynna, och läggia kopperfyrker knapnålar och annat smått in i 
källan igen af gammal widskepelig effterfolgd, för it offer.  

Jt kors hafwer ståt vthi ladegårdens hage, hoos hwilket, så wäl som wid 
offwantalda källa och kors, thet eenfaldiga folket vnder Påfwedömet 
hafva läsit på sina radeband. 

Not far away from there in Åsarpa forest is a fine Well, which is called 
holy help, that in the Papacy is fabled by monks to be a well of 
healthiness for all sorts of illnesses for anyone who wanted to go 
there and sacrifice anything to same well. Over it is built a chapel, 
that has been stadning until a man’s age from now, and by this a big 
Cross, since recently fallen. Superstitious people still visit same well 
for illnesses, and to obtain luck and success when they want to begin 
something, and lay cupper coins, needles, and other small items in 
the well of old superstitious habits, as a sacrifice. 

A cross had been standing in the field by the barn, by which, as by 
previously mentioned well and cross, the common people during the 
Papacy have read their rosaries. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Västra och Östra Vingåker, Södermanland, 1685.  

Här vijses och een vägh dock nu igenvuxen, huru folcket under 
Påfvedömet, ia sedhan ock een tidh, hafva sedan the kommo innom 
kyrkioporten gått kring kyrkian, förr än the hafva gått der in, icke 
allenast när allmenne processer ähro håldne, uthan ock alla 
kyrkiodaghar. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Älvdals härad, Värmland, 1683.  

Söder om kiörkan på store dalbo Eengh Ahr stora groper i Backen, Sägz 
af gambla men, att monker och Piligremmerna hafua der tuenne 
gånger hållett Mööthe om Åhret, Nembl: Wedh Botzmesse Då 
Pilgremmerna Reste till Trånhems klåster, sammaledes om mikaelis 
tijdh, dåå dee skolle ått Wadstena kloster, och till Påfuen vthi Room 
effter Aflåtz Bref, Woro dee huardera gången i 14:ton dagars tijdh 
Samlade på dalbo Eengh der Allmogen kom till dem, hafuandes maat 
och dricka medh sigh, huar medh monkerna och Pillgremmerna 
giorde sigh lustige, och dansade att dett blef groper utj Eengea.  
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South of the church on Store Dalbo meadow are big pits in the ground, 
said by old men, that monks and the Pilgrims have held meetings 
there twice a year, that is: At the time of Botzmesse [St. Botvid’s 
mass] when the Pilgrims traveled to Trondheim monastery, also at 
the time of S.t Michael, when they went to Vadstena convent, and to 
the Pope in Rome for letters of indulgences, they were each time 
gathered in Dalbo meadow for 14 days when the people came to 
them, bringing food and beverage, with which the monks and the 
Pilgrims enjoyed themselves, and danced so that there were pits in 
the meadow. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Arby, Småland, 1667. 

…finness och uti Arby kyrkio 8 stycken liwsse staker af trää, på 
åtskellelige maneer giordha, om 4 och 5 alnarss längdh, men i golfwet 
fram utj Choren finness 3 hool hwar utj dhe hafwer Satt merbemelte 
liwsse staker medh brinnande liwss ner barn skulle döpass och 
brudher wijass, om dhetta skall vpförass iblandh dhe andra 
monumenterna kan E w heet best Sielf här om förnimma hooss Hanss 
Hogwheet Bispen och Venerandum Consistorium. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter: Sorunda, Södermanland, 1685.  

Någre Reliqvier aff påvedömet medh beläten och andra styck[en] finnas 
och i kyrckian. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Rimbo, Uppland, 1677.  

Ridder Jöranss beläte på häst, står på kyrkiohwalwe. Om hwilken seyess: 
att han warit en förnäm man åk Förste, Som sedan grymmeligen 
hawer förfålgt dhe Christne åk dräpit Athanasium den Gudfruktige 
Läraren. hwilkenss Beläte ligger wnder hanss hästfötter wthuggit som 
en Draka. oss till försmädelse, åk den Rommerska kyrkian, som en 
Jungfru åk Lamb, till ähra. Thenna Ogudaktige Menniskians dag, som 
infaller den 23 April, bliwer fijrad af många bönder här i orten, i så 
måtto: att dhe på hanss dag Jnte Så sin Säd eller bruka sin åker etc.: 
kallandess honom den helige Ridder Jöran. Twij Fahn! 

  



Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Arby, Småland, 1667. 

Utj Lofwerss örer ligger En hampn, wid nampn Sigfridz hampn, dher 
Säjess Sanct: Sigfrid wara landstigen tå han effter konungh Olufz 
begeran utj Swerge, begaf Sigh jfrå Engeland här utj Swerge först till 
at messa, och predika dhen Lutheriske läran. […] kallass änn utj 
dhenna dagh Sigfridz hampn. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Ärentuna, Uppland, 1677. 

J Kyrkian finnes 2 småå Knyten med en lijten pergamentz Zedell 
omkring, hvilka ähro fundna för en tijd sedan in ij Altaret, då det 
flyttiades nermare in till gafwelen och lyder Zedelen sålunda: […] på 
then ena de undecien millibus virginum på then andra staår de lacerto 
Sancti Henrici Episcopi et Martyris.) 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Västland och Tolfta, Uppland, 1677. 

Vthi Tolffta Kyrkia finnes Sex gambla Böcker medh Munckstyl, 3 in Folio 
och 3 in quarto Hwilka Handla om dhe Påweskes Religion, 
Ceremonier och Sånger, alla på Latin. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Husaby, Västergötland, 1673.  

Fierdingz Mannen Erich Ehrsson i Enneberga berättar sigh hafwa 
gamble Muncke Bref men dess egentlige innehåldh weet ingen effter 
dhe icke kunne läsas. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Edsberg and Hackvad, Närke, 1667.  

…sådana monomenter Hwarken aff högre eller lägre werde, wthan 
allenast det gambla Risberga klöster, af Hwilket för tijden icke mehr 
ähr till finnandes, wthan allenast een mur medh een pelar, som 
förmenes hafwa kommit till kyrkian af samma klöster; men det andra 
seijes wara förbränt af eld: Några andra wissa eller owissa relationer 
om samma klöster finnes icke, emädan thet ähr så gammalt, att the 
som nu för tijden lefwa icke kunne hafwa någon wetskap ther om. 
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Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Örebro, Glanshammar and Fellingsbro districts, 
Närke, 1683.  

Nembden och Allmogen i Fellingzbro Häradh berättad[e] Att straxt vidh 
Wässlingeby i Fellingzbro Sochn uth medh Cappals brohn finnes ett 
gammalt förfallet Capell eller klöster, och hart widh brohn en något 
stoor slätt stehn mitt oppå Swartachdigh, hwarest säijes en Munk 
skall haffva lagdt sin kappa. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Turinge sn, Södermanland, 1667.  

Oster om een by som heeter Bärga, är itt mechta högdt Sandebärgh, ther 
oppå finnes Sådane Griffter widh 50 Stycken; och kallas i denne dagh 
Jättegriffter och Somblige Munckegriffter. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Delsbo, Hälsingland, 1684.  

…i Kyrkian är all öfwerdragen medh een ringa och icke synnerligen 
konstigh måhlning, wijsandes några bådhe Bibliske och Wärdslige 
Historier, sampt åthskillige Helgons och gamble Lärares beläten. 
Hwar ibland och finnes een stoor smak af den Påfweske Surdeghen 
sampt annan fåfängia. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Hedemora, Dalarna, 1667.  

Dhe gambla målningar fordom i kyrckian (som mäst woro Trollpackor 
och annat slijkt) bleffwo för en tijdh sedan, medh hwijtlimmande 
bestruckne. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Östuna, Uppland, 1673.  

Uthi Eggeby Giärdet wijdh dyn finnes ehn platz hwar opå i Förrige tijder 
skolat en Kyrckia eller Cappel ståt och der bredhewidh ett stort korss 
aff Eek, hwilket för någre åhr sedan ähr kullkastadt aff een Fånig 
Person, synes nu allena grundwlen. 

  



Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960). Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Västra och Östra Vingåker, Södermanland, 
1685.  

Jtem itt rum der de kring om ett crucifix hafva krupit till krysse. 

Stahre, N-G. & Ståhle, C. I. (1960) Rannsakningar efter 
antikviteter.: Ovansjö sn, Gästrikland, 1683. 

Och Norr om kyrkian straxt hoos denne wäghen, war een diup groop, 
ther itt Crucifix hafwer stått, och widh pass 2 alnar, om iag rätt mins, 
ifrån Crucifixet, ähr een diup wägh rundt om, i een cirkel, nött med 
theras knän, som ther hafwa krupit till krysse, som the kalla. Item 
vijstes mig straxt innom kyrkiogårdzens Västre port rum hwarest itt 
annat crucifix hade stått, hwilket the ock fordom hafwa adorerat. Så 
att thet funnes ther, sedan iag kom tijt till Församblingen, the; hwilka, 
när the kommo til dhet rumnet, ther korset hade stått, blåttade the 
sine hufwud, eller togo hatten af; föregifwandes att ther hade fordom 
stått itt korss: att iagh nödgades publicé e suggestu gifwa them 
förmaning att bortläggia sådant. Och berättades mig ther hoos, af 
gamble trowärdi[g]e män, om den förste Lutterske Pastore ther […] 
att han hafwer warit, wäll bewandratt man. […] och omsider skick[ad] 
till Ofwansiö, att på den orten, afskaffa superstitiones papisticas. När 
han tog bort thet ena crucifixet hafwa een hoop äf Sochnemännerna 
stormatt till honom, hotandes sig willia kasta honom öfwer 
boogården. Män han, een styf Man, gripit til väria och slagit them 
ifrån sig, till thes han undkom, medh lifwet behållen, i prästegården. 

And North of the church just by this road, was a deep pit, where a 
Crucifix has been standing, and about 2 cubits from the Crucifix, if I 
remember correctly, is a deep path around it, in a circle, worn by 
their knees, where they have crawled to the cross [“krypa till 
krysse”], as they call it. Also was shown to me within the 
churchyard’s western gate a room where another crucifix had been 
standing, which they had venerated in times past. So that there were 
there, since I came to the Parish, those, who when they came to that 
room where the cross had been standing, bared their heads, or took 
off their hat, stating that there had been a cross there in ancient 
times: so that it forced me to pubblicé e suggestu give them an 
admonition to put those things away. And it was told to me there, by 
old and trustworthy men, about the first Lutheran Pastor there […] 
that he has been a knowledgeable man. […] and eventually sent to 
Ovansjö, in order to in that place abolish superstitiones papisticas. 
When he removed one of the crucifixes a gang of village men had 
assaulted him, threatening to want to throw him over the yard. But 
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he, a capable man, had grabbed a small sword and beat them away, 
until he escaped, with his life spared, in the vicarage. 

Passarelli, A. (1655). Oritia, drama morale del dott. Almerico 
Passarelli alla Sacra Maestà di Christina regina di Suetia nel di 
lei passaggio. Recitato in Ferrara d'ordine del signor marchese 
Cornelio Bentiuogli con la musica del signor d. Andrea 
Mattioli e machine del signor Carlo Paseti.  

Il mio rigido aspetto 
Con più vaga riforma 
Cangiato hò in questa forma; 
Che resti Amor non vuole 
Un neuoso Aquilone in faccia al Sole 

Travel journal of Sven Sewedsson Ribbing ( 

1663-65). UUB ms X356. f 38r.  

När wii efterhandh då och då hade besedt hvadh inne uthi staden 
förnembligast war att observera, giorde wij undertijden små 
Excursioner till hest eller Caross, åth nestomliggiande orther, […] till 
S.Denys där den förnemste Tresor och skatt af helige saker i 
Frankrijke förwaras, hwilken alla dagar twå gånger öppnas och wjsas 
för alla dhe som lust hafwer dhe besee. Uthi kyrkian ähr åthskillige 
Kånungars Kåstlige grafwer af Marmor och skönt arbete. 

When we after a while had seen what was the most remarkable to 
observe in the city, we did some Excursions by horse or carriage, to 
nearby places, […] to S. Denys where the most noble Treasury and 
treasure of holy things in France is kept, and which all days twice a 
day is opened and displayed for all those who are inclined to see 
them. In the church there are several Costly tombs for Kings, of 
Marble and beautiful work. 

Travel journal of Mårten Törnhielm (1683-85). UUB ms X361. 
57-59.  

Bland kyrckiorna, är Domen eller St. Peters kyrckia, som Biskopen 
Conrad A:o 1248 begynt att låta byggia, […] där blifwer Wijsta, bakför 
stora altaret, dhe 3 Konungars från Österlanden reliquier och graf, 
inom et Capell med galler omgifwit, hwarest Silfwerlampor brinner 
natt och dag. Man finner här i Kyrckian många Furstars och 
Biskopars Monumentera af Metall och Alabaster utarbetade, sampt 
många reliquier wijsas där och, bland andra ett stycke af Jungfru 



Mariae Kiortel; lijka så uti S:t Ursulae Kyrckia wijsas många 
helgonnes been och andra reliquier, hwarest och dhe 11000 heliga 
martyricerade Jungfruers griffter…[…] Jesuiternas Collegium och 
Kyrckia är ock värt att besees, där fans en mycket obligeant Jesuite 
emot oss, som förde oss allerstädes, uti dheeras Kyrckia, Bibliothec, 
Trägåård, och alt hwaad som remarquabelt fans, oss wijste. 

Among the churches, is the Dome or St Peter’s church, which the Bishop 
Conrad began to let be built, […] there are shown, behind the big 
altar, the relics and graves of the 3 Kings of the Orient, within a 
chapel surrounded by bars, where Silver lamps are burning night 
and day. One finds in the Church the Monuments of many Princes 
and Bishops, crafted in Metal and Alabaster, and many relics are 
shown there, among which a piece of Virgin Mary’s kirtle; also in St 
Ursula’s Church many saints bones and other relics are shown, 
among which also the graves of the 11000 holy martyred Virgins… 
[…] The College and the Church of the Jesuits are also worth seeing, 
there was a most amiable Jesuit receiving us, who guided us 
everywhere, in their Church, Library, Garden, and showed us all 
noteworthy there was to see. 

Chapter 3. 

Botero, G. (1588). Delle cause della grandezza delle citta libri 
3. 29-33. 

Quante Chiese egli o noue fabricasse o vecchie rimodernasse quante ne 
adornasse e abbellisse quante congregationi d huomini e di donne egli 
introducesse quanto bene ordinati collegij di gio uani quanti seminarij 
di Chierichi instituisse quante forme d Accademie egli ritrouasse ea 
benefitio inestimabile de popòli fondasse quante maniere di 
trattenimenti egli disse a l arti ea gli artefici e non finerei mai se io 
volessi raccótare i modi co quali egli amplificando il colto diuino e la 
religione aggranidiua anco la citta e delle Città. 

Sansovino, Francesco (1671). Le cose notabili et marauiglise 
della città di Venetia, di Nicolo Doglioni. 2. 

…ho veduto l’impossibile nell’impossibile. […] Essendo adunque Venetia 
un’impossibilità, viene anco ad esser posta nell’impossibile, per esser 
fondata nel mare, perche ella in questa cosa è fuor dell’ordine di tutte 
altre Città. 
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Sansovino, Francesco (1671). Le cose notabili et marauiglise 
della città di Venetia, di Nicolo Doglioni. 356. 

Et sia questo il fine, vi prego, della presente giornata, che mi è forza di 
lasciarui con la benedittion del Signore, dicendoui solo, che per la 
perdita di Candia si sono trasportate qui in Venetia molte, & insigni 
Reliquie, che in altro discorso vi narrerò i particolari di esse. 

Martinelli, F. (1655). Primo Trofeo della S.ma Croce.  

Alli lettori. Non è dubbio, che la città di Roma, ben ricercata dalla mente 
del religioso, e virtuoso christiano, non faccia pompa d’infiniti trofei 
de’ campioni di Christo: poiche douunque si volge, ode dire, furono in 
quella parte à tal uno per la fede di Christo rotte per bastoni l’ossa, 
ammaccate as altri con piombate le membra, tormentati con acuti 
framenti di terra cotta li piedi, & à molti, con pungentissime verghe, 
tolta spietatamente la vita. Altrove legge in appese cartella, ch’altri iui 
furono con stilletti di ferro atrocemente forati, strappate in altri 
luoghi dall’altrui ossa le carni con uncini, ò con infocato ferro, ò sopra 
accesi carboni rotolate, abbrugiate. […]. Per tutto si grida, Qui furono 
tagliati, stracciati, rotti, affogati, appiccati, e morti li seguaci di 
Christo. E finalmente no vi è forastiero si religioso, ò curioso, che non 
veda per tutto catastate l’ossa, anzi i corpi di servi di Christo. E trofeo 
dell’invitta costanza de martiri il sangue, che ancora rossegiante 
s’espone nelle Chiese sovra gl’altari; e sono pure trofei de medesimi le 
memorie, li monumenti, le cappelle, & I Tempij, che in loro honore si 
venerano in ciascuna parte della città.) 

To the readers. No doubt the city of Rome, well explored by the religious 
mind and the virtuous Christian, does not make any pomp and 
circumstances of the innumerable trophies of the champions of 
Christ: because wherever one turns, one hears say, in this and that 
place and for the faith in Christ bones were crushed with sticks, 
others limbs were bruised, feet tormented with sharp fragments of 
terracotta, and many ruthlessly killed with sprickly rods. Elsewhere 
one can read on hanging signs that there they were excruciatingly 
stabbed with iron daggers, in other places their meat was torn from 
their bones with meat hooks, or burned with heated iron or rolled 
over lit charcoal. […] Throughout it cries, Here the followers of 
Christ were cut, shred, broken, drowned, hanged, and killed. And 
finally, there is no foreigner as religious, or curious, that when he 
sees all the haps hazard piles of bones, he sees even the bodies of 
Christ’s servants. It is a trophy of the invincible constancy of the 
martyrs’ blood, which still shows itself reddening over the altars in 
the churches; and trophies are also the memories, the monuments, 



the chapels, and the temples, which in honor of them are worshipped 
in every part of the city. 

Törnhielm, M. (Ms 1687-88). Mårten Toernhielms resa genom 
Dannemarck, Hålsten, Hamburg, Lüneburg, Holland, 
Spanske Nederlanden, Franckrijke, Savoyen Toscanen, 
Italien, Genua, Venetia, Luca, Milan, Parma, Mantua, 
Modena, Massa, Österrijke, Ausburg, Regensburg, Tirolen, 
Beyern, Saxen, Böhmen, Mähren, Brandenburg, Pommern, 
etc. giorder ifrån a:o 1687 d. 13 apr. til d. 16 junij a:o 1688. 

…å högre handen wid ingången af Kyrkan går man i Tresoren genom 4 
differentes Jernportar, inom desse portar sees å höger, Skatten, men å 
wänster i ett litet Capell sees helgedomar och Reliquier, af hwilka 
senare nemligen reliquierne jag först något wil upteckna, effter först 
blifwa wijste, och är förnämligest desse: Uti et Skrijn af sölfwar förgylt 
är een liten kupp eller Ask af purt gull, med gräkiska Caracterer 
omkring, som betyda: Sanguinis Virifici hilare Recepachia, et 
immaculati verbi latore fluentis. Innom denna af gull, är nu annor af 
Crystall, utskuren med et Crucifix. Låcket är af Iaspis, med dessa ord 
inskriwna Iesus Christus Rex Gloriae. Däruttinnan wijstes 2nne 
droppar blod, med Jorden sammantorkade item. 

Ett stycke af Christi purpurmantel 
Ett stycke af Christi bälte som ha baar om lifwet 
Ett stycke af Jungfru Marie giördel 
(…) klädet hwarmedh Christus torkade lärjungarnas fötter effter 
twättandet 
Knifwen som Christus brukade wid Påskalambetz ätande 
Något utaf Christi kläder 
Något utaf Christi törnekrona 
St. Johannis Baptistae finger 
Något af St Pauli håår 
St Mariae Kiortell 
Ett stycke af Christi Kors 
Peelaren därwid Christus wadt huudflängder, något stycke 
Spetzen hwarpå swampen sattes, spm räcktes Christo med ättiko och 
galla 
St Georgij arm, infattat I silfwer, med gullbokstäfwer 
Trenne stenar hwarmed S. Stephanus wart steenat 
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Ett Crucifix af gull, med skiöna parlor uthsijratm hwarutinnan är et 
stycke af sanna Christi Kors) 

…on the right hand by the entrance to the Church one reaches the 
Treasury through 4 different Iron gates. Within these gates to the 
right is the Treasure, but to the left in a small Chapel sacred things 
and Relics can be seen, of which the latter namely the relics I first 
want to note, after having been demonstrated to us, and the most 
noble are these: 

In a shrine of gilded silver is a small cup or box of pure gold, with Greek 
letters around, which mean: Sanguinis Virifici hilare Recepachia, et 
immaculati verbi latore fluentis. Within this one of gold is another 
one of crystal, carved with a crucifix. The lid is made of jasper, with 
these words inscribed: Iesus Christus Rex Gloriae. There within were 
shown two drops of blood, dried together with soil. 

A piece of Christ’s purple cloak 
A piece of Christ’s belt which he carried around his waist 
A piece of Mary’s girdle 
Cloth with which Christ wiped the feet of the apostles after the 
washing 
The knife which Christ used for the eating of the Easter lamb 
Some of Christ’s clothes 
Some of Christ’s crown of thorns 
The finger of St. John the Baptist 
Some of St. Paul’s hair 
St. Mary’s dress 
A piece of the Cross of Christ 
The pillar where Christ was whipped, a fragment 
The point where the sponge was put, which was offered to Christ 
with vinegar and gall 
St. George’s arm, encased in silver with golden letters 
Three stones, with which St. Stephen was stoned 
A Crucifix of gold, embellished with beautiful pearls, within which is 
a piece of the true cross of Christ. 

  



’Memorial på dhe frågor, om hwilka skall skickas till 
Räntmästaren Hr Olaum Verelium’ (Questions to Olaus 
Verelius, and answers). UUB Ms N1048, Protocols from 
Uppsala University consistorium. 76 r-v.  

[E]huruväl dhen Italianiske reesan icke aldeles är nödig, och meer 
anstelles til att förnöija ens curiositet, än skaffa dher någon 
synnerligh nytta medh, böör här rådhslås om den skal företagas eller 
eij. 

Travel journal of Sven Sevedsson Ribbing, f. 60v-67r. UUB Ms 
X358.  

På dett Iagh måtte vell och odveteligen besee Rom medh dess kåstlige 
byggningar, Antiquiteter och underbahre rariteter, togh Iagh migh 
een förfahren Antiquarium Johan Battista benembd, som på åtta 
dagars tijdh förde migh tillika medh någre andre fremmande, på alle 
förnembde orther i Rom och wijste oss mestadelen af dett som 
förunderligast war att remarquera så uthi Roma Anticha som 
Moderna och Sotteranea, Begynnandes den förste dagzreesan uthi 
Monte Vaticano. 

Törnhielm, M. (Ms. 1687-88). Mårten Toernhielms resa […] 
ifrån a:o 1687 d. 13 apr. til d. 16 junij a:o 1688. Manuscript, 
Rogge library, Strängnäs. 248-249.  

Jag will nu något närmare komma till sielfwa stadzens Description, och 
observera samma Methode som Jag I dhe förra Orters beskrifning har 
brukat, som är, först införa stadens situation, Circumference, begrep, 
och uti huru många dehlar staden fördelas, dernest giöra en kort 
beskrifning af alla förnämsta kyrkior, uti sin behöriga rang och 
ordning och aldenförst Le Sette Chiese Principali, dhe 7 
hufwudkyrkckior som hafwa särdeles Privilegier och förmån för dhe 
andra, sedan nambngifwa och beskrifwa dhe förnämsta orter och 
platzer, Palaits, bryggor, Obelisci, Colonner, och andra slika Zirater, 
sampt Rudera öffwer dhe gambla Romares Magnificence, hwilka 
Rudera icke ringa kiennetecken gifwer hwad för en stoor, rijk, mäktig 
och magnifique stad den har warit, då hon uti sin wälmakt stodh, at 
således denna Versen wäl sannas kan: Roma quanta fuit, ipsa ruina 
docet. 
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Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo 
Orsini by Felice Americi. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 265.  

Et mentre Sermoneggiana Un giouine di uinti anni di bellissimo aspetto 
si è leuao da tauola et ha detto al signor nostro fratello che 
quest’opera et predica l’ha talmente componto che essendo lui 
Heretico si uoleua conuertire alla Fede Cattolica. Il che subito è stato 
detto alli Signori Guardini, et l’hanno dato in mano à sacerdoti, et 
assegniatoli un bon letto, per mandarlo poi di mane al Padre 
Inquisitore et farlo confessare et ciò che bisognia per seruitio del 
anima sua. 

Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo 
Orsini by Felice Americi. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 391.  

Et son stati riuestiti quattro delli retroscritti Heretici (390: 28 Todesci) 
et il Signor Timodeo Simenes, per ordine di Monsig. Datario ha 
pagato li denari et si andaranno riuestendo tutti per tutti per farli poi 
accomodare in diuersi esercitij, Et uno di loro ha detto di uolersi far 
frate Cappuccino. 

Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo 
Orsini by Felice Americi. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 351.  

Et questa sera, è uenuto un Heretico Geneurino, et ha detto che ueniua 
contre altri suoi Paesani, pur Heretici, et che come sono stati al 
ostaria della Storta, hauendo detto al oste che erano Geneurini che 
l’ha risposto che uertissiro bene, che se erano Heretici di uenire à 
Roma che pochi giorni auanti ne furono abrusciati cinque et che 
hauendo inteso questo li suoi Compagni, che subito, se ne tornono in 
dietro, et lui uenuto […] per convertirsi. Et da Signor Guardiani li son 
state molte cortesie. 

Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo 
Orsini by Felice Americi. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 373.  

Et son uenuti sette Scozzesi, come l’altri dell’altra sera, che hanno uisso 
sempre hereticamente. Non hauendo hauuto luce delle Fede Cattolica, 
A quali dopoi esserli stati lauati li piedi con molta Carità dal Vescouo 
d’Umbriatico li è stato dato da magniare con li retro scritti nelle 
Tauole dell’Agregate. 

  



Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo 
Orsini by Felice Americi. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 380.  

A di Luglio ui son stati cinquecenta quattro Pellegrini computatoui 
sessanta Donne. Et l’altro Anno Santo ue ne furno cento uintidoi. Et è 
stato dato da magniare alli sudetti dicidotto Heretici et mentre 
mangiauano, un Todesco non ha mai fatto altro che piangere, senza 
hauer uoluto magniare. 

Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo 
Orsini by Felice Americi. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 204.  

Pellegrino spiritato, et liberato. Et essendo capitato un Pellegrino 
Calabrese nel Lauatorio mentre da un Fratello se li faceva la Carità di 
Lauar le li piedi, si è scoperto spiritato, gridando, et saltando, di 
maniera che da quattro non posseua esser ritenuto, facendo forza et 
rumor grande, dicendo che in niun modo uoleua esser lauato, et 
essendoli stato detto che dicessi li Tre Paternostri, et tre Auemarie, à 
honore della Santissima Trinità, con questo si è quietato. Et lasciato si 
lauare. Et dicendoli un fratello che poi che era stato lauato lui, facessi 
anche esso la Carità di lauare altri, tanto più ha cominciato à gridare 
et saltare. Ma constretto da un Sacerdote al fine ha lauato, et sino 
basciato le piedi et detto che haueva fatto tutte le sorte d’arti eccetto 
che di lauar piedi, doue non ui trouaua guadagnio alcuno. Dal che 
possiamo considerare, quanto il Demonia habbia in odio questa Santa 
opera. 

Journal for the Jubilee of the year 1600. Written for Carlo 
Orsini by Felice Americi. BAV Ms Ottob.Lat. 737. 237.  

Et il retroscritto spiritato, li è stato fatto carità di tenerlo noue ò dieci 
giorni et con il continuo constrirgerlo et farlo esercitare in lauar le 
piedi et esorcismarlo da un Valentissimo Sacerdote della Santa Casa 
per mezzo di questa Santa Lauanda et della Santissima Trinità è stato 
liberato da Demonij, et se n’è tornato sano et saluo al suo Paese. 

Panciroli, O. (1600). I tesori nascosti nell’alma città di Roma. 
833 

Da qual parte si voglia del mondo venghino pure le genti à quest’alma 
Città, che ben di lontano con lo spirito non possono fare di non sentir 
l’odore, come di balsamo, che spirano le Reliquie de pretiosi corpi de 
Santi… 
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Törnhielm, M. (1687-88). Mårten Toernhielms resa …. 
Manuscript, Roggebiblioteket, Strängnäs. 446.  

Uti et Skrijn af sölfwar förgylt är een liten kupp eller Ask af purt gull, 
med gräkiska Caracterer omkring, som betyda: Sanguinis Virifici 
hilare Recepachia, et immaculati verbi latore fluentis. Innom denna af 
gull, är nu annor af Crystall, utskuren med et Crucifix. Låcket är af 
Iaspis, med dessa ord inskriwna Iesus Christus Rex Gloriae. 
Däruttinnan wijstes 2nne droppar blod, med Jorden sammantorkade 
item). 

Sansovino, F. (1581). Venetia Città Nobilissima. f 38a.  

In questo luogo si conseruano le reliquie & le gioie. Percioche ui si serba 
principalmente una ampolla del uero sangue di Christo, il quale 
uenuto a Barutti dalla città di Ierusalem, su di quindi portato a 
Venetia, come riferisce il Cardinal Contarino nelle opere sue, ma il 
Dandolo scriue che fu mandato a Venetia da Constantonopoli, dal 
Doge Henrico Dandolo. Questo si mostra due uolte l’anno, il giouedì 
Santo alle Scuole & fraterne, & la vigilia dell’Ascensione alle donne.). 

Tiepolo, G.(1617). Trattato delle Santissime Reliquie, 
ultimamente ritrovate nel Santuario della Chiesa di San 
Marco. 4.  

Sommario di tutta l’Opera. 
Della somma importanza delle sacre reliquie che sono nel mondo 
Con l’auttorità de Pontefici si proua trouarsi del prestioso sangue di 

Christo in terra 
De luochi più famosi in Christianità ne’ quali hoggi di si attroua del 

vero sangue di Christo 
Del sangue pretioso che si ritroua in Mantoua, portatoui da Longino 
Del sangue pretioso, & acqua usciti dal costato di Christo vltimamente 

trouati nella Chiesa di San Marco & come per molto tempo sij 
rimasto in occulto 

Come restasse preseruato nell’incendio delle cose sacre di essa Chiesa, 
& come conseruato, & custodito fin’hora 

Chi raccogliesse dal costato di Christo in questo vasett, che si è 
trouato il suo pretioso sangue & acqua, & come portati à Venetia 

Con molte scritture, & historie si proua tal verità 
Descrittione, & osseruationi del vasetto di cristallo continenti esso 

sangue & acqua, & del vasetto d’oro nel quale esso si conteneua 



Del Latte di Maria Vergine ritrouato trà le reliquie sudette, & come sij 
vero che del latte della Vergine se ne ritroui nel mondo 

Di molte altre sante reliquie ritrouate nel Santuario predetto 
appartenenti alla Gloriosa Vergine Maria 

Delle molte, & singolar reliquie di varij Santi ritrouate con l’occasione, 
& nel Santuario predetti 

Himno tratto da san Bernardo al costato di Christo 
Offitio diuino che si celebra nella Città di Mantoua per la Festa 

dell’Inuentione del pretioso sangue di Christo. 

Tiepolo, G. (1617). Trattato delle Santissime Reliquie, 
ultimamente ritrovate nel Santuario della Chiesa di San 
Marco, Venezia. 5-6. 

Le due tanto pretiose Reliquie, SANGVE di Christo, & LATTE di Maria 
Vergine già molti secoli possedute dalla famosa, & sempre Christiana, 
& del tutto Catholica Città di Venetia che per compiacere alle pietose, 
& sollecite instanze de’ Fedeli tutto il dì lo ricercano, si deono alla fine 
publicamente isporre alla vista, & alla diuotione di ogni vno, come 
hanno mosso più genti con le fatiche d’vn santo peregrinaggio à 
trasferirsi in questa Città solo per vederle, & venerarle; cosi hanno in 
me desto il pensiero di scriuerne alcuna cosa al meglio che io potró, & 
affaticarmi d’ottenere, & aportare alcun certo lume di esse, ancor che 
minore di quello che si ha ne’ publici archiui, ne’quali non mi è stato 
concesso al tutto di penetrare; et questo non già in forma disputatione 
come s’usa nelle scole, ópure di storia lunga secondo la curiosa 
volontà di alcuni, mà bene in termine di semplice discorso per 
sodisfare à diuoti, …  

Tiepolo, G. (1617). Trattato delle Santissime Reliquie, 
ultimamente ritrovate nel Santuario della Chiesa di San 
Marco. 35. 

Hor dimmi, & qual’altra creatura hebbe più giusto titolo di proprio 
interesse nel sangue sparso per l’humana salute di colei, che lo donò à 
fine che si spargesse & qual’ altra amò piu Christo, che Maria & quale 
conobbe più l’inapretiabilità del sangue di lui. Sottoscriue à tutto ciò 
la gloriosa S. Brigida Reina di Suetia in vna riuelatione c’hebbe… 
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Saint-Non, J-C. R. de, et al. (1781). Voyage pittoresque ou 
Description des royaumes de Naples et de Sicile... Premier [- 
Quatrième] volume.... Vol. 1. 73. 

Les femmes se frappent la poitrine, s’arrachent les cheveux & se 
plaignent au Saint de ses rigeurs. La defiance fait porter des regards 
inquiets sur les témoins qu’on peut soupçonner d’une foi suspecte; & 
l’on a vu des Etrangers devenir la victim d’une devotion change tout-
à-coup en fanatisme. Un Consul d’Angleterre assistant à cette 
cérémonie, dans un des momens dangereux où les faveurs du Saint se 
faisoient trop attendre, fut averti de se retirer; & le Miracle qui s’opéra 
bientôt après, ne laisse au people qu’il avoit deviné du retardement. 

Törnhielm, M. (1687-88). Mårten Toernhielms resa …. 
Manuscript, Roggebiblioteket, Strängnäs. 307.  

Där finnas det stoora nambnkunniga Bibliothequet, hwartill äro 
förordnade 66 rum, deth största rummet är 130 steg långt och 25 
bredt, med 2nne rader pelare, elliest taket hwälfft, å begge sijdor 
kommer man uti andra långliga gemaker 50 steg långa och 10 breda, 
såsom en koorgång anlagt, fullt med bänkar, där på en otalig 
myckenheet böcker liggia fasthäfftade med kädior, och på hwar bänk 
et skrifwit Memorial, på dhe Authorers nambn, som på samma bänk 
finnes lagde. Här finnes 3nne böcker med Virgilij egne hand skrefne, 
item skriffter på näfwer skrefne, och skiöna Miniaturer i böckerna 
måhlade, af den berömbde måhlarens Albrecht Durers hand, finnes 
här ofta. här skola wara in moot 30000 st: Authores. Wid detta 
Bibliothek är ock en Rustkammare för 40000 till foot att utrusta, och 
20000 till häst. Denne Rustkammare är under Bibliotheket, ty finnes 
desse ord öfwer dörren: Urbanus VIII Literis arma, arma litoris. 

Totti, P. (1637). Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma. 4-5.  

Le Grandezze di Roma consistono non solo ne’ nobilissimi vestigii 
dell’antica Gentilità, ma molto più nello splendour delle fabriche 
alzate dalla Pietà Christiana; ne’tesori pretiosissimi delle Indulgenze, 
concedute da’ Vicarij di Christo alla Chiese di quella; e nel sacro 
deposito di tanti Corpi, e d’innumerabili Reliquie de’ Santi. Questa 
cagione m’ha mosso, dopo la publication della Roma Antica, a 
congiugnere in un breve Ristretto, distinto in Rioni, con le Antichità 
profane le Sacre ancora, sperando così di sodisfar’ alla curiosa 
diuotione de’ Forestieri, che venendo a questa Città per acquistar 
l’indulgenze, che in essa s’acquistano, desiderano di ritornarsene alle 
lor patrie informati delle celebri grandezze di questo Miracolo del 
Mondo. Nel che fare ho osseruato I limiti della breuità, per hauer più 



diffusamente trattato di queste cose, e nella Roma Antica, già 
mandata in luce, e nella Moderna, che tengo all’ordine per farla uscir 
quanto prima, ancorchè con mia grandissima spesa e fatica, a fin solo 
di seruir’ al public, al cui gusto ho dedicato me stesso, e qualsiuoglia 
industria mia. 

Totti, P. (1637). Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma. 70. 

Modo di orare nella Chiesa di S. Croce in Gerusalemme. Questa santa 
Chiesa fu parimente fatta da Costantino Magno. Si chiama di [sic] 
Gerusalemme, perche S. Helena madre dell’istesso Costantino la 
riempi massime la sua cappella da basso, che fu la sua camera, di 
terra santa, portata dal Monte Calvario di Gerusalemme, e sopra 
quella fu fabricate. 

Totti, P. (1637). Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma. 86. 

La guida Romana. Per li forastieri, che desiderano vedere non solo le 
Antichità, ma le fabriche principali di tutta Roma. 

Totti, P. (1637). Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma. 94.  

Poi pigliate la via di S. Croce in Gerusalemme, e dinanzi la porta della 
Chiesa, troverete un luogo dov’era il Tempio di Venere, nel quale 
solevano le Cortigiane di quell tempo ogn’anno alli 20. d’Agosto 
celebrar la sua festa. E dentro al Monastero di S. Croce vogliono, che 
quell Theatro che vi è, fosse di Statilio Tauro, fatto di mattoni, molto 
bello, e grande, come si puo ben giudicare. 

Totti, P. (1637). Ristretto delle grandezze di Roma. 

Roma. Già signora del mondo, et hora Regina del’Italia. Compendio di 
tutta la terra. Stanza d’ogni sorte di gente. Teatro de più belli insegni 
del mondo. Habitatione della Virtù e della Dignità. Seggio del Impero 
e della fortuna. Patria delle leggi. Legge di tutti i popoli. Fonte delle 
discipline. Capo della Religione. Regola della giustitia. Origine 
d’infiniti beni. 

Lauro, G., revised and expanded by Alto, G. (1641), Antiquae 
Urbis splendor hoc est praecipus eiusdem templa… 3.  

Giovanni Alto, Svizzero da Lucerna, Officiale della Guardia Suizzera 
Pontifica, A benigni Lettori. Cosí con molta spesa, e fatica hò rimesso 
in piedi questo bel parto del Lauro, ma assai migliorato di quell, che 
era perche mi sono industriato di arrichir l’opera di quella luce, che le 
mancuaua; non solo aggiungiendole questi edifice, ma dando anco al 
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volume ordine più conueniente, e più commodo à gli Studiosi 
dell’antichità, I quali riconosceranno la mia diligenza, accuratezza, e 
fatica, à cui mi son volontieri sottoposto per seuire à tutti gli ingegni 
curiosi, e particolarmente per sodisfare alla curiosità delle Nationi 
OLTRAMONTANE, & alter chi si degnano, per hauer di simili cose 
notitia, à me ricorrere. 

Lauro, G. (1637). revised and expanded by Alto, G. Antiquae 
Urbis splendor hoc est praecipus eiusdem templa, […], Rome. 
3.  

Tutte le Chiese, e luoghi Sacri. Secondo I lor Rioni ordinamente descritti 
le Sette Chiese, col modo di visitarle, e farui oration. Con una breve 
nota delle cose più degne, che in ogn’uno di essi Rioni trovano. La 
Guida Romana per li Forastieri. Il Catalogo de’ Corpi Santi, e Reliquie 
di dette Chiese: con le Feste, e Stationi di tutto l’anno, & Indulgenze. 
Et una breve notitia delle cose più memorabilia dell’antico Imperio 
Romano. 

Sansovino, F. (1581). Venetia Città Nobilissima, Liber II f. 37a.  

Dopo il predetto altare è situato il luogo del sacramento, dinanzi alquale 
sono quattro grosse colonne di alabastro, lunghe due passi, & 
trasparenti, di inestimabile ualuta.  

Coronelli, V. (1697). Guida de’ Forestieri per succintemente 
osservare tutto il più riguardevole nella città di Venetia. 
Colla di lei Pianta per passeggiarla in gondola, e per terra. 
Estratta dal libro de’ viaggi del P. Coronelli.  

Si porterà à vedere la magnificenza più che regia del Collegio, la 
Riduttione del Gran Consiglio, il Passegio dei Nobili ogn mattina al 
Broglio, le Sale del Consiglio de’ Dieci nel Palazzo Ducale, il Tesoro 
nell Chiesa di San Marco, il Rendes-vous de’ Mercanti ogni mattina à 
Rialto, che è la borsa di questa Città. Come divoto, potrà visitare una 
quantità de’ Corpi Santi, e di Reliquie ingsigni, non essendovi doppo 
Roma, Città, che più di questa ne sia arricchiata. Nella Quaresima si 
predica in 50 Chiese, e tra l’Anno in molte due volte al dí. Non vi è un 
giorno in tutto l’anno, che con molto apparato non si esponga il 
Venerabile, e le Feste in luoghi diversi. Con grand’esemplarità, e 
decoro del culto diuino vengono frequentate le Chiese, gli Oratorj, le 
carità verso I Poveri, con Maritar Donzelle, ricoverare Orfani, 
riscattare Schiavi, ed esercitare altre innumerabili opere di pietà, non 
essendovi Città, che superi la nostra Religione. 



Martinelli, D. (1684). Il ritratto di Venezia ... 1. 

e venerabile Tempio dedicato al glorioso Euangelista S. Marco l’anno di 
nostra redenzione 828, oue riposa il suo Corpo trasportatoui dalla 
Città d’Alessandria l’anno antecedente, e collato in luogo secreto. 

Celsius, O. and Lundström, E. [1697/98] (1909). Olof Celsius 
d.ä.:s Diarium Öfver Sin Resa i Italien Åren 1697 Och 1698. 
44. 

Twenne stolar af porphyr, som see något underlige uht, med runde hohl 
uppå sätet. Papisterne föregifwa att de warit brukade i någon 
badstuga, warande således giorde, att wattnet så myckit snarare 
skulle rinna neder. Men andre mena att dhe fordom warit brukade ad 
explorandos pontifices electos maresne essent an feminae? Emedan 
cardinalerne en gang blifwit narrade då de wahlde ett qwinfolk till 
Påfwe, hwilken uthi historierna kallas Johanna Papissa. 

Törnhielm, M. (1687-88). Mårten Toernhielms resa … 257–
258. 

Uti klostret som är bijfogat wid denna kyrckia, wijsas en Stool af Porphyr 
som man sätter uti kyrckiodörren då någon Påfwe antagas, när han 
stiger upp af denna Stohl så siungas denna Vers. Ps: 112 Suscitat de 
pulvere egenum et de Stercoro eripit Pauperem. Och förstås genom 
dessa Ceremonier at man bör ihågkomma den menskliga swagheten, 
under det att man blijr satt till hög ähra. […] det skrifwes om denna 
stool, at när en Påfwe blijr wald, måste han sättia sig med bara 
baakdeelen uppå Stolen som är ihålig, och låta sitt membrum Virile 
hängia därigenom, hwilket en därtill förordnader Diacon måste 
anröra, och sedan sanningen betyga, och det skier ad explorandum 
Sexum, ty man weet af Historien at en Qwinsperson är worden Påfwe, 
och kallat sig Johannes VIII. […] Hiemwäl dhe Catholiska sielfwa icke 
tillstå denna Historia wara sann, och aldeles neka denna Stool för den 
orsaken skull brukas, utan hålla sig wid Platina mening… 
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hoc est praecipus eiusdem templa, … (Rome, 1637). (Public 
domain, via Wikimedia Commons). 

Figure 31. Vincenzo Coronelli’s guidebook for foreigners visiting the 
sacred and profane Venice, by land or by gondola. (Venice 1697). 
Biblioteca Marciana, Venice. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 32. Fist fight between Castellani and Nicolotti at Ponte dei Pugni 
(Fist Fight Bridge), Venice. Joseph Heintz the Younger (1673). 
(Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons). 

Figure 33. Watercolour showing the reliquary of the blood of Christ in 
San Marco Basilica, Venice (see also Fig. 19). In Giovanni 
Grevembroch’s inventory, Varie venete curiosità sacre e profane 
(1755–1764). (Biblioteca Museo Correr, used with permission). 

Figure 34. St. Felix of Gars am Inn, Germany. (Photo: Paul 
Koudounaris. With permission granted by the photographer). 

Figure 35. The stercory seat in the Lateran. Fioravante Martinelli, Roma 
ricercata nel suo sito (1658). Biblioteca Casanatense. (Photo by the 
author, used with permission). 

Figure 36. Sacredness and heritage, life and death, in the streets of 
Rome. Devotional image, a Madonnella, in a façade with a burning 
lamp before it, and in another Roman façade, an empty frame 
bearing testimony of a past devotion. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 37. The Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif with the Dome of the 
Rock, the Al-Aqsa Mosque, and the Western wall. (Photo: 
CyberCop, CC BY 3.0). 

Figure 38. Simchat Torah, the annual feast marking the start of a new 
reading cycle from the Torah, is celebrated by dancing around and 
with the holy Torah. (Photo credits: Shlomi Kakon, Pikiwiki Israel). 



Figure 39. Votive candles in the shape of eyes for sale to be lit by St. 
Lucia’s tomb in Venice. The design recalls the saint’s gauging her 
eyes when being forced to marry a non-Christian man. (Photo by 
the author). 

Figure 40. Everyday cleaning routines within a religious use of sacred 
objects, far from museum practice. ‘Two women hose down a 
crucifix’. (Photo: Walter Martin, undated). 

Figure 41. Sacred art for sale and street stickers indicating different 
routes for the Jubilee 2016/17, Rome. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 42. Santa Maria degli Angeli e dei Martiri (St. Mary of the Angels 
and the Martyrs), former Roman baths of Diocletian. (Photo 
credits: Edgar EI, CC BY 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons). 

Figure 43. Byzantine paintings, Islamic panel, and contemporary 
scaffolding. Hagia Sophia, Istanbul. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 44. Runestone built into the sacristy wall of Bogsta church, 
Sweden. (Photo: Henrik Sendelbach, CC BY-SA 3.0). 

Figure 45. Postcard showing the Catholic parish in Cominac, France, 
protesting against the inventoring of the churches, protected by 
trained bears (1906). 

Figure 46. Traditional Swedish Lucia procession with Lucia, her maids, 
and the boys called "Star Men", alluding to St. Stephen but wearing 
cone shaped hats of 'magi', magician's. (Photo: Claudia Gründer, 
CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons). 

Figure 47. The mortal remains of Saint Lucy in Saint Jeremiah church, 
Venice. (Photo credits: Sailko, CC BY 3.0, via Wikimedia 
Commons). 

Figure 48. A re-enacted St. Stephen's play in Vallentuna, Sweden, early 
1980's. King Herod, his soldier, Stephen with the largest star, the 
Three Kings (or Wise Men), and Virgin Mary. (Photo: Yngve 
Sjögren. With permission by Vallentuna image archives). 

Figure 49. Swedish pre-school children performing a traditional Lucia 
celebration with numerous Lucias, star men, gingerbread men, and 
gnomes. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 50. (Left) St. Bridget's shrine in Vadstena convent church.. 
(Photo: Folke Johansson, Lennart Sääf, Public domain, via 
Wikimedia Commons). (Right) St. Bridget's assumed relics 
examined by scientists. (Photo: Hans Lundberg. License for media 
use.). 

Figure 51. St. Catherine’s church ruin in Visby, Sweden. Drawing by P A 
Säve, 1847. (Public domain. Photo credits: Lars Kennerstedt). 
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Figure 52. Uses of St. Catherine’s church ruin, Visby, Sweden. (Left) Ice 
skating. (Photo by the author). (Middle) Christmas market. (Photo 
by the author). (Right) Jesters performing a fire show during the 
annual medieval festival. (Photo: Henrik Löwenhamn). 

Figure 53. (Left) Sacred art: a crucified Christ without a cross on display 
in the Accademia, Venice. (Photo by the author). (Right) Museum 
visitors looking at sacred art in the Accademia, Venice. (Photo by 
the author). 

Figure 54. (Left) The Ghent altarpiece, Jan and Hubert van Eyck, ca 
1430–32, San Bavo cathedral. (Photo: Sailko, CC BY 3.0). (Right) 
The panels of the Isenheim altarpiece, Mattias Grünewald, ca 1512-
1516, Musée d’Unterlinden. (Photo: Vincent Desjardins, CC BY 
2.0). 

Figure 55. Ensemble of medieval Madonna statues in the Swedish 
national museum of history, and the exhibition Maria – drömmen 
om kvinnan 2008/09. (Image from Utställningskritik, 
photographers Christer Åhlin/SHM and Jesper Kjaergård). 

Figure 56. Sacredness on display in Uppsala cathedral, Sweden, in the 
exhibition Himlen är här (Heaven is here), 2014. (Photos by the 
author). 

Figure 57. Sculptures and two plaques by Pierre-Jean David facing the 
traces of a removed saint in the David d’Angers Gallery, the former 
13th century Toussaint Abbey church, Angers. (Photos by the 
author). 

Figure 58. (Left) Visitors looking at musealized images of saints and 
deities through a protective glass, Fornsalen, Gotlands Museum, 
Visby. (Right) Visitors taking photos in Pantheon, Rome. (Photos 
by the author). 

Figure 59. Visitors inside the Tibetan shrine room in the Encountering 
the Buddha exhibition at the Freer|Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian 
institution, Washington DC. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 60. Looping Buddhist writings on the wall (left). Screens 
showing film from 24 hours at a pilgrimage site,in Indonesia 
(right). Encountering the Buddha exhibition, Freer|Sackler Gallery, 
Smithsonian institution, Washington DC. (Photos by the author). 

Figure 61. Before and after conservation: Maiolica Standing Virgin and 
Child circa 1350–1450. (Photo: The Fitzwilliam Museum, 
Cambridge, as published by The Art Newspaper). 

Figure 62. The Buddha in Birmingham Museum & Art Gallery. (Photo: 
Kaptain Kobold, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons). 

Figure 63. Indiana Jones meme. 
Figure 64. God, by Israeli American cartoonist Koren Shadmi. (With 

permission by the artist). 



Figure 65. Reformation exhibition, National Museum of Estonia. The 
virtual image is projected on a screen in a glass case until a 'smash' 
zone is kicked at the base of the installation and the image is 
shattered. (Photo: Orthodox Christian online magazine). 

Figure 66. The defaced images of the 16th century altarpiece in Utrecht 
Dome, or St Martin’s cathedral. (Photo: Arktos, CC BY-SA 2.5). 

Figure 67. (Left) Medieval stone sculpture of the Madonna, mutilated 
during the French revolution. (Right) Mutilated saints originally in 
the façade of the Notre Dame cathedral, now in Musée National du 
Moyen Âge, Paris (right). (Photo by the author). 

Figure 68. (Left) Religion is the Opiate of the People. (Hoover Political 
Poster Database); (Right) The interior of Saint Petersburg’s St. 
Isaac’s Cathedral, after its transformation in 1931 into a museum of 
atheism. (Photo: Ximeg, CC BY-SA 3.0). 

Figure 69. Decorative concrete Buddha head in the tigers’ den at 
Kolmården wildlife park, Sweden, and decorative Buddha-like 
figure in fake decay in the House of Horrors at Liseberg 
amusement park in Gothenburg, Sweden. (Photos by the author). 

Figure 70. The Knowing Buddha organization illustrating disrespectful 
uses of the Buddha’s image. (Images from the Knowing Buddha 
webpage). 

Figure 71. Madonna of Lourdes plastic bottle, originally intended for 
holy water from the Lourdes pilgrim site, filled with sauce for fried 
fish in a restaurant in San Sebastian, Spain. (Photo: Il Foglio). 

Figure 72. Pious and worldly motives in the collection of Cardinal 
Bernardino Spada. Galleria Spada, Rome. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 73. Pope Francis with St Peter’s cupola as a hat. Street art in 
Rome. 

Figure 74. Muslims praying in the Icelandic pavilion and artwork The 
Mosque at the 2015 Venice Biennale, housed in previous church 
Santa Maria della Misericordia. (Photo: Mousse Magazine, B. 
Grimsson and C. Büchel). 

Figure 75. Model on catwalk in fashion designers Dolce & Gabbana’s 
alta moda show in Piazza Pretoria, Palermo, 2017. The outfit 
alludes to the famous reliquary of San Gennaro in Naples. (Source: 
Cool Chic Style Fashion Blog). 

Figure 76. The artist Rihanna at the Metropolitan Museum of Art's 
Costume Institute Benefit celebrating the opening of Heavenly 
Bodies: Fashion and the Catholic Imagination, New York, USA 
2018. (Photo by Stephen Lovekin/Variety/REX/Shutterstock 
(9662976bc). 
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Figure 77. Kitenge fabrics from Congo mixing traditional techniques 
with contemporary Catholic motives, here Virgin Mary and a 
rosary, and Pope John Paul II. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 78. A female Arab student’s dress, laced with verses from the 
Quran, for a design event at her college in Israel. (Image credit: 
Courtesy Sabq). 

Figure 79. Human rights lawyer and women’s rights activist Shadi Sadr 
on a couch with an Islamic motive. (Photo from Twitter). 

Figure 80. 3D printed Star Wars character Chewbacca in the shape of 
Buddha, produced and sold online on request. Artwork by Chris 
Milnes. (Photo via Etsy/muckychris). 

Figure 81. Icon of Saint SK-387, patron saint of stormtroopers, 
martyred in service to the Galactic Empire while serving aboard the 
first Death Star. (Artwork by Patrick King. With permission by the 
artist). 

Figure 82. Barbie and Ken dolls in the shape of Jesus, Virgin Mary, and 
Saints Sebastian and Expeditus. Artwork by Pool & Marianela 
within the Kidstianism project. (With permission by the artists). 

Figure 83. Saint Anthony of Padua transformed into the pop culture 
character The Joker holding a baby with the features of Batman. By 
artist Ana Smile and the art project Santa Blasfêmia. (With 
permission by the artist). 

Figure 84. Our Lady of Soccer. Artwork in abandoned wall shrine in 
Rome on the day of an important derby, 2017. By artist Ex-Voto 
Fecit. (With permission by the artist). 

Figure 85. A Brazilian grandmother’s presumed statue of Saint 
Anthony, turning out to be the elven king Elrond in Lord of the 
Rings. (Photo from Bored Panda). 

Figure 86. A cupola painted with trompe l’oeil technique on a flat ceiling 
in the Jesuit church Sant’Ignazio, Rome, by Andrea Pozzo, 1685. 
(Photo by the author). 

Figure 87. Foucault’s pendulum, Musée des Arts et Métiers (Museum of 
Arts and Crafts), Paris. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 88. The anatomical theatre at Leiden university. (CC-BY 4.0). 
Figure 89. Life size T-Rex at Ely Cathedral Science Festival in 2017. (Ely 

Standard, Photo: Mike Rouse. Credit: Archant). 
Figure 90. The Norwich Cathedral choir welcoming Dippy the dinosaur, 

summer 2021. (Photocredits: Norwich Cathedral). 
Figure 91. Suoi Tien water slide park, Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. 

(Photo: Hans Olav Lien, CC BY-SA 3.0). 
Figure 92. The Ark Encounter in Williamstown, Kentucky, as presented 

on the website. (6/5/2022). 



Figure 93. Pilgrim stamp during the 2016 Jubilee from Pantheon/Santa 
Maria ad Martyres, Rome. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 94. (Left) Buddha-like artwork at St. Jude’s gym former Catholic 
church, Montreal. (Photo by the author). (Right) Former church of 
San Miguel, Spain, converted to the Kaos Temple/Iglesia Skate, a 
skateboard hall. (Photo from The After Church Atlas. CC BY-NC 
4.0). 

Figure 95. Visitors at the Synagoga Cafe in Trnava, Slovakia, September 
13, 2017. (Photo: palickap, CC BY-SA 4.0). 

Figure 96. Reading room of the State Archives in Venice, part of former 
Franciscan convent of the Trinity, or I Frari. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 97. Deconsecrated 19th-century Torre Girona chapel, now 
housing the supercomputer Mare Nostrum, in Barcelona, Spain. 
(Photo: David Abián, CC BY-SA 4.0). 

Figure 98. ”I invest in my success”. Treadmill message at St. Jude’s 
gym, in a former Catholic Jesuit church, Montreal. (Photo by the 
author). 

Figure 99. Galileo Galilei’s middle finger, History of Science Museum, 
Florence. (Photo: Museo Galileo, CC BY-SA 3.0). 

Figure 100. Suggested timeline indicating some of the factors pushing a 
heritagization of religion starting in Western Europe. (Figure by 
the author). 

Figure 101. Entrance to the treasury of Angers cathedral and visitors 
studying sacred heritage in the treasury. (Photo by the author). 

Figure 102. Euthanized sacredness: from life to death, to a new museum 
life. (Figure and photos by the author). 

Figure 103. In the beholder’s eye. (Figure and photos by the author). 
Figure 104. A multi-tool for shifting needs, or the Zombie model: in and 

out of categories, along with shifting uses. (Figure and photo by the 
author). 

Figure 105. Agent collectives creating sacred heritage as a category. 
Figure 106. Suggestions for some of the many possible options and 

challenges in the intersection between ascribed sacredness, the 
curator’s approach and decisions, and the views of the visitor. 
(Figure by the author). 

Figure 107. Sacred heritage in production and in practice. (Figure by the 
author). 

Figure 108. AI generated images based on the criteria "holy icon". 
(Dream by Wombo, www.wombo.art). 

Figure 109. San Marco’s basilica, Venice. (Photo by the author). 
Figure 110. Votive candles in San Marco’s basilica, Venice. 
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