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In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Swiss artists developed a
Pomerene Ha” 150 mode of painting steeped in skepticism of the miraculous and vi-
sionary, innovating a sophisticated repertoire of visual strategies
that paralleled new judicial procedures for verifying the sacred.
These artists deployed their professionalized knowledge of nature
and its processes to faithfully represent the appearance of not the
natural but the supernatural — what was, by legal definition, a dis-
ruption of the ordinary course of nature. Instead of making claims
for their art as a mirror of nature, they explored different material
means for transcending nature’s limitations. They therefore impart-
ed a new kind of epistemic value to their work, generated by the
material presence of the image and guaranteed by a novel valua-
tion of the artist’s expertise.

This talk examines the emergence of this alternative naturalism in
Switzerland, focusing, in particular, on its culmination in the work
of Niklaus Manuel. As his contemporaries increasingly made bold
assertions about the capacity of their images to certify the super-
natural, Manuel reveled in undermining its evidentiary value. As
this talk shows, he aligned the transformative effects of his craft
with the deceptive power of witches, sex workers, and demons,
exposing the murkiness of the threshold that divided artistry from
sorcery. Yet these critical revelations should not be construed as a
rejection of this mode of naturalism; instead, he ironically confirmed
the contingency of artistic creation on the very forces that endan-
gered it. This account thus charts the increasingly vexed relation-
ship between human artifice and its evidentiary status on the eve
of the Reformation.
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