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A Prayer Nut in a Silver Housing 
by ‘Adam Dirckz’ *
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More than forty years ago, Jaap 

Leeuwenberg, then curator 
of sculpture at the Rijksmuseum, 

drew attention to a group of prayer 
nuts - extraordinary, tiny examples 
of late medieval carving (figs, i, 2).1 
They are not real nuts, of course, but 
large beads about the size of a table 
tennis ball made of turned wood.' The 
outsides of the beads are decorated 
with carved openwork Gothic tracery 
with spaces behind it. These may have 
been designed to hold sweet-smelling 
substances that spread their fragrance 
when the beads were used. This would 
make these objects directly akin to the 
pomanders that came into fashion at 
around this time.3 The Gothic tracery 
could, however, also be intended to 
suggest the presence of a small relic, 
so that the object took on the character 
of a talisman and was deemed to 
have an apotropaic effect.4 As their 
name implies, however, prayer nuts 
were intended first and foremost as 
convenient devices for the personal 
meditation of the medieval citizen; 
they were part of the intimate world 
of the private devotions of laymen 
and clerics alike, and could be carried 
in a case, on a belt, and above all on 
rosaries or paternosters.5

Leeuwenberg's article focused 
on the only prayer nut then in a 
public collection in the Netherlands, 
albeit originally as a loan to the

Detail of fig. 4

I
Prayer Nut, Northern 
Netherlands, 
c. 1500-1525, closed.
Boxwood, 
diam. 4.7 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
BK-1981-1.

Rijksmuseum. It was acquired by the 
museum in 1981.'’ It is an exceptional 
example because the accompanying 
brass case and velvet pouch have been 
preserved with the bead itself. Thanks 
to the inscription ‘eewert janz van(n) 
bleiswick’ and the family coat of arms, 
we also know that the first owner of 
this prayer nut was the Delft patrician 
Eewert Jansz van Bleiswick (1460-1531). 
Last year, with the generous assistance 
of the Rijksmuseum Fonds, the Rijks­
museum was able to buy a second 
prayer nut from a Dutch private
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collection (fig. 3)? This one is both 
more refined and more expensively 
executed than the first. The two carved 
boxwood scenes inside are contained 
in a silver sphere covered in detailed 
engraving all over the outside (fig. 4).

Provenance
The silver prayer nut must have been 
in Dutch private ownership for several 
centuries. At the end of the eighteenth 
century, the then owner had a box 
made for it, covered with red leather 
embossed in gold (fig. 5). The bead 
was stored open in a little drawer at 
the bottom of the box, and in the top 
was a magnifying glass (now lost) to 
examine it more closely. The owner at 
the time also added a brief description. 
Sadly we do not know who wrote 
this note, but the handwriting tells 
us that he lived in the late eighteenth 
century (fig. 6). It has been possible to 
reconstruct some of the provenance 
since this unknown owner on the basis 
of information provided by the last 
owners of the prayer nut. It is certain 
that the trinket was owned by Jonkheer 
Johannes Beelaerts van Blokland

Figs. 2 
Prayer Nut, Northern 
Netherlands, 
c. 1500-1525, open. 
Boxwood, 
diam. 4.7 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
b K-1981-1.
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(1877-1960), the grandfather of the last 
owners, from whom the Rijksmuseum 
acquired the object. It seems highly 
likely that the piece belonged to the 
Dutch author Johannes Kneppelhout 
(1814-1885), better known under his 
nom de plume Klikspaan, who was an 
art lover and collector. Kneppelhout 
owned an estate called De Hemelsche 
Berg near Oosterbeek, where he kept 
his art collection. He and his wife were 
childless, so the house, property and 
art collection were inherited by a niece, 
Johanna Maria Kneppelhout (1851-1923), 
the daughter of Klikspaan’s brother 
Karel Jan Frederik Cornelis (‘Kees’) 
Kneppelhout van Sterkenburg 
(1818-1885). Johanna Maria’s father was 
also an art lover; his collection included 
drawings, prints, coins and medals.8

Through Johanna Maria, who was 
married to Gerard Jacob Theodoor 
Beelaerts van Blokland (1843-1897) 
- the great-grandfather of the last 
owners of the prayer nut - the piece 
passed down, with De Hemelsche 
Berg, to the Beelaerts family. The 
house was burned to the ground 
during the Battle of Arnhem in 1944.

Figs. 3 and 4 
Prayer Nut, Northern 
Netherlands, 
c. 1500-1525, 
open and closed. 
Boxwood, silver and 
gold, diam. 4.8 cm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
purchased with the 
support of the Ebus 
Fonds (part of the 
Rijksmuseum Fonds), 
BK-2010-16.



but a few of the family’s possessions
- including the silver prayer nut - 
were rescued in time.9

Nothing can be said with certainty 
about the previous history of the piece. 
It is, of course, perfectly possible that 
Klikspaan bought the trinket himself, 
given his activities as a collector. It is 
also conceivable, though, that it came 
to him from his father, Cornelius

Johannes (1778-1818), who was known 
as an enthusiastic traveller."1 What is 
more likely, however, is that the prayer 
nut belonged to Klikspaan's uncle and 
stepfather Nicolaas Cornelis de 
Gijselaar (1792-1873) in Leiden." He, 
too, was a great art lover, connoisseur 
and passionate collector, trained under 
Humbert de Superville, whose widow 
he married in 1855.
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Fig- 5 
Box made for the 
Prayer Nut in fig. 3, 
Netherlands, 
late 18th century. 
Wood covered 
with red and gold 
embossed leather, 
h. 8.2 cm.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
purchased with the 
support of the Ebus 
Fonds (part of the 
Rijksmuseum Fonds), 
BK-2010-16-2.

Fig-
Description (recto 
and verso) of the 
Prayer Nut in fig. 3, 
Netherlands, late 18th 
century. Ink on paper, 
74 X 107 mm. Amster­
dam, Rijksmuseum, 
purchased with the 
support of the Ebus 
Fonds (part of the 
Rijksmuseum Fonds), 
BK-2010-16-3 ar,d -01.

A PRAYER NUT IN A SILVER HOUSING BY 'ADAM DIRCKZ’

Images
The eighteenth-century note contains a 
painstaking summary of the scenes and 
characters carved into the bead, but the 
interpretation is rather inaccurate. The 
writer cannot conceal his astonishment 
at the minuscule size. On the front he 
wrote, ‘This very artful little silver ball, 
made in two parts, in which is found 
a most excellent design carved out of 

wood, is no greater than I ‘/i inches 
in its convexity and depth of carving. 
One finds — On’. Below that: ‘This line 
is I ‘/z inches’. And on the back: ‘On the 
one side the birth of the Messiah with 
the Wise Men from the East bearing 
their gifts, illustrated in 17 persons, 
2 cows in the stall, 6 horses etc. The 
other side [depicts?] the Saviour going 
through the [Holy] land, preaching



and performing miracles - through 16 
people, I cow, 1 ass, 3 sheep & 3 flying 
angels etc. NB This paper is the same 
size as the little Turkish leather box in 
which the work of art and a magnifying 
glass are kept.’12

The lower register of the bead does 
indeed show the adoration of the 
infant Christ by the three wise men 
from the east and their entourage 
(fig. 7). Their meeting is shown in the 
background. A shepherd with three 
sheep sits on a rock above the stable. 
The head of the ass can be seen in 
the stable, the ox’s head is concealed 
behind a wall and only its horns are 
showing. The glaring absence here 
is Joseph. The composition of the 
adoration scene in the foreground - a 
balding old king kneeling in worship 
before the Virgin and Child, who has

Fig. 7
The Adoration of 
the Magi. Detail of 
the prayer nut in fig. 3 
(lower segment). 
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placed his gift, a chalice, at Mary’s feet, 
behind him a standing Oriental king in 
a turban, holding his gift in his hand, 
and the third king, who is being 
handed his gift by a page - follows a 
traditional Netherlandish scheme.'3 
The scene of the encounter in the 
background is such an accumulation 
of tiny figures and horses that it is very 
tricky to read. The placement of the 
three horses’ heads facing in towards 
one another is reminiscent of Adriaen 
van Wesel’s Meeting of the Magi of 
around 1475, but then again this sort 
of grouping is part of the pictorial 
tradition (fig. 8).

The upper half of the bead shows 
the Nativity according to the vision 
of St Birgitta of Sweden (fig. 9). The 
Virgin kneels in worship before her 
child, who lies on the ground in a halo



The Nativity. 
Detail of the 
prayer nut in fig. 3 
(upper segment).
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of light. Opposite her kneels Joseph, 
holding a candle which he shields 
from the wind. Behind them are the 
ox and ass. To the left and right we 
see shepherds - looking over a wall, 
dancing in the field, and sitting on a 
rock playing the bagpipes. This last 
motif may have been derived from 
fourteenth-century French ivory 
carving, where it frequently occurs. 
Two angels hover on the left and right. 
The scenes in the background are 
harder to interpret. According to 
the eighteenth-century note, it is ‘the 
Saviour going through the Land, 
preaching and performing miracles’, 
but that is decidedly vague and the 
scenes do not appear to relate to any 
events in Jesus’s public ministry or to 
his miracles. The images seem in part 
to be typological préfigurations of 
Mary’s virginity - in the way they are 
arranged around the Nativity they 
are reminiscent of the structure of the 
Biblia pauperum or Paupers’ Bible. In 
these fifteenth- and sixteenth-century 
illustrated Bibles, the main New 
Testament scenes are likewise flanked 
by two typologically related scenes 
from the Old Testament.14 In the 
background of the prayer nut we can 

see Moses, removing his sandals 
during the apparition of the Angel of 
God in a burning bush (Exodus 3:1-5). 
This image appears to have been 
inspired by the left-hand side of a 
Biblia pauperum woodcut by Jacob 
Cornelisz van Oostsanen and Lucas 
van Leyden which has a Nativity in the 
centre (fig. 10). The burning bush is 
regarded as a préfiguration of Jesus’s 
virgin birth.'5 The same Biblia pauperum 
also presents a possible source of 
inspiration for the scene on the far 
right of the bead, where an angel 
appears to a kneeling man in armour.16 
It is Gideon receiving a sign from the 
angel that there is dew on the fleece 
that lies on the ground in front of him 
(Judges 6:36-40); this, since Bernard 
of Clairvaux, has likewise been a 
generally adopted préfiguration of 
the Annunciation to Mary and her 
virginity.17 In the Biblia pauperum the 
Gideon image is consequently also 
linked with the Annunciation (fig. 11).

The scene with the man and woman 
in the centre background can be 
identified as the vision of Caesar 
Augustus and the Tiburtine Sybil.

The clairvoyant Sybil of Tibur, 
whom Augustus consulted on the day

10
JACOB CORNELISZ 
van 00STSANen and
LUCAS VAN LEYDEN, 
Moses and the 
Burning Bush (left), 
woodcut from a 
Biblia pauperum, 
Holland, c. 1520-30. 
180 X 236 mm.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
RP-p-OB-12.453.
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Gideon, and the Angel, 
woodcut from a 
Biblia pauperum, 
Holland, c. 1520-30.
152 X 89 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
RP-p-Bi-6244.
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of Christ’s birth, takes the old emperor 
by the hand and points upwards.
Above them Mary and the infant Jesus 
on a sickle moon appear in a vision, 
whereupon the Sybil predicts that 
this child will be a greater ruler than 
Augustus himself. Admittedly the 
apparition of Mary and Christ is now 
missing from the scene, but it was 
there originally: minuscule remnants 
of the attachments of this group can 
still be seen on the upper edge of the 
bead. The man behind the emperor is 
a servant carrying the imperial crown. 
This apocryphal tale was often 
depicted together with the Nativity 
in the Middle Ages, for example in 
the Bladelin altar by Rogier van der 
Weyden (Staatliche Museum, Berlin) 
and in the great Mary altar that

■MM

Adriaen van Wesel made for the 
Confraternity of Our Lady (Onze- 
Lieve-Vrouwe Broederschap) in Den 
Bosch.I>! The Vision of Augustus occurs 
together with the scenes of Moses and 
Gideon in two miniatures in a Ghent 
or Bruges book of hours of around 
1510-20, this time in combination with 
an Annunciation rather than a 
Nativity.'9 In sum, all these individual 
scenes can be described as epiphanies, 
apparitions or manifestations of God. 
This is true in the case of the Magi 
(‘Epiphany’) below, and in the upper 
register of the vision of St Birgitta, the 
vision of the Emperor Augustus and 
the appearance of angels to Moses, 
Gideon and the shepherds at the 
stable.

The ingenious grouping of the 
numerous tiny figures and the use of 
several repoussoirs, such as the walls, 
gives the scenes a remarkable effect 
of depth - something that would have 
been even more striking when the 
Virgin and Child still hovered above 
Augustus and the Sybil. When the light 
falls from the right angle, there are 
even real shadows. This suggestion of 
depth is reinforced in the Adoration 
scene by a foreshortened cross-beam 
linking the front wall of the stable with 
the back, with an almost perspectival 
effect.

Seemingly undaunted by the minute 
scale, the carver let himself go in all 
sorts of millimetric details, like the 
spur on the boot of the kneeling king, 
the gossamer fine lances carried by the 
foot-soldiers and pages, the tiny sheep 
scratching behind its ears with one 
back hoof, and the rosary hanging on a 
peg in the little wall above the kneeling 
king (fig. 7). This, of course, is a 
self-referential motif, referring directly 
as it does to the use of the prayer nut 
as part of a rosary or paternoster.

The designs were meticulously 
carved in boxwood, a dense, heavy, 
compact type of wood that since the 
Middle Ages has often been called by 
the rather misleading term ‘palm 
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wood'. The wood does not come from 
a palm tree, but the name suggests 
that it originates in the Holy Land. 
According to medieval sources, 
moreover, Christ’s cross was made 
of palm wood.“ The same material 
was used in the same style and by the 
same makers for miniature altars, 
tabernacles and pendants, and the 
Rijksmuseum has several examples of 
these too (fig. 12).21 What these objects 
have in common, aside from the 
delicacy of the carving, is an uninhibited 
love of detail, an amazing effect of 
depth and a marked horror vacui.

Silver
It is remarkable that the eighteenth­
century note makes no mention of the 
silver housing of the bead. Evidently 
this was not regarded as an important 
part of the object at that time - yet it is 
the silver that adds considerable value 
to the prayer nut today, since there are 
very few other examples in such costly 
packaging.22 This value is compounded 
by the great rarity of non-ecclesiastical, 

late medieval silver from the Nether­
lands, particularly of such high quality 
and sophisticated decoration.

The silver sphere has gold rosettes 
at the top and bottom, and a twisted 
gold cable border around the middle. 
The prayer nut can be closed with 
a silver locking pin on a fine chain. 
An as yet unidentified maker’s mark 
or city assay mark has been stamped 
in two places into the rim of one of 
the two halves (fig. 13). It may be the 
head of an animal or a serrated leaf, 
and it is absolutely typical of the sort 
of silver marks that were in use in 
the Netherlands from the fifteenth 
century onwards. Comparable marks 
are found on the copper plate with 
the names and marks of members 
of the St Eligius Guild of Ghent 
between 1454 and 1481.23 There are 
also similarities to the Den Bosch 
assay mark and to some early maker’s 
marks from the town, but for the 
moment they do not provide sufficient 
grounds for seeking the origin of the 
prayer nut there.24

Fig. 12 
Miniature Altar with 
the Virgin and Child, 
and Sts Barbara 
and Catherine, 
Christopher and 
Ceorge, Northern 
Netherlands, 
c. 1500-25. Boxwood, 
h. 18.5 cm.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
on loan from 
the Museum 
Catharij neconvent, 
BK-BR.-946-h.
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Fig. 13
Unknown maker’s 
mark or assay mark 
stamped into the rim 
on the outside of the 
prayer nut in fig. 3.

The two hemispheres are decorated 
with extraordinarily fine Gothic 
engraving. On one side there are six 
creatures amidst foliage and flowers 
- a dog, a monkey wearing a collar, a 
heron-like bird, an owl, a small bird 
with outstretched wings and a calling 
bird (figs. 14-17). The other register 
is populated by five people - a nude 
woman ringed by four men engaged in 
different occupations: a man thrusting 
a spade into the earth, a man tending the 
fire, a fisherman standing in the water 
and a falconer. They are all surrounded 
by serpentine banderoles with texts in 
Gothic minuscule (figs. 18-22)?5

This amazingly intricate chasing has 
much to do with the rise of engraving, 
a new medium in the art of the late 
Middle Ages. It is generally assumed 
that the art of printing began in 
goldsmiths’ workshops in the first half 
of the fifteenth century, probably in 
the region of the Upper Rhine, and 
rapidly spread northwards along the 
Rhine. The work of the Master of the 
Gardens of Love, around 1440, is 
regarded as the earliest attempt at 
engraving in the Netherlands; he was 
swiftly followed by artists like the 
Master of the Berlin Passion, Master 
W with the Key, Master FVB, the 
Master of Balaam, the Master of the

Amsterdam Cabinet and Israhel van 
Meckenem.26 Motifs on the silver 
prayer nut are found in the repertoires 
of these pioneers of engraving and 
other fifteenth-century draughtsmen 
and miniaturists. A man with a spade 
as the personification of the element of 
earth and a falconer for the element of 
air occur, for instance, in two drawings 
- representing Saturn and Jupiter 
respectively - in the Housebook by the 
Master of the Amsterdam Cabinet. 
The little dog appears to have come 
running straight from another drawing 
in the Housebook depicting the 
constellation of Luna (representing 
the element of water).27 The birds and 
the way they are incorporated in the 
serpentine flower and foliage motifs 
are reminiscent of prints by the Master 
of the Berlin Passion,28 but they can 
be linked in particular to a unique 
and almost programmatic engraving 
by the Master of Balaam in the Rijks­
museum (fig. 23). It shows St Eligius, 
the patron saint of goldsmiths, in his 
workshop with three assistants. He 
works at an anvil, his helpers draw 
wire and work metal. The engraving 
implicitly establishes the link between 
the goldsmith’s art and the art of 
engraving practised by the maker of 
this print.29 Remarkably, there are all 
sorts of animals in the workshop, none 
of which has any logical connection to 
Eligius and his work. A monkey sits in 
the open window, leering at a bird in a 
cage, a cat lurks under the saint’s chair, 
two dogs play at his feet, and there are 
two birds mating and a mouse in the 
foreground. The animals probably 
have to be interpreted as samples of 
the engraver’s ornamental repertoire, 
because similar creatures also populate 
miniatures and prints by other artists 
of the period. This repertoire of beasts 
is also found on engraved works in 
precious metals. We find, for instance, a 
little owl sitting on a silver chalice from 
the Lower Rhine (Kempen, c. 1460-75) 
and monkeys on an enamelled Flemish 
goblet of the same period.30
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Fig. 14
Monkey. Detail of the 
engraved exterior of 
the prayer nut in fig. 3.

Fig- 'S
Dog. Detail of the 
engraved exterior of 
the prayer nut in fig. 3.

Fig. 17
Birds. Detail of the 
engraved exterior of 
the prayer nut in fig. 3.

Fig. 16
Owl. Detail of the 
engraved exterior of 
the prayer nut in fig. 3.
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In part these creatures stem from the 
tradition of marginalia, the border 
decorations in illuminated manu­
scripts, where they frame the sacred 
prayers and religious images as secular, 
often scabrous and obscene commen­
taries.3' This, in a sense, is what the 
animals on the prayer nut do too, but 
at the same time, in conjunction with 
the design on the other half of the 
piece, they seem to present a compact 
image of the world.

With the monkey and the owl as 
symbols of lust and sin, the animals 
may symbolize savage, sensual and 
untamed nature.32 The four men on the 
other half of the little sphere - the man 
with the spade, the man tending the 
fire, the fisherman and the falconer 
- stand for the four Aristotelian 
elements: earth, fire, water and air. 
Each of them is engaged in taming, 
shaping or using nature. The woman 
gestures towards her genitals and 
breasts, and can be regarded as the 
unchaste and vain human counterpart 
of the monkey, who sits directly 

opposite her." Until well into the 
eighteenth century, the appearance of 
a woman and a monkey side by side 
remained an accepted combination 
in scenes of reprehensible, shameless, 
lewd and immoral behaviour.34 An 
alternative interpretation of the 
animals as symbols of the Five Senses 
can be ruled out, since there is one 
animal too many. In that case, more­
over, one would expect banderoles 
with explanatory texts, as in the case 
of the Four Elements.35

Hg. 23

THE MASTER

OF BALAAM, 

St Eligius in 
his Workshop, 
Germany, c. 1450. 
Engraving, 
115 X 185 mm. 
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
RP-p-OB-963.

Epiphanies
On banderoles around the figures, 
in small Gothic script, we find the 
following text: soket * vaer */ghi * 
VILT * HIER * VINDET/* IN * D ARDE/* 
IN * VUER+/+ IN * VATER/iNDEN * 
lucht/ (seek where ye will, ye find it 
here, in the earth, in fire, in water, in 
the air), a confirmation of the identifi­
cation of the figures with the four 
elements.’6 It is at the same time an 
expansion on the biblical aphorism 
‘Seek and ye shall find’, which occurs
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fig. 24 
Volupté (Lust), 
emblem from 
Guillaume 
de La Perrière’s 
Le theatre des bon 
engins, Paris 1539.

in several variants in the Old and New 
Testaments.37 Whereas in the Bible this 
text always relates to God and faith, a 
connection is made here with untamed 
nature and the elements.38

The parallel with the Volupté 
emblem in Guillaume de La Perrière’s 
Le theatre des bon engins (Paris, 1539) is 
interesting in this connection (fig. 24).39 
It shows a little man in the middle of a 
circular maze, surrounded by the four 
elements: it is a symbolic image of man 
at the centre of the world, controlled 
by lust (volupté). The accompanying 
text asserts that it is easier for mankind 
to yield to lust and sensual pleasure 
than to struggle out of it, just as it is 
easier to get into a maze than to get out 
of it again. Aside from the presence of 
the four elements in both cases, which 
mark out the prayer nut and the maze 
as an image of the world, we also find 
the common themes of searching and 
lust. The negative connotations of the 
world as a labyrinth of lust and sin has 
been given a positive direction by the 
link with the religious scenes inside, 
which with their micro scale and 

T H E A T X E

profusion of details can be perceived 
as a labyrinth for the eye. The goal 
of the quest here is not the sin and 
lust that the world offers mankind 
everywhere, but finding God through 
prayer and meditation.

The two scenes inside the prayer nut 
serve the faithful as tools; they are, as 
we saw, extraordinary divine manifest­
ations or epiphanies: the Adoration of 
the Magi,40 the Nativity according to 
the vision of St Birgitta and the vision 
of the Emperor Augustus, also two 
forms of epiphanic revelation, and the 
angels appearing to Moses and 
Gideon. The user of the prayer nut, 
who is commanded on the outside to 
seek God everywhere, (but to guard 
against the lust and impurity of nature 
and his own fleshly desires), is witness 
on the inside to a number of specific 
revelations of Christ. He or she could 
identify with the three kings who were 
witnesses to the first appearance of 
God’s son on earth, imagine himself 
or herself an alter Birgitta with her 
vision of Jesus’s birth or empathize 
with Moses, Gideon or Caesar 
Augustus. Such themes offered a 
channel to meditation and prayer and 
could lead to one’s own ‘epiphanic 
experience’ of‘enlightenment’.

Kunstkammer Art
The presence of the personifications 
of the four elements, the literal 
opposition of nature and culture, and 
the spherical shape mark this prayer 
nut out as a microcosm, an elemental 
imagining of the world in pocket size.41 
A few decades later this combination 
was to become the core of the Kunst- 
und Wunderkammern.41 In the course 
of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
small objects became a special category 
in art collections. Prayer nuts and 
other micro-carvings were included 
among the mirabilia - wonders - made 
by human hands and incorporated into 
the cabinets of art and curiosities of 
the European royalty and aristocracy. 
The virtuoso miniature object had 
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become fashionable, notwithstanding 
its often religious connotations, perhaps 
inspired by Pliny’s descriptions of the 
extremely small carved ivory animals 
of Antiquity.43 It also projected a 
symbolic power, a measure of control 
over nature that held a particular 
appeal for the great of the earth.44

We come across micro valuables in 
one of the oldest and best documented 
art collections of the Middle Ages, 
that of Jean, Duc de Berry (1340-1416) 
- famous for his Book of Hours, 
another example of miniature art. The 
duke's collection was painstakingly 
inventoried in 1414 by his intendant, 
Robinet des Estampes. Among the 
curiosa - used here in the original, 
positive sense of the word - listed 
in this inventory are a version of 
St John’s Gospel written in its entirety 
on a piece of vellum the size of a silver 
coin, and two tiny turned ivory balls 
in which could be seen a crucifix and 
a courtly couple playing chess.45 A 
century later the minute had already 
achieved a place of its own in the 
collection of Margaret of Austria in 
Mechelen. Her petit cabinet was not 
just literally a small room, but also the 
place where precious trinkets were 
kept - costly, exotic and artistically 
valuable little objects like painted 
miniatures, ivory boxes, medals, 
timepieces, gems and corals, pieces in 
gold and silver and miniature sculp­
tures.46 The presentation of items from 
the natural world - naturalia - exotica 
and curiosities alongside one another 
makes Margaret's petit cabinet an 
immediate forerunner of the Kimst- 
und Wunderkammer.47 Two generations 
later her example was followed in 
Munich: in 1565 Duke Albrecht v 
(1550-1579) of Bavaria took a group of 
seventeen (and later twenty-seven) 
small valuables - erb und haus 
cleinodern - from his art cabinet
- Kunstkammer - and put them in a 
separate Schatzturm, or treasure tower. 
They included a prayer nut of Nether­
landish manufacture.48 In the light of 

these developments at the dawn of 
early modern collecting, it is reason­
able to ask whether the production of 
prayer nuts and similar micro-sculp­
tures from around 1500 onwards was 
a deliberate response to this growing 
and spreading market of collectors. In 
other words, was their use for private 
devotions really the only reason for 
making these miraculously small 
objects, or was their value as collect­
ors’ items also a significant factor? 
One strong indication that prayer nuts 
and similar micro-carvings do indeed 
represent an early moment in the 
history of Western collecting, a 
transition from luxury devotional 
item to collectible object per se, is the 
fact that the surviving prayer nuts are 
virtually all in perfect condition and 
show few if any signs of wear - some­
thing that one would expect to see had 
they been subjected to regular use. 
Clearly they were cherished and 
admired primarily as tiny works of art.

An even more important indication, 
however, lies in the very nature of the 
prayer nuts. The microscopic scale of 
the carving would not really seem to 
support a serious religious function. 
In their virtuosity, the prayer nuts 
overshoot their goal because they 
are essentially unusable without a 
magnifying glass or strong spectacles. 
The intricacy of the carving and the 
horror vacui obstruct their legibility 
and hence frustrate any practical use 
during meditation. They are, on the 
other hand, ideally suited to consump­
tion as a work of art that can be 
examined and admired in peace and 
quiet with a loupe or a lens.49

A prayer nut in a private collection 
contains an astounding detail: an 
infinitesimal ring on the wall of the 
stable in which Christ has been born 
has been carved such that it is actually 
free-hanging and can even be moved 
up and down (fig. 25).s° This ring 
measures roughly one and a half 
millimetres in diameter! For what 
other reason than to impress his
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Fig. 25 
Prayer Nut with 
the Nativity and the 
Adoration of the 
Magi. Detail with a 
movable ring on the 
wall in the centre of 
the lower register, 
Northern Nether­
lands, c. 1500-25. 
Boxwood, 
diam. 4.7 cm. 
Private collection, 
Netherlands.

overindulged public would the maker 
of the bead have added this visual joke? 
We find the same playful demonstra­
tion of virtuosity in two miniature 
altars and there was probably some­
thing of the kind in the Rijksmuseum 
bead too.51 A minuscule hole in the wall 
of the stable in the vision of Birgitta 
appears to be the remnant of just such 
a ring. Likewise as an expression of his 
pride in the virtuosity of his carving, 
the maker of a prayer nut in Copen­
hagen carved his signature in Latin on 
the outside of the tiny sphere: Adam 
Theodrici mefecit.52

If prayer nuts like these were no 
longer being made solely as devotional 
objects and were also intended for 
a market of pampered art lovers 
and collectors, they balance on the 
cusp of two traditions: religious and 
spiritual perception making way for 
the consumption of art. The inward- 
looking nature of late medieval private 
devotions, in which a religious image 
was internalized so that it could 
reappear before the mind’s eye, 
became outward observation and 
enjoyment.53 It was the contemplation

‘ADAM dirckz’

of the connoisseur, the art lover, 
armed with a lens. At the beginning of 
the sixteenth century he was still a rare 
creature in Northern Europe, but a 
century later he was even putting in an 
appearance in paintings. We see here a 
number of connoisseurs examining a 
collection of objects on a table (fig. 26). 
On the right lies a magnifying glass, 
the attribute of their elitist pastime.

Adam Dirckz?
In his publication of the prayer nuts 
in Amsterdam, Copenhagen and 
elsewhere as works by the unknown 
artist Adam Theodrici - which he 
rendered in its Dutch version, ‘Adam 
Dirckz' - Leeuwenberg clearly 
formulated the question of the 
provenance, manufacture and dating 
of these micro-carvings for the first 
time. Although he came to the 
conclusion that this ‘Dirckz’ was 
personally responsible for a whole 
group of prayer nuts and allied 
devotional objects, there has since 
been a shift to the view that the 
micro-carvings are not necessarily the 
work of a single artist, but may well 
have been made in one or even several 
studios in the Low Countries.54 At first 
sight, it may seem that Leeuwenberg’s 
attribution to ‘Adam Dirckz' might 
have been over-influenced by the art 
history of his day, which focused more 
on individual artists and less on 
identifying studios and other work­
shops, nevertheless it merits reconsid­
eration. Close study indicates that the 
great majority of the prayer nuts, tiny 
tabernacles and miniature altars form 
one stylistically and technically 
homogeneous group.55 Admittedly 
some scenes are worked out in much 
greater detail than others, with more 
complex compositions and more 
figures, but that suggests a different 
level of finish and magnificence rather 
than different makers. A number of 
characters and motifs were shrewdly 
and effectively varied within this 
stylistically coherent group.
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Fig. 26 
Cognoscenti in a 
Room Hung with 
Pictures (detail), 
Antwerp, c. 1620. 
Oil on panel. 
London, National 
Gallery, n 1287.

In addition to the similarities that 
Leeuwenberg had already established, 
we can identify countless other 
common motifs, such as the shape and 
finish of the outside of the prayer nuts, 
the faces and clothes of the figures, the 
stratified rock formations, the little 
brick walls, the loose rings on the wall, 
the stippled backgrounds, the typical 
openwork horse blankets, the delicate­
ly branched trees, the vaulting, the 
freely carved and twisted 'masonry' 
branches at the top of the altars and 
the standard lettering in either a 
Gothic textura or a minuscule.

Compositions of Christ’s Nativity 
and Passion that were general at the 
time are, it is true, the most common, 
but they are seldom repeated exactly. 
Furthermore, we find them alongside 
or in combination with far less 
customary scenes and saints. This 
suggests that in many cases these must 
have been special commissions with a 

‘made to measure’ iconography and 
text, which could if desired be embel­
lished with family coats of arms, 
the name of the patron or even tiny 
figures of donors.56 Compositions and 
ornamentation in Late Gothic style 
predominate, but Renaissance motifs 
are introduced at an early stage, as in a 
tabernacle dated 1511.57 Such a flexible, 
efficient manner of working in a 
modern, homogeneous style points to 
a small specialist workshop headed by 
a single artist who set the style - 'Adam 
Dirckz’? - working on commission 
for an exclusive clientele.5's His studio 
must have been active for the best part 
of the first quarter of the sixteenth 
century.

Attempts to locate this workshop 
have not yet produced a satisfactory 
and convincing solution. The lack of 
any traces in the archives - not 
surprising if we are dealing with a 
small specialist business - is in part to 
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blame. This means that the question 
as to the origin of the micro-carving 
can only be answered with the aid of 
circumstantial evidence, for instance 
stylistic and compositional similarities 
to documented works of art or the 
origins of the people who commis­
sioned the works and the earliest 
owners. On the basis of general 
compositional resemblances to 
altarpieces from the Southern 
Netherlands, Leeuwenberg took the 
view that ‘Adam Dirckz’ must have 
been active in that area; not without 
irony, he suggested that Dirckz might 
have worked in the city of Ghent, in 
homage to the Ghent art historian 
jozef Duverger, for whom he wrote 
his article.59 Most authors have 
subsequently subscribed to the idea 
of a Flemish provenance.60 It would 
seem obvious, because the major 
centres in Brabant and Flanders - cities 
like Brussels, Antwerp, Mechelen and 
Ghent - were flourishing in the late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth century, 
and there was considerable specializa­
tion in the decorative crafts. There was 
also a guaranteed supply of the costly 
boxwood here, and the region housed 
an excellent market for exclusive craft 
work, such as micro-carving. Prompt­
ed in part by the backgrounds of the 
documented first owners of a small 
number of prayer nuts and tabernacles, 
however, Paul Williamson suggested 
that ‘a small number of different 
workshops, probably located in 
various towns throughout the Nether­
lands and Lower Rhine, were involved 
in the making of the existing micro- 
carvings’.6'

Strikingly, though, the early owners 
of a number of prayer nuts all came 
from Holland or Zeeland, as Marks 
demonstrated: Bewert van Bleiswick 
(1460-1531) of Delft, Jacques van 
Borsele and his wife Ursula van 
Foreest of Gouda, Floris van Egmond 
(1469-1539), the Lord of Buren and 
Leerdam, and a general in Charles v’s 
army, Dismas van Berghen (?-i5i4), 

the bastard son of jan in de Glymes, 
the Lord of Bergen op Zoom and a 
relative of Floris van Egmond.62 In 
1633 the Arnhem nobleman Joost van 
Cranevelt owned a large prayer nut 
with a design after Lucas van Leyden's 
1519 print The Dance of St Mary 
Magdalen, which he had inherited 
from his ancestors.63 A prayer nut 
tailor-made for the prior-general of 
the Carthusian Order, Franciscus de 
Puteo, may have been ordered by the 
Leiden-born Petrus Blommeveen or 
Blomevenna (prior from 1507-1536), 
the prior of the Carthusians in 
Cologne.64 The tabernacle in the 
British Museum might have been made 
for Emperor Charles v,6s and another 
paternoster for King Henry vm of 
England.66 Another owner from 
Holland can be added to this list: the 
Alkmaar burgomaster Jan Gerritsz 
van Egmond van de Nijenburg (?-1523), 
a kinsman of the Floris van Egmond 
referred to above and married to the 
Leiden-born Judith Heereman van 
Oegstgeest (P-isoy). In his portrait 
by Jacob Cornelisz van Oostsanen 
he holds between his thumb and 
forefinger a silver-gilt ball attached by 
a chain to a ring on his middle finger. 
The shape of this trinket is virtually 
identical to the Rijksmuseum’s silver 
prayer nut and the decorated sphere 
can therefore be identified as a prayer 
nut (fig. 27). Van Egmond died in 1523; 
the portrait probably dates from 
around 1518.67

These dates give us a clear indica­
tion for the dating of the silver prayer 
nut and fit in neatly with the known 
dates of other micro-carvings. 
Romanelli dated micro-carving as a 
genre to a longish period of around 
fifty years, between 1475 and 1530. 
The documented pieces found so far, 
however, suggest a much shorter time 
span - the first quarter of the sixteenth 
century, reaching a peak of popularity 
between 1510 and 1525.68 This supports 
the theory that all the micro-carvings 
were produced in one workshop,
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F/'g. 27
JACOB CORNELISZ 

VAN OOSTSANEN, 

Jan Gerritsz van 
Egmond van de 
Nijenburg (l-içag), 
Amsterdam, c. 1518. 
Oil on panel, 
42.4 X 32.8 cm.
Amsterdam, 
Rijksmuseum, 
SK-A-3838.

headed by one artist, perhaps the 
elusive ‘Adam Dircksz’. It seems more 
likely that we should be looking for 
his studio in one of the cities of the 
Northern Netherlands rather than 
in Flanders or Brabant. It was active 
for around a single generation and 
responsible in this period for a steady 
stream of dozens of prayer nuts and 
other miniature carvings for the elite 
of the Netherlands and a number 

of foreign clients. With its unique 
silver mount, the Rijksmuseum prayer 
nut demonstrates just how greatly 
the devotional micro-carving from 
this workshop was valued at the time 
of its creation as virtuoso art in its 
own right.
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