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CHAPTER 2

Facing Medusa: A Thirteenth-Century 
Reliquary of King David

Beth Fischer

David Rex manu fortis aspectu desiderabilis ecce / stirps mea et sal(us) mu(n)di 
quam divinit(us) P(ro)ph(et)avi.

King David, strong of hand and desirable of look, behold / My offspring and the 
salvation of the world as was prophesied through God.

—Inscription on banner held in hands of figural reliquary in Basel Münsterschatz

Viewers of a late medieval reliquary in Basel’s cathedral treasury were 
confronted with a seemingly irreconcilable contradiction: the reliquary is 
in the shape of the heroic King David, ancestor of Christ, but the face 
is a cameo of Medusa, the female monster who turned men to stone 
(Fig. 2.1).1 In many ways, the reliquary is typical of the other small 
devotional objects made in the same Upper Rhein region in the late 
thirteenth century, constructed of gold and silver gilt and accented with 
gems.2 The torso-length figure of David is mounted on a hexagonal base 
adorned by enamel portraits of prophets. The base, which was not added 
until the early fifteenth century, has a latched opening for the insertion 
of a relic.3 There are no records of its original content, but it was most 
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Fig. 2.1  Gold reliquary 
figure of King David, 
late 13th/early 14th 
century, Historisches 
Museum Basel, Inv. 
1882.80.a

likely used as a container for the Eucharist.4 David holds a banner that 
identifies him as the ancestor of Christ and the Virgin, with a small figu-
rine of the Virgin and Child placed just above atop a cameo of a lion.

While David is a somewhat unusual subject for a reliquary, it is 
Medusa’s presence that is particularly startling. With limited evidence for 
the reliquary’s original setting and function, the gendered identities of 
David and Medusa must be the starting place to unveil the reliquary’s 
arresting effect. The stark black and white of the late antique cameo 
interrupts the smooth gold of the reliquary, constructing a material 
confrontation that underscores a more potent opposition. King David’s 
role as the virile ancestor of Christ is masked by the presence of a female 
monster. Medusa’s monstrosity caused petrification and death, the oppo-
site of the generative ideal represented by David as Christ’s ancestor.

David’s identity and his primary role as patriarch and ancestor is made 
clear through the banner in his hands. It declares, “David Rex manu fortis 
aspectu desiderabilis ecce / stirps mea et sal(us) mu(n)di quam divinit(us) 
P(ro)ph(et)avi,” or roughly, “King David, strong of hand and desirable of 
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look (or face), behold / my offspring and savior of the world as was proph-
esied through God.” This identification of David’s “aspectu desiderabilis,” 
or “desirable face/look,” causes confusion, as the viewer is confronted with 
the face of Medusa. How can a pagan female monster provide the face of 
the ideal male king, ancestor of Christ and author of the Psalms?5 How can 
the head of Medusa provide an appropriate external form for a relic?

In exploring these questions, the easy answer might be that the medi-
eval viewer saw only an antique cameo, valued for its antiquity and 
presumed connection to sites like Rome. In this context, the visible 
prominence of the cameo would give an aura of authenticity and antiq-
uity to the whole work. Dale Kinney has argued that carved gemstones 
were recognized in medieval cultures as antique, and their origins were 
often “mythologized” to highlight their connections to important peo-
ple or moments, so that their use as spolia was not just about material 
value.6 The association with authenticity was highlighted by the use of 
carved gemstones as seals,7 and by the claims in medieval lapidaries that 
certain ancient stones could detect lies or poison.8

While the antiquity of the cameo may have been a factor in its use on 
the reliquary, the antique value could have been acknowledged by set-
ting the cameo into another part of the reliquary. Most antique carved 
gems and cameos were placed on the backs, bases, or frames of reliquar-
ies, rather than as the replacement for part of a figure.9 There is a cameo 
of Medusa on the Shrine of the Three Kings (c. 1225) in Cologne, but the 
cameo is set at one edge, among other antique carved gems. This high-
lights its material form and minimizes its specific subject matter. Such 
placement at the edge of a reliquary would have been appropriate for 
Medusa, as monsters and the “other” are usually found in manuscript 
margins and on the boundaries and frontiers of spaces.10 On the reli-
quary in Basel, the cameo of Medusa does not just adorn the reliquary 
in this sort peripheral ornamental role. Instead, the female monster’s face 
displaces the position occupied by a male king.

Medusa was easily recognizable to medieval viewers, as she figured fre-
quently in text and image, usually with the expectation that the story was 
already familiar to the audience so that the author or artist did not need to 
provide much detail.11 Popular tales, literary manuscripts, and moralizing 
lessons often mentioned Medusa, and her face appeared in well-known illus-
trated copies of the Aratea and other astronomy textbooks, in calendar zodi-
acs, and a mix of other sources (Fig. 2.2).12 While these images of Medusa 
vary considerably in the detail and angle of the head, the conventional ico-
nography includes a disembodied head in frontal or three-quarter view, with 
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loose, wavy locks.13 It was not unusual to incorporate pagan characters into 
Christian contexts, but in these images and texts Medusa was never the pro-
tagonist. It is her identity as monster, not her pagan background, that makes 
her presence in place of David’s head shocking.14

I argue that the female face of Medusa and the masculine identity of 
David work to enable the reliquary’s function as both an object of visual 
desire and as a warning against desiring things that appear lovely, thus 
enticing the viewer and then redirecting that desire to the relic rather 
than the reliquary. The reliquary equates the desire for its gold material 
with the lust exhibited by David and embodied by Medusa, reminding 
the viewer of his own sinful thoughts, and then providing a remedy in 
the form of the relic inside, in this case probably the Eucharist.

Redirecting the viewer from the container to its contents was critical 
in the functioning of any reliquary. While the Medusa solution seems to 

Fig. 2.2  Perseus with the Head of Medusa, fol. 49r, ca. 10th-mid 11th century, 
London, British Library, Harley MS 3595. Photo:  © British Library Board
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be unique, medieval writers worried about the potential of a reliquary to 
elicit idolatry. Despite this, the concern was always that the image might 
become an idol, and the viewer would not make the necessary leap from 
admiring the visible reliquary to appreciating the relic’s invisible spiritual 
value.15 Sara Lipton has suggested that twelfth- and thirteenth-century 
sermons and exempla, used images to teach people to be wary about the 
visual appearance of artworks in addition to the familiar devotional and 
didactic roles these works were expected to serve, thus using the image 
itself to teach the potential pitfalls of imagery.16 In a similar way, the reli-
quary uses images that highlight gender oppositions and the threat of 
monstrosity to direct the viewer’s response from desire for worldly things 
to desire for Christ.

The unusual subject matter, the Old Testament king and the mon-
strous pagan woman, are not just quirky choices; they are calculated and 
are central to the reliquary’s function. The reliquary has received mini-
mal sustained attention and the role of Medusa has not been discussed, 
while David’s role has been taken at face value as merely an ancestor of 
Christ.17 It is critical to understand that, while the viewer would have 
recognized Medusa, the reliquary does not become Medusa instead of 
David. The face was not always the seat of identity in the central and 
late Middle Ages, and attributes and gestures were often more critical in 
establishing characters.18 The reliquary goes to great lengths to assure 
the viewer through the niello banner and other attributes that this is 
indeed David, and despite changes and additions over several centuries, 
the cameo of Medusa was never moved or removed.19 David remains the 
subject, but the face of Medusa draws the viewer’s attention to the per-
ils of desire that can entice even the kingly hero, equating the lust for 
women with the desire for the reliquary.

Both David and Medusa are pivotal in helping the viewer redirect 
from the visible reliquary to the hidden relic, and the way they play with 
medieval gender roles is critical in how the viewer would have inter-
acted with the reliquary. In this model, David is not only the ancestor 
of Christ, but also a moral lesson of a man whose lust turned to repent-
ance and love of God. Medusa forms the entry point to this system of 
enticement and deflection, as an embodiment of desire who made visible 
the way luxuria transformed a man into a monster, both dehumanized 
and emasculated. Medusa’s face transforms the reliquary into a sort of 
monstrous monstrance. That is to say, she makes the power and efficacy 
of the hidden relic externally visible as a powerful object, while making 
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the reliquary itself appear undesirable through her form.20 While a mon-
strance made its Eucharistic relic clearly visible, this reliquary serves a 
similar purpose in redirecting the viewer from material body to heavenly 
body.21 Kathleen Biddick has pointed out that monsters and hybridity 
were a key part of the growing attention to the visible body of Christ 
as it was enacted in Corpus Christi festivals, which become more com-
mon in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. These monstrous elements 
helped signal the Eucharistic host’s position as a “relay point between 
religion and magic” as well as between other opposing pairs, not least 
purity/pollution and masculine/feminine.22 In this understanding of 
religious practice surrounding the sacred body, Medusa’s presence on 
the reliquary works with David’s presence and the relic to heighten the 
supernatural effect of the relic and its container.

The Origins of the Reliquary

The reliquary of David is now in the Basel Museum, in the collection 
moved from the Basler Münsterschatz. It was probably made in the 
region immediately to the east, near Konstanz. The treasury records it 
coming into the collection as a gift of Johannes, doctor to the dukes of 
Austria (d. 1386), but there is no evidence yet that links it to a specific 
initial location.23 The base addition that made the statue a reliquary, as 
well as some of the other attachments including the crown, were incor-
porated after it entered the Treasury. 24

The figure of David is much smaller than the other reliquaries in the 
treasury at Basel, but it is mostly solid gold, suggesting that cost was not 
the motivation for its small size.25 Instead, the size seems to have been 
designed precisely to fit the late antique sardonyx cameo of Medusa. 
Thus, while little is known about the original setting of the object, both 
David and Medusa were present from its creation.

Facing Medusa: Desire and the Monstrous Female

Medusa was well known in medieval Europe, but certain aspects of her 
classical identity were changed or emphasized to highlight facets of the 
story that were most congenial to medieval Christian concepts of gen-
der and heroic behavior. The account of Medusa came from Books IV 
and V of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.26 The beautiful woman was especially 
noted for her flowing hair. Neptune, overcome by lust, raped her in the 
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temple of Minerva. Blaming the victim for the desecration of her tem-
ple, Minerva punished Medusa by turning her locks into snakes. Medusa 
then horrified onlookers so much that men were turned to stone if they 
caught her gaze. By looking at Medusa’s reflection in a shield rather than 
at her face, Perseus managed to cut off her head. At this point, he could 
use her petrifying gaze at will. This Ovidian text was known to medieval 
readers and frequently functioned as a source of inspiration for moraliz-
ing allegories and courtly romances.27

In medieval versions, themes of the gaze and the dismemberment 
of the body were common aspects of how Medusa’s story was used, as 
they are now.28 The need for Perseus to gain control of Medusa’s body 
to control her power remained central, but one of the critical changes 
that medieval authors made was to present Medusa as equally beautiful 
after Poseidon’s transformation, so that she presented the threat of erotic 
attraction, not just petrification, to Perseus.29 This highlights the role 
that Medusa played as the embodiment of lust, so that Perseus’ victory 
is not just over the petrifying monster, but also over the erotic woman.30

The popular fourteenth-century Ovide moralisé drew on earlier stories 
and would have colored interpretations of Medusa on the reliquary.31 
The section on Medusa described her as “charnel delice,” or carnal 
delight.32 This was typical of the Ovide moralisé, which, according to 
Sarah Kay, treats women’s bodies as simultaneously “the site of their lust 
and, given the ‘heat’ of their ‘matter,’ the explanation for it.”33 Medusa 
does not just show lust or elicit it; instead, she embodies it wholly. While 
the story does not explicitly fault her for enticing men, both her punish-
ment and the petrification of her suitors are shown as appropriate results. 
Only Perseus escapes, avoiding and neutralizing the temptation by using 
his shield as a barrier against the desires of the eyes.

While such retellings often emphasize sexual desire, they usually do 
so in a context that equated the desire for women with the desire for 
material objects. Presenting Medusa on a golden object, in the form of a 
precious carved cameo of recognizable antiquity and thus obvious value, 
elides the distinction between her sexual attractiveness and the object’s 
material value. In presenting Medusa and the female body as a type of 
temptation not unlike coveting wealth or property, the reliquary speaks 
particularly to the male audience that probably constituted the primary 
viewership.34 Medusa’s position on the reliquary does not simply remind 
the viewer of the perils of vice. She is implicitly compared to appropriate 
desire, which could be directed toward God.
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This should not be a surprise, given the tendency for medieval texts 
to treat women’s bodies as tools of procreation, possession, and objects 
of exchange.35 This was especially true with regard to women’s sexual 
identity, with virgins compared to fragile vessels and rape prosecuted as 
theft of the female body from its male owner.36 Medusa’s body presented 
the opportunity for a similar message. In the sixth century, Fulgentius 
wrote a commentary that recounted myths assumed to be already known 
to his audience.37 Claiming that his readers already knew the versions 
in Lucan and Ovid, Fulgentius added details attributed to “Theonidus” 
that he felt required explication. This version identified Medusa and her 
sisters as the wealthy heiresses of a king. Medusa expanded this wealth 
through her development of husbandry. In this story, Perseus slays her 
because he covets her wealth, and her snakes are a metaphor for the 
“cunning” nature that enabled her to attain that wealth in the first place. 
While this makes Perseus seem thoroughly rotten to a modern reader, 
Fulgentius’ audience is told that this behavior is appropriate as a result 
of Perseus’ “manly courage.” Perseus uses a mirror to conquer Medusa 
because “terror is reflected not only in the heart but also in the outward 
appearance.”38

Medusa’s snaky appearance becomes a sign of her lack of conform-
ity to gender norms and Perseus’ victory is a sign that he has properly 
restored the patriarchal hierarchy. Female power centers on sinful desire, 
so that when male actors regain control this becomes a victory over sin. 
Even in Fulgentius’ version with its focus on covetousness rather than 
lust, vision plays a central role. Perseus must use the mirror to avoid 
being transformed by terror, and Medusa’s name is glossed as “not 
seeing,” mē idousa.39 The blindness of desire betrays a lack of manly 
courage. In this case it is the desire for wealth, not sexual lust, which 
provokes Medusa’s trouble.

The flexibility between the lust and covetousness continues in many 
iterations of the story. In the twelfth century, Bernardus Silvestris saw 
Perseus as the personification of virtue, who defeats Medusa as the 
embodiment of luxuria.40 Arnulf of Orléans, writing a commentary on 
Lucan’s Pharsalia provided a similar interpretation,41 as did Honorius 
Augustodunensis’ sermon for the eleventh Sunday after Pentecost, pub-
lished in the widely circulated Speculum Ecclesiae.42 Luxuria, in medi-
eval interpretations, conflated sexual desire with desire for worldly 
goods.43 Medusa represented evil and vice generally, but especially lust 
and covetousness, against which men must fight to save their souls. In 
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the thirteenth century, a 52-line section probably by Jean de Meun was 
added to the Romance of the Rose about Medusa and was copied in many 
manuscripts in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.44 The narrator 
recounts the story of Medusa’s power to turn onlookers to stone and 
tells of Perseus’ victory. He then compares the female image over the 
entry of the Tower of Jealousy favorably to the head of Medusa, noting 
that at least the tower image could heal.45 Sylvia Huot underscores the 
connection this story had to others in which desire led to petrification. 
Narcissus’ desire makes him resemble a marble statue, or as the Romance 
of the Rose puts it, a “piere de mabre.”46 When Boccaccio wrote the 
Genealogia deorum gentilium in the fourteenth century, he had no dif-
ficulty equating Medusa’s hair to worrying about material possessions, or 
“ordents sollicitudines curasque” (10:10–11).

The viewer of the reliquary in the Basel Treasury would also have seen 
this connection between lust and material desire on the main portal of 
Basel Cathedral, carved in the late thirteenth century. This portal includes 
figures of the devil as tempter and one of the foolish virgins, a pairing 
that had also been used on the façade of Strasbourg Cathedral around the 
same time. The virgin has begun to unclasp her dress, while the tempter 
appears—from the front—to be handsome and wealthy, as he holds a bag 
of money. However, on approaching the portal, the visitor saw snakes 
crawling along the tempter’s back. Desire, once again conflating both 
material wealth and sexual attraction, is revealed as sin through the expo-
sure of the tempter’s monstrous body. Both reliquary and portal sculpture 
suggest similar transitions where the viewer first sees something desirable, 
then is warned away from trusting desirable appearances. The reliquary’s 
shining precious metals would have been visible at a distance even in low 
light, but as with the portal sculpture, the viewer’s approach would reveal 
the warning: in one case, the devil’s snakes; in the other, Medusa’s snake-
framed stare.

As an image on a cameo, Medusa herself resembles the petrifica-
tion she enacted on others, which was described in the Metamorphoses 
as making them into simulacra, an imago, or figures of marmore. 
Medusa’s victims are not just turned to stone, they are turned to statues 
or marble images, resembling the reliquary in front of them. However,  
the viewer can treat Medusa’s face on the reliquary as the reflection that 
allows him to avoid falling into the trap of her gaze. This would be not 
unlike the common depictions of virtues and vices on medieval por-
tals, where the depiction of vice served not to give that vice power, but 
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to remind the viewer to be vigilant in resisting vice. By presenting the 
gleaming reliquary, but then visually connecting it to a story associated 
in particular with both carnal and pecuniary desire, the viewer is encour-
aged to redirect his desire for the form and value of the reliquary, to the 
reliquary’s contents.

Relics and Amulets: The Power of Pieces

Medusa was a body that was powerful in pieces, a theme that was famil-
iar to adherents of late medieval relic cults and the expanding feast of 
Corpus Christi with its focus on the sacrificial body. Before Medusa was 
controlled by Perseus, the power of her face was destructive, but after-
ward Perseus could use her head to rescue properly behaving virgins like 
Andromeda and win victories, reasserting his dominance and Medusa’s 
position as a tool. This made Medusa akin to both a relic, in its fragmen-
tary power, and to an amulet, as a non-Christian weapon that could be 
wielded to good ends.

Medusa’s head bears a startling resemblance to the head reliquaries 
that were increasingly popular in the thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries, since her head never fully coheres with the rest of the reliquary.47 As 
Paula Gerson and Caroline Walker Bynum have shown, head and other 
body-part reliquaries emphasized the fragmented body inside, and part 
of their power came from this clear visual indication that they did not 
function by the rules of ordinary human bodies.48 The fragmentation 
of bodies was critical to relics’ function, as the brokenness of the body 
communicated that the saint was not solely on earth but was also acting 
from heaven.49 Rather than showing the relic kept inside it, the body-
part reliquary attested to the fragment’s power by showing it as active 
through gaze or movement, making heads and arms especially popular.50 
While arms professed their power through movement or the potential for 
movement, the liveliness of a head reliquary was communicated through 
its gaze, like icons.51 At Basel, head reliquaries seem to have been popu-
lar at the time the Medusa reliquary entered the treasury, so medieval 
viewers there would have easily been able to associate Medusa’s head 
with these similar objects.52

A broken body, however, is not enough to make a relic, and cer-
tainly Medusa was not rehabilitated into a saint despite her presence in 
the same object as the fragmented body of Christ. What made Medusa 
different was that she was a monster, not a saint, and her decapitation 
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allowed Perseus to use her fragmented body as a weapon instead of giv-
ing her superhuman power.53 Evidence suggests images of her severed 
head were frequently used as amulets.54 The use of Medusa’s disem-
bodied head as an amulet emphasized the similarity between her body 
and relics, as it was the decapitated head that was used as an amulet, not 
an image of the gorgon as a whole body.55 Both amulets and reliquar-
ies evoked protection and miraculous intervention through rituals of  
prayer and touch, and could be used for protection in a variety of situ-
ations, which may have enhanced the popularity of including them on 
reliquaries.56 Medieval viewers may have accepted a functional similar-
ity between amulets and relics, seeing them not as equivalents but rather 
believing that amulets could help enhance the relic’s power.

In this combination of potent relic fragments and amulets into reli-
quaries, the power of Medusa could be incorporated into Christian con-
texts. Perseus was able to deploy her power for his own purposes, taking 
the head that turned men to stone and using it against his enemies, so 
that the monstrous woman became a tool for good in the hands of a 
heroic male. The use of Medusa’s head on the reliquary is thus in con-
trast with both the usual use of amulets on the edges of reliquaries, and 
the depiction of the stories of Perseus and Medusa, where Perseus wields 
Medusa’s head as a weapon. In attaching Medusa’s head to David’s 
neck instead of Perseus’ hand, the power of Medusa’s gaze becomes the 
reliquary’s animating force. While any amulet could give extra force to 
a reliquary, using a cameo of a head associated with Medusa’s power-
ful female gaze creates an especially evocative reminder of the power of 
the fragmented body that transcended the gender of the body part. The 
fragmentation of both the Eucharistic host and Medusa increases the 
power of the object through its dual gaze.

David’s Desire and Repentance

To see the cameo of Medusa only as a powerful fragment or amulet 
denies central aspects of how medieval stories described both Medusa 
and David. Medusa’s association with desire suggests that David should 
also be read this way. While David is usually a model king and type of 
Christ, he was also associated with luxuria. In the context of the empha-
sis on Medusa’s fragmented body, David reads as a figure made mon-
strous by desire and then saved by heartfelt repentance, both a warning 
and a model for the viewer. David was, after all, a man who had stolen 
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another man’s “property” when he impregnated Bathsheba.57 Augustine 
connected David’s kingliness to his adulterous behavior, writing that 
David’s transgressions showed that sin can reach even the greatest, 
and that David was at his most sinful when he was most powerful and 
secure.58 For a mostly male audience, David could serve as a model for 
how a man could learn to resist the desire embodied by Medusa.

The connections between David and Medusa have been recognized, 
but most scholars have emphasized Perseus and Medusa as a typology 
for David and Goliath. Geerto Snijder and Arthur Milton Young both 
argued that such a typology helped Christianize the story’s themes.59 
The stories of David/Goliath and Perseus/Medusa have easily recogniz-
able similarities, and there is a distinct visual correspondence in images, 
with the young male hero carrying the head of the monster.60 However, 
this association works only when David is presented heroically with his 
weapon and the enemy’s head, as Perseus was shown with Medusa’s. In 
the reliquary, though, Medusa’s face replaces David’s, creating a resem-
blance between the monstrous embodiment of desire and the king. 
This draws attention to David’s lustful behavior, which was frequently 
depicted in popular images.61 David’s uncontrolled desire for Bathsheba 
and his monstrous behavior to obtain her was a popular moral tale. 
Depictions showed David spying on Bathsheba as she bathed, focus-
ing on his sin in the moment he gazes with desire at a woman, and not 
solely his later actions to obtain her. A typical example is the so-called 
St. Louis Psalter from around 1260, which depicts David and Bathsheba 
in the upper part of the “B” of “Beatus vir,” the opening of the first 
psalm. Bathsheba’s naked body is fully exposed to the viewer, while  
David peeks out of an upper window in the background. Below, in the 
bottom part of the letter, David prays, already repentant.62 Although I 
have found representations of this subject from as early as the beginning 
of the ninth century (as, for example, Stuttgart, Landesbibliothek Cod.
bibl.fol. 23, fol. 64v), the subject of Bathsheba bathing achieved greater 
prominence in the thirteenth century and especially in the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries.63

Frequently, these images of David spying on Bathsheba were used 
to introduce the Penitential Psalms in Books of Hours. David was 
thought to have written the Penitential Psalms in response to his own 
sins. By placing the scene of David desiring Bathsheba at the opening 
to the Penitential Psalms, it comes to stand for all of David’s sins, but 
it also implicates the viewer in this sin as well. The psalm illuminations 
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Fig. 2.3  Bathsheba Bathing, fol. 71r, London, British Library, Harley MS 
2863. Photo:  © British Library Board
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position Bathsheba alluringly in front of the viewer, enticing him to the 
same lustfulness and the same penance as David.64 In a fifteenth-century 
Book of Hours (London, British Library MS Harley 2863), Bathsheba 
bathes, naked to the tops of her thighs and with her arms framing her 
torso (Fig. 2.3). She is in the foreground, while David is placed off to 
the side where his golden hair and crown cause him to blend into his cas-
tle, affording the viewer a frontal and unimpeded glimpse of Bathsheba’s 
glowing white body. Some manuscripts place David so far in the back-
ground that the viewer is left almost alone with an unobstructed view 
of the naked woman. While many books of hours were owned by 
women, this one, which has the arms of Philippe de Commynes, and 
the St. Louis Psalter, were created for men. The image in Harley 2863 
is even surrounded by shells from Philippe’s coat of arms, emphasizing 
his personal relationship to the scene. As the viewer saw such an image,  
he would be reciting the Penitential Psalms himself, thus placing him in 
the position of the lustful and repentant David in both his gaze and his 
words. In a similar pattern of viewing, the reliquary incites desire and 
then encourages the viewer to turn away from his lust, reminding him of 
the consequences of desire through reference to Medusa. Both Medusa 
as the beautiful woman and the gold reliquary could induce luxuria, but 
only Medusa could be both desire and its punishment together.65

The reliquary also implicitly reminds the viewer of Bathsheba by high-
lighting the lineage that arose from their relationship. The banner on the 
front of the reliquary refers to David’s descendant Christ as “stirps mea,” 
thus highlighting not only Christ as “offspring,” as it is often translated, 
but also emphasizing his lineage by using the term for stem or rootstock. 
Solomon, the child David and Bathsheba have after David’s repentance, 
begins the lineage that produces both Mary and Christ. Matthew 1:6 
emphasizes both parents in this ancestry, and even alludes to the initial 
sin, proclaiming, “And David the king begot Solomon, of her that had 
been the wife of Urias.” While his virtuous offspring seem to redeem 
David’s initial lust, both the biblical text and the reliquary require pen-
ance, keeping the sin at the forefront and reminding the viewer of his 
own lustful habits. David’s visible transformation by lust, and the simul-
taneous reminder of the reward for his penance, suggest to the viewer 
both the danger posed by lust/desire and the potential for the relic—
especially if it was Eucharistic—to save them from that sin.

Despite similar roles as objects of lust, Medusa and Bathsheba can-
not be equated. Medusa is fundamentally monstrous in medieval 
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conceptions.66 While it was expected that all women were an enticement 
to lust, Medusa is not generative. Lust for her cannot lead to procre-
ation. Bathsheba, on the other hand, is a mostly passive object of lust 
whose sexuality is dangerous but controlled, and who fulfills her role 
as the vehicle for Christ’s lineage. The slippage between the two in the 
reliquary works because the focus is on the desire aroused by the male 
gaze: Neptune’s gaze led to Medusa’s initial monstrosity, while Perseus 
was able to resist his own desire to look. David, however, is especially 
relevant to the medieval viewer because he first sins and then repents. 
In manuscripts, the reader encountered the image of David’s sin and 
then the words of his repentance. In the reliquary, the viewer embod-
ies David’s lust, but when he approaches the reliquary, he sees David’s 
face—and by extension his own—transformed into the monstrous 
embodiment of desire. The viewer and David both momentarily become 
Medusa, with their sin signaled by the elision of gender.67 In show-
ing their desire, they become a monstrous amalgam that is gendered 
female. The viewer has reason to believe that all will be well in the end 
because of the Eucharistic sacrifice inside the reliquary, but the focus on 
this moment underscores the dangerous presence of the object of desire 
before the viewer and the viewer’s own uncertain victory over sin, which 
can only be accomplished when he turns from the reliquary to the relic 
within. As Hrabanus Maurus, an influential Carolingian author whose 
works were copied throughout the Middle Ages, warned, “Let no one 
be proud of his own state on account of David’s fall, and also, let no one 
despair about his own downfall, on account of David’s restoration.”68

The reliquary does not rely solely on the viewer’s familiarity with 
these stories to drive the viewer’s turn away from a desire for earthly 
things. It calls out the theme of desire directly in the banner held by 
David. The naming works with the additional attributes like the crown 
and lion cameo to ensure that Medusa’s identity remains subordinate to 
David’s despite her central position. The epithet “aspectu desiderabilis” 
(desirable of look) and his command “ecce!” (behold) emphasize the 
desire and the gaze that are central to both Medusa’s power and David’s 
sin.

The phrase on the reliquary, “manu fortis et aspectu desiderabilis” 
(strong of hand and desirable of look), was first used by Augustine to 
interpret David as a prefiguration of Christ.69 When David was presented 
as a strong and handsome king, there was no difficulty interpreting the 
phrase to refer to David’s attractiveness. However, in this reliquary, 
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David bears Medusa’s monstrous face, an “aspectu horribilis,” instead. 
While the medieval Medusa was beautiful even after her transforma-
tion, her appearance cannot be considered “desirable” in the same way 
that David’s handsome face or a gold reliquary could be. The phrase 
emphasizes that David’s kingly appearance was corrupted by his desire 
for Bathsheba, a desire given form by Medusa’s face in place of his. The 
face that desires cannot be a desirable face, just as Medusa’s own horrific 
appearance arose from the corruption of lust.

David’s banner indicates that the way to overcome this lust is through 
looking as well. “Ecce,” he says, “Behold my offspring and the savior of 
the world!” In commanding the viewer to turn toward Christ, the viewer 
transfers desire from the reliquary to the relic and the salvation it prom-
ises: the Virgin and Child. Mary and Christ are set up as an alternative 
to David-Medusa, with Mary’s proper enactment of her gender opposed 
to David’s failure. Marian Bleeke’s essay in this volume examines how 
the juxtaposition of opposites and the violation of boundaries creates the 
monstrous other, and the particular roles that women could play in both 
corporeal flesh and generative ideal. David and Medusa form one such 
monstrous opposition, but the ideal presented by the Virgin heightens 
their monstrosity. She presents the evidence of her role as mother as well 
as showing the route to salvation as the body she holds references the 
Eucharistic host within the reliquary.

The Reliquary’s Aspectu Desiderabilis

While Medusa, David, and the Virgin enhance the process of redirection 
from reliquary to relic, all reliquaries had to redirect viewers somehow. 
The reliquary was essential in conveying the life of the relic, but could 
easily come to replace the same relic it activated: it could fail to function 
as a signifier of the divine and come to seem powerful in its own right.70 
Both the danger of idolatry and the danger of covetousness, which fig-
ured frequently in discussions of relics and reliquaries, were linked to 
sexual desire, a desire for physical form and earthly material.71 However, 
rather than denying or preventing desire, this reliquary encourages it and 
then deflects it to Christ.

Connections between bad and good desire found in concerns about 
reliquaries appears in textual framings of desire. In the Bible, desir-
able objects and women are opposed to things that are good to desire. 
Psalm 18 explicitly juxtaposes heavenly and earthly things through the 
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function of desire, proclaiming that the justice of the Lord is “more to 
be desired than gold and many precious stones.”72 II Chronicles showed 
how something desirable might appear on the face, recording in the 
ninth chapter that “all the kings of the earth desired to see the face of 
Solomon, that they might hear the wisdom which God had given in 
his heart.”73 This line directly follows the enumeration of the gold and 
jewels and ivory given as tribute to Solomon, reserving the expression 
of desire for Solomon’s wisdom and not his wealth, though the one is 
shown to elicit the other. Solomon’s wisdom, his inner value, shows on 
his face, which thereby becomes desirable.

The role of precious material as an object of desire is critical for this 
interpretation, recognizing the allure of gold as akin to the desires of the 
flesh.74 The David/Medusa reliquary would have functioned particularly 
well given Medusa’s association with both sexual and material desire, but 
also because of the reliquary’s other features. The reliquary is relatively 
small, and would not have been seen easily at a distance. In the dim light 
of the medieval treasury or chapel, the reliquary would glow faintly, an 
enticing gold shimmer visible at a distance but largely indistinct. As the 
viewer drew nearer, the white-on-black of the cameo resolved, neatly 
trapping the viewer by responding to his attraction to gold with the 
stony gaze of Medusa.75 The reliquary provides Medusa with a body and 
denies the presence of Perseus, but the image maintains its sense of frag-
mentation as the body and the head never visually cohere.76 The black 
background of the cameo makes the face seem to float within the golden 
hood, and the insistent differences of color and material refuse recon-
ciliation.77 This combination simultaneously emphasizes both the whole 
and the part, reminding the viewer of the relic through the form of the 
reliquary.

If allowed close inspection, the viewer had the opportunity to read 
the banner, take in the enamel portraits of the prophets, and most 
importantly, distinguish the gold bodies of the Virgin and Christ, who 
tend to blend into David’s gold chest unless the viewer is very close. 
Caroline Walker Bynum has argued that the likely response of male view-
ers encountering the otherness of the holy would be “profound still-
ness.”78 Froma Zeitlin observed that Medusa always worked on males, 
not females; even when Medusa is around women, her gaze is reserved 
for men.79 This stillness effectively emasculates the male viewer, making 
Medusa the controller of the gaze, but also showing the face of Medusa 
in the place where a male face was supposed to appear. According to 
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Bynum, such gender reversals were often seen as a sign that the man had 
become more Christlike, as Christ’s adoption of human flesh from pure 
Word made him more feminine.80 The viewer’s embodiment of the role 
of David, and then his encounter with Medusa, prepared him for repent-
ance and redemption.

The figures of Christ and the Virgin are closer to the viewer than 
Medusa’s face but do not show up from as far away, so that when Christ 
becomes visible, this initial encounter with Medusa is already complete. 
In this third stage of interaction, Christ acts as a shield protecting the 
viewer from Medusa’s gaze, ensuring that the viewer can detach from 
it.81 Paul Binski has read the viaticum, the Eucharist given as part of the 
last rites, as both nourishment and shield for the journey to the after-
life, further suggesting the possibility that if the Eucharist was indeed 
contained in the relic, it too could be seen as a shield against Medusa’s 
temptation.82 The reliquary provided controlled temptation and just 
enough danger to allow the viewer to reject the sin of desire.83

For the reliquary to function correctly in creating this transfer of 
desire, the right balance had to be achieved between David and Medusa, 
and between desire and disgust. Additions to the reliquary in the gen-
erations after its creation indicate the need to calibrate this balance. The 
known additions to the reliquary from after its initial creation suggest 
that Medusa’s deflecting role could have been too successful and lim-
ited David’s function. The later additions, the Virgin and Christ, the lion 
cameo, and the crown, all emphasize David’s eventual salvation. Without 
these additions, the viewer would have more difficulty seeing David 
through Medusa and recognizing his eventual salvation in the relic.84 
Instead, the message would stop with the warning against desire, not the 
redirection of desire.

The cameo of Medusa, as both amulet and as an image of a mon-
strous female, is critical in the functioning of the reliquary for a male 
viewer. 1 Corinthians 11:3 counseled, “The head of every man is Christ 
and the head of the woman is the man.” In the reliquary, this is reversed, 
and Medusa takes over the head of David. The viewer, seeing David’s sin 
as a model of his own desire, must recognize himself in David’s trans-
formed feminine visage. This inversion can only be rectified when the 
viewer, emulating David, turns away from his desire, renouncing the lux-
uria of both sex and wealth. When he does this, Medusa’s face on the 
cameo functions as an amulet, deflecting the viewer’s gaze to Christ. By 
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once again making Christ his “head,” he can eliminate Medusa’s hold 
and obtain salvation.
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