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T h e Monkeys & t h e Peddler

BONNIE YOUNGSenior Lecturer, The Cloisters

I= ;

"Simia is a Greek word meaning'withsquashed nostrils.' Hence, we
call monkeysthis, because they have turned-up noses anda hideous
countenance with wrinkles lewdlypuffing like bellows." From this
descriptionin a medieval bestiary, one would hardly rec-ognize the
suave and elegant group of animalsthat decorate both the inside and
outside ofthe fifteenth-century enameled beaker calledthe "monkey
cup" (Figures i, 2, 8) at TheCloisters. The same bestiary, however,
goeson to say: "They are called simia in the Latinlanguage because
people notice great simili-tude to human reason n them," and this
state-ment is peculiarly appropriate, because themonkeys on the cup
are indulging in very hu-* --;?1 !man actions. All around the
outside, a group,of monkeys rob a peddler asleep in the woods
5;_and then proceed to cavort among the trees, Yplaying with their
booty. On the inside, twomonkeys, standing upright like human
beings,are in the forest on a hunting expedition. Itlooks as though
the two areworking as a team,for one stalks the prey, blowing his
huntinghorn as his hounds pursue the chase, while theother slyly
approaches from the opposite di-rection and aims his bow and arrow
at thestags that are being driven toward him. k

I. The monkeycup. Flemish-Burgundian,1425-1450. Silver,
silver-gilt,and enamel,height 77 inches. The
CloistersCollection,52.50. Thecup was made in two pieces,
andunscrewsat the lowergilded band

44I
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2. The monkey cup
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In furtherpursuingthe "nature"of themonkey, statementsin
medieval bestiariesrange from such simple descriptionsas "amonkey
has no tail"-and the monkeysonthe cuparetailless, ike the Barbary
pe, thespeciesmost familiarto medievalEurope-to more complicated
toriessuchas the fol-lowing woconcerninghehuntingof theape,both
stemming rom classical ntiquity.Be-cause the monkey is like man and
imitateshim, the hunter,whenwantingto catchoneand knowingthe
monkeyis watching,putson a pairof bootsweightedwith lead, thentakes
them off and goes out of sight. Natu-rally, the monkey approaches
nd, copyingthe hunter,puts on the bootshimself;whenthe
hunterreturns,the monkey can escapeneither by runningnor by
climbinga treebecause he bootsare too heavy.Theotherstorytellsof
the mothermonkey:whenshe has twins,she loves the one childand
hatestheother.Hence,whenpursuedbythehunter,sheclasps heonesheloves
n herarmsand carriesheone she hates"roundherneckpickaback"..
sowhenshe is exhaustedand can no longerrun or wishesto
climbatree,"shehas to throwawaytheone shelovesand carries he one
shehateswilly-nilly."

In additionto compiling he naturalhis-toryof animals, he
bestiaries fteninterpretbeastsn termsof Christian llegory, nd
oth-er medieval writers also used animalssym-bolicallyto
illustratemoralteachings.Fromthe two storiesaboutthe huntingof the
ape,for instance, he monkeybecame he sinner,pursuedand at last
capturedby the devil.Through hemotherape,who wasoverlovingof her
"treasure" ndwas compared o the"impiouswho now
embracepleasuresandriches," he monkeybecameassociatedwiththe
avariciousrich and with riches in
gen-eral,particularlyll-gottenones.Eventually,throughsimilarmoralizations,he
monkeywas accused of being, among other things,vain,
curious,andfoolish,and in thislastca-pacityhe becamea sort of
courtjesterof theanimalkingdom.The animals,particularlythose on the
outsideof the cup, live up well

to thesecharacteristics.hey arevery muchinvolved with
ill-gottengains,greedilymak-ing off with the peddler'swares.They
studytheir booty with obviouscuriosity:one ad-mires himself n a
mirror,while othersper-formonmusicalnstruments ndshowoffbra-zenly
as they swingthroughthe trees, theiranticsrecallinghoseof the
courtjesteraswellasthoseof thelive
trainedmonkeyswhooftenaccompaniedhe medievalminstrel.A storyof
monkeysrobbinga peddlerdoesnot seemto occur n eitherclassical r
medi-evalliterature.H. W. Janson,n hisApesandApeLore,hassuggested
hat the figureof thepeddlermay have evolvedfrom that of
thehunterwhofirstusedboots,and aterpossiblymirrors
ndotherattractive rinketsikethosein a peddler's ack,to
trapthemonkeys,buta hunterwho succumbedo
sleepwhilewait-ingandthusenabled hemonkeys o turnthetableson him.
In a sceneon the base of thecup, bootsfigureprominently,or one
mon-key has turnedone of thepeddler'sbootsup-sidedownand is
lookingup into it; anothermonkeyholdshisnose,whileone in the
treehasput on the other boot.The whole dea
wasobviouslyanappealingone,and the fact that the apesrob a
peddlerseems particularly itting,
becausepeddlersweretraditionallyndowedwithmanyof thesame vices as
the monkeys,and was, in hisown way, the court jesterof the
merchantworld-a slickshowman, bit of a trickster,not always
acquiringhis wares by honestmeans,andplyingthemwith
enticingwordswithout too much regardto the quality
ofthemerchandise.udgingromhisreputation,given this particular
ituation,the majorityof peoplewouldhavebeenon the sideof
themonkeys.The earliestknownrepresentation f thesceneis in a
seriesof marginaldrawingsn afourteenth-century anuscript f the
Decre-tals of Gregory X, written n Italy but illu-minated n
England(Figure3). At first, themonkeyswatcha
peddlerrestingunderneatha tree; then,whenhe isdefinitelyasleep,
heyopen up hispackand starttakingthingsout;

443
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4:1 4k3. The monkeysand thepeddler.Marginal illustrations nthe
Smithfield Decretals,English, xiv century.Pagei8 x II74 inches.
BritishMuseum, MSRoyal io E. IV,

f I49, 149V, 150, 15ov, I5 . One of the monkeys sholdinga
tankard n itspaw, suggesting he causeof thepeddler's lumber
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the next threescenesshow the monkeysen-joying their loot: one
plays on a flute, onein the tree ooks n a mirror, nd severaldressup
in the peddler's lothes.

The theme was also familiar n the four-teenth century in the Low
Countries, oraround1375,underAlbertof Bavaria, ountof Hollandand
Hainaut,a series of frescoeswerecarried ut bythepainter"Loys"n
thecount'scastle,knownas LaSalle-le-Comte,nValenciennes.One sceneis
described nly asmerchierssinges-"merchantwithmonkeys"-
whichcertainly oundsas though t showedthe thievingmonkeys.Although
here is probablyno directcon-nection between this fresco and an
entremet(asort of pageant)presentedn the followingcenturyat the
court of the dukes of Bur-gundy,thetwo houseswerealliedby
marriageand, after 1433,the lands of the counts ofHollandand
Hainautbelonged o Burgundy.As partof
theextravagant,week-longestivi-ties in 1468 n celebration f the
marriage fDuke Charles he Bold to the English prin-cess,Margaret f
York,thestoryof themon-keysrobbing hepeddlerwasactedby
peoplecostumedas monkeys. It was described nthe memoirs f Olivierde
la Marche,maitred'hotel and captainof the guardof Charlesthe Bold-
who was alsoone of the personsnchargeof arrangementsor the
weddingfes-tivities.A hugetowerhad beenerected n thebanquethall,a
towerthatreached ll thewayto the ceiling;from the lower gate of
thistower came a singeso true to life that
thecompanywasamazed.Thenfollowedanotherand anotheruntil there were
seven in all: ofthese,onewasaladymonkey.Theywereverygraceful n
theirturnsandmovements; heyfound a mercierleepingnearhis
goods,andone monkeystole his flute and tambourineandbegan o
play,and another ook a mirror,and anothera comb,andin the end they
leftthe peddlerwith only a few possessions. hemonkeywith the
tambourineplayeda mo-risqueevidentlya kind of
morrisdance),anddancingthis morisquehey went all aroundthe tower
and returnedwhencethey came.The descriptionmmediatelybrings o
mind

the decoration f the Cloisters up- suchde-tailsas the monkeyat
the top with the drumandflute, the one with the combandmirror,and,
naddition, heallover ffectof
thelithe,gracefulmonkeysalmostdancingaround heexterior.

By farthe closestparallelso the designofthemonkeycuparetwoalmost
denticalFlor-entineengravingsFigures4, 5), datingfromaroundI470 to
I490, whichecho its decora-tion very closely.The posesof the
sleepingpeddlerand of the monkeyswho have re-movedhis hat andappear
o be pickingfleasfrom his hair are similar;althoughthe
ped-dler'spurseis still around his waist in theprints,on the cup
one monkeyhas alreadyremovedboth belt andpurse,andsits in
thetreeholdinga coin thathe has taken rom t.The monkeys ookinginto
the upside-downboot arealmostexactlyalikein the cup andprints; n
all three,there s a monkeyplayinga drumand flute at the topof the
tree,mon-keys looking in mirrorsand combingtheirhair and
hangingfrom branches,and thereare the same sort of belts,purses,and
othertrinkets tolen fromthe samekind of wickerbasket.At the top of
the cup there s a smallrectangular bject with tasselsat the
lowercorners, n whicharerings, lowers, ndroundgolden
objects,probablybells;a similarban-nerappearsn one print.If this
occurred n-ly on the cup, one might wonderhopefullywhether t
wassomesort of badge hat couldhelp to identifythe owner;but if it
is com-paredto Figure6, a monkeywearing uch aplacard
roundhisneck,it wouldappear hatthis might be a peddler's ign or his
samplecard.

There s onemajordifference:n theprints,the peddler leepsat the
trunk of a realtreewhile,onthecup,thetree turns nto apatternof
delicate eaves, ikescrollwork.A detailinone of the printsthat is
not included n thecup gives a new insight into the monkey-peddler
relationship,or an empty jug liesbeside the peddler'shat. An
Italianinscrip-tion at the bottomof the otherprintis evenmore
explicit: "Sleepfast, masterpieterlin,we shallempty your purseand
your basket

445
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4, 5. Themonkeysandthepeddler.Italian(Florence),about 1470-1490.
Engravings, he one on the lefthand-colored,heights ii14 x 84
inchesand Ilo8 x7516 inches. Topkapi Serayi Museum, Istanbul, H.
2153,f.I45; British Museum

6. Monkey as a peddler. Marginal illustration n a Bookof Hours,
English, 1300-1325. Page 64 x 4 inches.British Museum, Harlean MS
6563, f. 100
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so that you may travel light. May your quickhand and the wine in
your head guide you."It seems that the peddler on the cup, too,
isin a drunken stupor, for the monkeys obvi-ously have no fear of
waking him up, and areactually in the processof taking off his
clothes.The prints are not only several decadeslaterin date, but
rather crude and simplified ver-sions of the theme on the outside
of the mon-key cup. So the prints were definitely not thesource of
the cup's design. Were they inspiredby the cup itself or one
similar to it? An entryin the 1464 inventory of Piero de Medici
givessome support to the possibility, for the Mediciowned a
beakerwithasilver-gilt foot and coverthat was completely enameled
inside and outwith a 'fiera" of monkeys. The wordfiera hasbeen
variously translated as "fair," "farce,"and "market,"and any of
these could describethe type of activity our monkeys are engagedin.
According to the inventory, the monkeyswere enameled in white on a
blue ground.Our cup's design, to be sure, is enameledprimarily in
variations of white and slightlybluish gray, but against a
background thatgives an initial impressionof being blackrath-er
than blue. Under certain lights, however,the
background-particularly in the interior- does seem dark blue.

The concensus today is that the cup wasmade around 1425 to I450
in a workshop inthe Low Countries for the Burgundian
court.According to their expense accounts, by thelate fourteenth
century the dukes of Bur-gundy were ordering from a number of
Flem-ish goldsmiths, and though they still patron-ized
Parisianworkshops, as the fifteenth cen-tury progressed they tended
to order moreand more from goldsmiths of such cities asBruges,
Brussels, and Ghent. An inventorymade for Duke Charles the Bold of
Burgundyafter the death of his father in I467 lists vari-ous
objects in silver, silver-gilt, and enamelthat sound as if they had
decoration similarto the cup's. Several luxurious vessels
withenameled lids appear: on one lid was a mon-key, on another a
woman riding a bear; an-other cover had strange beasts, and
anotherhad "personages"enameled in white on blue.

There was also an item described as a gobletof silver-gilt
worked inside and out: "insideis a child seated on a monkey and
other per-sonages, and outside, personageswith pairsofherons."

The fact that the monkey cup or one verymuch like it belonged to
the Medici presentsno problem, nor do the two Italian engrav-ings,
because there were close connections be-tween Flanders and Italy at
this time, fromboth an artistic and an economic point ofview. For
instance, the Burgundian dukes or-dered many rich Italian textiles
from Italianmerchants in Bruges. The cup mentioned inthe Medici
inventory could have been a giftfrom some prosperous Florentine
resident inFlanders, or the Medici could well have af-forded -and
would probably have been eagerto import-such a fascinating object.
As forthe prints, the use of pieterlinin the inscrip-tion instead
of an Italian version of the nameindicates that the engraver knew,
or at leastassumed, that the idea originated north ofthe Alps.The
technique used for the monkey cup isreferred to as painted enamel,
for the enamelwas applied freely, like paint, over a metalbase
without the aid of cloisons or grooves,or even the incised patterns
used in earliertransparentbasse-tailleenamels. In the case ofthe
cup, opaque enamel was used, with thedark background laid over a
lightly scoredsilver base, and the design painted over it.This
method of enamelingwasevidently some-what of an innovation for the
time, a fore-runner of the techniques developed in Veniceand
Limoges in the late fifteenth century.

There is a relatively small group of paintedenamels still in
existence that have been re-lated to the monkey cup. Of these,
three arestrikingly similar- a medallion (Figure 15)and two spoons
(Figures 9, Io). Some of theothers, like the beaker in Figure 12,
are dec-orated with birds and animals; in these thecreaturesare
reminiscent of the birdsand ani-mals on the monkey cup and spoons,
but asidefrom this they give a very different
overallimpression.Like the cup, the three closely related ob-

7. Detail of the monkey cup
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8. Interior f themonkeyup

LEFT:9, Io. Two spoons. Netherlandish-Burgundian,irst half of
thexv century.Paintedenamel, lengths67 and 912 inches.Museumof Fine
Arts, Boston, Helen and Alice ColburnFund, 51.2472;Victoriaand
AlbertMuseum, C 2-1935ii. Beaker"pokal") nddetail.Paintingn Das
HallescheHeiltum,1520s.Heightofpainting 13
inches.Schlossbibliothek,

Aschaffenburg,Germany,MS14, f 329VI1
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jects are enameledon both sides, primarilyin grisailleon a dark
background ariouslydescribedas black,dark blue, or midnightblue.
One otherpiece that seemsvery closeto themonkeycupisa
covered"pokal" Fig-ure i), of which a painting and descriptionwere
ncluded n aninventoryof the treasuryat Halle made
orCardinalAlbrechtof Bran-denburg in the i52os. Like the cup in
theMedici inventory, it is describedas beingenameledn whiteonblue;
histime,however,the bluewasqualified s a darkor dull blue.Almosta
trademark f thisgroup s a dis-tinctive motif enameledon the
insideof themonkeycup:a beautifulwhite andgoldstyl-izedcloudband
romwhich ssuebothgoldenraysand drops.It appearson the medallionand
spoons,and althoughno cloudscan beseen n thepaintingof thepokal,
herearethesameraysanddrops.The group s
unitedbyothersimilarities,uch as the cup'scliffsandgraceful ittle
clumpsof trees, enameled
ngoldenbrownandgray,whichalsooccuronthespoons ndthepokal.The headof
theped-dler,too, is almostan olderedition of thatofthe
Christchildon the medallion: he samecurlyhair,
argeears,heavy-lidded yes, andbroadnose and chin;and the
samestippledbuildingup of enamelwasusedto create ex-ture in the
peddler's lothesand those wornby the manon the reverseof the
medallion.Another actorthat sets the decoration fthe cup,
spoons,and pokal apartfromotherpaintedenamelsof this periodis that
theirdecorations narrative ather handecorative.On one spoon (Figure
io), a monkey, a closerelativeof thoseon the cup, ridesa stag;onthe
other(Figure9), a fox preacheso a flockof geese,asanother oxsneaks
ut fromunderthe pulpitand seizesthe neck of one of thelisteners. n
the topenameledbandof thepo-kal, a naked ady, possiblya wild
womanoreven a representationfVenus, sridinga
fan-tasticanimalresembling lionin pursuitof astag,asa
monkeygrabsherspear;around hebasea nakedwoman s againseen,with
whatappear o be hairywild men or wodehouses.These ceneshavemuch
hesame ortof down-to-earth,popularappealas that of the mon-

keys and peddler,and this type of subjectevidentlydelighted
henobilityaswellasthelowerclasses.Suchrather asciviousdetailsasthe
disrobing f the drunkenpeddler,or thegoings-onhintedat by the
nudewomanandwildmen- particularly henpresented s ele-gantlyas on
the enamels-must have been awelcomechangefor court circlesfrom
themore raditionalpisodes f romantic hivalryandthemesof courtly
ove.At least one of the vesselsdescribed n thedukeof Burgundy's
nventorysoundsas if itrepresentedboth the type of decorationonthe
monkeycup and courtscenes: he insidewasworkedwith "achildseatedon a
monkeyandotherpersonages,ndoutside,personageswithpairsof
herons."The description f thiscup'sexterior ouldalsobeapplied o
anotherenameledbeaker of the same shapeas themonkeycup, but known
oday only througha laterpaintingby Rogerde GaignieresFig-ure 13).
Compare the vigor -almost rowdiness-of the monkey
cup'sdecorationwith thistypicalcourtly cene: legantmen
andwomenstrollamid ittle clumpsof trees ike
thoseonourcup.Thisdecorations very much n theInternational tyle,
whichreflected he tasteof court circlesthroughoutwesternEuropein
the latefourteenth ndearlyfifteenthcen-turies.

Although he monkey-cup roupof enam-els (except the
medallion)breakawayfromtheInternational tyleinsubjectmatter,
ty-listically they have severalfeatures hat re-flect it. Their
animals, or example,arelikethose in the sketchbooks f the
ItaliansGio-vanninidi GrassiandPisanello,andthe cliffsandclumps f
treesappearmanytimes nman-uscriptsand paintingsof this
earlierperiod.Themedallion asbeenassociated ith twoof
themostbeautifulmanuscriptsf the Fran-co-Netherlandishmanifestation
f the Inter-nationalStyle, for the Virginand Child hasbeencomparedo
miniaturesn both he BellesHeuresndthe
TresRichesHeures,lluminatedaround I410 to I4I5 by the three
Limbourgbrothers.The face and hair of the peddleralsorecall he
rather leshy acesandcarefullycurledhair of some of the men in the
Belles

450

I2. Beaker.Burgundian ?), xvcentury.Painted enamel, heightii
inches. KunsthistorischesMuseum, Vienna,no. 88
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13. Beaker.WatercoloryRogerdeGaignieres (I 645-17 5),
French.Bodleian Library, Oxford,MSGough Drawings- Gaignieress6,f.
63

14. The Large Gardenof Love, bythe Master of the GardensofLove
(activeduring hefirsthalfof the xv century).Engraving,8X6 x 116
inches.
Kupferstich-kabinett,StaatlichenMuseen,Berlin.Photograph:WalterSteinkopf

1-
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15. Medallion. Flemish-Burgundian, arlyxv
century.Paintedenamel,diameter 2 inches. The Walters Art Gallery,
Baltimore, 44.462

I6. St. Georgeand the Dragon. From theBelles Heuresof the Duke
of Berry,illuminatedby the
Limbourgbrothers,Franco-Netherlandish,bout 1410. Page9s x
6%inches.The CloistersCollection,54.I.I, f. 67

17. Knight, by the Master of the Mount ofCalvary(active
duringthefirst half ofthe xv century).Engraving,66 x
3Yinches.BritishMuseum
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Heures (Figure I6), and the leafy scrollworkon the monkey cup
and the back of one of thespoons is reminiscent of the gold-leaf
traceryin the backgrounds of illuminations in bothmanuscripts.In
style the enamels also recall Northernengravings, especially
earlier ones still verymuch in the International tradition, and
be-lieved to be of Franco-Burgundian origin.For example, an
engraving of aknight (Figure17) by the Master of the Mount of
Calvarysuggests in an exaggerated way the face andcurled hair of
St. George in the BellesHeures(Figure 16), and also resembles the
peddlerand the medallion's Christ child and beardedman. An
engraving by the Master of the Gar-dens of Love (Figure 14) has the
same sortof birds and tree clumps as the monkey-cupgroup, and the
same elegant costumes andgeneral atmosphere as the beakerin the
Gaig-nieres drawing.

It is interesting that the technique of mak-ing impressionson
paper from engraved me-tallic plates was emerging in Europe at
justabout the time the monkey cup was made. Infact, some of the
firstengraverswere probablyalsogoldsmiths.The scrollworkpatterns of
thecup's background are similar to the alloverpatterns frequently
incised on metalwork. Anengraving (Figure 18) by Master E. S.
(whoevidently was also a goldsmith) has a scroll-work
backgroundagainst which, riding a uni-corn, is a naked lady very
much like the ladyon the pokal. The animals, birds, and wildpeople
on the painted enamels are also likethose represented on playing
cards of the fif-teenth century, engraved by Master E. S.and
others.

Some engravings very probably served asgoldsmiths' patterns: the
stiff animals on thebeaker in Figure 12, for example, could
havebeen derived from such a source.But the moresinuous, fluid
quality of the decoration on themonkey cup suggests that its
designerused anoriginaldrawingor even a miniaturepainting.One
cannot help wondering whether it mayhave been the
goldsmith-enameler himselfwho created the design of the monkey
cup,aswell ascarryingout its decoration with suchamazing technical
skill.

18. Ornament anel with a tournamentbetweena man and a woman,by
Master E. S. (active duringthe mid-xv century).Engraving,2 x 3Y
inches.From Die Kupferstichedes MeistersE. S.(Berlin, I924) by Max
Geisberg

453
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NOTES AND REFERENCESA sequence of fox scenes in the English
four-teenth-century Decretals have been identified asscenes
relating to the Roman de Renard.This talerecounts how Renard (the
fox) is called to curethe lion, King Noble, and among the things
heuses for this is a special herb that he had stolenfrom a pilgrim
sleeping under a tree in the forest.It has been suggested that
there may have beensome oral tradition, in England at least,
connect-ing Renard to the monkeys and the peddler, atradition that
was echoed much later in a popularseventeenth-century literary
composition. If sucha connection was intended in the Decretals,
itwould seem to be more of a spur-of-the-momentidea, for Renard is
shown curing the king, notrobbing the pilgrim; furthermore, the
monkey-and-peddler scenes are widely separated from thefox scenes,
while other scenes of an episodicnature seem to be together.

H. W. Janson, Apes and Ape Lore in the MiddleAges and the
Renaissance(London, 1952).

H. Kohlhaussen,"Niederlindisch Schmelzwerk"in Jahrbuch der
PreussischenKunstsammlungen52(1931), PP. I53ffLilian M. C. Randall,
Images in the Margins ofGothic Manuscripts (Berkeley and Los
Angeles,1966).K. Varty, "Reynard the Fox and the
SmithfieldDecretals" in Journal of the Warburg and Cour-tauld
Institutes 26 (1963), pp. 347-354.Philippe Verdier, "A Medallion of
the 'AraCoeli' and the Netherlandish Enamels of the Fif-

teenth Century" in Journal of the Walters ArtGallery24 (I96I),
pp. 9-37.T. H. White, The Book of Beasts (London,

I954).

19. Detail of the monkeycup
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