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Dynastic wars, rebellions, peasant revolts, and religious wars proliferated in late medieval and
early modern Europe. Many of these conflicts were long wars that devastated entire regions over
protracted periods. The work under review presents a new collection of essays exploring
contemporary literary and artistic sources responding to these wars. The editors of this collective
volume point out that Europeans experienced “almost constant wars” from the fifteenth through
seventeenth centuries (p. 1). The volume is organized into three geographically based sections
considering war narratives in France, Spain and its empire, and the Netherlands in the late
medieval and early modern periods.

Violence, Trauma, and Memory lies at the intersection of trauma studies and memory studies.
Although the field of trauma studies has been concentrated on psychological trauma in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Alexandra Onuf and Nicholas Ealy argue that “trauma is
not a phenomenon limited to the modern period, as psychological wounding—and the witnessing
that comes from it in literature, visual culture, and historical records—transcends time and place”
(p- 8)- The editors point out that Sigmund Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) is seen as
the “foundational text” in trauma studies, yet Freud himself interpreted a key early modern text,
Torquato Tasso’s Jerusalem Delrvered (1591), in order to expose the repetitive nature of traumatic
experiences (pp. 4-5).[17] Medieval and early modern sources, the editors suggest, can indeed be
read using recent approaches to trauma studies that build on Freud’s insight, especially when
brought into dialogue with studies of historical memory.[27] The editors draw on historical
studies examining constructions of collective memory and processes of public commemoration,
which have been heavily influenced by Pierre Nora's methodologies and particularly his concept
of lieux de mémoire. 37 However, the editors follow Anne Rigney’s critical responses to Nora,
asserting that “lieux de mémoire might themselves be less stable entities than Nora assumed” (p.
7).[47] The volume might have considered even broader extensions and criticisms of Pierre
Nora's extremely influential approaches to historical memory.[5]

In chapter one, Kimberly Lifton ofters a close reading of Colins de Beaumont’s poem “On the
Crécy Dead,” which contemplates the bodies of thousands of French noblemen killed at the battle
of Crécy (August 1346). Colins de Beaumont served as a herald in the aftermath of the battle and
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seems to have used his poetry to consider the meaning of death in battle. Lifton finds that “in
drawing on the honor system as a framework for understanding the trauma of war, Colins de
Beaumont participates in a wider movement within the French nobility to reform chivalry during
the Hundred Years” War” (p. 37). Lifton concludes that the poem became part of the mourning
process and a provided a means of “communal processing” (pp. 38-39).

Charles-Louis Morand-Métivier analyzes poems written by Charles, duc d’Orléans (1394-1465),
a French nobleman and member of the royal family who was captured at the battle of Agincourt
in 1415 and then imprisoned for twenty-five years in England. Chapter two considers how “the
traumatic experiences of his forced captivity” shaped Charles d’Orléans’s poetry and related to
broader collective trauma of the entire French population after the military disaster at Agincourt
(pp. 50-51). Morand-Métivier attempts to read Charles’s position in captivity through the lens of
“prison writing.” This seems problematic, however, given Charles d’Orléans’s privileged position
as a great nobleman and a political prisoner. The chapter’s exploration of Charles d’Orléans’s
poetic exchanges with Philippe III, duc de Bourgogne, is intriguing (pp. 56-60). While the
chapter presents this poetic correspondence as a way for Charles d’Orléans to work through his
personal trauma, it could instead be understood as a form of diplomatic engagement.

Kathleen Long examines the dead and the grotesque in early seventeenth-century French
literature in chapter three. She considers the problem of representing the religious wars and
confronting the royal policy of oubliance (forgetting the past) in religious peaces, which provided
amnesty for combatants except for those accused of atrocities. Drawing on the work of Mack P.
Holt and other historians of the religious wars, Long argues that “the threat of this violence
proliferating precisely because of such silencing was an accurate assessment of the eftect of these
edicts, which seemed to lead perpetually to yet more wars” (p. 68). She emphasizes that
“hyperviolent genres of writing” including /hzstoires tragiques, classical tragedies, epics, and lyrical
poems all “evoked the horror of the wars, directly or indirectly” (p. 69). The chapter focuses on
the relationships between the monstrous in French literature and the grotesque ornamental style
in art. In a key passage, Théodore Agrippa d’Aubigné’s Les Tragiques (1616) depicts Catherine
de’ Medici as possessed by Satan and consumed with her project of building the Tuileries Palace,
while obscuring the reality of mass murder during the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre.
Meanwhile, L’Isle des hermaphrodites (1605) presents a satirical image of a magnificent palace that
has a “mysterious interior” that is seemingly devoid of living people. Both texts present
disturbing imagery of royal palaces that effectively unsettles sovereignty. Long concludes that
“both the epic poem Les Tragiques and the novel UIsle des hermaphrodites evoke the grotesque
aesthetics of designs such as those of Vredeman de Vries to convey the horror not only of the
French Wars of Religion but also of the projects designed to both cover over them and justity
them” (p. 87).

Nicholas Ealy provides an interpretation of desire and conflict in Fernando de Rojas’s Celestina
(1502) in chapter four. Ealy’s analysis focuses on the star-crossed lovers Calisto and Melibea,
who both die tragically in this work, and on Melibea’s father Pleberio, who suffers from his
daughter’s suicidal death. Ealy also explores the figure of Cupid, god of desire, as attacking
human lovers with his bow and arrows, and leaving deep wounds. “Such a confluence of wounding
and war in Celestina finds a theoretical parallel in contemporary approaches to the study of
trauma, first arising in the twentieth century as a means of explaining the ‘nervous disorders’,
similar to the anxiety and terror of the Picatrix, experienced by soldiers after the horrors of
battle” (p. 99).
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In chapter five, Ivan Gracia-Arnau considers royalist and rebel printed propaganda during the
Catalan Revolt, also known as the War of the Reapers (1640-1652). He juxtaposes conflicting
accounts of the initial popular insurrection in Barcelona on 7 June 1640, during which the viceroy
of Spain either died or was murdered. Gracia-Arnau’s methodology stresses the importance of
“paying attention to the representations of the violence carried out by the armed crowd. The
main aim is to identify what was hidden, what was exaggerated, and what was manipulated in
the narratives written during the Catalan revolt” (p. 118).

Covadonga Lamar Prieto’s essay (chapter six) assesses trauma and postmemory of Martin
Cortés’s uprising in New Spain in 1565.[67] This is the only essay in the volume to consider
European empires and geographic regions beyond Europe. Prieto focuses on an eyewitness
account by Juan Sudrez de Peralta of the trial and execution of nobles who participated in the
revolt, as well as a later account by Luis de Sandoval Zapata that depicts the events very
differently. The essay considers how criolloidentity played an important role in the revolt. Martin
Cortés and his followers were criollos (Spanish colonial elites who had been born in New Spain)
who aimed to promote a patriotic attachment to New Spain, which Sudrez de Peralta’s text helped
articulate. By the time Sandoval Zapata wrote his account in the seventeenth century, “there was
already a sense of a colonial past, both for Europeans and criollos” (p. 151).

Art historian Rachel Wise examines Hendrick Goltzius’s Lucretia series of four engravings in
chapter seven, offering a political reading of the prints. The Lucretia engravings were composed
and executed in 1578-1580, as the Union of Utrecht (1579) was being negotiated and
implemented. Wise argues that “Portraying Lucretia’s account as a series...allowed Glotzius to
explicate and draw parallels between Lucretia’s narrative and the Dutch Revolt” (p. 169). The
engravings depict a banquet scene, Lucretia and her handmaidens spinning, the rape of Lucretia,
and finally her suicide. The chapter contextualizes the Lucretia engravings through a discussion
of sexual violence and political abuse in the Dutch Revolt, drawing on Amanda Pipikin’s
impressive recent study of rape in the Dutch Republic.[77] Rape metaphors and accusations of
rape and pillage by Spanish troops abound in contemporary Dutch pamphlets, prints, and medals,
such as through the figure of the Maid of Holland. Wise concludes that “out of the ravishing and
suicide of Lucretia, a new republic was born, thus offering an overriding message of optimism to
the war-torn city of Haarlem and, more broadly, to the rebels” (p. 187).

In the final essay (chapter eight), Alexandra Onuf offers an art historical analysis of Claes
Visscher’s landscape print series, Regiunculae et Villae et Villae Aliquot Ducatus Brabantiae (1612).
Onuf argues that Visscher’s prints were far more than simple landscape scenes of Brabant, since
the prints were produced during the Twelve Years’ Truce (1609-1621), a precarious peace
between the nascent Dutch Republic and the Spanish monarchy. The chapter emphasizes that
“Initially, many celebrated the Twelve Years’ Truce not just because of the cessation of hostilities,
but also because it offered the prospect of a newly peaceful and united Netherlands” (p. 204).
Allegorical figures and maps of Belgica (often depicted as a lion) continued to be popular, often
depicting a unified Netherlands. Onuf links Visscher’s bucolic landscapes of Brabant to this
broader nostalgia for a lost peaceful countryside as it had presumably existed prior to the Dutch
Revolt. Of course, Protestant exiles in the Dutch Republic could not return to Brabant in the
southern Netherlands, which were under Spanish rule. As a result, Onuf concludes, “these images
of Brabant could serve as the visual loci of memory upon which to imagine new identities and
places of community in the Dutch Republic” (p. 220).
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Violence, Trauma, and Memory succeeds in bringing together disparate lines of research on trauma
and memory in medieval and early modern French, Spanish, and Dutch literary and artistic
sources. Many of the essays utilize common approaches to trauma, drawing on recent
psychological studies of trauma and wounds. Employing more anthropological, historical, and
sociological approaches to war, violence, and trauma might have offered a broader array of
methodological tools for reading medieval and early modern sources.[87] Histories of war and
modern memory could have offered different perspectives on the experiences of war, the
construction of wartime memories, and the commemorations of wars.[97] Nonetheless, this
collective volume signals that medieval and early modern literary scholars and art historians are
actively considering violence, war, and trauma in new ways.
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