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And in this he showed me a little thing, the quantity 
of a hazelnut, lying in the palm of my hand, it seemed, 
and it was as round as any ball. I looked thereupon 
with the eye of my understanding, and I thought, 
‘What may this be?’ And it was answered generally 
thus: ‘It is all that is made’.

Julian of Norwich1
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THE BOXWOOD CARVERS OF  
THE LATE GOTHIC NETHERLANDS
Frits Scholten

‘INGENIOUS LITTLE APPLES’ AND LITTLE WOODEN NUTS

When the immensely rich Dutch tapestry weaver and 
diplomat Pieter Spiering (1594/96−1652) died he left 
a large art collection in his Vijversteyn country house 
in Rijswijk, just outside The Hague.2 It included a very 
curious little object that he had bought from the estate 
of his deceased father François (c. 1576−1631), which 
was described in 1653 as ‘a little wooden apple which 
can be opened in two halves, the interior with four 
little wings that can be opened, very artfully made, 
for which the [owner’s] late father had been offered 
one hundred pounds sterling in England, and for that 
reason it is estimated at ten hundred guilders here’.3 
Around the same time there was a similar object in 
the collection of the Arnhem nobleman Joost van 
Cranevelt (before 1615−1662), which in a manuscript 
description the owner called ‘an ingenious apple, 
carved from boxwood’.4 Both apples must have been 
extremely costly heirlooms. The very high valuation 
of 1,000 guilders was equal to half the value of 
Spiering’s entire print collection, and in 1633  
Van Cranevelt devoted a twenty-page study to his, 
which had been in his family for generations.5

 Van Cranevelt’s ‘ingenious apple’ has survived, 
so we know exactly what he was talking about.6 It is 
a small wooden ball with a diameter of 65 millimeters 
decorated all around with an intricate openwork pattern 
of regularly interlaced Gothic air bladder motifs, 
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behind which there is a hollow space [FIG. 1]. This 
tracery work is interrupted in the middle by a double 
molded collar containing carved Latin texts that run 
around the entire circumference. A hinge and clasp 
enable the ‘little apple’ to be opened up into two 
halves like a spherical box or booklet. The top half 
contains two semicircular little doors adorned with 
thinly carved scenes in circular reliefs, which hinge 
open to the sides to reveal a very delicately carved 
scene with numerous minuscule figures on several 
receding levels [FIG. 2]. The bottom half of the apple 
originally had a singular round door that hinged 
downwards to reveal a similar scene, as is the case 
with a prayer nut in Munich [FIG. 3]. Around both 
scenes, which depict events from the life of Mary 
Magdalen, there are text borders with fitting Latin 
inscriptions in a Gothic textura. The Gothic meshwork, 
the lettering and the style of carving date this ‘prayer 
apple’ to the late Middle Ages. Around sixty-five of 
these apple-shaped Gothic micro-sculptures survive 
today, and although there are variations in size and 
the complexity of construction and finish, they all 
broadly follow the same principle of two hinged 
hemispheres containing incredibly small religious 
scenes, some of them with accom panying Latin  
(and very occasionally Middle Dutch) texts.
 The use of the word ‘apple’ was inspired first and 
foremost by the shape, for other spherical shapes 
were referred to as apples in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries.7 For instance, the little ball that was 
hung as a weight on the hood of a cope was called a 
pomellum,8 and the scent balls that had been carried 
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on belts, rosaries and in clothing since the fifteenth 
century were called pommes d’ambre in French, 
which was bastardized into ‘pomander’ in both 
Dutch and English and rendered into German as 
Bisamapfel [FIG. 67].9 The suspicion that there was also 
a functional connection between those ‘cosmetic’ 
pomanders and the boxwood prayer apples through 
the insertion of an aromatic substance in the hollow 
space between the carved scenes and the external 
Gothic meshwork is as yet unproven, although some 
of the inscription on the micro-carvings do allude to 
pleasant aromas.10

 The historical name of ‘apple’ for such boxwood 
devotional objects may also have incorporated an 
association with the forbidden fruit of Paradise, not 
in the sense of the Fall of Man but, quite the reverse, 
of salvation history: the covenant between God and 
mankind that was restored by Christ’s sacrifice on 
the Cross after the disobedience of the first human 
couple. This is illustrated by the many late medieval 
Andachtsbilder of the Christ Child and the Virgin in 
their roles as the new Adam and Eve, with an apple 
as the central motif [FIG. 4].11 That association is sup-
ported by the fact that the boxwood ‘prayer apples’ 
were used in the personal practice of prayer,  
and that most of them are connected with subjects  
from salvation history.12 In addition, apples play a 
prominent part in Dutch devotional literature for the 
laity in this period, in which flowers and fruit in a 
garden are regularly presented as symbol ways of 
participating in Christ’s Passion. In the popular little 
book titled Die geestelicke boomgaert der vruchten 
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daer die devote siel haer versadicht vanden vruchten 
der passien Christi (The spiritual fruit garden where 
the devout soul is satiated with the fruit of Christ’s 
Passion), which was reprinted seven times between 
1515 and 1546, the believer’s soul is led past three 
gardens from Christ’s Passion.13 In Pilate’s garden it 
is invited to pluck or pick up the surfeit of apples 
and eat them under the eye of the captive Jesus 
(‘Ecce homo’) [FIG. 5]. ‘In the first I [Christ] shall invite 
you, my beloved bride [the soul], to eat of this noble 
tree which is heavy with abundant fruit that is so 
pleasing to the eye and that is coloured red and is 
called the Emmer [amber] apple.’14

 The modern name for these prayer apples is 
derived from the fruit of another tree, the walnut. 
This designation − prayer nut, gebedsnoot, noix de 
chapelet, Betnuss – also dates from the sixteenth 
century, although it is rarely used in the written 
sources from that period. One example is found in  
an entry recording two ‘nuez de madera’ with micro-
carving in the 1548 inventory of the Spanish marchio-
ness Mencía de Mendoza y Fonseca (1508−1554).15 
She undoubtedly obtained those ‘wooden nuts’ in 
the Netherlands, where she lived for some time after 
her marriage to Count Hendrik III of Nassau (1438−1538). 
He was one of the leading Netherlandish nobles at 
the court of Emperor Charles V, and the couple lived 
by turns in Breda, Brussels and Turnhout between 
1530 and 1539.16 A hundred years later the Bishop of 
Tournai (Doornik) stipulated in his will that he was to 
be buried with a ‘noix’ containing a depiction of the 
Crucifixion.17 The association of such devotional 
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objects with walnuts came from the medieval notion 
that they were a symbol of Christ, with the outer 
husk standing for the Passion, the hard shell for the 
strength of faith, and the kernel for Christ’s divinity.18 
The names ‘nut’ and ‘prayer nut’ may be due to micro-
carvings in real nuts and pits, which was a specialty 
of southern German peasants and craftsmen.19 The 
delicately carved hazelnuts from Oberammergau 
were being singled out for praise as early as 1508 by 
the Florentine Francesco Vettori.20 The term ‘prayer 
nut’ only really took hold in the nineteenth century, 
weakening the typological and etymological ties 
with the late medieval little apples and pomanders 
in the process.21 

BOXWOOD

The one thing that most of these miniature objects 
have in common, apart from their apple shape and 
breathtakingly delicate decoration, is the material 
from which they are made. Boxwood (Buxus semper-
virens) is a heavy and compact but also very 
delicately structured kind of wood that is ideal for 
small carved and turned work. Affordances that 
were recognized at an early date include the fact 
that it takes on an evenly soft and tactile surface 
when polished or frequently handled.22 In classical 
antiquity, for instance, polished boxwood tablets 
were used for learning how to draw and paint, as 
Pliny writes in his life of the Greek painter Pamphilus.23 
A fourteenth-century French source states that the 
wood was a popular material for writing tablets 
(‘tables pour escrire’), statuettes (‘ymages de buix’; 
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FIG. 6) and containers for storing herbs (‘boites qui 
sont bonnes a garder espices’).24 John Evelyn, the 
well-known seventeenth-century English diarist, 
listed some other uses to which it was put: measuring 
and musical instruments, combs [FIG. 7], nutcrackers, 
pestles and chess pieces.25 Because boxwood grows 
slowly the trunks are never very thick, and that partly 
determines the small size of the objects that are made 
from it. In the Netherlands the wood has wrongly 
been referred to since the Middle Ages (and still is) 
as ‘palm wood’, which may be intended to suggest 
that it came from the Holy Land. According to medieval 
sources, such as Jacob da Voragine’s Legenda aurea, 
Petrus Comestor’s Historia scholastica and Johannes 
Brugman, a well-known fifteenth-century preacher 
from Nijmegen, the Cross was made partly from palm 
wood.26 In reality, most boxwood came from north-
western France until around 1600, from Picardy and 
Normandy in particular.
 In its applications and popularity in the late 
Middle Ages boxwood closely resembled the more 
exotic and even more expensive ivory, However, 
whereas ivory was often partly polychromed, most 
boxwood objects from the period were either not 
painted at all or only lightly, which is an indication of 
the intrinsic value that was put on the material. The 
lack of polychromy on the outside of prayer nuts and 
other boxwood products could be associated with 
the use and tactility of the wood, which is lost when 
it is painted, but that of course does not apply to the 
minuscule scenes on the inside. There, though, poly-
chromy would have detracted from legibility, quite 
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apart from the difficulty of effectively coloring such 
tiny and complex scenes.27 The monochrome nature 
of these devotional objects, on the other hand, could 
stimulate the imagination of the meditating user to 
‘color’ the scenes in his or her mind’s eye.28

THE ‘ADAM DIRCKSZ WORKSHOP’

Another common feature of most prayer nuts is their 
style, which was pointed out in Leeuwenberg’s trail-
blazing article of 1968.29 He was the first to pose the 
question of the origins, manufacture and dating of 
these remarkable micro-carvings. In the process he 
noted a high degree of stylistic consistency in the 
pieces known to him. He pointed out that several 
prayer nuts had Dutch inscriptions, and that one in 
Copenhagen is actually signed ‘Adam Theodrici me 
fecit’ [FIG. 8].30 He converted the name into the Dutch 
‘Adam Dircksz’, and concluded that this Dircksz was 
responsible for an entire group of prayer nuts and 
related devotional objects. Since then, though, the 
prevailing opinion is that these micro-carvings were 
not the work of a single artist but must have been 
produced in one or more workshops in or near the 
Low Countries.31 Leeuwenberg’s attribution to a single 
maker may have been too heavily influenced by a 
slightly old-fashioned art history that focused  
pre dominantly on individuals artists and too little  
on the identification of workshops and other forms  
of association, but it warrants reconsideration.
 That is because careful study has indicated that  
the bulk of the prayer nuts, and that of many other 
micro-sculptures as well, such as miniature taber-
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nacles [FIG. 9] and altarpieces [FIG. 10], do indeed form 
a stylistically and technically homogeneous group 
distinguished by a craving for detail that testifies to 
a certain horror vacui, but also by a spatial approach 
to stage management and exploitation of depth along 
sight lines through vistas [FIG. 11].32 It is true that some 
scenes are worked up in far more detail than others, 
with more complex compositions and many more 
figures, but that points to a higher class of luxury 
rather than to different makers [FIG. 12, and cf. FIG. 3]. 
Ingenious and effective variation was made with  
a number of personages and motifs within this sty-
listically coherent group.33 Although almost all the 
objects are very original there is a certain amount of 
standardization. The models and size of the prayer 
nuts are fairly constant, ranging from around 30 to 
approximately 65 millimeters in diameter. The carvers 
tended to vary the Gothic openwork tracery, depend-
ing on the size of the nut, although sometimes it was 
repeated literally. The turning, drilling and carving of 
the outer shape was more or less standardized work 
that could easily be done by one or more assis tants 
working from existing patterns.34 Such a flexible, effi- 
cient way of working in a homogeneous style and in 
one kind of material indicates a specialist workshop 
headed by a single craftsman responsible for the 
artistic side of the work.35 To put it another way, the 
small scale of the objects and the bespoke execution 
also required a small-scale operation which from 
now on we shall call the ‘Adam Dircksz workshop’, 
and which could perhaps best be compared to that 
of a silversmith or miniaturist [FIGS. 13, 14].36 The work-
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shop was active in the first three decades of the  
sixteenth century, with its heyday between 1510  
and 1525,37 and in view of its specialist nature was  
probably located in a large city.38

 Study of all the surviving objects from the shop 
leave one with the impression of an erudite, inventive 
and innovative environment organized by someone 
with a modern, self-assured vision of the practice of 
art. Given the complexity of the designs, Dircksz and 
his assistants must have had a thorough grounding 
in geometry and were familiar with the contemporary 
literature on the subject.39 He may have known the 
treatise De divina proportione (Milan 1509) by the 
Franciscan Luca Pacioli (1445−1514), which includes 
examples of polyhedra that recall the form of several 
complex prayer nuts from his workshop [FIGS. 15, 16]. 
And should one not regard the incised construction 
lines and turning marks that are visible here and there, 
on the retable in the Wallace Collection, for instance 
[FIG. 17], which is his magnum opus, as ‘sophisticated 
hints’ to the user that Dircksz had a thorough under-
standing of the rules of geometry?40 When found on 
works that stand out for their incredibly painstaking 
finish and detail, they are too noticeable to be dis miss -
ed as ‘carelessness’. Rather, they are part of the wide-
spread tendency towards playfulness in late medieval 
architecture. Other examples of artistic wit include the 
presence of miniature prayer beads hang ing on a wall 
in a scene of the Magi in an Amster dam prayer nut, 
which are also found in a monstrance in Munich.41 It is 
a self-referential motif that refers directly to the use 
of these beads when saying the rosary [FIG. 18]. 
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Until recently it was generally assumed that the 
origins of this micro-carving should be sought in the 
southern Netherlands, partly because of their high 
quality and the broad compositional similarities to 
the large Flemish and Brabantine altarpieces, but in 
the past few years it has become clear that most of 
the documented early owners came from the more 
northern provinces of Holland and Zeeland.42 A re-
markable number of them also had a direct link with 
Delft, which is a reason to look tentatively for Dircksz 
and his shop in that city in Holland.43 The great varia-
tion among the surviving boxwood objects indicates 
that the shop did not go in for mass-produced works 
for the open market, as was often the case with a 
wide variety of artistic crafts in the southern Nether-
lands.44

 It is unclear what the artistic and technical ante-
cedents of the Dircksz workshop were. It is as if this 
exquisite sculpture was born ex nihilo around 1500, 
but that is not very likely. Giant strides are rarely 
made in art history, and the work of micro-carving 
− the great talent, the incredible technique and the 
boundless imagination of the makers − would have 
been rooted in that of predecessors and 
contemporaries. Although the formal repertoire of 
the micro-carvers and the scale of their works display 
an affinity with the silversmith’s art, above all with 
the micro-architecture of ecclesiastical silver and 
ornaments [FIG. 19], the virtuoso technique, con-
structions and compositions are anchored in the  
late fifteenth-century sculptural traditions of the  
Low Countries. It was the large altarpieces with their 
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complex Gothic decorations and series of narrative 
scenes, the tabernacles, pulpits [FIG. 20], choir stalls 
and small sculptural objects like domestic altarpieces, 
Christmas cribs [FIG. 21],45 or perhaps even musical 
instruments,46 that provided the fertile breeding 
ground for the micro-art of the Dircksz workshop.

‘ADAM THEODRICI ME FECIT’?

The artistic self-assurance of Adam Dircksz and his 
assistants manifests itself not only in their virtuoso 
technique and astonishing inventiveness but also in 
the signature ‘ADAM THEODRICI ME FECIT’ in the Latin 
that is used in most of the inscriptions on his works 
[FIG. 22]. Such a record of the maker’s name was still 
fairly rare, certainly in early sixteenth-century sculp-
ture.47 A medieval tradition of mentioning the name 
of the artist, and particularly in the ‘me fecit’ form, 
making the object speak, as it were, is known mainly 
from bronze bells, canon and mortars.48 Did ‘Adam 
Theodrici’ opt for Latin in imitation of that bronze 
founders’ tradition? Or was it intended as a display 
of erudition to impress his learned clients? It is a 
puzzle, though, why he only signed one work, as far 
as we know, and not even his most ambitious one  
at that. In addition, this particular prayer nut is one 
of the few works out of more than sixty in which he 
repeated himself [FIG. 23]. Are we to interpret the 
signature as a sign of pride from the workshop’s 
early years? Or was this particular object intended 
for a special customer that actually remained with 
the artist, perhaps as a display model?
An alternative reading is also possible, one that 
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could explain why no other micro-carvings are signed, 
namely that ‘Adam Theodrici me fecit’ does not refer 
to the maker at all but to the client. At first sight that 
seems to be at odds with the Latin formulation ‘me 
fecit’ (has made me) instead of the more customary 
‘me fieri fecit’ (has had me made), but there is a 
minor medieval tradition whereby the client claims  
in the inscription the role of the metaphorical maker 
of a work of art.49 The relatively rare forename also 
bolsters the suspicion that it was the client behind 
the signature and not the artist, for Adam occurs 
remarkably frequently as a name in the regent families 
of Delft from around 1500 until well into the seven-
teenth century,50 and it is in that elite social class 
that two other prayer nuts from the same group of 
micro-carvings are documented.51 One of them also 
bears the name of its first owner, ‘eewert ianz va[n] 
bleiswick’ (Evert Jansz van Bleyswijck). It is significant, 
too, that there was an Adam Dircksz among the Delft 
patriciate around 1500, but it would be premature  
to tie him to the Copenhagen prayer nut, the more  
so because he died in 1505. He was the prosperous 
brewer Adam Hendricksz (i.e. Dircksz; 1420−1505). 
His son was Dirck Aemsz (i.e. Adamsz) van der Burch 
(d. 1531), a priest at the Habsburg court in Brussels 
who was closely involved in the Delft devotion to the 
Seven Sorrows of the Virgin.52 Another member of the 
family was Jodocus or Joost Aemsz van der Burch  
(b. c. 1495), a counsellor to Emperor Charles V in 
Brussels whose self-confident appearance was 
immortalized by Jan van Scorel [FIG. 129].53
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THE REPERTOIRE

The great inventiveness displayed by the Dircksz 
workshop fits seamlessly within the cultural boom 
that the Burgundian Netherlands and neighboring 
countries enjoyed in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries. It was marked by numerous artistic and 
technical innovations, such as the development of  
oil paint, the introduction of book printing, and print-
making. Novelties of that kind increasingly found 
their way to the wealthy bourgeoisie. The rise of the 
Devotio Moderna, a religious movement that origi-
nated in the Low Countries, with active, individual  
and personal experience of faith as its central tenet, 
boosted the demand for personal devotional objects 
as aids to private devotion and prayer.54 The same 
was true of the rosary, which took root among broad 
swathes of the population in north-western Europe  
in the course of the fifteenth century.55 This is well-
illustrated by the man selling devotional objects in 
the left foreground of the famous Leiden woodcut  
of The Ship of St Stony-Broke of around 1525 [FIG. 24].
 The workshop of our Holland micro-carver met the 
same religious demand among the upper strata of 
society, but the purchasers of his luxury items were 
also motivated by a desire to glorify their status.  
This is typified by the fact that although a number  
of Dircksz’s most expensive products were ordered 
by the Habsburg court and members of its entourage, 
this courtly art was soon being snapped up by newly 
rich city-dwellers.56 In addition to prayer nuts, which 
made up by far the bulk of the workshop’s range, 
there were complete rosaries [FIGS. 66, 100, 111, 134], 
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memento mori pendants in the form of coffins [FIG. 25], 
miniature altarpieces [FIGS. 11, 29, 114, 123, 162, 168, 174]  
and devotional ‘tabernacles’ or ‘monstrances’ [FIGS. 9, 

26, 40, 42, 83, 146]. The standard scenes of the Nativity  
or Passion were the most common, but there are 
very few exact repetitions [FIGS. 8, 23].57 Moreover, they 
are often found in combination with more unusual 
scenes or uncommon saints [FIG. 27]. Such special 
commissions with a personal icono graphy and in-
scription, sometimes accompanied by coats of arms 
[FIG. 28], the client’s name [FIG. 126] or even small donor 
figures and their patron saints [FIG. 115], are typical  
of the custom-made work from this shop.58 Standard 
features are the scenes and ornamentation in Late 
Gothic style, but all’antica Renaissance motifs were 
introduced quite casually at a remarkably early date, 
such as the pilasters flanking the central scene in a 
triptych dated 1511 [FIG. 29].59 It is not unusual to find 
both styles existing alongside each other in the early 
decades of the sixteenth century. Occasionally, too, 
the choice of a particular style was explicitly left up 
to the client.60

 Most of the boxwood devotional objects have 
inscriptions in the Gothic textura or in capitals of  
the humanist antiqua, with brief biblical or liturgical 
texts in Latin. These incised legends should usually 
be inter preted in conjunction with the carved scenes 
in the prayer nuts, small altarpieces and other objects. 
Some of them are the incipit of an appropriate hymn 
and are an incentive to prayer or recitation. Others 
were borrowed from suffrages and appeal to a saint 
for intercession or protection. They turn the object 
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into a kind of talisman or amulet, as in the case of a 
prayer nut dedicated to two popular saints, Sebastian 
with his ability to ward off the plague and Christopher 
with his concern for the safety of travelers [FIG. 30].  
In yet other cases the inscriptions serve as ‘captions’ 
to the scenes with which they interact as memory 
aids. Occasionally a section of the original text would 
be omitted at a strategic point and replaced by the 
carved scene itself, creating an artful ‘dialogue’ 
between text and image.61 For example, a border 
inscription taken from St Matthew’s gospel announces 
the moment when the three Magi enter the stable  
in Bethlehem, just as the user of the prayer nut does 
with his eyes, but a long passage is omitted that 
describes the actual adoration: ‘When they saw the 
star, they rejoiced with exceeding great joy. And when 
they were come into the house [they saw the young 
child with Mary, his mother, and fell down, and wor-
shipped him: and when they had opened their 
treasures] they presented unto him gold, frankincense 
and myrrh.’ The users could fill in the omitted (between 
square brackets above) passage with their own eyes, 
and could actually add symbolic gifts in the form of 
prayers they composed themselves. They might even 
have seen the parallel between ‘opening of their 
treasures’ and the opening of the prayer nut they 
had in their hands.
 It is worth pointing out that these short Latin 
inscriptions were familiar fare for the users, who had 
learned Latin from the liturgy and at school. Students, 
for example, were taught at an early age to memo-
rize religious texts, stories and anecdotes by noting 
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epigrammatic words, aphorisms and sententiae, as 
Erasmus had instructed his readers.62 That is probably 
why it is no coincidence that the note held by the 
twelve-year-old scholar who had his portrait painted 
by Jan van Scorel in 1531 has the same Latin aphorism 
as on the outside of a prayer nut: ‘OMNIA DAT DOMINVS 
NON HABET ERGO MINVS’ (‘The Lord provides  
every thing and yet has nothing less’); [FIGS. 31, 32].
 The Dircksz workshop’s range of expensive 
‘religious playthings’ included totally new and 
ingenious objects that were developed to cater to 
the demand from this exclusive market segment.  
In addition to prayer nuts, which were a typological 
novelty in them selves, and paternosters [FIG. 33], it 
made memento mori pendants in the form of coffins 
with contents [FIG. 34], simpler bas-reliefs, initials that 
were probably intended as special, personal gifts  
for royal personages [FIGS. 106–09], knife handles and 
miniature retables, both simple triptychs and more 
complex ones in several stacked layers which could 
sometimes take on the form of a tabernacle tower 
[FIGS. 26, 153].
 A tendency towards naturalism that was already 
manifesting itself in the coffins is also evident in two 
boxwood carved ‘prayer pods’. One of them opens to 
reveal five small peas, each of which can be opened 
in its turn and contains a minuscule biblical scene, 
among them the Creation and the Expulsion from 
Paradise, as well as the Crucifixion and the Resur-
rection [FIG. 36]. The choice of the legume form is 
puzzling, and may have something to do with the 
symbolism of a few fifteenth-century miniatures that 
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has itself not yet been adequately unraveled, such 
as one in the Book of Hours of Catherine of Cleves,  
in which opened pods frame the main scene [FIG. 37].63 
Broad beans were traditionally associated with death 
and the souls of the dead, and peas with unborn 
children, fertility and new life.64 Such associations are 
consistent with the small scenes in the five legumes 
of this wooden prayer pod.
 The second one, although admittedly less ingenious 
in construction, has a subject that is exceptional in 
the oeuvre [FIG. 38]. The interior consists of two fairly 
low reliefs that no longer have a religious function 
but are devoted to the erotic and women’s wiles. On 
the left is a scene of Joseph falling prey to the seductive 
but sly wife of Potiphar. His fate is presa ged by the 
ape in the dungeon at the bottom. On the right is Paris 
judging the beauty of the three nude goddesses Juno, 
Minerva and Venus.65 Both scenes reflect the growing 
fascination with eroticism in early sixteenth-century 
northern art, which manifested itself in the depiction 
of the sensual female nude in all kinds of mythological 
scenes and statuettes.66 In that sense this prayer pod 
can be regarded as an early forerunner of eighteenth-
century tobacco boxes with erotic scenes on the 
inside.
 Two de luxe knife handles of boxwood can also 
be attributed to the Adam Dircksz workshop on stylistic 
grounds. They consist of a vertical structure of arched 
compartments containing miniature carved scenes 
separated by floral Gothic patterns and traceries  
[FIG. 39]. Their design recalls the small scenes placed 
one above the other in large altarpieces or in printed 
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prayer books, and could have been inspired by prints 
by the Monogrammist AC (Allaert Claesz?).67 These 
handles may have been occasional pieces that 
belonged to a set, for they have the same Middle 
Dutch inscription: ‘Blyt is sonder verganc, Ghetrov 
min leven lanc’ (‘Happiness is without end, faithful-
ness my whole life long’).68 Incidentally, this type of 
cutlery handle had a successor in the late sixteenth 
and first quarter of the seventeenth century in a 
series of interrelated specimens with dates ranging 
from 1585 to 1626.69

 The most ingenious precious pieces from the Adam 
Dircksz workshop are two complex objects that are  
a little larger and were made for patrons from the 
very highest social circles. The larger of the two, in 
the British Museum’s Waddesdon Bequest, once 
belonged to Emperor Charles V, whose imperial coat 
of arms is on the accompanying case.70 The slightly 
smaller one comes from the Munich Kunstkammer of 
Duke Albrecht V of Bavaria, and is traceable for the 
first time in the inventory that his son and successor, 
Wilhelm, ordered to be made in 1598 [FIGS. 40, 146]. It is 
described there as a ‘Monstränzl’, or small monstrance, 
a term that is comparable to the ‘en forma de custodia’ 
from the Spanish inventory of 1558 mentioned below.71 
Strictly speaking, though, it is not a monstrance at 
all, the purpose of which is to display the Host to the 
congregation, but evidently no more adequate term 
could be found for this extraordinarily novel item.  
As it happens, Fickler, who inventoried the Munich 
Kunstkammer in 1598, used the word for other objects 
as well, always in the formal sense of something on 
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a tall foot like a proper monstrance,72 and it is also 
found in that sense in the Prague inventory of Emperor 
Rudolf II for a clock on a tall, lobed foot.73 The form is 
indeed midway between that of a monstrance, with 
its intricate architectonic structure, and a chalice, 
with its tulip-shaped cover. However, it also contains 
echoes of extravagant Late Gothic church furniture 
in stone and wood, such as Master HW’s tulip pulpit 
in Freiburg Cathedral (1505−08), in which complex 
traceries alternate with figurative scenes [FIG. 41],  
or even of the bizarre floral fountains in Jheronimus 
Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights.74 As with other 
Late Gothic architecture and liturgical objects, the 
decorative tracery work of the monstrances is no 
longer subordinated to an underlying structural  
skeleton, but itself dictates and articulates the actual 
form of the design. As with the prayer nuts, ornament 
and form almost merge into one, and the sturdiness 
of boxwood was ideal for that.
 By far the largest object to leave the workshop is 
a spectacular tower that stands 44 centimeters high 
on a triangular base [FIGS. 42, 43].75 The central section 
opens like the wings of a triptych to reveal a num-
ber of extremely detailed scenes surrounding the 
Nativity, while the exterior is decorated with many 
Old Testament scenes.76 This too is a novelty item,  
a miniature altarpiece that has taken on the form of  
a tabernacle or baptismal font and can be regarded 
as the typological successor to the so-called tower 
retable.77 The formal resemblance to a work like the 
brass font of 1446 in the church in Halle, Belgium,  
or to the exuberant structures by Jan Gossaert is 
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remarkable [FIG. 44].78 Such connections with fountains, 
fonts, tabernacles, choir screens and other highly 
imaginative micro-architecture (although ‘micro-
architecture’ is a somewhat inappropriate term for 
such work when compared to the truly microscopic 
carved work in boxwood),79 are legion in the works 
that came from the Adam Dircksz workshop, and 
testify to a thorough knowledge of monumental  
Late Gothic architecture and sculpture.
 There is a far smaller and thus almost more vir-
tuoso version of this masterpiece, which follows the 
latter’s form and iconography very closely [FIGS. 9, 26]. 
Should it be regarded as a spectacular attempt to 
move the technical boundaries by almost halving  
the scale from 44 to 27 centimeters, or was it a trial 
model for the larger work? It seems, in fact, that 
there was a third version that belonged to Mary of 
Hungary (1505−1558), the sister of Emperor Charles V  
who was appointed governor of the Netherlands  
in 1531 and inherited the art collection of her aunt, 
Margaret of Austria.80 Mary’s Spanish inventory of 
1558 lists a wooden object ‘in the form of a monstrance 
with many carved narratives and depictions of figures. 
Is made in the shape of a triangle with many narra-
tives therein from the Testament, Old and New, and 
the Creation of Adam, and above, finally, the Tree of 
Jesse, a pelican at the top with its black box.’81

COMPETITION

There were other producers of micro and miniature 
boxwood carvings in the Low Countries apart for the 
Dircksz workshop, but none of them succeeded in 
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building up such a consistent and high-quality oeuvre.82 
The most surprising was the recent discovery of an 
anonymous follower of Dircksz who tried to ride on 
the back of his success with inferior imitations. He 
was only partially successful, for his output must 
have been very small. The only two known prayer 
nuts from his hand also lack the technical virtuosity 
and artistic inventiveness of their model. One,  
in fact, is a shameless copy of a prayer nut with  
The Adoration of the Magi from the Dircksz shop,  
in which the copyist even borrowed the virtuoso 
detail of a movable hanging ring from the superior 
original [FIGS. 45, 46]. In style and construction, though, 
his work is totally different. He carved in a rather 
primitive way from front to back, and used a back-
ground scene that was inserted separately.83 It 
seems logical to situate this ‘pseudo Adam Dircksz’ 
in Holland too, for that would explain how he had 
access to the master’s Magi prayer nut, which may 
come from an old Amsterdam collection. In addition, 
the only other known carving by the copyist is 
preserved in a silver box with the assay mark of 
Amsterdam and the master’s mark of an Amsterdam 
silversmith of the Das family.84 The special nature of 
this second micro-carving is that it contains two rare 
Old Testament scenes of David and Jonathan and 
David Playing the Harp for Saul [FIG. 47], which might 
be allusions to the client’s forename of David, and 
the fact that it does not have the familiar Gothic 
tracery work but, sur prisingly, an attempt to give  
the nut the naturalistic look of a real walnut [FIG. 48].



FIGS. 45, 46



FIGS. 47A–B, 48



55

A third workshop specialized in the production of 
prayer nuts as ‘portraits’ and memento mori symbols.85 
They take the form of a very realistically carved mini-
ature skull or ‘Janus head’ − half flesh, half skull –  
or a head of the Virgin, and can be opened like  
a prayer nut to reveal two religious scenes within  
[FIGS. 49−52]. However, they lack the technical virtuosity 
of the Dircksz group. In view of the presence of the 
coats of arms of two original German clients, Hans 
Imhoff of Nuremberg and Cardinal Albrecht von 
Brandenburg, this shop was probably not located  
in the Low Countries but in Germany [FIGS. 147, 148].86

‘SUBTILITAS’, VIRTUOSITY AND HYPERTECHNIQUE

At the end of the sixteenth century the carving of the 
prayer nuts and ‘Monstränzl’ by the Dircksz workshop 
in the Munich Kunstkammer was described in the 
inventory as ‘subtil’.87 Although not synonymous with 
small, the term is also found elsewhere in the inventory, 
mainly in connection with very small scenes or objects, 
and invariably in combination with the method of 
manufacture (carved, turned).88 Joost van Cranevelt 
used the word in 1633 in the lengthy description of 
his prayer nut in order to characterize the delicacy  
of a minuscule carved chandelier.89 ‘Subtiel’ is first 
recorded in Dutch in the thirteenth century as a 
borrowing from Old French, and since then it has 
acquired several more or less related meanings,  
like ‘fine’, ‘refined’ and ‘thin’.90 For example, it was 
used to denote the fineness of fabrics, a sense that 
is also related to the Latin roots of the word (subtilitas, 
meaning ‘something that is woven’),91 but in a more 
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figurative sense it could also mean ‘ingenious’, ‘skillful’ 
or ‘craftsmanlike’.92 For example, it was stipulated in 
the contract of 1493 with the sculptor Adam Kraft for 
his tabernacle in the Sankt Lorenzkirche in Nuremberg 
that the upper registers of his Gothic architecture, 
which at more than 18 meters in height made them 
difficult to read from the ground, naturally had to  
be made artfully and well, but not as ‘subtilig’ as  
the lower registers.93 In this case the word evidently  
also implied a high degree of laboriousness and 
labor intensity.
 In a more general sense subtilis had stood since 
the Middle Ages for amazing technical skill and 
refined execution, and was associated with astonish-
ment and admiration for the way in which something 
was made. It also has an association with illusionism, 
not so much in the sense of deceiving the eye or 
solely to impress artistically, but above all to lead 
the beholder to something of higher value.94 The 
latter undoubtedly played a role in ‘subtle’ micro-
carving, in which the amazement and enticement 
sprang from the total incomprehension as to how it 
was done. The astonishment at the incredible crafts-
manship of the woodcarver and his tools is almost 
always evident in early descriptions of such small 
treasures.95 Even in the late eighteenth century the 
author of a pamphlet about a seventeenth-century 
art apple, who was actually a watchmaker himself, 
pondered: ‘It also seems incomprehensible which 
tools the maker has used and how he managed to 
control and use them to excavate and work the farthest 
and deepest chambers and rooms.’96 A few decades 
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later John Penniman ended his description of a prayer 
nut in Salem with the words: ‘I know not with what 
instruments all this could have been effected; but it 
is manifest that they must have been as delicately 
formed, as the hand that managed them was 
adroit.’97

 It is obvious that the micro-carvers were blessed 
with the keenest eyesight and very steady hands, 
and were armed with the most delicate array of 
instruments: miniature knives, gouges, awls, tiny 
drills and a magnifying glass. A set of tools used by 
the Italian micro-carver Ottaviano Jannella (1635−1661) 
gives an idea of them [FIG. 253].98 In this context the 
observations of Richard Sennett in his sociological 
study The Craftsman sum up the situation perfectly. 
Although he was not discussing micro-carvers, he 
did make surprising connections between the skills 
of diverse ‘subtle’ specializations. For instance, he 
drew attention to the universal importance that is 
attached to a restrained use of the knife through  
the application of the least force necessary and the 
immediate withdrawal of force once the cut has been 
made. And the smaller the scale involved the greater 
the self-control required. Long before the Christian 
era Chinese cooks were told that the basis of good 
cookery was the ability to slice a grain of rice precisely 
through the middle. This may be an apocryphal tale, 
but there is a great deal of truth in it.99 It is the same 
essential quality that the micro-carvers must have 
developed when working with a knife or gouge in 
order to make their works with an accuracy of milli-
meters, for the size of a grain of rice is very compa-
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rable to that of details in the scenes in prayer nuts. 
When examining them under extreme magnification 
one is struck by how the tiny figures from Adam 
Dircksz’s workshop are nearly as good as their 
monumental equivalents, and by the almost super-
human control with which they must have been 
carved [FIGS. 35, 73].
 Another quality that Sennett singled out is the 
interplay between eye and hand and the concentration 
it demands. When the maker attains a truly high level 
of craftsmanship he tends to lose the sense of physical 
contact with the object on which he is working. The 
maker and the nascent product become one, as it 
were, or in Sennett’s words: ‘we are now absorbed in 
something, no longer self-aware, even of our bodily 
self. We have become the thing on which we are 
working.’100 For that matter, the observer can also 
experience a similar sensation. ‘I was only an observer, 
but somehow it felt as if I were creating the object  
I was observing, creating it in the act of seeing it’, 
said the woodcarver David Esterley when confronted 
with the staggering carvings of his seventeenth-
century predecessor Grinling Gibbons.101

 While the pieces from the Dircksz workshop can 
in fact be regarded as one great demonstration of 
subtilitas and technical skill, that unparalleled mastery 
was also subtly accentuated with a few specific 
details. In the Wallace tabernacle, for instance,  
a series of prophets with banderoles wait to be 
discovered by the discerning viewer in an almost 
impossible position behind a strip of waving open-
work branches, and on the right wing of the same 
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tabernacle there is a minuscule carved basket for 
the sacrificial doves at Jesus’ circumcision [FIG. 53].  
In several prayer nuts and altarpieces with the 
Crucifixion the craftsman carved wafer-thin lances 
among the swarm of soldiers and onlookers, or cut 
loops in the ropes binding the good and bad thieves 
to their crosses [FIGS. 3, 29, 73]. The most astonishing 
detail in a limited number of prayer nuts and altar-
pieces is a minuscule, movable ring hanging freely 
on a wall [FIG. 54]. It measures a mere 1.5 millimeters 
in diameter and does not seem to have any icono-
graphic function. The same applies to a movable 
sphere hanging from the lance of a soldier in a mini-
ature triptych in the Waddesdon Bequest [FIG. 55],  
while the movable rosary in the ‘Monstränzl’ in Munich 
reminds its owner of the object’s devotional use  
[FIG. 18]. Moving parts like this are above all a demon-
stration of a ‘hyper-technique’ that served to entertain 
the cosseted public while at the same time amazing 
them with the maker’s mastery.102

 Nowadays we would label such a display of stag-
gering technical ability with the term ‘virtuosity’,  
but that word was not used in that sense in the late 
Middle Ages. However, that does not mean that 
there was no awareness of it. The equivalents could 
have been ‘manly’ (derived from the Latin vir), ‘strong’ 
and ‘vigorous’, words that mean ‘daring’ in modern 
usage.103 In many works of art from the late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries it seems that daring 
mastery, the demonstration of inimitable artistic, 
technical and compositional complexity that pushed 
the boundaries of the genre or medium was an end 
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in itself. Such hyper-technical virtuosity is apparent 
in Franco-Flemish polyphonic music and courtly poetry, 
with their extremely complex formal structures and 
word combinations,104 in the complexity of Late Gothic 
architecture and micro-architecture that are so closely 
related to the work of our micro-carver,105 in the 
illusionism of illuminated manuscripts from Bruges 
and Ghent, or in the supremely delicate, postage-
stamp engravings of the Monogrammist AC [FIG. 56].
 The virtuosity of Adam Dircksz and his workshop 
is evident not only in their manual dexterity but also 
in a certain inventiveness, which is an aspect that 
Sennett does not discuss.106 It manifests itself, for 
example, in the constant variation in compositions. 
As we have seen, there are barely any exact rep-
licas in the workshop’s output, not even in relatively 
frequent Passion iconographies. What makes that  
all the more surprising is that contemporaries, as 
opposed to modern researchers, were in no position 
to realize the exclusiveness of the micro-carvings.
 One also finds inventiveness in an artifice de sign ed 
to raise the viewer’s amazement to an even higher 
pitch. There is a small hatch in the vaulted ceilings  
of several prayer nut scenes that makes it possible 
to reach and carve more of the deeper parts from 
above without damaging the foreground [FIG. 57]. 
Concealing the edges of the hatch along the ribs of 
the vaults made it impossible for the viewer to under-
stand precisely how the background carving was 
done. That same technique is also found in a Nativity 
group of around 1470, in which the Virgin’s voluminous 
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cloak is undercut so deeply that the carver first had 
to saw part of it out and replace it later [FIG. 58].107

A TACTILE COSMOLOGY

The standard boxwood exterior with openwork 
tracery is absent on a prayer nut in the Rijksmuseum. 
In its place is a luxury casing of silver with delicate 
engraving.108 One half has six animals among foliage 
and flowers [FIG. 59], while the other side is occupied 
by a nude woman [FIG. 91] and four men − one with a 
spade, another one poking a fire, a fisherman and a 
falconer [FIG. 60]. Their attributes identify them as the 
personifications of the four Aristotelian elements of 
earth, fire, water and air. Each one is taming, ma-
nipulating or utilizing nature. The woman is pointing 
towards her pudendum and breasts, and can be 
regarded as a lewd and vain counterpart of a monkey 
in the other register.109 That monkey and the other 
animals can be interpreted as symbols of lust and 
sin, and jointly stand for wild, sensual and untamed 
nature.110 The user of this handy ‘world sphere’ is 
urged to go on a quest by the minuscule Gothic  
text in the meandering banderoles around the five 
human figures: ‘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’]. The spherical shape, the personi-
fications of the four elements, the injunction to carry 
out a search and the literal contrast between untamed 
nature and culture turn this prayer nut into a micro-
cosm, an elementary, pocket-sized representation  
of the world.111 In so doing, the artistic game of reduc-
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tion and scale that is so intrinsic to micro-carving is 
pursued further, but now in a cosmological context. 
It unintentionally evokes a famous vision of Julian of 
Norwich (1342−c. 1416), in which the entirety of 
creation is likened to a hazelnut.112

 Shortly after 1500 the classic contrast between 
nature and culture became the organizing principle 
in the royal collections of art and rarities, the Kunst- 
und Wunderkammern.113 In the course of the sixteenth 
century micro-carving made its appearance at the 
encyclopedic crossroads of nature, art, science, 
technology and game.114 It tied in with the fascination 
for the incomprehensibly small and virtuosic that 
had been a special category in princely art collec-
tions since the fifteenth century. Miniature sculptures 
were included as man-made mirabilia in this new 
microcosm, where amazement and curiositas were 
the main driving forces.115 Perhaps partly inspired  
by Pliny’s account of extremely small carved ivories 
from classical antiquity, what was virtuoso and small 
became fashionable.116 Ownership of such objects 
exuded a symbolic force, a certain power over nature, 
and that always appealed to the grandees and the 
rich.117 For instance, Margaret of Austria’s petit cabinet 
in Mechelen was not only a small room but also the 
place where the small gems of her collection were 
kept − costly, exotic and artistically valuable little 
objects, such as painted miniatures, small ivory 
boxes, medals, timepieces, gemstones and corals, 
gold and silver work and miniature sculptures, and 
thus a direct forerunner of the Kunst- und Wunder-
kammer.118 It was in this small world that the 
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boxwood letter M was kept that was described in  
her inventory of 1524 as ‘vne belle M de bois, bien 
taillee’, which came from the Adam Dircksz workshop 
[FIG. 106].119 Forty years later, in 1565, Duke Albrecht V 
of Bavaria (1550−1579) transferred a group of small 
valuables from his Kunstkammer to a separate 
Schatzturm. They included a Netherlandish prayer 
nut [FIG. 3],120 and the provenance of other religious 
micro-carvings can also be traced back to such 
sixteenth and seventeenth-century princely collec-
tions.121 It is very likely that these little boxwood 
works of art had been intended from their very 
inception on the micro-carver’s workbench for a 
market of pampered art lovers and collectors, and 
not as pure aids to meditation. There was probably 
no sharp dividing line between religious use, play 
and amazement at the virtuoso carving.122 This is 
suggested by the fact that many prayer nuts show 
barely any traces of wear, which one would have 
expected if they were regularly used in meditation. 
They would mainly have been cherished and admired 
as ingenious trinkets. Seen in that light the micro-
carvings lie at the interface of two related traditions: 
religious and spiritual experience, and the consump-
tion of art, at the point where the internalized viewing 
of late medieval private devotion turns into an external 
looking, amazement and wonderment at art.
 The silver prayer nut in Amsterdam has been 
preserved since the eighteenth century in a specially 
designed box [FIG. 61]. The opened nut lay in the bottom 
drawer, with room for a magnifying glass in the top 
drawer. There is a small piece of paper explaining 
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what can be seen in the nut and marveling at how 
very tiny everything is [FIG. 62]. This manner of pre-
sentation turns the handy prayer nut into a museum 
piece as it were − placed in a display case, with an 
explanatory label, and with a magnifying glass so that 
the viewer can delight in this small, virtuoso work of 
art to the full. A museum in a nutshell.
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