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Review Essay

The Taste for Images

ICONOPHAGES: A HISTORY OF INGESTING IMAGES. By 
Jérémie Koering. Translated by Nicholas Huckle. Brooklyn, New 
York: Zone Books, 2024. Pp. 480, 120 illustrations. $36.00.

The sixth-century bishop Gregory of Tours recorded many ex-
amples of pilgrims and priests mixing dust from the tomb of St. 
Martin with water and drinking the concoction as medicine for 
gastric disorders, headache, and toothache. The practice of in-
gesting substances or images deemed sacred continues to this 
day. Examples are plentiful: Easter lamb cakes, sugar skulls for 
Dia de los Muertos, food offered to Hindu deities returned for 
consumption as prasad, Christmas cookies, ink washed from 
Qur’anic writing boards, candy Hanukkah Stars of David, me-
norah and shofar cookies. All these and more fall under the 
domain of Jérémie Koering’s expansive project focusing on 
the consumption of images or iconophagy. Professor of Early 
Modern Art History at the University of Fribourg, Koering 
argues that there are various sensory registers for engaging 
images, and ingestion belongs among them. Silent contempla-
tion from the distance enforced in museums is only one way 
to experience an image. Koering urges that the materiality of 
an image, robustly considered, is not limited to being seen. 
Images do more than want to be looked at. Often, they not only 
invite touch, but goad one into movement. Quite often, they are 
meant to be heard, working in tandem with text, chant, or mu-
sical score. As Koering demonstrates in an epic survey, images 
are sometimes to be literally consumed. The history of eating 
and imbibing images takes him from the ancient world to the 
present.

Koering opens with instances of ancient Egyptian rites, 
which allows him to ask how eating or drinking imagery 
worked. Examining fourth-century BCE statuary of healing fig-
ures, Koering considers how the design of stone figures allowed 
water to be poured over them and to collect around the base, 
where it was retrieved and given to the sick to drink. As a priest 
or cantor chanted sacred words, the water flowed over the sur-
face of the figures, which were inscribed with magical texts. 
The water carried the power of the inscriptions and the figure 
itself inward, serving as the medium that delivered the healing 
power to the sufferer. Moreover, the fluid medium translated 
the power of figure and text to a substance that could penetrate 

the interior of the body of the sick and there directly address 
what could not be seen.

Iconophages builds on the work of many historians of art 
and Christianity since the 1980s, who have shown that images 
have always been about more than vision alone. The work of 
Hans Belting, David Freedberg, Horst Bredekamp, Alfred Gell, 
and W.J.T. Mitchell, among several others, has long urged 
scholars of images and visual culture to situate seeing within 
the body, within practice, and within the domain of religious 
thought and ritual. Of special interest in recent decades has 
been the question of the agency of images. Freedberg’s The 
Power of Images (1989) urged that images work on viewers. 
Gell’s The Agency of Art (1998) proposed an anthropological ac-
count of how images work. Belting (Bild-Anthropologie, 2001), 
Elkins (Pictures and Tears, 2001), Mitchell (What Do Pictures 
Want? 2005), and Bredekamp (Theorie des Bildakts, 2010) have 
each produced sophisticated accounts that explore how images 
act on human beings. The point is that images are more than 
intellectual messages neatly folded into iconography or symbol-
ism. They are more than devices for conveying content. Images 
are complex objects that exert various forms of agency. Their 
material properties interact with eye, body, culture, institution, 
and authority to elicit a breathtaking range of responses—de-
sire, hatred, arousal, fear, terror, reverence, conformity, fasci-
nation, ideas, and action. Iconophages contributes to this highly 
productive literature by demonstrating a long history of how 
images act on people by being eaten. Koering’s project focuses 
attention on the religious uses of images from the ancient world 
to the present, with special interest in Christianity, arguing that 
the consumption of images should hardly be limited to looking 
at them. Eating images has been a key way of harnessing their 
power. Ritual eating has been an abiding practice of any num-
ber of religious traditions.

To understand why ingesting images has been a sacred 
practice, Koering asserts, “we must first rid ourselves of the 
idealist and anti-materialist concept of religious experience” 
(47), which, he goes on to say, requires that “we avoid setting 
up, as a first principle, any sort of watertight barrier between 
religious and magical practices.” This cuts directly against a 
distinction observed by the founding figures in anthropology 
and sociology (Tylor, Frazer, Durkheim, Malinowski, Weber), 
and by Christian theologians and exegetes long before them. In 
spite of the early Christian interdiction of (pagan) magic, magic 
survived, and Koering notes the work of art historian Gary 
Vikan on magical gems incised with biblical figures to make 
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the point. Coin-sized terracotta pilgrim tokens bearing reliefs 
of saint figures are another instance of ingested imagery. And 
terracotta ampullae used to carry away oil or water collected at 
the tombs of saints and shared with family, friends, and com-
munity members back home are yet another common example 
of the close relation between imagery and consumption. Like 
the water gathered from Egyptian statuary, the water or oil 
transported by Christian pilgrims was understood to transmit 
the virtue of the saint from whose shrine it was taken.

In this way, images served as relays in extended circuits or 
networks that moved from the body of the saint to the bodies of 
devotees traversing pilgrimage routes. Koering rightly insists 
that imagery was much more than a reminder or souvenir (66). 
Images participated in the ontology of the sacred by carrying 
the vitality of the saint across media and distance into the body. 
Ingestion of images, Koering argues, drew from the tradition of 
medicinal care and therapies: in the Galenic tradition, which 
extended well into the modern European era, consuming sub-
stances addressed the imbalance of bodily humors (129). This 
ontological understanding of medicine, when seen as part of 
the genealogy of the edible image, challenges a narrow version 
of the image as a mnemonic device, that is, as an arbitrary 
signifier whose sole function is to tag information for recall. 
Protestant reformers stressed that the rite of the Lord’s Supper 
was only a way of remembering the historical event of the sac-
rificial death of Jesus. One did not commune with the body and 
blood of Jesus, but with fellow believers gathered in the ritual 
act of commemoration. They dismissed as cannibalism the idea 
of ritually consuming his body and blood. The Catholic teaching 
of Eucharistic transubstantiation attacked by Protestants was a 
theological formulation that articulated the transformation of 
Christ’s flesh and blood to the bread and wine in the rite of Holy 
Communion. Koering treats this in his discussion of molds 
used to produce wafers for the Eucharist (225–249). But there 
were other sacred wafers that extended the practice of eating 
imagery in European piety. In German, Netherlandish, Swiss, 
and Austrian regions lebkuchen, or gingerbreads, were created 
for Christmas and Easter celebrations using stone, wood, or 
tin molds featuring the Nativity or the Crucifixion (259–66). 
Gingerbread molds were used for many other religious occa-
sions. Koering’s book includes reproductions of exquisitely 
carved molds crafted in the studios of important artists bear-
ing the imagery of the Annunciation and the Virgin and Child, 
which he uses to make the case for the role of edible imagery in 
uniting the community—lay or religious—in ritual consumption 
(251–57).

In a chapter entitled “Imagining Ingestion,” Koering lays 
out a nuanced historical case for how images were deployed 
in the cosmic imaginary of the premodern age, showing how 

the ingestion of pills bearing imagery or potions stored within 
imaged containers was understood to heal patients. Healing, 
he contends, operated within intricate constellations of forces. 
Astrology was the art of discerning the larger celestial con-
text in which terrestrial events, including one’s health, were 
arrayed in extended arcs of correspondence. Not only did the 
physician use astrology to diagnose the cause of ill health, but 
reading the celestial bodies was also used to produce suitable 
medicines for ingestion. The task was to capture the virtues of 
heavenly bodies and transfer them to the patient via ritualized 
ingestion so that celestial influences might be brought to bear 
on the patient. “One might drink potions containing the powder 
of a gem bearing, for example, the image of Chnoubis [a hybrid 
being from Greek antiquity, consisting of the body of a serpent 
and said to act medically on the stomach, intestines, and uterus 
(42)]. Now, the reason why the physicians could recommend 
such a beverage was because by drinking the graven image of 
a seal, the patient lodged within their body the active principle 
capable of attracting the celestial influxes necessary for heal-
ing” (131–32).

The careful parsing of the networks in which images 
operated brings to mind another late medieval device: the 
Eucharistic mill, an elaborate trope condensed within a single 
image. The particular panel painting that I have in mind is an 
outer wing of a complex work known as the Barefoot Altarpiece 
(Barfüßerretabel), completed in Göttingen in 1424 and today 
housed in the Landesmuseum Hannover. At the top of the panel 
appears the uppermost tier of Christian cosmology, the Second 
Person of the Trinity, who gestures toward the Virgin Mary, 
who is about to receive the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove. 
Opposite Mary is the Angel Gabriel, who enacts the speech of 
God, announcing the incarnation of the savior. From these two 
acts of the Word made flesh issue the written Word in the form 
of scrolls, which are ushered downward by the symbols of the 
four writers of the NT gospels and fed into the wooden con-
traption of a mill powered by a cohort of biblical figures and 
saints who turn long crank handles to grind the Word as sacred 
writ into the sacramental body of Jesus, who finally appears in 
a chalice held by a pope, a cardinal, and two bishops whence 
Jesus was to be consumed by the communicant.

Like the meandering mechanism of a fabulous mousetrap, 
the Eucharistic mill was a network of interacting agents and, 
in this regard, recalls the celestial expanse of astrological med-
icine. Both the mill and astrology exemplify the elaborate ecol-
ogies in which images operated and their role in transmuting 
and delivering the spiritual virtue for which sick and dying 
mortals longed. Iconophages is a deeply learned and endlessly 
fascinating study of the history of iconic interface with powers 
the access to which traverses from the stars to the stomach.
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