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Symbolization of the human body

— Sacred and symbolized hands in premodern Western Europe —

YOoSHINOBU MORI

Abstract

From the pérspective of the transition of communication’s form‘,. the history of human-
kind proceeded step by step, from body-language in the early first stage,besides oral com-
munication in the secondary stage, and in addition to these,written language in the final
stage. Generally speaking,in all these processes hands could have fulfilled many impor-
tant roles and functions, as they do now.

1. Our hands are used as means of attack or defense, and they also make tools and use
them.

2. Our own hands can skillfully indicate our emotions and intentions.

3. Our hands can function as so many symbolic roles.

4. Our fingers can count on and show figures, talk in sign language and read Braille.

Therefore, from ancient times man believed that hands could perform miracles. For ex-
ample, J esus Christ could have cured a leper and other sufferers by feeling with his
hands. French kings in the medieval age could have also cured scrofula by palpation. In
Western Europe, Christians made a cult of the sacred relics of saints. By and by the hand
itself was drawn in religious pictures,or was sculptured separately from the body. God’s
hand in Judaism and Christianity, Fathima’s hand in Islam,these are just a few of exam-
ples among many. There was a communal illusion about the supernatural power of
hands. '

When humankind appeared in medieval law court, they could deed so many legal acts
by hands,for example, they could take an oath by the right hand,alienate of property by
handing symbols over the other party,compromise by shaking hands with each other.
They could show the gesture of indicating consent by fingers and hands of each other. The
accused would draw out a stone from the bottom of kettle of boiling water with his bare
hand. Hands had so many legal capacities that were considered as a symbol of personal-
ity.

For that reason,there was in medieval Europe punishment of cutting off the hands and
feet. If one would be against the law or break the promise,some Germanic tribal laws pro-
vided “let him lose his hands or his right hand”. Loosing hand means “Death in civil af-
fairs”. In short,such a person was placed without legal capacity.

Since the Reformation,the belief on the hand’s power of performing miracles was on the
decline, and the role of hands in legal field decreased. But in modern times, symbolic rep-
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resentation with fingers, hands and arms did not drop off in the world of face—to—face
communication and dramatic art.

Key Words (¥—7—F)
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