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Reading the rebus: the reception of
seventeenth-century German rebus broadsheets

ALISA VAN DE HAAR

Abstract Rebuses

visual riddles that replace words or syllables by images—were highly popular in early modern Europe.

Many broadsheets containing rebus poems were printed in France and Germany in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centu-
ries. Although multiple theories on the intended audience and use of these rebuses have been formulated by historians, very little is
known about their actual reception, since the extant broadsheets rarely contain any traces of their use by contemporary owners.

However, several German rebus riddles have recently come to light that do contain evidence of how they were read and inter-
preted in early modern times. The broadsheets in question are political in nature: they pertain to the Thirty Years’ War, ridiculing
the opponent by means of visual satire. The solutions to these rebus puzzles have been added in early modern hands. These rare
traces of the contemporary reception of rebus broadsheets make it possible to follow the thought process of their readers step by
step, demonstrating how they tackled the visual riddles and which type of image was most difficult to decipher. In one case, mul-
tiple individuals even worked on the solution at different stages, showing how these visual games could be played over and over

again. These sources give us a unique insight into early modern visual literacy at work.

Keywords rebus; Thirty Years” War; broadsheet; reception; visual riddle; visual poetry

Early modern Europe was marked by a heightened attention
to the ability of images to convey meaning. This attention is
reflected in the popularity of the emblem book, as well as in
the fascination with (pseudo-)Egyptian hieroglyphs." One par-
ticular experimental genre at the crossroads of text and image
that left its traces throughout Northwest Europe is the rebus
poem. In this poetic genre, individual words or syllables are
replaced by images. These images do not always represent the
missing word itself, but can also refer to a homonym: the
English verb ‘to bear’ can thus be rendered by the image of a
bear.

Many poems integrating rebus elements were printed as
broadsheets, especially in early modern IFrance, the Low
Countries, and Germany. Very little is known about the func-
tioning of such poems. While the riddle element provides a
form of entertainment, certain rebus poems do deal with
topics of a very serious nature. Researchers have questioned
the intended audience of early modern rebuses in general,
and of the extant rebus poems more specifically: were they
meant to aid the illiterate, or were they cultivated by an intel-
lectual elite?

While the intended audience and use of these rebus poems
continue to raise questions, even less is known of their actual
reception. Of the rebus poems distributed in the form of
broadsheets, very few survive, and the ones that do rarely
contain any handwriting or other traces of use. Therefore, vir-
tually nothing is known about the cognitive processes underly-
ing the ways in which an early modern audience would have
attempted to solve these visual riddles. Until now, the only
way for modern researchers to gain some insight into the
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processes of problem solving required for rebus poems was by
attempting to solve these rebuses by themselves, which is often
a complex affair since certain images no longer hold the con-
notations they would have had for an early modern audience.

However, the Gotha Research Library, affiliated with
Erfurt University, holds a German rebus poem from 1632,
related to the Thirty Years’ War, that sheds light on the ways
in which contemporary readers tackled the visual riddle.
Remarkably, it is accompanied by a handwritten solution in
not one but several early modern hands. It includes correc-
tions, and special signs indicating where the early modern
readers were at a loss. This unique source makes it possible to
trace the thought processes of the individuals who owned this
rebus broadsheet, thus lifting an important first corner of the
veil that covers the reception of this enigmatic genre combin-
ing text and image.

Before retracing the different cognitive steps taken by previ-
ous owners of the Gotha broadsheet, this article will provide
more contextual information on the popularity of rebus
poems in early modern Europe, and specifically Germany.
This particular broadsheet is not the only one of its kind that
comments on events related to the Thirty Years® War.
Moreover, in order to be able to interpret and assess the
handwritten evidence, some knowledge is needed of the vari-
ous hypotheses for the intended audience and of the use of
rebus poems proposed by literary scholars and art historians.
Finally, the Gotha rebus and its contemporary handwritten
solutions will be analysed in detail and compared with other
extant rebus sources in order to show their full value for our
understanding of early modern rebus culture.
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Early modern rebus poems
Rebuses were used in all visual domains in late medieval and
early modern Europe, from artworks to architectural features

2

and shop signs: they reached all layers of society.” Many
French inns supposedly presented themselves through a sign
bearing a golden lion: ‘au lion d’or’ (at the golden lion) is a
homonym of ‘au lit on dort’ (in bed one sleeps).? These rebus
riddles could be seen and enjoyed by anyone with a know-
ledge of spoken French. More hermetic examples were pro-
duced and enjoyed in intellectual circles. Leonardo da Vinci
famously created 171 rebus enigmas, most of which are cur-
rently preserved at the Royal Library at Windsor.*

The extant evidence suggests that in the later fifteenth cen-
tury, poets in France first started to experiment with poetry in
which they incorporated rebus elements. We find examples of
poetry containing rebuses in the works of grands rhétoriqueurs—
poets who were mostly active at the courts of France and
Burgundy in the late fifteenth century—such as Jean Molinet
and Jean Marot.> Molinet thus made a poem in which musical
notation replaced syllables like ‘re’ and ‘mi’.° Marot played with
the spatial disposition of the text, placing the letters ‘en’ under-
neath (i.e., ‘sous’ in French) the word ‘riant’.7 The solution to
this rebus is ‘en souriant’ (while smiling). Not all these early rebus
poems are strictly joyful in nature. One particular example
mourns the death of Anne of Brittany in 1518.% Furthermore,
Jessica Brantley has studied a number of religious rebus poems
that combine text and image in a devotional context, adorning
French books of hours from the early sixteenth century.?

As the popularity of the rebus poems in France dwindled
around the mid-sixteenth century, rederjkers or rhetoricians in
the Low Countries took up the production of such visual
poetry. Netherlandish rhetoricians were influenced by French
rhétoriquenrs in many ways, so it is likely that they also found
their rebus inspiration in French materials.'® As I have
argued elsewhere, it is possible that teachers of French from
the Low Countries, who are known to have used rebuses in
an educational context, played an important intermediary
role.'* In the circles of the Netherlandish rhetoricians, the
rebus poem reached great heights. It became part of the com-
petitive culture of these rhetoricians, who frequently organ-
ized festivals in which rhetoricians from different cities
competed against each other in various poetical and theatrical
categories. At some of these festivals, prizes were awarded for
the best rebus poem."'* Many rhetoricians were also active as
visual artists, or closely connected to artistic environments.
Collaborations between poets and painters eventually led to
the creation of painted rebus poems in which the images were
no longer alternated with text at all, adding an additional
layer of difficulty. The culmination of the rebus culture of
Netherlandish rhetoricians is a blazon created by the painters
Sebastiaan Vrancx, Jan Brueghel the Elder, Hendrick van
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Balen, and Frans Francken the Younger (figure 1). It repre-
sents an architectural structure containing four levels. The
rebus images depicted on each level create, together, one
verse of the rebus poem, which is a highlight of seventeenth-
century painting.'® After a competition in Mechelen in 1621
in which rebus blazons took centre stage, the heyday of the
Dutch rebus poems seems to have come to an end.'*

However, by the late sixteenth century, rebus poetry gained
renewed attention in France. From 1572 onwards, Etienne
Tabourot published various editions of his Bigarrures, a book bris-
tling with word games and puns, that also contains a number of
rebus poems. In the 1590s, French rebus poems frequently
attained a political character. Starting ¢.1592, broadsheets were
printed containing varieties of a Rebus sur les miseres de la France."®
They lament various troubles facing the French kingdom in the
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. These broad-
sheets contain engraved rebus poems alternating images and
words, presented in a single column. Some examples contain
the solution to the rebus riddle, printed in full text at the bottom
of the broadsheet.'® There are other examples, however, where
the space reserved has been left blank, forcing readers to untan-
gle the riddle for themselves."”

In the second decade of the seventeenth century, broadsheets or
Flugblatter containing politically charged rebus poems started
appearing in Germany as well. These rebuses, several of which
have been studied by Dirk Kampmann and Andreas Vater, mostly
deal with the Thirty Years War."® Such engravings of rebus
poems were printed on broadsheets, supporting either the side of
the imperial alliance or that of its adversaries.’® They generally
have a strong political meaning, attacking the opposing party.
Comments on the Protestant or Catholic faith of the enemy are fre-
quent. The Gotha rebus poem that will be examined more closely
here is part of this group of rebus poems commenting on the
Thirty Years” War. All these political rebus Flugblatter are relatively
uniform in nature: they all have a layout in two columns over
which the rebus poem has been distributed, and they all combine a
relatively high amount of written text with interspersed rebus
images. These German rebus poems are very similar to the French
specimens from the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century,
which make a comparable use of alternated text and image.
Nevertheless, the French examples lack the division into two col-
umns that characterizes their German counterparts.

It is remarkable that the golden age of the rebus poem
coincides with the first period of expansion of the printing
press. Like the rebus poem, the printing press raised questions
about and opened up new possibilities for the spatial distribu-
tion of the text on the page and the combination of image
and text. Little is known, however, about the readership and
use of the rebus poem, which has sparked a scholarly debate.
The Gotha rebus poem, through its handwritten solutions,
makes it possible to make an important contribution to these



Figure 1. Frans Francken II and Jan Brueghel 1, Blason of the chamber of thetoric “De Violiere’, 1618. 589 x 6oomm. Oil on panel. Antwerp, Koninklijk

Museum van Schone Kunsten in Antwerpen.

discussions on how contemporary readers dealt with such vis-
ual riddles.

Rebuses’ readership

Theories on the intended and actual readership, function, and
use of rebuses diverge greatly, and also depend on the types of
rebuses that are under discussion. A first possibility that has
been mentioned is the use of late medieval and early modern
rebuses to communicate information to the illiterate. Still
today, rebuses are often used as a pedagogical tool for chil-
dren learning to read and write. Charlotte Eubanks relates
that, in the late seventeenth century, too, a monk in Japan
used rebuses to aid illiterate religious followers.** A similar
use has been attributed to a German religious manual by

Melchior Mattsperger from the same period that substitutes
some words with images: the images have been considered
both to function as a reading aid and as a mnemonic device
for children.*’

In general, late medieval and early modern experiments with
rebuses have received relatively little attention from historians.
This lack of scholarly interest in the topic probably relates to the
reputation of the rebus as a form of childish play. Several con-
temporary authors already remarked upon this negative reputa-
tion, or added to it. Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century authors
such as Frangois Rabelais mocked the ‘rebus rage’ of their
time.*® Rabelais lists several examples of rebuses, criticizing
them as ‘inept, dull, rustic, and barbaric homonyms’.*3

The complex nature of rebus poems, in which the images
are used to create full poetic verse lines, suggests that in these
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cases, there is no link with illiteracy, and many of the topics
they cover seem hardly suitable for a juvenile audience. Both
Andreas Josef Vater and Adrian Armstrong have pointed to
the intellectual nature of rebus literature. Vater sees early
modern rebuses as a form of intellectual play that should be
considered in light of the swiftly increasing popularity of the
emblem book, in which the audience is invited to move from
image to text and back again in order to come to an interpret-
ation.*# Jelle Koopmans, too, has noted a ‘culture of enigma’
in this period, and the importance of play and curiosity for
early modern knowledge production and transmission is well
known.*®

Armstrong points to the intellectual challenges that are
posed by rebus poems: many of them require a decoding of
botanical, ornithological, allegorical, religious, or other visual
clues.?® Taking Vater’s and Armstrong’s views on early mod-
ern rebuses one step further, it could also be argued that these
forms of intellectual play trained transferable skills such as
problem solving and visual literacy.?” In solving these visual
riddles, the pictorial context was of little help, as a religious
figure could be juxtaposed with a mythological one, so that
close scrutiny of each individual figure was required.
Moreover, in the case of a poem, some knowledge of rhyme
and metre is required to find the correct solution.

It has been pointed out that intellectual games such as the
rebus poem could also involve a social aspect.2® As in the case
of the emblem book, solving such riddles in a group setting
adds an additional layer of entertainment.*® Moreover, it
seems that the use of rebuses in the Netherlandish chambers
of rhetoric was marked, at least to some extent, by the cre-
ation of an in-group that could decode their complex and her-
metic pictorial enigmas. Anyone possessing the rebus key
could decipher their blazons, but fellow rhetoricians would
have been much more versed in the rebus poetics than non-
members, creating a sense of social cohesion within and
among the chambers.

This leaves the question of the political nature of many
French and German rebuses produced in the seventeenth cen-
tury: Why was this particular medium used for such critical
content in a time of religious and political polarisation? Might
it have been chosen as a form of secret code, hiding the true
meaning of the text from non-initiates and thus avoiding
repercussions? This explanation does not seem likely. The
broadsheets in question are far less hermetical than the ones
produced in the context of the Netherlandish chambers of
rhetoric. They provide relatively copious text written in full,
rather than in the veiled form of an image. Moreover, the
Gotha rebus in particular revolves around a central wordplay
that is repeated multiple times and that does not seem to pose
any difficulty: the letters ‘pf’ followed by the image of two
monkeys or ‘Affen’, resulting in the critical term ‘Pfaffen’
(papists). Rather than hiding the critical nature of the
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broadsheet with regard to the Catholic camp, this repeated
simian rebus signals its subversive character.3”

It seems that the reason for presenting these political works
in a rebus form lies, rather, in its ludic character. By opting
for the rebus medium, these broadsides address politically sen-
sitive topics in a playful manner, rather than through an open
and direct attack. Their ludic nature allows them to start a
discussion on very serious and divisive issues, in what appears
to be a form of multimodal satire: the Catholic enemy is
mocked both in word and in image, by ‘portraying’ them as
monkeys through the ‘Pfaffen’ rebus.

The Gotha rebus deciphered

One political rebus that was produced in the context of the
Thirty Years” War sheds new light on the actual use of such
rebus poems, and will therefore take centre stage in the
remainder of this article. The Forschungsbibliothek Gotha,
the Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich (figure 2), and the
Herzog August Bibliothek Wolfenbiittel all own a copy of the
same anonymous etching, printed on a folio-sized single sheet
in portrait orientation.?" In the bottom right corner, the year
1632 is given, probably referring to the year in which the
engraving was made. The last part of the title is already given
in the form of a rebus: a man holds on to or is being crushed
by a house, which has been interpreted as ‘Haushalt[ung]’
(household or housekeeping). It has generally been catalogued
under the title ‘Des Tilly [Haushaltung]’. The remainder of
the broadsheet concerns a rebus poem in two columns of
thirty verse lines each, in which written text and pictorial rid-
dles alternate. The poem is composed in ‘freier Knittelvers’,
lines with a varying number of beats (usually four), rhyming
in couplets.

This political rebus broadside refers to the Battle of
Breitenfeld (north of Leipzig), which was fought in September
16g1. It opposed the troops of the Swedish tactical leader
Gustavus Adolphus and those of the imperial commander of
the German Catholic League, Johann ’t Serclaes von Tilly, or
in short, Tilly. Several months prior, Tilly’s imperial forces
had captured and violently sacked the German city of
Magdeburg. After news of and indignation over the atrocities
spread, Tilly’s adversary Gustavus Adolphus received allied
reinforcements.3®> On 17 September 1681, Gustavus
Adolphus’s reinforced army confronted Tilly’s troops—who
were smaller in numbers—at Breitenfeld.33 The League,
under Tilly’s command, suffered a painful defeat. It is
generally known as the first major Protestant victory of the
Thirty Years’ War and a retribution for the events at
Magdeburg.3* The impact of stories recounting the horrors
of Magdeburg is a clear demonstration of the importance of
news media—including rebus broadsheets—in the context of
the Thirty Years’ War. Indeed, Hans Medick has described



Figure 2. Des Tilly [Haushaltung). Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, cat. no. Einbl. V,8 a-59, f. 1", urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsbooo77390-2.

this large-scale conflict as a ‘Medienkrieg’, a media war, in
which pamphlets and broadsheets played a crucial role by
spreading information and influencing public opinion.3®

The rebus poem central to this study, which was seemingly
made in the year after the battle, clearly takes the side of the
Protestants, mocking Tilly for his defeat. The opening lines
present the victory at Breitenfeld as revenge for the atrocities
committed at Magdeburg: ‘As one counts 1691 years/| ... ]
Magdeburg was revenged hundredfold/And many a Papist

servant was killed.’3%

Despite their ephemeral and fragile
nature, multiple copies of the ‘Des Tilly’ rebus, stemming
from at least four different editions, are still extant. The three
copies preserved at Gotha, Munich, and Wolfenbuttel
belong to one and the same edition, which appears to be the
original one as it is of the highest quality and contains the
date 16g2. The Sichsische Landesbibliothek, Staats- und
Universitatsbibliothek in Dresden owns a very similar etching

of slightly lesser quality that does contain the date 1632 and
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that seems to be a direct imitation of the first edition.?”
Copies of a slightly different edition that contains roughly the
same rebus poem, but in which some of the images have been
executed differently, are preserved at the British Museum
(figure g), Frankfurt University Library, and again at the
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich.3® In this edition, the
order of some of the words in the poem has been altered, and
one of the riddle images has been replaced. A remake of this
latter etching is kept at the castle of Cesky Sternberk in the
Czech Republic.?? It resembles the copies kept at London,

Frankfurt, and Munich closely, but does present small differ-
ences that suggest that a craftsman copied the etching.

Besides the fact that five of the eight copies of the ‘Des
Tilly’ rebus family have been folded, three of them contain
further concrete traces of use. One of these traces is, unfortu-
The website of the
Association of Tynec nad Sazavou, which discusses the copy

nately, no longer visible. Historical
kept at Cesky Sternberk, indicates that ‘the almost completely
deciphered text of the rebus is quoted on the reverse of this

copperplate’, suggesting that it contains evidence of the way
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Figure 3. Des Tilly [Haushaltung]. London, British Museum, cat. no. 1875,0710.4862.
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in which a contemporary reader interacted with the rebus rid-
dle.* Unfortunately, upon enquiry, the curator of the castle’s
collections, Katefina Rehdkova, replied that the etching in
question has been framed in such a way that its recto side can
no longer be viewed without damaging the broadsheet. This
potential source can thus no longer be consulted.

Another trace of a reader’s reaction to the poem is still vis-
ible today. On the back of the first Munich copy (figure 2),
the solution to the rebus poem has been written out in a con-
temporary hand (figure 4). It is a very clean version of the text
with only a few corrections, which suggests that the contem-
porary reader first wrote the solution on a separate sheet,
before copying the corrected version onto the recto of the
rebus broadsheet.*' This trace of readers’ use sheds little light
on the way in which the contemporary reader confronted the
pictorial riddle, but two small emendations do lift a small
piece of the veil. The final word of the sixteenth line, which is

rendered as a B followed by the image of a jug in the rebus,
apparently posed a challenge to the reader. They first drew a
dotted line, which was then crossed through and replaced by
the word ‘kant’, giving the solution ‘bekant’ (known). In the
eighth line of the second column, a series of dots has been
placed underneath a word about which the reader was, seem-
ingly, unsure. Even in its ‘finalized’ version, the reader contin-
ued to doubt and correct the solutions to the rebus riddle.
Such a continuing process of rereading and correcting the
solution to the rebus poems is also visible, but on a much
larger scale, in the copy that is preserved at the Gotha
Research Library (figure 5). It shows that these rebus poems
were not only rescrutinised by individual readers, but could
be reused by different readers as well. On the recto side of the
broadsheet, containing the engraving itself, a contemporary
reader added the solutions above individual rebus images.
However, someone has erased these solutions by scratching

:
‘_

Figure 4. Des Tilly [Haushaltung]. Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, cat. no. Einbl. V,8 a-59, f. 17, urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsbooo77390-2.
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Figure 5. Des Tilly [Haushaltung]. Gotha, Forschungsbibliothek Gotha, cat. no. MAG:Math 4° oos85b/02, fI. 17, 2".

the paper, making them virtually unreadable. In the seventh
line, ‘Das [Leib][Ziege] [Aug] dar zu verl[Oren]’ (“That
Leipzig also lost there’), the final h of ‘auch’ and the diacritical
sign on the u are still visible next to the rebus image of the
eye. Nevertheless, this person, or another user, seems to have
realised that the presence of the answers to virtually all rebus
images was in contradiction with the intended use of this puz-
zle. The rebus had been ‘spoiled’ because of the visibility of
the answers, and therefore its entertainment value had been
lost. Scratching out the added words restored this value and
made it possible to play the game again, whether by the same
or—more likely—by another reader.

But this is not the only layer of reception that accompa-
nies this specimen. Not only the broadside itself has been
preserved, but also what seems to be a contemporary
attempt to decipher it on a separate page. The Gotha “Tilly’
is bound together with a handwritten sheet, which, on its
recto and verso, contains the solution to the rebus poem
written in full. The handwriting dates from the seventeenth
century. The handwritten sheet shows various layers, various
stages in which elements have been added and corrected.
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This process is already visible in the title, as the creator of
this document seems to have hesitated between ‘Des Tilly
Ausfall’ and ‘Des Tilly Haushalt’. Both solutions have been
given, but the former has been underlined. Where the indi-
vidual who wrote out the solution on the back of the
Miinchen copy only did so after having completed virtually
the entire rebus riddle, this reader can be observed in the
middle of their thought process.

This solution written on a loose leaf was probably made
either before the notes on the engraved broadside itself were
made, or after they had been scratched out: rebus images
which had been resolved on the engraved sheet have been
left empty in the sheet with the handwritten solution.
Moreover, the hands in which the two solutions are written
are different, revealing that two different readers were at work
here. It is also noteworthy that the two rebus images that
posed difficulty to the Munich reader have both been solved
by the Gotha reader who wrote their solution on a separate
folio. Apparently, the riddles in this rebus were not, in a
more general sense, difficult to crack for an early modern
audience.



The individual who made this sheet seems to have started
by writing down the global solution to the poem, as found
during a first read-through. The great majority of the rebuses
have been solved in this first level, suggesting that the rebus
poem was relatively readable to contemporary eyes. A cross
was added in front of the problematic lines so that the reader
in question knew that he or she had to return to them. In
multiple cases, this concerns lines where multiple rebuses had
to be combined without any letters in between to support
interpretation. In line 11, they wrote down ‘Muhlberg’ as
solution to a pictorial riddle showing a millstone and a build-
ing on top of a mountain. A cross next to this placename indi-
cates that the reader was unsure about this answer. In the
margin, they added another cross, with the words ‘Muhlberg
oder Muhlhaussen’ (‘Muhlberg or Muhlhausen’). By marking
uncertain parts spatially in the margin and visually by using
clear notes such as crosses, the reader could return to them
easily to reflect on the possible solution again.

Difficult units which were not immediately solved were
either replaced by dots, or their space was left empty. In some
cases, the missing parts have, indeed, been added later in the
same hand. In the fifteenth line of the second column, the
rebus riddle of an object surrounded by fire was not solved in
a first reading, as a series of dots is visible in the solution.
Above the dots, however, the word ‘schmeltzen’ (‘to melt’)
was later added in the same hand. This sheet demonstrates
the hermeneutic circle in working. It shows the early modern
reader going through different stages of rereading and reat-
tempting to solve the rebus riddle.

The first line also reveals how the reader dealt with a calcu-
lus puzzle. The faces shown by a series of dice and playing
cards have to be added, and combined with an image of a
dog (‘Hund’) to create ‘hunderd’ (‘one hundred’). In the mar-
gin to the right of the main text of the solution, the reader has
written the different numbers out in full: ‘tauss end sechs
hund erd g1’ (‘one thousand six hundred thirty-one’). Each
unit in the riddle is written down separately, even when two
units together create one word: ‘hund’, the solution to the
rebus image of a dog, stands apart from ‘erd’, which is written
out in the original broadsheet. This suggests that the reader
really considered each unit individually, before moving on to
the next. Rather than doing the calculus while solving the
rebus riddle, an extra step was needed. Iirst, the rebus images
were translated into text, then the text was combined to find
the correct solution, namely the year 16g1.

Intellectual game and visual satire

The ‘Des Tilly’ rebus, in its various editions, supports the
claims made by Vater and Armstrong that these rebuses were
no child’s play, but intellectual games for adults. Even though
it does not concern one of the most difficult rebuses from this

period because of the ample presence of written text and
rebus images that have been reused multiple times, decipher-
ing the pictorial riddles does require a considerable level of
visual literacy. Armstrong’s observation that early modern
rebuses often required profound musical and botanical insight
as well as knowledge of the animal kingdom does not hold
true for this particular rebus poem. Various animals are
shown—among which a lion, monkeys, and a sheep—but no
specific subspecies are targeted. The only exception concerns
two insects, that should be interpreted as flies (‘Fliegen’). In
the Gotha, Munich, and Wolfenbuittel edition, both flies are
depicted from above, which makes them resemble bees some-
what. The edition kept at the British Museum, Frankfurt and
Munich presents one fly from above, and the other from the
side, perhaps in order to make it easier to determine the type
of insect portrayed.

While knowledge of the animal kingdom is hardly required
for the ‘Des Tilly’ rebus, it does challenge its readers on other
intellectual levels. Remarkably many social classes are
depicted, for which readers need to activate their knowledge
of clothing styles belonging to particular social groups. In lines
8 and g of the left column alone, a king, two papists, and two
monks representing the term ‘Klerge’ (clergy) are depicted.
Furthermore, some very basic biblical knowledge is required
to interpret the naked woman standing next to a tree
encircled by a snake as Eve. Neither of these puzzles posed
any difficulty to the Gotha and Munich readers who wrote
out the solution by hand. Readers would need to deploy more
advanced knowledge of early modern symbolism in order to
interpret the ouroboros image of a snake biting its own tail,
forming a perfect circle. The Gotha reader interpreted this
image as ‘alle’ (‘all’). The Munich solution gives the more
likely answer ‘awig’ (‘eternal’).**

Furthermore, the ‘Des Tilly’ rebus contains strikingly many
images in which particular actions or situations are depicted
in remarkable detail: figures attacking each other (‘erstochen’,
‘stabbed’), getting a haircut (‘geschoren’, ‘shaved’), sitting at a
table (‘Mahl’, ‘meal’), playing the drums (‘Trommelschlag’,
‘drum beat’), putting a baby to bed (‘legen’, ‘to put’), or carry-
ing a coffin (‘Leiche’, ‘corpse’). Several of these action scenes
were difficult to interpret for the Gotha reader. They require
a series of considerations: is it the action that is targeted (stab-
bing, shaving, putting), an object depicted in the image or
presupposed by the image (meal, corpse), or the figures in the
image?

A final type of knowledge that is activated by the ‘Des
Tilly’ rebus concerns heraldry. The political poem contains
various shields carrying the emblems of the Palatinate, the
city of Magdeburg, and the electorate of Saxony. This heral-
dic aspect made the political nature of the pictorial riddle
immediately visible to the early modern reader. In this case,
at least, the rebus images do not hide the critical nature of the
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poem (as Vater suggested), they add to it. Indeed, rebuses
play a role in the visual satire of this broadsheet, and not just
in the visual link that has been established between monkeys
(‘Affen’) and papists (‘Pfaffen’). The second column presents
the Jesuit emblem, followed by the image of a ram, a
‘Widder’, to create the word Jesuwidder’, pronounced
Jesuiter’ (Jesuits). The ram is not depicted in a neutral pos-
ture, but is actively attacking the Jesuit emblem to its left.
Despite the fact that different versions of the engraving each
slow a slightly different ram, they all portray it while jumping
towards the Jesuit emblem, ready to bash its horns into it. Not
only textually, but visually, too, the rebus images thus attack
the political adversary.

Conclusions

The handwritten solutions of the ‘Des Tilly’ rebus poem
that are preserved in Munich and Gotha are extremely
rare and valuable for providing insight into the ways in
which early modern readers confronted these pictorial rid-
dles. Although they do not contain clues about the age,
gender, or social status of the individuals who owned and
read these multimodal broadsheets, they do reveal how
they used them. Clearly, these rebuses were not used as
didactic tools for illiterate individuals, but rather as multi-
modal intellectual games. They make use of intricate visual
satire to ridicule the opponent, and test the reader’s know-
ledge of heraldry. The visual literacy of the reader is put to
the test, as the rebus images contain no visual context: a
biblical image of Eve is surrounded by heraldic shields and
scenes from everyday early modern life.

The handwritten solutions from Gotha and Munich dem-
onstrate the importance of a written support for the readers
tackling the game: the Gotha rebus shows that the reader had
to go back and forth multiple times between the pictorial rid-
dles and their own solution in order to come to a virtually
complete interpretation. Both in the Gotha and in the
Munich copies, the early modern readers were unable fully to
complete the puzzle. The denser the visual riddles, that is, the
more rebus images were stacked together without letters to
guide the reader, the more difficult the challenge. This also
holds true for the presence of complex images portraying a
small scene, rather than a single object or figure. The poten-
tial social aspect of these riddles does not become evident in
the handwritten traces: multiple individuals worked on the
Gotha rebus, but it is impossible to determine whether they
did so alone or together with a discussion partner.

The strikingly high number of extant editions (four) and
copies (eight) of the ‘Des Tilly’ rebus is proof, finally, of
the immense popularity of these hybrid broadsheets, which
position themselves at the crossroads between text and
image, between intellectual and playful culture, and
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between politics and media. Despite their cheap, fragile,
and ephemeral nature, the Gotha rebus was reused multiple
times, and a past reader even made an effort to make the
puzzle ‘playable’ again after it had been solved by a previ-
ous owner. In a time of troubles and war, these multimodal
political riddles offered a welcome playful distraction and
starting point for discussion.
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