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The interconnection between monumental art deco-
rating different parts of a church and the liturgical 
and devotional practices taking place there is an 
intriguing question within the study of medieval 
church interiors.1 This relationship is most evident in 
the case of representations connected to the Eucha-
rist, which are concentrated in the chancel area, cor-
responding to the eucharistic liturgy performed at the 
high altar.2 With the intensification of the eucharis-
tic cult in the later middle ages, new iconographic 
themes have emerged, besides already existing ones, 
to visualise this central mystery of Christian faith and 

serve new devotional needs.3 In this article I focus 
on a single segment of the rich and varied complex 
of representations related to the Eucharist, studying 
eucharistic references in the depictions of saints in 
the Late Gothic wall painting decoration of sanctuar-
ies in Transylvania. The article seeks to answer the 
following questions: how and to what extent can 
hagiographical representations primarily associated 
with the cult of saints convey a message related to the 
eucharistic cult, and what role do these representa-
tions play in the iconographic programs of the sanc-
tuaries.
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OVERVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH

While much attention has been devoted to the rela-
tionship between art and the Eucharist in general, 
hagiographical representations have been less studied 

in this respect. The most comprehensive overview on 
the subject is a chapter in Maurice Vloberg’s mono-
graph on eucharistic themes from 1946, listing and 
presenting sixteen saints from the pre-Tridentine 
period associated with the Eucharist in their ico-
nography, mostly based on their special devotion 
to the Holy Sacrament.4 In an introductory study to 
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the catalogue of the exhibition accompanying the 
1960 Eucharistic congress in Munich, Franz Dam-
beck examines the spread and typology of eucharistic 
attributes. He argues that although the equipment of a 
saint with a chalice and a host, a monstrance or a cibo-
rium is never meant as a generic attribute suggesting 
priestly profession, but is always based on a specific 
episode of the vita, the actual reason behind this icon-
ographical choice is the promotion of the eucharistic 
cult through the example of the saints.5 Analysing the 
decoration programmes of sacrament houses, Achim 
Timmermann introduces the concept of typology to 
account for the presence of saints on tabernacles, 
arguing that symmetrically to Old Testament prefigu-
rations of Christ, the saints, whose life was modelled 
on that of Christ, can be conceived as His postfigura-
tions. In his view, cases when the actions, miracles 
or intercessory powers of a saint are associated with 
the Eucharist can also be interpreted as typological 
analogies.6 In a study similarly concerned with analo-
gies between hagiographical narratives and the life 

of Christ, but focused on the episodes of torture and 
death, Daria Dittmeyer maintains that in some cases 
eucharistic symbolism was used when drawing a par-
allel between the martyrdom of a saint and Christ’s 
death on the cross, both in hagiographical texts and 
in images. For the latter, the author gives examples of 
fifteenth-century representations of the martyrdom of 
Saint John the Baptist and that of Achatius and the ten 
thousand martyrs.7

As these studies of eucharistic motifs in the ico-
nography of the saints suggest, while some saints 
– like Saint Barbara or Saint Claire of Assisi – recur in 
most surveys, there is no easily definable category of 
“eucharistic saints.” Neither was there a single pattern 
for how a saint came to be associated with the Holy 
Sacrament, as the reasons could range from the saint’s 
own fervent eucharistic devotion through miraculous 
actions or posthumous intercessory powers related to 
the Sacrament to details of their suffering and death 
evoking Christ’s body on the cross, identical to the 
consecrated bread and wine of the Eucharist.

CASE STUDIES

Alsóbajom (Boian, Bonnesdorf), parish church

On the northern sanctuary wall of the parish church in 
Alsóbajom two fragmentary scenes datable to around 
1500 survive. In the lower tier, a hexagonal architec-
tural structure fills about three quarters of the com-
position, under which the figures of Saint Sophia and 
her three daughters appear (Fig. 1). To the right of 
the building, against the background of a green hill, a 
monastic saint is standing (Fig. 2). His face is destroyed, 
the lower part of his fragmentary figure is not revealed. 
A halo encircles his tonsured head, he is grey-haired 
and bearded. He is wearing a dark brown monastic 
gown, and a white habit underneath fastened with a 
black belt. He is holding an open book in his right 
hand and a staff in his left, while pointing to the book 
with his index finger. Although the ending of his staff 
is partly destroyed, the remaining outlines suggest that 
it was T-shaped. From the upper right corner of the 
scene, a black bird comes flying in the sky, bringing 
nourishment to the saint in its beak.

The saint has been identified differently as either 
Saint Anthony the Great8 or as Saint Paul the Hermit.9 
Although, according to his legend, Saint Paul the Her-
mit wore a garment of palm-leaves stitched together,10 
and the monastic attire the saint is wearing, and his 
attributes are typical for Saint Anthony’s iconogra-

phy,11 Saint Paul was sometimes represented similarly 
to Saint Anthony, in a monastic habit, holding a T-staff 
or a book.12 The motif of the raven bringing bread is 
taken from an episode of the life of Saint Paul the Her-
mit. With the occasion of Saint Anthony’s visit, as a 
bird brings them a loaf of bread for meal, Paul explains 
to his amazed guest that God has been feeding him in 
this way for sixty years.13 The raven with a bread in its 
beak appears either on narrative scenes depicting the 
meeting of the two saints, an episode often included in 
Saint Anthony cycles, or as an attribute of Saint Paul 
the Hermit, but is not among the known attributes of 
Saint Anthony.

In this way, an identification of the saint as Saint 
Paul the Hermit seems more convincing. As opposed 
to Saint Anthony the Great, who appears in a num-
ber of Transylvanian altarpieces and wall paintings,14 
no other alone standing representation of Saint Paul 
the Hermit is known from the region.15 At the same 
time, Saint Paul the Hermit had a significant cult in late 
medieval Hungary, centred around his relics acquired 
in 1381 from Venice and kept in the monastery of 
Budaszentlôrinc – the center of the Pauline order –, 
which had become a pilgrimage place of national 
importance.16 The order named after the saint was also 
one of the most popular monastic communities, with 



 WALL PAINTINGS IN TRANSYLVANIA	 87

Acta Hist. Art., Tom. 58, 2017

around 75 monasteries in the Hungarian Kingdom by 
the end of the fifteenth century. One of these, the mon-
astery of Pókafalva (Păuca, Törnen) founded in 1416 by 
Ladislaus, Provost of Szeben was situated not far from 
Alsóbajom; however, it was destroyed during Ottoman 
attacks in the middle of the fifteenth century.17

The detail of the raven bringing bread to feed the 
saint deserves attention for several reasons (Fig. 3). 
According to his legend, Saint Paul received half a loaf 
of bread each day during the sixty years of his retreat 
in the desert, the portion being doubled on the occa-
sion of Saint Anthony’s visit.18 In representations of 
the meeting of the two saints the bird carries either 
an undivided round bread or a loaf formed of two 
halves, following the text of the Golden Legend.19 This 
motif is in most cases depicted similarly – if somewhat 
inconsequently – in the alone standing representations 
of Saint Paul the Hermit. On a fifteenth-century key-
stone possibly originating from the Pauline monastery 
of Budaszentlôrinc, consistently with the text of the 
legend, the saint receives a half bread.20 In the rep-
resentation in Alsóbajom, however, the disk-shaped 
object in the bird’s beak resembles not so much a loaf 
of bread, as a Host wafer.

The model for this episode of Saint Paul’s legend 
was the Old Testament story of prophet Elijah, which 
Jerome used as a source of inspiration for his Vita 
Pauli.21 The passage of the prophet being fed with bread 
by ravens in the desert (1 Kings 17:6) has generally 
been interpreted as a prefiguration of the Eucharist.22

The meal consumed by Saint Paul and Anthony 
also resembles a communion in some respects, in fact, 
the last communion of Saint Paul before his death. 
Before eating it, the two saints break the bread sent 
from heaven, then drink from a spring, offering to God 
the sacrifice of praise (Lat.: sacrificium laudis), a phrase 
familiar from the eucharistic prayer of the Canon of the 
Mass. Shortly thereafter, Saint Paul attains in his death 
the union with Christ that he has always longed for.23

Accordingly, depending on its iconography and 
the context of its placement, the representation of 
the meeting of Saint Paul and Saint Anthony can be 
seen as a reference to the Eucharist. On several eigh-
teenth-century Irish and Anglo-Saxon high crosses the 
eucharistic meaning of the episode was emphasised 
by an inscription referring to the liturgical moment of 
the fractio panis, the inclusion of a chalice besides the 
heavenly bread into the composition, or the juxtaposi-

Fig. 1. Saint Sophia with her three daughters, and Saint Paul the Hermit fed by a raven;  
Alsóbajom, parish church (photo by the author)
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tion of the scene with other representations referring 
to the Eucharist.24 A panel of a stained glass window 
representing scenes from the life of Saint Anthony in 
the south ambulatory of Chartres Cathedral, made 
after 1220, has similarly been interpreted in eucha-
ristic terms (Fig. 4). The composition merges two 
consecutive moments of the narrative: the – this time 
dove-like – bird heading almost vertically downwards 
with a white wafer-shaped bread marked with a cross, 
and the two saints each grabbing a part of the bread to 
share it, their intersecting arms also forming a cross.25

Although the exact reasons behind the inclusion 
of this rare representation of Saint Paul the Hermit 
in the iconographic program in Alsóbajom can no 
longer be reconstructed, one of them was probably 
the eucharistic connotation of the image, suiting the 
liturgical context of the sanctuary.

It is interesting to note the unusual iconographic 
solution wherein, behind the raven acting as an agent 
of divine providence, the half figure of God the Father 
sending off the bird appears (the head of the fragmen-
tary figure has been destroyed). A similar emphasis on 

divine providence and the heavenly origin of the bread 
sent to the two saints can be observed in an altarpiece 
panel housed in the Kunstmuseum of Basel from 
1445, where the figure of God the Father surrounded 
by a host of angels appears in a cloud in the upper part 
of the scene depicting the meeting of Saint Paul and 
Anthony (Fig. 5).26

The subject of the representation in the upper 
tier is the Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand (Fig. 6). The 
martyrs, who were thrown from the Mount Ararat 
into a thicket of thorns because of their conversion 
to Christianity, appear in varied convoluted postures, 
their limbs and torsos being pierced through by the 
sharp green branches. Their figures are naked but for 
their loincloths. Their leader, Achatius, appears as a 
beardless young man around the middle of the com-
position, being differentiated from his soldiers by a 
red princely hat. The haloed bishop saint in the fore-
ground, reading from an open book held in his hand, 
is probably Hermolaus, who, according to one version 
of the legend, baptised the soldiers of Achatius, and 
consequently suffered martyrdom with them.27

In the legend version published in the Acta Sancto-
rum, there are numerous allusions to the biblical Pas-
sion story. After the recently baptised soldiers refuse 
to offer sacrifice to the pagan gods, among other tor-
tures they are scourged and mocked, crowned with 
crowns of thorns, their sides are pierced through with 
sharp reeds, they are greeted as “kings of the Jews,” 
and are finally crucified at the order of king Maximi-
anus.28 Explicit references to Christ’s sacrifice are also 
made in the legend, by pointing to the similarities in 

Fig. 3. Saint Paul the Hermit fed by a raven (detail); 
Alsóbajom, parish church (photo by the author)

Fig. 2. Saint Paul the Hermit fed by a raven;  
Alsóbajom, parish church (photo by the author)
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the types of torture,29 but also in a conception of mar-
tyrdom as sharing in Christ’s sufferings, for which the 
martyrs pray to be worthy of.30

This endeavour to present the martyrs’ suffer-
ing as analogous to that of Christ is also traceable in 
visual representations.31 Even though the episode of 
the legend usually captured is not the crucifixion of 
the martyrs, but their impaling on thorns,32 references 
to Christ’s sufferings are common from the fourteenth 
century onwards. In several representations, Acha-
tius appears in a posture reminiscent of the crucified 
Christ in the centre of the composition, amongst his 
soldiers impaled on the thorn bushes.33 An example 
of this type is a wall painting decorating the northern 
nave wall of the parish church in Medgyes (Medias‚, 
Mediasch) from around 1420, although here the cen-
tral figure represented with wide-spread arms, evok-
ing the crucified Christ, is most probably based on his 
mitre, bishop Hermolaus, and not Achatius (Fig. 7).34 
In a particularly bloody rendering of the theme on a 
diptych in the Wallraf-Richartz-Museum in Cologne 
from around 1325–30, the wounds caused by the 
sharp thorns on the martyrs’ bodies exactly corre-
spond in position and number to the five wounds of 
Christ, further emphasising the analogy.35

In some cases the usual martyrdom in the thorn 
bushes is complemented with the episode of the cru-
cifixion of the ten thousand martyrs, most famously 
in Dürer’s painting housed in the Kunsthistorisches 
Museum in Vienna (1508), where the crucifixion scene 

in the bottom left corner contains various references 
to the Passion of Christ,36 which have led Panofsky 
to describe it as a “reenactment of the Calvary” and a 
“symbol of the Imitatio Christi” (Fig. 8).37 In a panel of 
the All Saints’ altar in the Abbey Church of Reichenau-
Mittelzell, several consecutive episodes of the legend 
modelled on Christ’s sufferings are represented in the 
foreground of the composition, such as the flagellation, 
the coronation with crown of thorns and the crucifix-
ion, while the conventional impaling by thorns is rel-
egated to the background, in a barely recognisable way.

In the fifteenth century a specific compositional 
type has emerged, combining the martyrdom scene 
with the crucifixion of Christ into one composition.38 
This type was also widespread in the territory of Medi-
eval Hungary, appearing in several altarpieces from 
Upper Hungary,39 and in the altarpiece of the Tran-
sylvanian Nagyekemezô (Târnava, Grossprobtsdorf; c. 
1490–1500, Fig. 9).40 On these compositions a marked 

Fig. 5. The meeting of Saint Paul and Saint Anthony, 1445; 
Basel, Kunstmuseum (Fleischhauer, op. cit., 49)

Fig. 4. The meeting of Saint Paul and Saint Anthony; 
Chartres Cathedral  

(© Stuart Whatling, http://www.medievalart.org.uk)
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visual parallel is suggested between the bodies of the 
martyrs naked but for their loincloths, bleeding from 
the thorn-made wounds, and the centrally placed fig-
ure of the crucified Christ rising above them, bearing 
the wounds of the nails and the lance.

Beyond being an illustrative example of the idea of 
martyrdom as imitatio Christi, several authors note that 
the martyrdom of the ten thousand could be a spe-
cifically eucharistic theme, which in several cases was 
part of the iconographic programs of the sanctuaries.41 

Fig. 6. Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand; Alsóbajom, parish church (photo by the author)

Fig. 7. Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand; Medgyes, parish church (photo by the author)
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In the church of the Assumption of the Virgin in Krzy-
zowice (Silesia, Poland), the theme appears as part of a 
series of Christological compositions surrounding the 
sacrament niche on the south-eastern sanctuary wall 
(Fig. 10).42 Above the tabernacle flanked by two angels 
holding candles, the Holy Face appears. To the right, 
a so-called eucharistic Man of Sorrows with the Arma 
Christi was represented and an angel collecting the 
blood flowing from Christ’s side wound into a chal-
ice. To the left, Christ appears crucified on the Tree 
of Life, surrounded by ten martyrs (each symbolising 
a thousand) impaled on thorns, as well as the figures 
of bishop Hermolaus at the foot of the arbor vitae, and 
the half figure of God the Father above in the clouds. 
The martyrdom of the ten thousand is also associ-
ated with eucharistic themes in an altar panel from 
Grodków (also in Silesia), where the combination of 
the martyrdom with a three-figure Crucifixion scene 
is complemented with a smaller scale Mass of Saint 
Gregory in the foreground.43

Even though the composition from Alsóbajom has 
survived fragmentarily, an emphasis on motifs evok-
ing the Passion of Christ can be observed. The beard-
less young martyr to the right from Achatius, but simi-
lar to him in appearance and physiognomy, unlike his 

companions depicted in various convoluted postures, 
appears in an upright position, with outstretched 
arms reminiscent of the Crucifixion, a thorn piercing 
through his side at the place where the lance of Longi-
nus had wounded Christ’s chest. The next martyr, 
whose arms and legs are tied together with a rope in 
the back, is wearing a crown of thorns (Fig. 11).

Fig. 8. Albrecht Dürer: Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand 
(detail); Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum  

(© KHM-Museumsverband)

Fig. 9. Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand, stationary wing 
of the altarpiece from Nagyekemezô; Sibiu, Brukenthal 
Museum (photo credit: Institute for Material Culture  

– University of Salzburg)
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Nagyszeben (Sibiu, Hermannstadt),  
former church of the Dominican nunnery

A somewhat later representation of the same theme 
can be found in the former church of the Dominican 
nunnery in Nagyszeben, as part of a complex icono-
graphic program decorating the southern sanctuary 
wall (c. 1510–20, Fig. 12).44 The martyrdom of the 
ten thousand is painted here as the first scene from 
the left in the upper tier. In the upper left part of the 
composition the executioners are tossing down the 
martyrs with the help of a long stick from a steep 
rock of Mount Ararat into a valley inhabited by spiky-
branched bushes. Two martyrs are captured in dif-
ferent stages of the movement of falling down, while 
eight of their companions are suffering below in the 
valley, their torsos impaled on the spikes, blood flow-
ing from their wounds in streams. The postures of the 
martyrs are more repetitive here than in the composi-
tion in Alsóbajom, most figures appearing in a lying 
position, either facing upwards or the ground, with 

their arms tied together behind their back, only one of 
them is kneeling. The top of the cliff overgrown with 
grass on the right of the scene is the site of another 
episode. In the foreground, the martyrs are stripped 
of their clothes. Behind, the figures of seven martyrs 
crucified on crosses are discernible (Fig. 13).

The scene seems to be thematically linked to two 
other compositions of the cycle. The third scene of the 
upper tier is the martyrdom of Saint Ursula and the 
eleven thousand virgins. Representations of the two 
legends involving mass martyrdoms are often juxta-
posed as each other’s pendants on altarpiece wings,45 
just as here they symmetrically flank a composition 
with four standing bishop saints (see below). Directly 
below the martyrdom of the ten thousand, the east-
ernmost scene of the lower tier is a three-figure Cruci-
fixion with an unidentified saint and a kneeling donor 
figure on the left (Fig. 14). Even if the inventor of the 
iconographic program did not opt for the widespread 
composition type combining the Crucifixion with the 
martyrdom of the ten thousand, the vertical juxtaposi-

Fig. 10. Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand with the arbor vitae, Holy Face and adoring angels;
Krzyzowice, church of the Assumption of the Virgin (labuda–secomska, op. cit., III. Fig. 40)
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tion of the two compositions reflects a similar asso-
ciative logic. Again, through the analogy of the mar-
tyrs stripped of their clothes and pierced by thorns 
with the figure of Christ wounded by nails, and the 
inclusion of the episode of the martyrs’ crucifixion 
echoing Christ’s death on the cross pictured below, 
the martyrs’ suffering is presented as an act of imitatio 
Christi. In a typological interpretation, the martyrdom 
becomes a postfiguration46 of Christ’s sacrifice – an act 
in the centre of the liturgy celebrated in the sanctuary, 
for which the wall paintings create a setting.

The second scene of the uppermost register fea-
tures a row of four standing bishop saints. The com-
position is cut across by an eighteenth-century pilaster 
partially destroying the two middle figures. The first 
saint, similarly to the other three figures, is repre-
sented in a bishop’s attire, with a mitre and a staff (Fig. 
15). The lying figure at his feet identifies him as Saint 
Valentine. He is pointing towards the epileptic with 
his right hand held in a blessing gesture, in an act of 
healing. His second attribute is a golden monstrance, 

which he is holding by the knop of the shaft in his left 
hand.

Although the monstrance is an unusual element 
in the iconography of Saint Valentine, not accounted 
for either by his vita or his cult centred on his interces-
sory power for the epileptics,47 it is not unparalleled 
as an attribute. Valentine was similarly represented 
with a monstrance in a winged altarpiece from around 
1515–20 originating from the parish church of Brulya 
(Bruiu, Braller), a village not far from Nagyszeben (Fig. 
16).48 Despite differences in the colouring and details 
of the clothing, or the simpler, somewhat clumsier 
and flatter rendering of the mural, the similarity in the 
posture of the saint and of the epileptic lying in front 
of him,49 his characteristic right hand gesture and his 
distinctive attribute, the monstrance,50 suggest a con-
nection between the two works.

The common source of both compositions can be 
identified in a woodcut by Lucas Cranach prepared for 
the Wittenberger Heiltumsbuch, first published in 1509 
(Fig. 17). This publication is an illustrated inventory of 

Fig. 11. Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand; Alsóbajom, parish church (detail, photo by the author).
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the reliquary collection of Elector Palatine Frederick 
the Wise of Saxony housed in the Schlosskirche in Wit-
tenberg, in which the representation of the individual 
reliquaries are accompanied by an enumeration of 
their contents.51 That the woodcut of Saint Valentine 
is a representation of a reliquary statue is recognisable 
from the polygonal pedestal even if, instead of a faith-
ful reproduction of the object, Cranach reinterpreted 
it in a livelier, more realistic and narrative manner.52 
According to the description below the image, the 
monstrance held by Saint Valentine contained five 
particles and two whole parts of the saint’s body. The 
presence of the monstrance is thus accounted for as 
a container of relics, similarly to another monstrance 
held by an unidentified king on fol. 41r containing a 
piece of Christ’s crown of thorns, and the numerous 
alone standing reliquary monstrances in the collec-
tion.

This reference to the reliquary function of the 
monstrance was nevertheless lost when the composi-
tion was transposed from the printed model into the 
media of panel and mural painting, in the same way 
as the nature of the original model – a silver reliquary 
statue – is no longer recognisable. In the altarpiece 
from Brulya, the monstrance is clearly the container 
of the Body of Christ, visible through the display glass 
in the form of the Host. Although in the mural paint-
ing in Nagyszeben its quality as a eucharistic con-
tainer is not explicit, taking into consideration the 
connections53 between the two works, as well as their 
geographical closeness, it is probable that the mon-
strance here acquired the same eucharistic meaning 
when transposed from the pages of a reliquary book 
to the new context of a work of art decorating the 
sanctuary.

Kolozsvár (Cluj, Klausenburg), Saint Michael’s Church

On the north-eastern wall of the southern apse of the 
Saint Michael’s Church in Kolozsvár, a pope saint 
holding a golden monstrance appears besides Saint 
Sebastian, against a background of green hills and a 
cityscape, in a composition framed by a red border 
(Fig. 18).54 The haloed pope is wearing a tiara made up 
of three golden crowns adorned with colourful gem-
stones, a red mantle, underneath a blue dalmatic with 
a golden lower hem, and a white alb. Beyond the dis-
play glass of the monstrance, the outlines of the Host 
wafer can be recognized placed in the luna; this main 
section is set on a six-lobed foot and is surmounted by 

a spire and four pinnacles adorned with crockets and 
finials at the top (Fig. 19). On the right, Saint Sebastian 
appears (Fig. 20). He is represented without a halo, 
stripped of his clothes, tied with a rope to the tree 
behind him by his arms, his limbs and torso pierced 

Fig. 12. Martyrdom of the Ten Thousand; Nagyszeben, former 
church of the Dominican nunnery (photo by the author)

Fig. 13. The crucifixion of the martyrs; Nagyszeben, former 
church of the Dominican nunnery (photo by the author)
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through by arrows. He is holding a green palm leaf in 
his right hand.

The pope can be identified as Saint Fabian, based 
on his association with Sebastian.55 As the feast of both 
saints fell on the same day, a joint cult of the two saints 
had developed. Besides common dedication of churches 
and altars, the two saints often appear together as a pair 
on visual representations as well.56 In the upper part of 
the composition an angel is hovering in the sky, above a 
centrally placed hexagonal building of the cityscape. Of 
the angel’s fragmentary figure, only details of the head, 
the red and green colours of his vestment, and the 
sword he is holding in his right hand are discernible, 
at the end of which a white cloth is hanging (Fig. 21).

Sebastian was one of the most popular protectors 
against the plague in the centuries following the Black 
Death. His veneration as a plague saint was based on a 
post-mortem miracle described in the Golden Legend, 
related to the plague epidemic of 680 in Rome and 
Pavia. In the context of his patronage, the arrows of his 
martyrdom also became a symbol of the plague, being 
associated with the arrows of divine wrath sending 
the epidemic as a punishment upon sinful mankind, a 
motif originating from the Old Testament.57

The martyred Sebastian was also an emphati-
cally Christ-like figure. While all saintly martyrdoms 
can be seen as imitating the self-sacrifice of their role 
model, Christ,58 Sebastian’s first martyrdom by arrows 

Fig. 14. Crucifixion; Nagyszeben, former church of the Dominican nunnery (photo by the author)
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as related in the Golden Legend bears a closer resem-
blance to the Passion of Christ, as the saint, after being 
mortally wounded and left for dead by the soldiers, 
was miraculously revived by God.59 As Louise Mar-
shall argues in a study of the saint’s veneration and 
iconography after the Black Death, the analogy can be 
taken even further to the protective role of the saint, 
wherein Sebastian, by accepting the arrows of the 
plague sent by God on the people, atones for their 
sins through his suffering, propitiates divine anger 
and protects the believers from the epidemic. His 
martyrdom thus can be seen as a redemptive sacrifice 
analogous to that of Christ.60

This parallel is also reflected in visual represen-
tations. The image type of the martyred Sebastian, 

tied to a tree or column by his hands, his naked body 
pierced by arrows, shows the influence of representa-
tions of the suffering Christ.61 This affinity is exploited 
in triptychs, where the tortured body of the martyred 
saint on one of the side panels echoes that of Christ 
represented in the center in an episode of the Pas-
sion or in a non-narrative devotional image evoking 
his suffering.62

This juxtaposition was also present in wall 
paintings. In a group of chapels dedicated to Saint 
Sebastian in south-eastern France, the figure of the 
patron saint appears in a central position on the east-
ern altar wall, his naked body bleeding from wounds 
being paralleled by the figure of the crucified Christ 
represented directly above.63 In a votive composition 
from the beginning of the sixteenth century in the 
southern aisle of the church of Unsere Liebe Frau in 
Vill (South Tyrol), featuring donor figures below a 
row of helping saints, the two major plague saints, 
Sebastian and Roch, flank the figure of the eucharis-
tic Man of Sorrows holding a chalice. In an imita-
tion of Christ, both saints appear naked but for their 
loincloths, covered with wounds – by arrows and the 

Fig.15. Saint Valentine; Nagyszeben, former church of the 
Dominican nunnery (photo by the author)

Fig. 16. Saint Valentine and an unknown bishop saint, 
panel of the altarpiece from Brulya (today in Nagydisznód)  

(photo credit: Institute for Material Culture  
– University of Salzburg)
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plague, respectively – that they display to intercede 
for the donor family on account of their suffering 
(Fig. 22).64

The martyrdom of Saint Sebastian was in several 
cases represented in the sanctuary, in the vicinity of 
eucharistic themes. On the northern sanctuary wall of 
the parish church in Schöder (Austria), the wall sec-
tion above the sacrament niche is decorated with com-
positions related to the celebration of the eucharistic 
liturgy: angels with candles and the Crucifixion. These 
scenes are flanked on the left by the figures of two 
standing saints, whose representation in this context 
has eucharistic overtones: Saint John the Evangelist 
with a chalice65 and, above, an emphatically Christ-
like Saint Sebastian, captured not in the moment of 
his martyrdom with the usual arrows, but in a pos-
ture reminiscent of the Man of Sorrows, wearing a red 
mantle, covered with bleeding wounds, and pointing 
to his side wound (Fig. 23).66

The posture of Saint Sebastian in the mural in 
Kolozsvár is reminiscent of that of Christ in contem-
porary Flagellation scenes.67 While it is possible that, 
as in the examples mentioned above, the figure of 
Sebastian was juxtaposed as a visual analogy to a rep-
resentation of the suffering Christ either on the eastern 
wall of the southern apse, or on an altarpiece, we have 
no other evidence about the contemporary decoration 
of the side chapel to support this hypothesis.

Although there is no element in his vita that 
would qualify him as a plague saint, Pope Fabian, due 
to his association with Sebastian based on the shared 
feast day, also came to share the status of the latter 
as a protector against the pestilence.68 In this way, he 
was invoked together with Saint Sebastian in votive 
masses and prayers against the plague,69 and was also 
included in compositions where Sebastian was repre-
sented with other plague saints, especially the trio of 
Saint Sebastian, Fabian and Roch was frequent.70

Fig. 17. Lucas Cranach: Saint Valentine; Wittenberger 
Heiltumsbuch, Wittenberg 1509, fol. 20v. 

Fig. 18. Saint Fabian and Saint Sebastian; Kolozsvár,  
Saint Michael’s Church (photo by the author)
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What is peculiar about his representation in 
Kolozsvár is the monstrance, which is not among the 
conventional attributes of the saint, who is usually 
represented with a sword (the instrument of his mar-
tyrdom), a book or a papal cross.71 Pope Fabian was 
known throughout the middle ages as the author of 
a number of decrees72 containing regulations on the 
celebration of the eucharistic liturgy as well as the fre-
quency of lay communion. Although these regulations 
were often referred to in works of medieval canon 
law,73 this concern with the Blessed Sacrament attrib-
uted to the pope apparently did not have an effect on 
his iconography.

While it seems unparalleled as an attribute of 
Saint Fabian, the Eucharist was a recurring motif of 
plague iconography.74 As plague had traditionally 
been considered a punishment by God for the sins of 
mankind, protection and healing was also primarily 
sought after by devotional means. Besides prayers and 
saintly intercession, the sacraments, and, foremost, 
penance and the Eucharist, played an important role 
in pacifying divine anger.75 In contemporary medical 

works, the last rites, among them the administration of 
“the most delightful and precious medicine: the body 
of our lord and saviour Jesus Christ”76 were explicitly 
recommended for plague victims as the most efficient 
treatment, not so much with the prospect of physical 
healing, but for the salvation of the soul of the dying.77 

Fig. 19. Saint Fabian, Kolozsvár; Saint Michael’s Church 
(photo by the author)

Fig. 20. Saint Sebastian; Kolozsvár, Saint Michael’s Church 
(photo by the author)
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The importance of the last rites for a good death is a 
recurring motif in visual representations of the plague 
as well. In a panel depicting a plague miracle of Saint 
Nicholas of Tolentino by Giovanni di Paolo (1457), a 
priest is carrying the viaticum in a Gothic monstrance 
to the dying person (Fig. 24).78 In a woodcut serving as 
the title page of a plague treatise by Philipp Culmacher 
von Eger79 the representation of God, a plague angel 
and a skeletal personification of death in the central 
axis suggest the divine origin of the epidemic, while 
on both sides of the composition the different means 
of protection appear: interceding plague saints and 
praying people on the left, and a priest with a host 
delivering last communion to a person on his death-
bed and a Pietà on the right (Fig. 25). Besides stressing 
the importance of the last Sacrament, the juxtaposition 
of the Body of Christ in the form of the Host and his 
dead body held by the Virgin Mary above suggests that 
through the Eucharist one can share in the expiatory 
sacrifice of Christ, and thus hope for a reconciliation 
with a wrathful, punishing God.80

The Eucharist can also appear as a requisite of 
penitential processions, which were another means 
of appeasing divine wrath.81 An example for this is a 
double-folio representation of the procession of Saint 
Gregory the Great in the Très Riches Heures du Duc de 
Berry,82 where in addition to the image of the Virgin 
on a banner, the Eucharist is carried around in a mon-
strance in the hope of averting the plague that was 
raging in Rome in 590. It appears that, even if it is 
difficult to convincingly account for the presence of 
the monstrance as a personal attribute of Saint Fabian, 
being a common motif of late medieval plague iconog-
raphy, it fits in with the general message of the com-
position centred around seeking heavenly protection 
from the deadly disease.

Angels appear in plague related narratives in the 
Old Testament, as well as in the legends of saints, as 
heralds of divine wrath or remission.83 A good angel 
followed by a bad angel carrying a spear also appears in 
the plague miracle included in Saint Sebastian’s vita.84 
The textual base for the representation in Kolozsvár, 
however, is most likely not this legend, but the vision 
of Saint Gregory the Great, who, when leading an 
expiatory procession at the time of the plague ravag-
ing in Rome, saw an angel on the top of the Castel 
Sant’Angelo wiping a bloody sword and sheathing it, a 
gesture which had signalled the end of the plague.85 
Sworded plague angels also occur in representations 
unrelated to this episode of Saint Gregory’s legend 
(Fig. 25),86 this is also the case of the mural in Kolozs-

vár. The angel here is not a threatening symbol of 
divine wrath and of the violence of the epidemic, but, 
wiping the sword with a white cloth, indicates a posi-
tive outcome of appeasing God and the ceasing of the 
plague as a result of the saintly intercession.

Based on graphic models and stylistic features, 
the mural can be dated to the last two decades of the 
fifteenth century. According to the research of István 
Szabó, in the last quarter of the fifteenth century eight 
years were marked by plague in the territory of medi-
eval Hungary. While the exact territorial extension is 
in most cases unknown, sources suggest that the epi-
demics of 1480 and 1495 were the most devastating, 
extending from the western borders up to the south-
eastern territory of the Transylvanian Burzenland.87 
Even if, with no exact dating, the commission of the 
mural cannot be connected to a specific outbreak, his-
torical data about contemporary epidemics is consist-
ent with the interpretation of the mural in suggesting 
that protection against the plague was a very topical 
concern at the time.

Székelydálya (Daia)

On the northern sanctuary wall of the parish church in 
Székelydálya, the representation of a ship fills the east-
ernmost lunette-shaped field below the vaulting (end of 
the fifteenth century, Fig. 26). A large crowd of people 
of both genders and of various ages and social groups 
are standing in the ship in several rows, all unhaloed. 
In the front rows, mostly female figures – women and 
children – can be seen wearing crowns or white veils. 
In front of the crowd, a now damaged female figure 
with long wavy hair, wearing a crown and a red mantle 
is standing, rising above the other figures. To her right 

Fig. 21. Plague angel; Kolozsvár, Saint Michael’s Church 
(photo by the author)
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is a bishop in an ornate mitre; the figure of a pope with 
a tiara next to him, visible on the watercolour copy,88 
is now more damaged and hardly recognisable. All the 
people are depicted in half profile turning to the right, 
their hands raised in a gesture of prayer. In the upper 

part of the mast below the crow’s nest, there is a three-
figure Crucifixion scene set against the background of 
the sail (Fig. 27). The crucified Christ is flanked by the 
standing figures of Saint John the Evangelist and the 
Virgin Mary, who are turning towards him in prayer. 

Fig. 22. Votive composition with Christ as the Man of Sorrows, Mantle Madonna and saints; Vill, South Tyrol  
(photo credit: Institute for Material Culture – University of Salzburg)
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The horizontal bar of the dark brown cross bearing a 
titulus is bent downwards in a bow shape. Above the 
crowd, to the right from the mast, there is a group of 
six men. Several of them are wearing armour, the first 
one is holding a long wooden stick in his right hand.89 
Behind the group there is a portal painted in various 
colours resembling a rainbow, with a stone building 
on the other side.

The scene has been variously identified as an 
episode from the legend of Saint Margaret90 or Saint 
Ursula,91 part of a Last Judgment scene,92 while in 
most of the recent literature it is described as a rep-
resentation of the Ship of the Church.93 Although the 
composition bears a resemblance with allegorical rep-
resentations of the Church as a ship, considering all 
iconographic features, an identification as the martyr-
dom of Saint Ursula and the eleven thousand virgins 
is more plausible.

The motif of the soldier standing in front of the 
ship to the right, raising a sword above his head, ready 
to behead a woman whom he is pulling by her hair 
over the edge of the boat, is a typical element of the 
martyrdom of Saint Ursula scenes, with close compo-
sitional analogies in the period.94 The maiden princess 
standing in front of the crowd is most probably the 
protagonist of the legend, Saint Ursula, emphasized 
through her position and larger size, similar to sev-
eral other representations of the martyrdom scene. 
The composition of the praying crowd in the boat 
also corresponds to the written legendary tradition, 
which describes that the virgins were accompanied by 
several men – pope Cyriacus and a number of bish-
ops among them – and some married women. On 
the other hand, the large proportion of female figures 
would be unusual on a representation of the Ship of 
the Church. The group of soldiers approaching from 
the right on the shore behind the boat can be inter-
preted as the Huns attacking Saint Ursula and her reti-
nue when arriving back from Rome to Cologne. The 
cityscape of Cologne surrounded with the city walls 
and gates often appears in the background of the mar-
tyrdom scene;95 the portal with the portion of a stone 
wall behind the soldiers is most probably a simplified 
reference to the town.

Fig. 23. Saint Sebastian; Schöder (Austria), parish church 
(Gobiet, op. cit., Farbtafel X.)

Fig. 24. Giovanni di Paolo: Panel from the life of  
Saint Nicholas of Tolentino; Vienna, Akademie der 
bildenden Künste (marshall, op. cit. 2013, Fig. 1)
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According to the legend, the chief of the Huns 
shot Ursula with an arrow. It is not specified, how-
ever, how the members of her retinue met their death. 
Although archers standing on the shore aiming at the 
virgins appear in most representations of the scene, 
there are cases where – as in Székelydálya – there are 
no archers among the Huns, who are equipped with 
swords and lances instead.96

The motif which would best support an identifi-
cation of the scene as the Ship of the Church is the 
Crucifixion appearing in front of the sail. Indeed, there 
are no references to it in the written versions of the leg-
end of Saint Ursula.97 Instead, the motif has its origins 
in the allegory of the Church as a ship with Christ’s 
cross as its mast, on board of which Christian believ-
ers could avoid the deadly perils of temptation on the 
voyage toward the harbour of eternal life.98 This ship 
imagery, elaborated by early Christian authors, was 
flourishing in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,99 as 
several contemporary visual representations attest.100

However, this is not the only case where the motif 
of the crucified Christ on the ship’s mast appears in 
Saint Ursula’s iconography. In an allegorical composi-
tion type used in publications connected to Saint Ursula 
confraternities, the ship of Saint Ursula is presented as 

the Ship of Faith, carrying the members of the brother-
hood to salvation. A woodcut decorating the title page 
of the confraternity book from Strassbourg (1497)101 
combines all the pious means deployed by the mem-
bers of the brotherhood to secure the salvation of the 
soul (Fig. 28). Christ’s salvific sacrifice, visualised by 
the figure of Christ crucified on the cross-shaped mast 
is repeated on the right, in a scene of a priest celebrat-
ing Mass, an act which has as its immediate effect the 
salvation of a soul from Purgatory. Below, at the foot 
of the cross, there is an altar table with the Eucharist in 
both species, around which a group of saints are gath-
ered, with the figure of the Virgin Mary with the Infant 
Christ in the centre, and Saint Ursula on her right. 
Before the altar, Saint John the Evangelist is collecting 
Christ’s blood securing eternal life streaming from the 
fons vitae into his chalice. Christ’s expiatory sacrifice, 
his body and blood in the Sacrament, the intercession 
of the saints, and prominently that of Saint Ursula on 
account of her merits and martyr’s death, all work 
toward the propitiation of God and secure salvation 
for the ship’s passengers.

The image of the crucified Christ on the ship’s 
mast could also feature in narrative representations of 
the martyrdom scene, as in the case of Székelydálya, 

Fig. 25. Philipp Culmacher von Eger, Regimen wider die 
Pestilenz, title page (boeckl, op. cit., Fig. 4.7)

Fig. 26. The martyrdom of Saint Ursula and the eleven 
thousand virgins; Székelydálya, parish church  

(photo by the author)
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although this was less common. On a panel of an altar-
piece from the Cistercian nunnery of Lichtental (Ger-
many) from 1496, two crucifixes of identical design 
and dimension (considerably smaller than those in 
the allegorical representations) appear: one on the top 
of the column-like mast of the ship, and one which 
Saint Ursula is holding up in her hand (Fig. 29).102 
The presence of the crosses is justified by her words 
visualized in the form of a curling inscription scroll,103 
encouraging members of her retinue to fight bravely in 
Christ’s cross, as eternal life will follow the cruel death 
brought upon them. On the central panel of Jörg Breu 
the Elder’s Saint Ursula altarpiece (c. 1520–30),104 the 
mast of Saint Ursula’s ship is replaced by a life-size fig-
ure of Christ on the cross, encompassed in a rainbow-
like halo, creating a devotional focal point within the 
populous, stirring martyrdom scene.

The above examples show that the incorpora-
tion of the Crucifixion into a representation of Saint 
Ursula’s martyrdom is not an iconographic oddity, 
but an iconographic feature fitting well into contem-
porary developments in the devotion to the saint and 

the representation of the theme.105 This motif prompts 
a more comprehensive interpretation where the ship, 
beyond being the vessel carrying Saint Ursula and her 
retinue to meet their fate under the walls of Cologne, 
on another level also evokes the idea of the Ship of the 
Church, in which the community of believers make 
their journey through life and death under the protec-
tion of the Cross – an image which at the same time 
also resonates with the liturgy celebrated in the sanc-
tuary centred on a reiteration of Christ’s redeeming 
sacrifice.

The Body of Christ is even more emphatically the 
focal point of the fragmentarily surviving wall paint-
ing decoration of the sacramental niche on the north-
eastern sanctuary wall (Fig. 30).106 Above the ogee-
arched niche, Saint Veronica is standing before a stone 
wall, holding up her veil with the Holy Face. Below, 
the upper bodies of two haloed saints survive, who 
are turning towards the sacrament niche, their hands 
raised in a gesture of prayer. The figure on the left can 
be identified as Saint Peter, based on the fragmentary 
object resting against his shoulder, the surviving upper 

Fig. 27. The Crucifixion; Székelydálya, parish church (photo by the author)
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part of which resembles the shaft and bit of a key; the 
other saint is thus most probably Saint Paul.107

The Veil of Veronica, along with the heads of both 
apostle princes Peter and Paul, counted among the most 
precious relics of Rome,108 which attracted masses of 
pilgrims to the Eternal City in the hope of indulgences. 
The image of the Sudarium flanked by Saint Peter and 
Saint Paul (with or without the figure of Saint Veronica 
herself) thus has pilgrimage associations,109 and was 
spread by pilgrim badges from the fourteenth century 
onwards, and by prints later on.110 In Transylvania 
several examples of this type are known on pilgrimage 
badges or coins reused in the decoration of bells in the 
second half of the fifteenth century,111 and a similar 
composition has been presumed to have decorated the 
Lázói chapel in Gyulafehérvár.112

In Székelydálya, this familiar composition was 
adapted to the context of the sacrament niche: the 
veil bearing the true Face of Christ was a particularly 
suitable and popular decoration of the tabernacle con-
taining the Body of Christ in the form of the Eucha-
rist, usually placed directly above the host compart-

ment.113 The two apostolic saints associated with the 
Sudarium have become adoring figures who, through 
their praying gestures, set an example for the viewer in 
the devotion to the Sacrament.

Segesvár (Sighis‚oara, Schäßburg)

A set of fragmentary representations on the northern 
sanctuary wall of the Saint Nicholas church in Seges-
vár may also have served as the decoration of a sacra-
ment niche that was later replaced with the sacrament 
house visible today.114 In the upper register, to the left 
of the sacrament house there is a partially surviving 
composition featuring an angel figure with the Arma 
Christi evoking different moments of Christ’s Passion: 
the cross with the crown of thorns, the ladder, rooster, 
lance and sponge on a reed (Fig. 31). In the lower reg-
ister, the mourning figure of Saint John the Evangelist 
suggests that a three-figure Crucifixion might have 
originally been painted here,115 which was flanked by 
the figures of Saint Ursula and Saint Barbara (Fig. 32). 

Fig. 28. Bartholomäus Kistler: Von Sant Ursulen schifflin; 
Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Preußischer Kulturbesitz, 
Inkunabelsammlung (dekiert, op. cit., Fig. 228)

Fig. 29. The martyrdom of Saint Ursula, altarpiece panel; 
Cistercian nunnery of Lichtental

(Zehnder, op. cit., Taf. 1)
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Both standing figures are represented in half profile, 
turning towards the composition in the centre, from 
which they are separated by an illusionistic frame. 
Both of them are wearing crowns, their long hair 
spreading over their mantle, and holding their tradi-
tional attributes: Saint Ursula her arrow,116 and Saint 
Barbara holding a tower in her right hand, while in 
her left hand fragments of a golden chalice, most likely 
with the host above it, can be discerned.

Of the two virgin saints, it is Saint Barbara whose 
cult and iconography is most evidently linked to the 
devotion to the Sacrament stored in the tabernacle. Her 
late medieval cult was based on her role as an interces-
sor in the hour of death, ensuring that her devotees 
would not die without confession and communion. 
This task to protect against sudden death by securing 
the administration of the last sacrament is visualized in 
her attribute, the chalice with the host, which from the 
fifteenth century onwards was added to her original 
attribute, the tower.117

Consequently, Saint Barbara was probably the 
saint whose association with the Eucharist was most 
emphatic and most frequent in Late Gothic art,118 
and whose figure was also an obvious choice for the 
decoration of sacrament houses and niches.119 Several 
authors point out the role of the clergy in the promo-
tion of the cult of Saint Barbara in the context of con-
structing a eucharistic discourse where clerics act as 
mediators of divine grace through the sacraments,120 
which were indispensable not only for a good Chris-
tian life, but also to secure a good Christian death.121 
Thus, representations of Saint Barbara in a sacramen-
tal context, besides an expression of the devotion to 
the saint, may also serve as reminders of the impor-
tance of the last communion.122

In the upper register of the northern sanctuary 
wall, in the tympanum of the vaulting in the second bay 
from the west, the standing figure of Mary Magdalene 
is visible, holding her ointment jar in her hands (1484; 
Fig. 33). The donor figure kneeling before her has been 
hypothetically identified as Michael Polner,123 mayor 
of the town, who had played an important role in the 
Late Gothic rebuilding of the church. Between the two 
figures a plant pot can be seen, the whole composition 
being framed by an unusually long decorative inscrip-
tion scroll, for the most part unreadable.124

In her study of the wall painting, Corina Popa 
remarks that, just as in the case of the donor portraits 
on the western side of the triumphal arch, this votive 
image was associated with representations evoking 
Christ’s sacrifice in the lower register, and suggests 

Fig. 30. The veil of Veronica, Saint Peter and Saint Paul; 
Székelydálya, parish church (photo by the author)

Fig. 31. Angel with the Arma Christi; Segesvár,  
Saint Nicholas church (photo by the author)
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that the saint’s key role played in the Passion story 
probably earned her this privileged place within the 
decoration of the chancel.125 Indeed, Mary Magdalene 
plays an important role in the Gospel narratives not 
only as a witness of Christ’s Crucifixion and Entomb-
ment, but also as a discoverer of the empty tomb, 
and, according to some accounts, the first person to 
encounter the risen Christ.126

At the same time, an important aspect of her cult 
was that as a repenting sinner, she was set as an example 
of perfect penance for the believers, primarily in men-
dicant preaching.127 The reverence for the saint is also 
traceable among the Dominicans of the town of Seges-
vár, who, not long after the completion of the sanctu-
ary decoration of the parish church, commissioned an 
altarpiece for an altar dedicated to Mary Magdalene.128

As Katherine Ludwig Jansen argues in her mon-
ograph on the saint, one of the main factors behind 
the late medieval flourishing of Mary Magdalene’s cult 
was the reformulation of the sacrament of penance 
at the Fourth Latheran Council in 1215, by making 
an annual confession of sins obligatory.129 The same 
decree Omnis utriusque sexus also required all believ-
ers to take communion at least once a year at Easter, 
for which confession and penance were a prerequisite, 
cleansing and preparing the penitent for the recep-
tion of the Eucharist. The close connection between 
the sacraments of confession and communion, char-
acteristic for late medieval religiosity,130 can also be 
observed in the case of the veneration of Mary Mag-
dalene, whose example served not only to promote 
the cult of penance but also to provide a model for 

Fig. 32. Saint John the Evangelist, Saint Barbara; Segesvár, Saint Nicholas church (photo by the author)
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devotion to the Eucharist.131 In the last episode of her 
life as narrated in the Golden Legend, when feeling 
the approach of her death after thirty years of retire-
ment in the desert, she announces bishop Maximian 
to meet her in the church, where, accompanied by a 
choir of angels, shedding tears of joy, [she] received the 
Lord’s Body and Blood from the bishop, before she lay 
down in front of the altar and her soul departed to 
God.132 The Last Communion of Mary Magdalene was 
a popular eucharistic theme in mendicant sermons, 
as well as in wall paintings and altarpieces primarily 
in Italy, but also north of the Alps.133 The figure of 
Mary Magdalene was also frequently incorporated in 
the iconographic programs of tabernacles.134 On the 
sacrament house in the Saint James’ church in Roth-
enburg ob der Tauber (Germany) the figures of Saint 
Barbara with her chalice and Mary Magdalene with her 

ointment jar are flanking the host compartment.135 
In the fourteenth-century wall painting decoration 
of the sacrament niche in Väskinde (Sweden) Mary 
Magdalene appears kneeling before the figure of the 
enthroned Christ, wiping his feet with her hair. In an 
analysis of this rare iconographic composition, Mereth 
Lindgren interprets the figure of the sinner saint as a 
personification of the faithful in their devotion to the 
Corpus Christi stored in the tabernacle.136

The reasons behind the donor’s choice to be repre-
sented in the company of Mary Magdalene in Segesvár 
remain unclear. Besides her close association with Christ 
as recorded in the Gospels, a further appeal of the saint 
as an intercessor and model may have been her hope-
giving transformation from a sinner into a saint, suggest-
ing both the importance and efficacy of the sacraments 
of penance and communion in attaining salvation.

Fig. 33. Mary Magdalene with a donor figure; Segesvár, Saint Nicholas church (photo by the author)

CONCLUSION

The examples discussed above constitute only a part 
of the hagiographical representations in the late gothic 
wall painting decoration of sanctuaries, many of 
which have no discernible eucharistic connotations. 
Although in the selection of saints to be represented 
in the chancel – just as in any part of the church – fac-

tors like the spread of a saint’s cult and a need for his 
or her intercession, as well as personal preferences of 
the donors and the inventors of the iconographic pro-
grams must have played a primary role, some repre-
sentations of saints seem to carry an additional layer of 
meaning connected to eucharistic devotion. The fact 
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that most of the latter images are located in the sanc-
tuary137 suggests conscious choices on the part of the 
inventors of the iconographic programs in adapting 
the subject matter of the wall paintings to the function 
of the given liturgical space.

Based on the way they evoke the Eucharist, the 
representations can be divided into two groups: while 
some explicitly depict the eucharistic species contained 
in a monstrance or a chalice, or make a reference to it in 
the form of heavenly nourishment provided to a saint, 
others allude to the sacramental body of Christ in a 
subtler way, by recalling Christ’s sacrifice on the cross 
through specific iconographic details. This parallelism 
is most explicit in cases when – using Timmermann’s 
typological framework of interpretation – the connec-
tion between the saintly martyrdom (the type) and 
Christ’s crucifixion (the antitype) is suggested either 
by the juxtaposition of the two (Nagyszeben) or their 
combination within one composition (Székely dálya).

While often the association of a saint with the sac-
rament can readily be traced back to their cult and 

legend, in some cases it seems to be more incidental, 
such as the equipment of Saint Valentine with a mon-
strance, or the representation of Saint Peter and Saint 
Paul as adoring figures flanking the tabernacle. Both 
compositions can be explained with the use of visual 
sources taken from a different context (here: the ven-
eration of relics), which acquire an additional, eucha-
ristic meaning in the new context.

Due to the fragmentary survival of chancel deco-
rations from this period, it is difficult to draw a general 
conclusion about the place of hagiographical compo-
sitions with eucharistic connotations in the icono-
graphic programs. In cases when they can be analysed 
in the context of other elements of the contemporary 
chancel decoration, representations of saints bearing 
eucharistic connotation tend to supplement more con-
ventional, straightforward eucharistic imagery – such 
as the Crucifixion, Arma Christi or Veronica’s Veil – 
which provide a reference point for the interpretation 
of the images of saints set in the service of eucharistic 
devotion.
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