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ABSTRACT

This study examines the interplay between the biographies and iconographies of Jan Sarkander and St. John
of Nepomuk in the early modern period, highlighting how they influence each other’s appearance and
veneration. The analysis reveals that a depiction in an altarpiece in Bratislava originally representing
Sarkander was misidentified as St. John of Nepomuk due to contextual elements rather than explicit
inscriptions. Furthermore, the study discusses how the pictorial compilations were shaped by the donators’
or publishers’ needs or the practicality.
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For several years now, a notable and widely accepted practice has come to the fore: the reuse of
portraits in the early modern period to represent different individuals. This was primarily
achieved by altering the accompanying captions or inscriptions that accurately identified the
person. This phenomenon could be predominantly observed in engravings, and less so in
paintings (N. Kis, 2024).
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A relevant Hungarian example of such pictorial compilation can be found in the genealogy
of the Hungarian nobleman Pál Esterházy, titled Trophaeum Nobilissimae ac Antiquissimae
Domus Estorasianae, published in Vienna in 1700 (Esterházy, 1700). This volume contains
numerous fictive biographies that are complemented by reused engravings, which visually
represent fictional ancestors described in the text and originally depicted other, primarily Italian
noblewomen and noblemen unrelated to the Eszterházy family (Buzási, 2000). In these in-
stances, the primary criterion for identification relied less on the concept of vera effigies (i.e.,
the accurate depiction of the Esterházy ancestors’ true likeness) and more on the inscriptions
themselves. In the early modern period and even before, the authenticity of a painting was not
assessed using the same methods as today; identification by genuine effigies was not always a
primary concern for artists and patrons. These images were primarily regarded as a kind of
documentary artifact that represented reality through both text and imagery.

In the case of historical portraits, this phenomenon may have been caused not only by the
need for representation in a broader context but also by the cost-effectiveness of the planning
and execution processes. This is how King Matthias II Holy Roman Emperor and Hungarian
King transformed into the appearance of Ferdinand II, when an engraving, which had been
created about the coronation of King Matthias II of Hungary in Bratislava in 1608, identifying
him on it with the inscription of his half-length portrait,1 was republished by Caspar Ens in 1627
in his book titled Fama Austriaca. In this volume the mentioned engraving was re-edited and
identified as the coronation of Ferdinand II in Bratislava in 1618 in such a way that the
inscription around the portrait was changed (Ens, 1627, 78–79). The reason may be similar
to those cases when the nobleman and Palatinal Governor Baron Imre Czobor (Widemann,
1652), with his distinctive face, later became the Polish military commander Stefan Czarnieczki
(Türckische…, 1663), and even Johann Andreas Giovanelli von Gerstburg, who served as
Oberkammergraf in Kremnica (Oertel, 1665).

In this essay, I examine a special case of these pictorial compilations, when the biography
and, therefore, the iconography of two saints, namely Jan Sarkander and St. John of Nepomuk,
influenced each other to such an extent that, thanks to the pictorial compilation, they eventually
swapped places in an altarpiece.

The veneration of St. John of Nepomuk spread rapidly and achieved widespread significance
throughout Europe, including Hungary, from at least the 17th century. The cult of this martyr
intensified following the Battle of Bílá Hora in 1620. After it, the destroyed tomb of the martyr
in the St. Vitus Cathedral in Prague was soon rebuilt; it was accompanied by the incorporation
of new narratives, such as punitive miracles, into his veneration, as detailed in his contemporary
and later biographies. However, St. John remained largely unknown in Hungary until the late
17th century, necessitating the establishment of his iconography and significance across various
societal strata. This process enabled the integration of newly introduced cult elements into the
daily lives of believers. In addition to biographies, visual representations, including engravings,
along with an increasing number of altarpieces and sculptures, served as effective media for
promoting the necessity of the saint’s veneration within local communities and contributed to
the standardization of his cult beyond the context of his canonization (N. Kis, 2023a). However,

1National Széchényi Library App. M. 50.
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since the cult of the martyr suddenly arrived in Hungary, his early depictions typically followed
familiar prefigurations from abroad and were less the result of local artistic invention.

Bratislava emerged as one of the cities in Hungary where the earliest veneration of St. John of
Nepomuk can be distinctly identified. The local presence and importance of St. John’s early
veneration is well illustrated by the fact that in 1726, Imre Esterházy, Archbishop of Esztergom,
entrusted Joseph Kurtz, a Tirolean artist residing in the city, to create a painting entitled The
Apotheosis of St. John of Nepomuk. In this artwork, which is kept in the Mirbach Palace in
Bratislava, the martyr is depicted with outstretched arms, bestowing blessings upon angels who
carry the coat of arms of Bratislava and Hungary. From our perspective, it is more important
that the local Clarisses have been honoring the martyr since the late 17th century, serving as one
of the earliest local proponents of this cult. The Abbess Éva Franciska Csáky wrote the first
Hungarian biography of St. John of Nepomuk; this manuscript was completed in 1701, trans-
lated from the biography of Johann Christoph Baczina while the initial three printed Hungarian
prayers to the martyr were edited in 1713 in their volume titled Jó illatu Rósás Kert (Sigray,
1713). Another pictorial representation associated with the cult of St. John, connected to the
Clarisses in Bratislava, can be found nowadays in the local cloister of the Sisters of Saint
Elisabeth (N. Kis, 2023b)2 (Fig. 1). This was formerly owned by a member of the Clarisses in
Bratislava, which can also be linked to the early Hungarian veneration of St. John of Nepomuk.
This altarpiece, created circa the mid-18th century, was intended for private devotion, primarily
to support its owner in contemplating the sufferings of the martyr. The artwork features five
small panels surrounding a larger central panel, which has been modified over time to depict the
Holy Family. It is plausible that the original central image portrayed the martyrdom of St. John
of Nepomuk, as three of the five smaller panels illustrate various scenes from the martyr’s life,
rather than his martyrdom. The fourth panel depicts the Three Magi, possibly referencing the
date of the owner’s perpetual vow. The fifth depicted figure in the bottom right small panel is
El_zbieta Piast or Łokietkówna (ca. 1305–1380), the wife of Charles I of Hungary, who was
venerated as a saint by the Clarisses; however, she was never beatified or canonized.

The upper three paintings appear to illustrate the life and martyrdom of St. John of Nepo-
muk. The first depicts the Queen’s confession, a common and well-known scene; a similar
depiction can be found, for example, in the book Hymnorum sanctorum by the Czech historian
Johann Pontanus, published in 1602 (Pontanus, 1602, 203). The second painting depicts the
dead body of the martyr crowned by angels in the feretory, which is also a conventional rep-
resentation, similar to the usual funeral pictures of the age (Szilárdfy, 2003, 216). The third
painting, which outwardly depicts the saint’s torture, is particularly significant from our perspec-
tive (Fig. 2). This scene is also well known, with several analogous paintings and engravings
existing within this iconographic tradition. However, this small painting is much more exciting

2A significant challenge in identifying the material heritage of the Order of Saint Clare in Hungary is the abolitio ordered
by the Holy Roman Emperor and Hungarian King Joseph II. Among the dissolution of contemplative religious orders,
the closure of the Clarissen convents happened in 1782. Many pieces of art were lost during the evacuation of the
monasteries, but assets used for personal purposes, such as paintings, books, and furniture, remained the property of the
nuns, who were permitted to take these items with them upon leaving the monastery to join other orders deemed useful,
such as nursing or teaching orders, or to relocate to relatives or other Clarissen cloisters abroad. It was stipulated that
nuns who chose to live in the nursing Order of the Sisters of Saint Elisabeth would receive higher annual salaries (K. Kis,
2023b). As a result, many of the artworks originally owned by the Clarisses of Bratislava have been preserved to the
present day by the Elisabethinae (K. Kis, 2023b).
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than it seems at first glance: it depicts a man whose hands are not bound, despite the apparent
torture inflicted upon him by a soldier wielding a torch on the left side of the composition.
The figure bears large wounds on both sides of his body, at the ribs, and another on his throat.
Notably, the man’s expression remains peaceful, with the names Jesus, Mary, and Anne
inscribed near his mouth, suggesting that the martyr was praying to them. It should be empha-
sized that biographers of St. John of Nepomuk pointed out that the martyr prayed solely to Jesus
and Mary during his tortures, and there are no references in 17th- and 18th-century biographies
indicating that he prayed to St. Anne as well. This depiction was not a resolution of artistic
invention, the iconographic elements were deliberate: the representation of the martyr’s wounds
and the inclusion of St. Anne serve to clarify the identity of the figure portrayed in the painting.

The person who actually appears in this painting is Jan Sarkander (1576–1620), a Polish-
Czech-Moravian Roman Catholic priest, who was tortured and killed in Olomouc in 1620
during the Thirty Years’ War, and not St John of Nepomuk. As El_zbieta Adamiak notes,
Sarkander is referred to as a “conflict saint” (Konfliktheiliger), whose canonization has not been

Fig. 1. Altarpiece with the scene of St. John of Nepomuk, mid-18th century, Bratislava, Sisters of Saint
Elisabeth
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met with unanimous approval since his death (Adamiak, 2013, 116). He is recognized as a
martyr of the era of conflicts, specifically during the Thirty Years’ War, and is now remembered
less for his defense of the seal of confession or his inexorable opposition to Protestantism, but
rather for his unwavering commitment to his faith.

Sarkander, who came from a family of Polish gentry, studied at the Jesuit colleges in
Olomouc, Prague, and Graz, then became a parish priest in Holeszów, a small town with a
predominantly Protestant population, where he worked with the support of the Catholic Cap-
tain Władysław Popiel Łobkowicz. His attempts at local conversion led to several conflicts,
which intensified after the outbreak of the Thirty Years’ War. In 1618, Lobkovic was also
arrested, after which Sarkander made a pilgrimage to Czestochowa.3 This gave rise to rumors
that the real purpose of the trip was not pilgrimage, but an attempt to exert military influence, in
that he would have called on the troops of the commander of Lisów for help as the emperor’s
envoy. The priest’s former enemy, Judge Václav Bítovsk�y, finally arrested him and subjected him
to torture, demanding that he reveal the contents of Lobkovic’s confessions. When he had
refused it, he died shortly afterwards as a result of the torture he had suffered in February 1620.

Fig. 2. The upper right bottom panel of the altarpiece about the saint’s torture, mid-18th century,
Bratislava, Sisters of Saint Elisabeth

3This place of pilgrimage also played an important role in the legend of St. John of Nepomuk.
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After the Battle of Bílá Horá, his case was also investigated, and his story served to justify
Protestant excesses and unwavering faith (Ho�sková, 1995, 6–7).

The torture was indeed very cruel. Directly after Sarkander’s death, Cardinal Franz Seraph
von Dietrichstein (Franti�sek Serafín z Ditrich�stejna, 1570–1636), Archbishop of Olomouc,
reported to Pavlo Michn, imperial secretary of Vácinov, on 8 April 1620, based on eyewitness
accounts that the priest was tortured, among others, with torches and a sulphur-containing
mixture so severely that his internal organs were visible and his ribs burnt (Zlámal, 1990, 56;
Fiala, 2001, 574). The same month, he had a Flugblatt printed in German and Latin in Vienna,
in which Sarkander’s life and martyrdom could be read. It became accompanied by a copper-
plate engraving by Tobiá�s Biden depicting the scene of the torture, which he distributed
throughout Europe. This pamphlet is the earliest direct evidence of the spread of the cult of
Sarkander (Fiala, 2001, 574). Since the testimonies of those who participated in the torture were
also available, the details of the torture soon became known, including the fact that even in the
midst of the most painful torments, Sarkander said nothing, except the names of Jesus, Mary,
and St. Anne. The archbishop appointed an eyewitness, Judge Jan Scintilla of Olomouc, to
document his recollections of the torture. Scintilla compiled these accounts and submitted a
detailed report to Dietrichstein in 1621, noting that the martyr had prayed to Jesus, Mary, and
Anne – this moment has already appeared in Dietrichstein’s Flugblatt (Fiala, 2001, 574). This
text played a significant role in promoting the veneration of Sarkander.

Cardinal Dietrichstein collected the bloody clothes of Sarkander and presented them to the
treasury of the local cathedral, indicating that he consciously fostered the cult of the martyr
(Zlámal, 1990, 55–56). Moreover, Jan Sarkander’s brothers, Mikulá�s and Pavel, had a memorial
plaque erected on the wall next to the martyr’s grave, which also depicted the scene of his torture
(Zlámal, 1990, 56; Fiala, 2001, 577). His grave quickly became a site of pilgrimage, and details of
his life and suffering were disseminated through various publications. These texts and
images are significant because the earliest narratives were written shortly after his death, allow-
ing the details of his suffering to be accurately recorded alongside his martyrdom. Many aspects
of Sarkander’s life and martyrdom, as well as his iconography, show similarities to those of
St. John of Nepomuk. Furthermore, Sarkander’s association with the martyrdom of confession
emerged well before the beatification of St. John of Nepomuk. Numerous depictions show the
two saints together, and several sermons and written sources can be identified, highlighting the
similarities between their lives and sufferings (Zlámal 1990, 60–61).

A notable aspect in comparing the two martyrs is their behavior during torture. Interestingly,
Jan Ignác Dlouhowesk�y, a priest at the T�yn Church in Prague, was the first to mention in his
1668 manuscript, titled Proto-Historicus vitae S. Joannis Nepomuceni (Dlouhowesk�y ed.
Berghauer, 1761, 45) that St. John of Nepomuk invoked the names of Jesus and Mary during
his suffering. Earlier hagiographers, such as Jan Dubravius in his Historia Regni Bohemiae
(Dubravius, 1552) and Georgius Plach�y in his Fama Posthuma (Plach�y, 1641), did not include
this detail. It is possible that this detail was influenced by the accounts of Dietrichstein and
Scintilla regarding Sarkander’s martyrdom. The omission of St. Anne’s name in this context may
have been intended to create a clearer distinction. Thus, this detail can be viewed as a topos,
prevalent in the biographies of both Sarkander and St. John of Nepomuk.

Even parallels have been identified between the iconographies and patron functions of these
two martyrs during the early modern period. This phenomenon is not unique; for instance, in
her doctoral dissertation, Kata Ágnes Szűcs convincingly demonstrated how significant elements
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of the legend of Elisabeth of Hungary, such as the so-called „miracle of the roses,” were inte-
grated into the biographies and iconography of her niece, Elisabeth of Portugal (Szűcs, 2019).
A similar occurrence can be observed in the veneration of St. John of Nepomuk and Jan
Sarkander. As noted by Bohumil Zlámal, early depictions of Jan Sarkander are significant
because they were created shortly after his death, coinciding with the dissemination of his story
of suffering (Zlámal, 1990, 59). The comparison between St. John of Nepomuk and Sarkander,
considering similarities in their life stories, such as their tortures, the fragrance of their deceased
bodies, their commitment to the secrecy of confession, and their iconography, occurred well
before the beatification of St. John of Nepomuk. Zlámal provided several written and visual
examples in his study (Zlámal, 1990). I would like to highlight another one, helping to under-
stand this phenomenon.

The biography of St. John of Nepomuk, edited in the Acta Sanctorum, written by Bohuslav
Balbín, one of the most important hagiographers of the early modern period, was republished in
Augsburg in 1725, supplemented with several engravings (Vita…, 1725). The publication was
donated by Frantisek Julián von Braida (1654–1727), auxiliary bishop of Olomouc. The Latin
volume was illustrated by Johann Andreas Pfeffel; it was one of the first and best-known series of
engravings depicting the martyr’s life and veneration. Among these, the picture after the title
page shows the Apotheosis of St. John of Nepomuk surrounded by several saints named John,
and below him, in a stressed position, Sarkander, described as Venerabilis (venerable),4 with a
face quite similar to that in the Bratislava painting; he is the only one who looks at the viewer of
the engraving. It is less well known that Pfeffel also made a series of German-language engrav-
ings of the Prague martyr, which follow the Latin compositions, but in a simpler style; it was
edited just in 1730 (Das Leben…, 1730). The first engraving of this series also shows the
Apotheosis of St. John of Nepomuk, with Sarkander depicted in half profile below, whose face,
however, has not yet been individualized, because the engraver presumably did not yet have
access to an authentic portrait of Sarkander. The two series of engravings also suggest that, on
the one hand, attempts were made to interpret the two martyrs together at that time, while on
the other hand, the rapidly spreading veneration of St. John of Nepomuk was considered suit-
able for strengthening efforts to obtain the Holy See’s approval of the veneration of Sarkander,
who enjoyed more local veneration. However, it is important to note that the transmission of the
cult elements in this case was not one-sided. It was not solely the widely recognized legends and
iconography of St. John of Nepomuk that influenced the locally revered Sarkander. As the
previous example illustrates, the authentic contemporaneous reports of the torture of the priest
in Olomouc, documented in writing, also played a significant role in shaping both the content
and imagery related to the suffering of the priest in Prague.

The final question is: who was originally the martyr depicted on the mentioned altarpiece in
Bratislava? Fortunately, we do not need to speculate when identifying the direct antecedent of
this small painting. It originates from an engraving by Anton Birckhardt, one of the most
significant Czech etchers of the early modern period. This collection, depicting Sarkander’s life
and suffering, comprises eleven pieces and was published in the Oslava Marchionatus Moraviae
Flumen in 1728 (Oslava…, 1728). This volume contains a total of five engravings depicting the
life, martyrdom, and veneration of Sarkander, the third of which, called vera effigies, was the

4This refers to the ongoing beatification process.
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prototype for the small painting on the mentioned altarpiece in Bratislava (Fig. 3). An exam-
ination of the engravings in this volume also reveals that the original painted version of this
depiction of Jan Sarkander’s suffering was located in the cathedral in Olomouc (Fig. 4).
This version was initially part of an altarpiece, which was placed in the chapel that
was converted into the town’s torture chamber in 1704 to honor all saints (Oslava…, 1728,
46).5 The message conveyed by this altarpiece was clear to the believers: through this

Fig. 3. Sarkander’s torture from the Oslava Marchionatus Moraviae Flumen, 1728

5Instead, nowadays there is a chapel built between 1808 and 1912 by Franziskus von Sales Bauer, Archbishop of
Olomouc, in which part of the torture chamber has been preserved (Ho�sková, 1995, 7). The engraving presented in
the volume shows the original formation of the chapel, with the torture device called equus in the background and the
mentioned altarpiece in the foreground on the right, a detail of which can be clearly seen in the painting with
Sarkander’s characteristic hand gesture.
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representation, Sarkander emerged as a true symbol of faith, in effect a sigillum fidei, signifying
that despite his death, he continues to live, as the Catholic Church after the battle of Bílá Horá in
Bohemia.

The question arises whether it was a deliberate artistic choice to include a painting of Jan
Sarkander’s torture in the series depicting the life and martyrdom of St. John of Nepomuk? In
my view, this was merely a coincidence. At that time, Jan Sarkander’s veneration and iconog-
raphy were not well known in Hungary, and there is no evidence that he was venerated by the
Clarisses in Bratislava. The owner of the altarpiece likely did not realize that one of the small
paintings depicted a figure different from St. John of Nepomuk. Therefore, I believe this instance
can also be regarded as a pictorial compilation: the figure depicted is indeed St. John of
Nepomuk, but he is recognized not through an inscription of his name, but by the overall
context, as the other painting also represents him.

Fig. 4. Sarkander’s modified torture chamber from the Oslava Marchionatus Moraviae Flumen, 1728
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