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THE EUCHARISTIC MAN OF SORROWS
IN LATE MEDIEVAL ART

Dora Sallay

This essay concerns a group of late medieval images that depict Christ as the Man
of Sorrows with Eucharistic symbols such as the chalice, host or hosts, grapevine,
and stalks of wheat. These images, here referred to under the inclusive term
“Eucharistic Man of Sorrows,”' occur in Western medieval art mainly between the
middle of the fourteenth century and the first third of the sixteenth, but they were
relatively rare (Appendix 1).”

The central idea shared by these images is related to the doctrine and cult of
the Eucharist, which was at the heart of late medieval religiosity.” By the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries the two species of the Sacrament, the consecrated wine and
host, became the objects of immense adoration in Western spirituality. The
consecrated host was elevated, together with the chalice, for adoration during the
mass, exhibited in a monstrance on the altar, and preserved in tabernacles
distinguished by their splendid decoration and an ever-burning light placed by their

! This term has often been used by scholars to direct attention to the Eucharistic attribute(s) of the Man of
Sorrows/Vir Dolorum (Michael Stuhr, “Symbol und Ornament in der Schmerzensmanndarstellung des
Conrad von Einbeck,” in: Skulptur des Mittelalters: Funktion und Gestalt, ed. Friedrich M&bius and Ernst
Schubert, (Weimar: Bohlau, 1987), 243-54, esp. 243, 248; Gertrud Schiller, Ikonographie der christlichen
Kunst, vol. 2, Die Passion Jesu Christi (Giitersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1968), caption to fig. 707; Caroline W.
Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion
(New York: Zone Books, 1991), 380, n. 86.). In want of a better term for distinguishing Vir Dolorum images
whose Eucharistic content is enhanced by the addition of one or more overtly Eucharistic symbols, this
designation is adopted here as well, but it should be remembered that any Vir Dolorum image, with or without
attributes, is by nature inherently Eucharistic.

: A full list of images of the Eucharistic Man of Sorrows known to me can be consulted in Appendix 1 (bold
numbers in the text refer to the corresponding entries). From this list, however, the standard Italian examples
(see below, n. 15) and works in which angels hold the chalice have been excluded on account of their great
number, although they form an integral part of the group of images discussed here. On the other hand, a few
works whose iconography is inseparably connected with this topic have been included despite the fact that the
Christ they portray is not a Vir Dolorum in the strict sense (22, 41). The boundaries of this iconographical
definition are difficult to draw and this should not be done with arbitrary strictness, since such categories
certainly did not exist in medieval artistic thinking. In cases where signs of suffering and the crown of thorns
are missing (as in numerous Italian examples, Fig. 8), and where Christ, though with a prominent side wound,
appears enthroned (41) and/or fully dressed in a tunic and mantle (22, 41), however, the terms “Redeemer” or
“Eucharistic Christ” may do better for a modern designation. For a number of examples of the Eucharistic
Man of Sorrows in Baroque art, see Lawrence W. Nichols, “Man of Sorrows with a Chalice by Hendrick
Goltzius.” Record of The Art Museum, Princeton University, 49/2 (1990), 30-38.

* Miri Rubin, The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991),
with extensive further bibliography; Peter Browe, S. J., Die Verehrung der Eucharistie im Mittelalter
(Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1967, reprint, 1% ed. Munich, 1933).
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side.' The Eucharist became the subject of innumerable tracts, sermons, poems,
hymns, mystical writings, and other forms of medieval religious literature.”
Countless visions and miracles involving the sacrament and the Christ of the
Eucharist occurred throughout Europe. The miracles resulted in Holy Blood-,
bleeding host-, and other Eucharistic relics, and there were also innumerable
particles of the Holy Blood brought as relics from the Holy Land.’ In 1215 the
Fourth Lateran Council accepted the dogma of transubstantiation, officially
declaring that the Eucharist contains the real body and blood of Christ and that the
sacrifice on the cross is repeated every time Mass is celebrated.” In the course of the
thirteenth century, the Eucharist received its own feast of Corpus Christi." By the
first half of the fourteenth century, processions had also become common on this
feast day; by the second half, numerous Corpus Christi confraternities were being
formed throughout EBurope and Corpus Christi dramas enacted. Devotion to the
Precious Blood was inseparably intertwined with the adoration of the Five Holy
Wounds of Christ and of the Arma Christi, the instruments of the Passion. Books of
hours contained prayers said to the wounds, and indulgences were granted to those
who prayed to them. In churches, masses were dedicated to the Holy Wounds.
Especially the side wound received distinguished veneration, whose measurements

" Hans Caspary, “Das Sakramentstabernakel in Italien bis zum Konzil von Trient: Gestalt, Ikonographie und
Symbolik, kultische Funktion” (Ph.D. diss., Munich, 1964), 4; Stephen J. P. Van Dijk and Joan H. Walker,
The Myth of the Aumbry: Notes on Medieval Reservation Practice and Eucharistic Devotion (1957);
Joseph Braun, Der christliche Altar (Munich, 1924), 545-64; Browe, Verehrung, 28-39; Rubin, 55-63;
Edouard Dumoutet, Le désir de voir I'hostie et les origines de la dévotion au Saint-Sacrement (Paris,
1926); F. Costa, “Communion, Spiritual”, s. v., New Catholic Encyclopedia (NCE) (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1967).

* Emile Male, L'art religieux de la fin du Moyen Age en France: Etude sur 'iconographie du Moyen Age
(Paris: Librairie A. Colin, 1908), 108ff; “Precious Blood, 1II (devotion to),” s. v., NCE; Caroline W. Bynum,
Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1987).

¢ Johannes Heuser, “‘Heilig Blut’ In Kult und Brauchtum des deutschen Kulturraumes: Ein Beitrag zur
religiosen Volkskunde.” (Ph.D. diss., Bonn, Rheinische Friedrich Wilhelms Universitidt, 1948); Romuald
Bauerreiss, Pie Jesu: Das Schmerzensmann-Bild und sein Einfluss auf die mittelalterliche Frommigkeit
(Munich: Widmann, 1931); Peter Browe, S. I., Die eucharistischen Wunder des Mittelalters (Wroclaw,
1938); Male, 109.

" Jaroslav Pelikan, “The Real Presence,” in The Christian Tradition: A History and Development of
Doctrine, vol. 3, The Growth of Medieval Theology (600-1300) (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1978),
184-204; Rubin, 30-38.

* Its celebration originated in Liége where the visions of an Augustinian nun, the Blessed Juliana, led to the
establishment of a local feast in 1246. After the archdeacon of Ligge, Jacques Pantaléon, became pope under
the name Urban IV, he ordered in 1264 the feast to be universally celebrated in Western Christendom. Urban
IV died soon after the inauguration of the feast in Rome, before it could have taken strong roots. In 1317,
however, it was reestablished in Avignon by Pope John XXII. The feast was celebrated on the Thursday
following the octave of Pentecost, and its office was probably written by Thomas Aquinas. Rubin, 164-96,
232-87; Verdel A. Kolve, The Play Called Corpus Christi (London, 1966).
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were thought to be known after the relics of the Holy Lance that pierced Christ’s
side.” A related devotion focused on the sacred heart to which the way was opened
through the side wound. The Arma Christi were also venerated as relics, and had
their cult officially introduced in the middle of the fourteenth century.”” By the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries the fascination with the Eucharist and the Passion
of Christ grew into a cult that was unrivaled in the Christian world.

Eucharistic devotion also found its ways of visual expression in the art of the
period. Numerous new iconographical types were created in late medieval art for the
purpose of visualizing the mystery of the Eucharist. All of these are deeply
interrelated both in content and form; in some the narrative element predominates
(Mass of St. Gregory, Ecce Homo, Lamentation), others are more allegorical
(Mystical Mill, Mystical Winepress, Fons Vitae) or of a devotional character (Man
of Sorrows, Five Wounds of Christ, Sacred Heart, Christus in der Rast,
Gnadenstuhl, Notgottes, Engelpieta, the Veronica or Sancta facies)." While all
these expressly Eucharistic representations enjoyed great popularity in late medieval
art, the most popular of all was without doubt the Vir Dolorum or Man of Sorrows.

This representation is rooted in a Byzantine icon type depicting the dead
Christ of the Passion, which was transported to the West during the thirteenth
century.”” In Western art the Man of Sorrows portrays the suffering Christ in half-
length or full figure, alone or with one or two lamenting figures, isolated from the
historical context of the Passion. The vulnerable, human nature of the Saviour is
emphasised: he is shown in his most abject, humiliated state, covered with blood,

’ Male, ch. 2, pt. 5; Stuhr, 250-251; Ann Eljenholm Nichols, Seeable Signs: The Iconography of the Seven
Sacraments, 1350—1544 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1994), 9-18, 65; Rubin, 305-6; Louis Réau, Iconographie
de I’Art Chrétien (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1957), vol. 2, 22-23, 47-49.

" «Arma Christi,” in Lexikon der Christliche Ikonographie (LCI), ed. Engelbert Kirschbaum S. J., (Rome:
Herder, 1974), vol. 1, col. 184. Indulgence was granted to those who prayed before the Arma in 1330 by John
XXII in Avignon. Colin Eisler, “The Golden Christ of Cortona and the Man of Sorrows in Italy,” Ar Bulletin
51/2-3 (1969): 237. Most of the Arma were brought from the Holy Land by crusaders who also brought relics
of the Holy Blood. The most famous pilgrimage place to preserve relics of the Passion is the church of Sta.
Croce in Gerusalemme in Rome. See also n. 16.

A Thomas, “Gregoriusmesse,” LCI, vol. 2, col. 201; Uwe Westfehling, Die Messe Gregors des Grossen -
Vision, Kunst, Realitdt, exhib. cat. (Cologne, Stadt K6ln and Schniitgen-Museum, 1982); Dani¢le Alexandre-
Bidon, ed., Le pressoir mystique: Actes du colloque de Recloses, 27 mai 1989 (Paris: Du Cerf, 1990); Male,
ch. 2, pt. 4; P. Underwood, “The Fountain of Life,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 5 (1950), 43ff; Maj-Brit
Wadell, Fons pietatis: eine ikonographische Studie (Goteborg: Elanders Boktryckeri Aktiebolag, 1969);
James Marrow, Passion Iconography in Northem European Art of the Late Middle Ages and Early
Renaissance (Kortrijk: Van Ghemmert, 1979). For more references see Male, Réau, Schiller, and LCIL

" Hans Belting, Das Bild und sein Publikum im Mittelalter: Form und Funktion frither Bildtafeln der
Passion (Berlin: Mann, 1981), 142-98; Hans Belting, Bild und Kult: Eine Geschichte des Bildes vor dem
Zeitalter der Kunst (Miinchen: C. H. Beck, 1990), 292-330; Bernhard Ridderbos, “The Man of Sorrows:
Pictorial Images and Metaphorical Statements,” in The Broken Body: Passion Devotion in Late-Medieval
Culture, Medievalia Groningana, ed. A. A. MacDonald et al. (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1998), 143-181.
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wearing the crown of thorns, a loincloth, and sometimes a robe that only partially
covers his fragile body. His five wounds, the stigmata, are usually emphasised by the
copiously flowing blood and even more by the ostentatio vulnerum.” With the rise
of the Eucharistic cults in the fourteenth and especially the fifteenth centuries, the
main emphasis shifts towards its interpretation as the “image of the Eucharistic
Saviour.”"*

Although the Vir Dolorum became one of the most frequently represented
subjects in late medieval art, a few particular versions that concern us here—the
Man of Sorrows depicted with prominent Eucharistic symbols such as the chalice
and/or host(s), stalks of wheat and grapevine—were, in comparison, rare. Their
existence has largely been overlooked in scholarly literature as well;"* the aim of the
present work is, therefore, to outline their evolution, variants, chronological and
geographical distribution, then to discuss fundamental issues of function.

" The iconography of the Vir Dolorum has been extensively studied. For the most essential publications see
Miale, ch. 2, pt. 5; Heinz Loffler, “Ikonographie des Schmerzensmannes: Die Entstehung des Typus und seine
Entwicklung in der deutschen Kunst” (Diss. Berlin, 1922); Erwin Panofsky, “Imago pietatis, ein Beitrag zur
Typengeschichte des ‘Schmerzensmannes’ und der ‘Maria Mediatrix’,” in Festschrift fir Max. J. Friedldnder
(Leipzig: E. A. Seemann, 1927), 261-308; Hubert Schrade, “Beitrige zur Erklirung des Schmerzens-
mannbildes,” in “Deutschkundliches,” Friedrich Panzer zum 60. Geburtstag, Beitrige zur neueren
Literaturgeschichte 16 (Heidelberg, 1930); Bauerreiss, Pie Jesu; Gert von der Osten, Der Schmerzensmann:
Typengeschichte eines deutschen Andachtsbildwerkes von 1300 bis 1600, Forschungen zur deutschen
Kunstgeschichte, vol. 7 (Berlin: Deutscher Verein fiir Kunstwissenschaft, 1935); Wiltrud Mersmann, Der
Schmerzensmann. Lukas-Biicherei zur christlichen Ikonographie, vol. 4 (Diisseldorf: L. Schwann, 1952);
Wiltrud Mersmann, “Schmerzensmann,” in LCI, vol. 4, cols. 87-95; Tadeusz Dobrzeniecki, “Imago Pietatis,
its Meaning and Function,” Bulletin du Musée National de Varsovie 12/1-2 (1971): 5-27; Marrow, 44-67;
Stabat Mater: Maria unter dem Kreuz in der Kunst um 1400, exhib. cat. (Salzburg: Salzburger Domkapitel,
1970), all with extensive further bibliography.

M Eisler, 237; Mersmann, “Schmerzensmann” in LCI, vol. 4, col. 88.

® No comprehensive study has been dedicated to this subject apart from some essays that deal with a well-
definable Italian group only (Marita Horster, “Mantuae Sanguis Preciosus,” Wallraf-Richartz Jahrbuch 25
(1963): 151-180; Ulrich Middeldorf, “Un rame inciso del Quattrocento,” in Scritti in onore di Mario Salmi
(Rome: De Luca, 1962), 273-89; Dominique Rigaux, “Le Sang du Rédempteur,” in Le Pressoir Mystique,
ed. Alexandre-Bidon, 57-67. See also “Sanguis Christi,” in Caspary, 105-6; Eisler, 233-246; Maurice E.
Cope, “The Blood of the Redeemer,” in idem, “The Venetian Chapel of the Sacrament in the 16™ Century: A
Study in the Iconography of the Early Counter-Reformation,” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1979), 67—
72.). For previous references to the Eucharistic Vir Dolorum outside Italy, see Loffler, 40, n. 53; Osten, 81, n.
13, and passim; Dobrzeniecki, “Imago Pietatis;” Schiller, vol. 2, 218-220; Erhard Drachenberg, Die
Mittelalterliche Glasmalerei im Erfurter Dom, CVMAe, (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1980 and 1983), vol. 1,
pt. 2.1, 236-237; Lothar Schultes, “Gotische Plastik,” in St. Michael, 1288-1988: Stadipfarrkirche und
Kiinstlerpfarre von Wien (Vienna: Museen der Stadt Wien, 1988), 142, 147, n. 15; Stuhr, 248.
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