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the reliefs. The aim of the article is to explain how and why its sculptural programme is influenced 
by Birgittine spirituality, and how it was connected to the bishop of Åbo/Turku, Magnus II Tavast, 
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One of the most outstanding exhibits in 
the National Museum of Finland in Hel-    
sin ki is the Late Medieval St Barbara 
altar   piece. It was purchased from Kalanti/  
Nykyrko Church in 1903.2 This stone 
church is located about 70 kilometres 
north-west of Turku and was, according 
to different opinions, built either around 
1400,3 or some time during the 1430s or 
1450s.4 It is certain, however, that the 
church was vaulted and covered with 
murals in 1470–71, a fact substantiated 
by two inscriptions on the sidewalls.5 It is 
not known how and when the altar piece 

came to this remote country church. But 
the fact that St Olav was the patron saint 
of the church,6 and the extraordinary 
quality of the altarpiece in the context 
of medieval art in Finland, argue against 
Kalanti being its original location.

The original appearance of the oaken 
altarpiece with its wings closed is unknown. 
During the restoration of the panels in the 
Hamburger Kunsthalle in 1922-1925 a layer 
of marbled sky-blue oil paint was re moved 
to re veal a light grey tempera, painted 
onto a thin plaster ground.7 This raises the 
ques tion of whether this was the ori ginal 

Fig. 1. The Saint Barbara Altarpiece. Corpus and the inner wings with scenes from the 
life of the Virgin Mary. The National Museum of Finland, Helsinki.
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paint, since one would expect figures on 
the outer wings of a medieval retable. The 
second position, with open wings (width 
260 cm), presents eight painted scenes 
from the legend of St Barbara (fig. 2). The 
third, fully open position shows scenes 
from the life of the Virgin Mary (fig. 1). 
The carved reliefs, also originally painted 
in tempera, were covered with a thick layer 
of oil paint in the 17th century.8

Karl Konrad Meinander, a member of 

the staff of the National Museum, was the 
first to associate the paintings with Master 
Francke in his doctoral thesis 1908.9 The 
master first appeared in art historical writ-
ings in connection with the retable of 
Saint Thomas of Canterbury in Hamburg 
(now in the Kunsthalle), commissioned 
in 1424 by the Englandfahrer Society 
for their chapel in the church of the Do-
mi   ni can Monastery of St John. Dur-
ing the re storation of the paintings of St 

Barbara’s altarpiece in Hamburg, a close 
connection was established with the St 
Thomas retable.10 Since the paintings on 
the St Barbara altarpiece clearly reveal 
an influence from early fifteenth-century 
French court miniature art, it was assumed 
to be a work from the master’s youth and 
da ted around 1410–1415.11 Apart from the 
French influence, however, Otto Pächt 
identi fied a remarkably strong stylistic in-
fluence from the Netherlands: the scenes 
depicting the birth of Christ both on the St 
Barbara and St Thomas altarpieces follow a 
common Netherlandish model, not older 
than 1420. Thus it seems impossible that 
the Barbara altarpiece originated from the 
preceding decade.12 The dendrochrono-
logical analysis carried out by Professor 
Peter Klein of the University of Hamburg 
in 1996 substantiated Pächt’s idea: the 
retable was made after 1421.13

In the historiography of the Barbara al-
tar  piece, the study of style and technique 
clear  ly dominates over that of iconography 
and function.14 Similarly, the carnal beauty 
and magnificent clothing of St Barbara 
eclipse the body of the Virgin Mary. There-
fore, I will focus on the iconography of the 
liturgically most significant scenes from 
the life of the Virgin Mary, and attempt 
an analysis in the context of eccle sia stical 
life during the first half of the 15th century. 
This will clarify the possible reasons for 
com  missioning the altarpiece.

The Death of the Virgin Mary
With the inner wings of the retable open, 
the viewer faces the death of the Virgin 

Mary, the Dormition, and her subse-
quent coronation in Heaven. The two 
scenes cover the entire corpus (fig. 3). In 
a rather conventional setting, Mary is 
depicted in bed, covered with a bedspread. 
Earlier scenes from the death of Mary 
usu ally followed the Byzantine tradition, 
depicting her on the bed or hovering 
above it, but in the 15th century a more 
realistic and domestic view replaced this 
unworldly scene. In her doctoral thesis 
on the death of the Virgin Mary, Gertrud 
Holzherr has demonstrated that the causes 
for the change in the way of rendering her 
death lie in the contemporary poetry on 
Mary’s life as well as in liturgical games 
in urban space. During the same period, 
Christ also ceases to appear among the 
cha ra cters present. Until then he had, as a 
rule, been there to receive Mary’s soul, typ-
i cally represented as sitting on his arm in 
the form of an infant.15

Around Mary’s deathbed are convened 
the twelve apostles. The young John is 
hold ing Mary’s hand in one of his hands 
while he closes her eyes with the other. 
Peter, standing at the foot of the bed, was 
probably holding an aspersorium for holy 
water and an aspergillum to sprinkle it, as 
was customary in representations of Mary’s 
death. Next to him, one apostle is holding 
an open book with empty white pages, 
which may originally have been covered 
with text. The beardless apostle at the head 
of the bed is holding a censer.

While the aforementioned details are 
oft en found in other representations of 
Mary’s death, the St Barbara altarpiece 

Fig. 2. The Saint Barbara Altarpiece with the outer wings opened, showing the legend of St Barbara. 
Master Franke. Tempera on wood. 200x260 cm. The National Museum of Finland, Helsinki.
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presents some that are rare, or even unique. 
The candle is the most significant. One of 
the apostles standing behind John is hold-
ing a giant candle and another is busy 
light ing it. They are at the very centre of 
the composition and presented as larger 
than the other figures. The usual place 
for the candle is in Mary’s hands, with 
John supporting it. This is in consonance 
with the rite of dying. According to its 
precepts, the candle had to be lit before 
the anointment, since the demons were 
most active at the moment when the soul 
departed and light helped to protect the 
soul against them. Blessing with holy 
water was also part of the rite, as was read-
ing prayers, whereas incense was not.16 
There fore, the scene of Mary’s death in the 
Golden Panel of St Michael’s monastery in 

Lüneburg, dated approximately 1400–20, 
fully corresponds with the traditional rite 
of dying, and is also chronologically close 
to St Barbara’s altarpiece (fig. 4).17

It is, however, impossible that the death 
rite is being depicted on the Barbara altar-
piece, since Mary is already dead ( John is 
closing her eyes) and the candle is still being 
lit. Should that giant candle be placed in 
Mary’s hands, it would reach up to “the 
clouds”, i.e. the scene of the coronation of 
the Virgin in Heaven. What we have here 
is rather a Paschal candle, whose flame 
sym bolises the resurrected Christ as the 
light of the world ( John 8:12) and which 
stands next to the coffin during the funeral 
ser vice. Christ is, therefore, present in the 
death scene – in the form of light.

When a medieval viewer was standing 
Fig. 3. The Saint Barbara Altarpiece. The central part, corpus, with the Dormition 
and the Coronation of Mary. The National Museum of Finland, Helsinki.

Fig. 4. The Dormition and the Coronation of Mary. Two panels from 
the so-called Golden Panel in Lüneburg, 1400–1420. From St Michael’s 
monastery, Lüneburg, now in the Lower Saxony State Museum, Hannover 
(Niedersächsisches Landesmuseum Hannover). After Die deutschen und 
niederländischen Gemälde bis 1550, Hannover 1992.
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in front of the altarpiece, his attention 
would, no doubt, have been attracted by 
an apostle in front of the bed removing 
a thorn from the sole of his foot, located 
precisely at eye level (fig. 5). The book in 
his lap and the long, narrow beard indicate 
that it could be Paul. If so, we are dealing 
with his vision in the Second Epistle to 
the Corinthians, where he speaks about a 
thorn in his flesh sent by Satan (12:7). In 
comparison to Mary, who did not have 
any thorn at all, he was a sinner. Paul 
asked the Lord to remove the thorn, but 
was not heard. The Church Fathers’ in-
ter pretation of this was that “The more 
trials we face, the more grace we are ca-
pa ble of receiving”,18 and this may well 
be the message expressed by his pos ture. 
While the other apostles in front of the 
death  bed appear inward-looking, praying 
and meditating, this one is looking up 
with an absent glance, thereby attracting 
the viewer’s attention. Similar stra te gies 
for catching the audience’s atten tion are 
known from scenes of Christ’s Passion, 
where negative characters (such as Jews 
and children) often mock Christ, and by 
their actions direct the gaze to the central 
motif. Just as children throwing stones 
could guide the viewer from familiar 
reality to sacred narrative,19 so the thorn 
in Paul’s flesh reminds the penitent of his 
own sins and leads his mind towards the 
Lord’s grace and Mary’s flawless purity.

It is, therefore, not surprising that the 
topic of the upper panel of the right wing 
of the St Barbara altarpiece is Mary’s dead 
body (fig. 6). John and Peter are leading 

her funeral procession, which according 
to legend, headed towards the Valley of 
Jo sa phat in Jerusalem, where it was in-
tended to bury Mary. The Jews, who heard 
the angels and the singing of the women 
in the procession and thereby learnt who 
was to be buried, attempted to lift the 
body from the bier in order to burn it, but 
their arms became paralysed and their eyes 
blind.20 Different versions of these events 

flourished throughout the Middle Ages: 
how ever, the commissioner of the Barbara 
altar piece seems to have been primarily 
in  flu enced by the earliest version of the 

Virgin’s Dormition, attributed to Melito 
of Sardis (+ c. 180).21 There an angel with 
a palm frond comes to tell Mary that her 
hour of departure had come. The frond 

Fig. 5. St Paul withdrawing a thorn.
The Saint Barbara Altarpiece, detail of the corpus.
Photo Kersti Markus 2013. Fig. 6. The funeral 

pro cession of the 
Virgin Mary. The 
Saint Barbara Altar-
piece, the upper panel 
of the right, inner 
wing. Photo Kersti 
Markus 2013.
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should be carried at the head of the funeral 
procession, but Peter and John could not 
de cide who was worthy of this dignity. 
John was the only virgin among the apos-
tles, among whom he was one of the most 
fa  voured, and was therefore chosen. On 
the panel, it is clearly visible that John 
is hold ing something in his hand, and 

closer examination showed me that it is 
a cylindrical object with small hole in the 
top, perfectly suited for the insertion of a 
palm frond. Peter, standing next to John, 
has his hand raised in an eloquent gesture 
in  dicating that he is having a con versation 
with a tortured Jew who has turned to 
the apostle for help. Peter urges him to 

go to Mary instead and when he follows 
this advice he is immediately healed. Peter 
then sends the Jew off to Jerusalem with 
the palm frond in order to convert other 
Jews to Christian ity and treat the sick. 
People were indeed healed by the touch of 
the frond, proving that it was sacred and 
that Mary’s body possessed the power of 
per forming miracles.

According to Melito of Sardis, Mary’s 
soul had been transferred to heaven in the 
pre sence of the apostles in the Virgin’s 
hou se, but brought back by the archangel 
Mich ael and reunited with her body in the 
se  pulchre. Then Mary was lifted up and 
carried by the angels into Paradise. The 
bodily assumption seems to be the central 
to pic of Melito’s story; he did not pay much 
attention to the soul’s departure but em-
phasised its whiteness and brightness. St. 
John the Theologian, apostle and evangelist, 
who was an eyewitness, gives some more 
de tails. The most important of them is the 
cast ing of incense, which announced the 
co ming of Christ with a host of angels. 22 
This explains the prominent position of 
the apostle holding a censer.

More interesting, however, is what is 
hap  pening in the upper part of the corpus. 
This depicts the Coronation of the Virgin 
sur   rounded by adoring angels and a wreath 
of clouds re sembling a garland of roses. 
This re  presents the moment of the eleva-
tion of the earthly mother to her celestial 
and re gal po si tion, but the usual icono gra-
phy of the subject deviates from the one 
we see he re. In traditional renderings the 
Queen of Heaven is seated on the right, i.e. 

the bles sed, side of her Son but here she is 
placed on the left,23 and her prayerful pose 
gives the impression that she is kneeling in 
front of him. Another modification is that 
Christ wears a crown. It is interesting to 
notice that, apart from the left-sided po-
si tion, this iconographic model was pre-
ferred in the area of Hamburg at the time, 
e.g. in the Buxtehude altar by Master Bert-
ram (c. 1410) and the Golden Panel of 
Lüne burg (1400–20; fig. 4). Both of them 
offer an elegant depiction of the Virgin 
as the Bride of Christ, with its source in 
the Song of Songs.24 The Bride of Christ 
re presents the soul of every believer (Rev. 
22:21), thus allowing identification with 
Mary.

The central part of the altarpiece thus 
pre sents us with a visual expression of deep 
religious insight and contemplation. The 
gaze of a sinner leads the viewer to the 
rea son for meditative prayer: Mary’s con-
tribution to the work of redemp tion, her 
suffering, triumph and role as the benev-
o   lent advocate for mankind. On the 
lower panel of the left wing Mary’s suff er-
ing is emphasised in the scene of the Cir-
cum cision (fig. 7), where she is anxious ly 
watching her son’s blood being spilt for the 
first time. Since it takes place on an altar-
like table, it serves as a prophecy of the Sac-
ri fice of the Mass. On the lower pa nel of 
the right wing, Mary’s advocacy is visu     a-
lised in the legend of Theophilus (fig. 8)25, 
who signed a contract with the Devil but 
was set free with the help of Our Lady and 
died with a clear conscience.

Fig. 7. The Circum-
cision. The Saint 
Barbara Altarpiece, 
the lower panel 
of the left, inner 
wing. Photo Kersti 
Markus 2013.
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St Birgitta and the Assumption
of the Virgin Mary
St Birgitta’s vision of the Nativity,26 de-
picted on the upper panel of the left wing 
(fig. 9), conveys a message similar to that 
of the giant candle in the corpus: “She 
gave birth to a Son, from whom there 
went out such great and ineffable light 
and splendour that the sun could not 
be compared to it” (Rev. VII: 21). Even 
though the child of the Barbara altarpiece 
is missing, the Nativity scene from the 
St Thomas altarpiece gives an idea of 
Master Francke’s visual interpretation of 
St Birgitta’s vision: rays of light emanating 
from God the Father are falling directly 
upon the luminous child (fig. 10).

There is yet another element in St Bir-
gitta’s vision that was of prime import an-
ce to the commissioner of the altar piece: 

Mary’s flawless purity. She was a virgin 
when the child was conceived and so re-
main ed after the birth. “And so sudden 
and momentary was that manner of giving 
birth that I was unable to notice or discern 
how or in what member she was giving 
birth” (Rev. VII: 21).

Even during Birgitta’s lifetime, there 
were discussions in ecclesiastical circles re-
garding whether it was only Mary’s soul or 
her body as well that had been taken up to 
Heaven. In the latter case, Mary’s body had 
to be free from all sin. It is, there fore, not 
sur prising that, in describing her vision of 
the nativity, Birgitta emphasised Mary’s 
clean white dress and praying position, as 
well as the fact that the body of the Infant 
Jesus was thoroughly pure after birth: 

“His flesh was most clean of all filth and 
uncleanness” (Rev. VII: 21). Birgitta and 

the Birgittine Order were passionate sup-
porters of the theory that Mary’s bo dy had 
been taken up to Heaven.27 The Catholic 
Church recognised the ascension of Mary’s 
soul and body to Heaven as dogma only in 
1950,28 and the Immaculate Conception, i.e. 
that Mary’s womb was free from original 
sin, which was hotly debated already at 

Council of Basel in 1439 was not officially 
recognised until 1854.29

The depiction of the birth of Jesus ac-
cording to St Birgitta’s vision and the em-
phasis on the purity and sacredness of 
Mary’s body were not common in the vis-
ual art of the 1420s. However, in the cir-
cles of Birgittine spirituality, which had 

Fig. 8. The Virgin 
Mary frees Knight 
Theophilus from 
his pact with the 
devil. The Saint 
Barbara Altarpiece, 
the lower panel of 
the right, inner 
wing. Photo Kersti 
Markus 2013.

Fig. 9. St Birgitta’s vision 
of the Nativity. The Saint 
Barbara Altarpiece, the 
upper panel of the left, 
inner wing. Photo Kersti 
Markus 2013.
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its roots in Carthusian mysticism and the 
de votio bohemica movement in Prague,30 
they were widely accepted. In such a con-
text even the coronation scene appears in 
a diff  erent light. Bridal mysticism is an 
es   sen tial topic in Birgitta’s Reve la tions 
as well as in the ser mons of the Vad stena 
broth ers.31 Birgitta is referred to as a “new” 
bride (Rev. I: 38, 58) and the “chosen wife 
of Christ” (Rev. I: 40), while Christ is de-
scribed as “the bridegroom Jesus” (Rev. I: 
21).32 Actually, the whole composition of 

the coronation leaves an impres sion of a 
mo nastic milieu rather than the courtly 
set ting of the heavenly ruler. This raises 
the question of what may have in fluenced 
the commissioner towards an icono graphy 
such as that displayed on the altarpiece.

Depictions of Mary’s death have, as a 
rule, been associated with the rite of Com-
men datio Animae with its prayer to God 
to receive the soul of the deceased. Seeing 
Mary die a peaceful and painless death was 
sup posed to convey a feeling of security to 

the believers. This aspect is not, however, a 
pri mary one in the Barbara altarpiece. The 
altar of Mary’s Dormition in the Chapel of 
Our Lady in Frankfurt’s St Bartholomew’s 
Cathedral, from 1434, offers a clear paral-
lel.33 Here, too, only apostles surround 
Mary’s bed. Peter is holding an aspergillum 
and another apostle a censer. There is no 
cand le. The apostle next to Peter is hold-
ing an open book with the text: Assumpta 
est Maria in caelum: gaudent Angeli, lau-
dantes benedicunt Dominum (Mary is as-
sumed into heaven: the Angels do rejoice, 
and they give laud to bless our Lord). The 
next apostle is pointing at the cross he is 
hold ing, thus indicating who raised Mary 
up to Heaven. We are dealing here with the 
Office of Our Blessed Lady, the Antiphon 
of the First Lauds. The altar was, therefore, 
used for the Liturgy of the Hours.

Regarding the Barbara altarpiece, we 
should look for the sources of inspiration 
in the Offices of Our Lady created by St 
Bir gitta and her confessor St Peter of Skän-
ninge. What is new in them, com  pared to 
the traditional liturgy of Our Lady? The 
Swedish theologian Tryggve Lundén has 
researched the topic exhaus tive ly.34 Ac-
cord ing to him, the Blessed Virgin was usu-
ally remembered on major church holidays 
but, as this was not considered sufficient, 
the Little Office of Our Lady was added 
to the Liturgy of the Hours. In Birgitta’s 
life time, it was practised on a daily basis 
both in convent and parish churches, and 
also gained popu larity among lay  men who 
ac quired Books of Hours. While the tra-
di  tional Liturgy of the Hours varied ac-

cording to the pro gress of the ecclesiastical 
year, those of Birgitta and Peter varied on 
a weekly basis. Therefore, there was an Of-
fice of our Lady for each day. Among them, 
the one for Saturday stands out, since 
it was dedicated to the Death and As-
sumption of the Virgin Mary. The one for 
Wednesday was also remarkable, as it dealt 
with the Immaculate Concep tion (con-
ceptio immaculata beatae Mariae Virginis), 
actively promoting the idea of Mary’s pu-
rity. In Birgitta’s lifetime, this was a dis-
puted theological issue: the Franciscans 
sup  ported it, whereas the Domi ni cans 
were against it. The Thursday Office gave 
op portu nity to meditate on the birth of Je-
sus, who was conceived without Original 
Sin, and the one for Friday focused on the 
Pas  sion of Christ and the Compas sion of 
Mary.35

If we compare the scenes from the life 
of the Virgin Mary on the Barbara altar-
piece with those on the Birgitta altarpiece 
(con secrated in 1459) in the Vadstena con-
vent,36 the result is that they are all, except 
for the legend of Theophilus, present in 
both: St Birgitta’s vision of the birth of 
Jesus, the Circum cision of Jesus, the Death 
and Burial of the Virgin Mary and the 
Assumption. Hence, it is possible to con-
clude that the commissioner of the Barbara 
altar piece was well aware of the Birgittines’ 
characteristic Liturgy of the Hours of the 
Vir gin Mary, and that this could have moti-
vated the commissioning of the sculptural 
pro gramme. Since there was no direct 
model available – the Vadstena altarpiece 
is several decades younger than that in Ka-

Fig. 10. The Nativity, 
according to St 
Birgitta’s vision. 
Detail of the St 
Thomas Altarpiece 
by Master Franke, 
1424–36. Tempera 
on wood (oak).
99x89 cm. From St 
John’s Dominican 
Monastery, 
Hamburg, now in 
the Hamburger 
Kunsthalle.
(CC BY-SA 3.0)
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lanti – the impulse must have originated in 
a sphere of Birgittine spirituality.

The Commissioner of the Altarpiece
Earlier researchers usually link the Barbara 
altarpiece to Turku Cathedral and consider 
Bishop Magnus II Tavast (1412–1450) the 
most likely commissioner.37 I share this 
view, but I do not consider that acquiring a 
retable for St Barbara’s altar the only reason 
for commissioning it. Magnus studied at 
the University of Prague, where he was 
awar ded a bachelor’s degree in 1396 and a 
master’s in 1398. He became chancellor to 
King Erik (of Pomerania) of the Kalmar 
Union at a time when the Vadstena convent 
was the intellectual centre of the Union.38 
Queen Margrete I had been raised by 
Birgitta’s daughter Märta Ulfs dotter, and 
both Margrete and her stepson Erik were 
fervent supporters of St Birgitta’s ideas. 
Märta’s daughter Ingegärd became the first 
offi  cial abbess of Vadstena convent.39

When Magnus was appointed bishop of 
Turku in 1412, he remained loyal to King 
Erik. In May 1413 Magnus accompanied 
Erik when he visited Vadstena convent 
for the first time after the death of Queen 
Mar grete (1412). During the visit, the 
king promised to support the build ing 
of Vadstena convent and the found ing of 
a new Birgittine convent on Lolland. In 
1416–1420 Magnus was actively involved 
in politics, often visiting Denmark and, 
when possible, Vadstena.40 A visit to Vad-
stena marked the canonisa tion process of 
three Swedish saints: Bishop Nils Her-
mans  son, Bishop Brynolf of Skara and the 

Dominican sister Ingrid from Skänninge 
– all three with connections to Birgitta.41 
Considering this background, it is not 
sur prising that it was Magnus who in 1438 
founded a Birgittine convent in Nådendal/
Naantali, and who also acted as its greatest 
benefactor until his death in 1452.

When Magnus took office, in 1412, 
he added the feast of St Barbara to the 
calendar of feasts at Turku Cathe dral. This 
is reflected in a letter of indulgence is sued 
9 November 1412 in which four car di  nals 
grant an indulgence of 100 days to those 
attending Turku Cathedral on cer tain 
feast days, e.g. on the feast of St Bar bara.42 
Shortly before, Magnus had been ordained 
bishop in St Catherine’s Church in Rome.43 
It is likely that the altar in Tur ku Cathedral 
was constructed in the same year but we 
do not know exactly where. St Catherine’s 
Chapel, erected by Bishop Johannes III 
Westfal (1370–1385),44 is the place generally 
preferred in the existing historiography;45 
the written sour ces, however, do not cor-
ro bo  ra te this. The archaeologist Juhani 
Rinne, who conducted thorough restora-
tion work in the cathedral in 1922–29 and 
pub lished the results in three volumes, 
does not explain the placement of altars 
in the St Catherine’s Chapel. The same 
applies to the position of the altars in the 
entire church.46 In actual fact, we do not 
even know where St Catherine’s Chapel 
was originally located. There is a two-bay 
chapel (Ristikuori or Agricolan kappeli) 
on the southern side of the present chancel 
with an am bulatory covered in stel lar 
vaults with garlands of leaves and flow ers. 

While the main cells of the western vault 
present the symbols of the evangelists 
among the garlands, those of the eastern 
bay depict St Anne and the Holy Virgins, 
St Barbara, St Catherine and St Ursula. The 
chancel with an ambulatory, however, was 
erected only in the 1430s or 1440s47 and 
the two originally separated chapels were 
combined into a single, two-bay chapel 
in the 1470s. The vaults also date back 
to the same period.48 The current layout 
of the chapel and the possible locations 
of the altars do not, therefore, reflect the 
situation in Turku Cathedral when the St 
Barbara altar was constructed.

Even though we do not know where 
the Barbara altarpiece was initially lo-
cated, the erection of the Corpus Christi 
altar and chapel offer interesting paral lels 
to the retable. According to the bishop’s 
chro  nicles, Magnus erected the Corpus 
Christi Chapel in the cathedral, where 
he was later buried.49 The chapel became 
the burial place of the Tavast family. There 
were plans to erect an altar before the time 
of Magnus, but they were realised only 
in 1421. The bishop consecrated the altar 
to Corpus Christi, the Holy Angels and 
St Birgitta, and provided it with a large 
prebend. The festive con secration of the 
al tar and the chapel took place on 10 June 
1425, on the Sunday following the Feast of 
Corpus Christi. Magnus purchased an ex-
pensive monstrance from Venice for the 
altar and provided all the other necessary 
items.50

Both angels and Christ’s Pas sion were si-
gni   ficant in Birgitta’s visions. It is, there   -

fore, possible to observe the clear in flu-
ence of the Birgittines in the choice of 
the saints for the Corpus Christi altar.  
Birgit Klockars has associated the deep 
meditations on Christ’s Passion with the 
influence of the Birgittine spirituality on 
Bishop Magnus.51 The bishop’s chronicles 
draw attention to his custom of following 
this approach.52 Other researchers, how-
ever, have not supported Klockars’ opin-
ion.53 This is understandable, since Mag-
nus visited the Holy Land before the con-
secration of the altar, and that could have 
been the reason for introducing the cult of 
Corpus Christi in Turku Cathedral. How-
ever, Klockars’ opinion is supported by the 
fact that, in the Missale Aboense, Con ceptio 
Mariae is regarded as totum duplex, i.e. of 
the highest possible cate gory. In Finland, 
the feast was first mentioned in the dio-
cese of Turku in 1430.54  The liturgy of 
Tur  ku Cathedral followed the Dominican 
model, and since the Dominicans did not 
re cognise the innate purity of the Virgin 
Mary, it had to be Birgittine spirituality 
that influenced Magnus to introduce the 
feast in his cathedral. The commissioning 
of the retable may, therefore, well have 
taken place in the second half of the 1420s.

The St Barbara altarpiece probably came 
to Kalanti Church in the 17th cen tury, 
when it was also repainted. During this 
century, the wealthier town churches in 
Sweden, and thus in Finland, renewed their 
furnishing and decor on quite an ex ten sive 
scale and surplus articles such as medieval 
altarpieces were often sold or donated to 
small country parish churches.55 The re-
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used retables, frequently considerably re-
duc ed in size and the number of sta tues, 
very often depict the life of the Virgin Mary, 
in  cluding the scene of the Coronation – 
just like the one in Kalanti.

Conclusion
The cycle of the Virgin Mary in the Barbara 
altarpiece is strongly focused on Mary’s 
bo dily assumption, a theme that elevates 
her above the other saints and renders her 
equal to the Son of God. The retable may 
well have served as a devotional image, and 
the layout of the scenes seems to support 
this opinion. Mary’s purity and the sanctity 
of her body are shown in the upper register, 
and both scenes expand the central theme 
of Mary’s death and assumption. The Cir-
cum cision of Jesus is located at the viewer’s 
eye level, encouraging meditation on the 
suff ering of both Mary and Christ. The 
me ditating apostles in the corpus are posi-
tioned on the same level, in line with the 
de piction of the legend of Theo philus, and 
show ing that prayers di rected to Mary 
could result in miracles and relief from 
sin. In this connection, it is worth re mem-
bering that the feast of St Barbara was first 
mentioned in the context of Turku Cathe-
dral in a letter of indulgence.

Even though the present article does 
not discuss the paintings depict ing the 
le gend of St Barbara, it is significant that 
the two scenes representing physical suf-
fer ing are also positioned in the middle of 
the retable, at a kneeling viewer’s eye level. 
They show a beautiful female body that, 
despite horrible injuries, is able to heal 

itself immediately. The divine body ap-
pears to be the central message of the en-
tire altarpiece.

The depiction of the birth of Jesus ac-
cording to St Birgitta’s vision provides a 
significant clue to the commissioner’s con-
nections with Birgittine spirituality. How-
ever, the study of the whole Virgin Mary 
cy  cle demonstrates that the connec tions 
and influences were much stronger than 
may be explained only by the cult of the 
Saint or prevailing trends in the shaping of 
the altarpieces. The stress placed on Mary’s 
purity and the sacredness of her body were 
not common subjects in the art of the 1420s 
and this indicates that the commissioner 
was well acquainted with the mysticism 
of the Birgittines. In my opinion, there 
was only one man in Finland who, during 
the first half of the fifteenth century, filled 
all the necessary requisites: the bishop of 
Turku, Magnus II Tavast. He had the means, 
the connections, the artistic awareness and 
a clearly demonstrated desire to support 
the Birgittines.

Notes
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