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Abstract 

 

Proximity to the Divine:  

Personal Devotion at the Holy Graves in Strasbourg 

 

 

Aleyna Michelle Bryant, M. A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Joan A. Holladay 

 
 In this thesis I examine the Holy Grave monument located in the St. Catherine 

chapel of Strasbourg cathedral, erected by Bishop Berthold von Bucheck sometime 

between 1346 and 1348.  This sculptural sarcophagus currently exists in fragmented form 

in the Musée de l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame; only the four relief panels of the sleeping 

guardians, the gisant of Christ, and some fragments of the baldachin remain of the 

original monument.  Scholars have been able to ascertain the placement and probable 

appearance of the Holy Grave based on traces of three lancet bays, wall paint, and bolt 

holes discovered along the west wall of the chapel during twentieth-century excavations.  

The numerous copies that the St. Catherine Holy Grave inspired throughout Strasbourg 

and the surrounding area attests to the significance of the monument within the larger 

Holy Grave tradition. 
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The Strasbourg Holy Grave functioned liturgically as a prop used by the clergy to 

reenact the drama of the resurrection during Holy Week.  I argue, however, that the 

monument’s permanence, relative accessibility, and pathos-inspiring imagery suggest its 

use on a more frequent basis.  Through its isolation of scenes from the biblical narrative 

and its visualization of complex mystical metaphors, the Holy Grave at Strasbourg 

cathedral—and thus also the numerous copies it inspired—reveals its use as an object for 

personal devotion, much like the group of Rhenish Andachtsbilder that also flourished at 

this time.   

The changing beliefs concerning Christ’s Passion, the nature of the Eucharist, and 

the understanding of death and the afterlife are reflected in the style, iconography, and 

didactic message of the Holy Grave monument.  The influence that the mendicant orders 

and Rhenish mystics had on the spiritual instruction of the laity in Strasbourg points to 

the understanding of this monument as a tool to aid the faithful in achieving union with 

God.  The popularity of Holy Graves in and around Strasbourg ultimately illustrates the 

medieval desire for proximity to the divine.   

As the emphasis on Christ’s suffering and death grew throughout the devotional 

practices of the fourteenth century, art forms like the Holy Grave monument at 

Strasbourg cathedral increasingly focused on engendering pathos in the medieval devout.  

The Strasbourg Holy Grave’s liturgical, devotional, and anagogical functions coalesce to 

create a monument that’s fundamental purpose consisted of aiding the faithful in their 

journey toward salvation. 
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Introduction 

In a charter issued on November 24, 1331, Bishop Berthold von Bucheck 

announced his decision to build a new chapel dedicated to St. Catherine in the cathedral 

in Strasbourg.  He conceived of this addition as a personal donation in which he also 

planned to include his own grand tomb to commemorate his death.  Sometime during the 

construction process, however, it seems that Berthold evaluated the state of the project 

and realized that a drastic change had to be made.  As contemporary chroniclers 

described it, when Berthold saw how sumptuous his tomb was going to be, as compared 

to the Holy Grave monument in use at the time, he declared that he could not be buried in 

a tomb that was better than Christ’s.  Thus, he gave up his own tomb, transforming it into 

a new Holy Grave monument for the cathedral and built another for himself in another 

part of the chapel (Figure 1).1  This romanticized account of Berthold’s pious change of 

heart—whether hyperbole or not—gives us insight into the history and importance of the 

Holy Grave monument in Strasbourg during the middle of the fourteenth century.   

The novelty of this monument and the nobility of Berthold’s gesture are called 

into question, however, when one considers that the Holy Grave in the St. Catherine 

chapel was actually the third of this type of monument to exist in the cathedral’s history.  

Even more compelling is how this tradition of having a symbolic representation of 

                                                 
1 Charlotte Stanford, “From Bishop’s Grave to Holy Grave: The Construction of Strasbourg’s St. Catherine 

Chapel,” Gesta 46 (2007): 59.  I also note here, as Stanford does in her third footnote, that the term “Holy 

Grave” will be used in this paper to distinguish this continental form from the English type, the Easter 

Sepulchre.  The distinction comes from Pamela Sheingorn, The Easter Sepulchre in England (Kalamazoo: 

Medieval Institute Publications, 1987), 4.  She notes that the Holy Grave was a distinctly German type of 

monument that developed during the thirteenth century, consisting only in the form of a canopied 

sarcophagus.  The English Easter Sepulchre, on the other hand, appears in a wide variety of forms. 
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Christ’s tomb seems to have spread across the various parish and convent churches of 

Strasbourg.  Scholars have found evidence for no fewer than six Holy Grave monuments 

around the city—all more or less contemporary with Berthold’s Holy Grave in the St. 

Catherine chapel.  What was the motivation for the multiplicity of Holy Graves in 

Strasbourg at this time?  And what was significant about Berthold’s monument to inspire 

such devout repetition?  I also wonder what Berthold was trying to communicate with the 

construction of the St. Catherine chapel and its Holy Grave.  And to whom was he 

directing his address?  Finally, what do the answers to these questions about Berthold’s 

motivations behind the construction of the Holy Grave in the St. Catherine chapel say 

about the intentions behind the other Holy Graves located throughout the city? 

In this thesis, I will examine Strasbourg’s Holy Grave phenomenon as a test case 

in which to discover the medieval understanding of this important monument.  I propose 

to answer these questions through a detailed discussion of the relationship between art 

and devotion during the fourteenth century.  A comprehensive look into the shifting 

religious beliefs concerning Christ’s Passion, the Eucharist, death, and the afterlife will 

divulge how contemporary developments in lay piety and devotional practices influenced 

the style, iconography, and didactic message of the Holy Grave monument.  I hope that 

my study will reveal how the Holy Grave at Strasbourg cathedral—and thus also its 

copies throughout the various parish and convent churches in the city—functioned more 

as a tool for personal devotion than solely as a prop used in the Easter liturgy. 

In the second half of this introduction, I will examine the relationship between art 

and devotion in the Middle Ages, beginning with the great anxiety over the place of 
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images in medieval worship.  Through an analysis of medieval image theory and the 

processes of seeing, I will show how art objects came to be accepted as important tools 

for devotion.  Chapter I focuses on the Holy Grave monument itself.  I will first trace the 

iconographic development of the Holy Sepulchre monument from its initial 

representation based on the Anastasis Tomb from the church of the Holy Sepulchre in 

Jerusalem to the increasingly permanent monuments used for liturgical and devotional 

practices.  The important roles of pilgrimage, memory, and copying will aid in my 

examination of the iconography and representation of the Holy Sepulchre throughout 

Western Europe.  After following the development of this type of monument from its 

early form as a part of the high altar, I will then turn to the Strasbourg Holy Grave itself.  

Tracing the history of the previous Holy Graves at the cathedral, and the intimate 

connection that bishops’ graves shared with these monuments illustrates the medieval 

desire for proximity to the divine and the construction of the bishops’ self-image.  The 

significance of Berthold’s monument within the entire chapel program ties into his 

attempt to create both a communal and a personal legacy within his titular cathedral.  My 

study will ultimately show how the Strasbourg Holy Grave’s multiplicity of functions and 

audiences, in addition to the string of copies that it inspired, highlights the monument’s 

significance in the medieval Holy Grave tradition. 

Chapter II then investigates how the devotional climate of the fourteenth century, 

with its shift from the focus on the divinity of Christ to his humanity, shaped lay 

spirituality.  By concentrating on Christ’s Passion, the Church sought to illuminate his 

suffering and death for audiences in a realistic and tangible way.  One of the most 
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effective means of accomplishing this revelation was through the development of the cult 

of the Eucharist.  The institution of the doctrine of transubstantiation at the Fourth 

Lateran Council in 1215 asserted that Christ became physically present in the Eucharistic 

species after their consecration by a priest.  Therefore, the Mass invited every Christian to 

experience the miracle of Christ’s presence in his or her daily life and thus produced the 

lay demand for increased interaction with the divine.   

The success of the cult of the Eucharist, which followed the precedent established 

by the cult of relics tradition, ultimately illustrates the medieval desire for proximity to 

the divine.  Mendicant preachers identified this desire of the public and harnessed it in 

order to further shape lay spirituality.  Their sermons and customs of pastoral care 

directly reflect the influence of Rhenish mysticism, which then also colored lay 

devotional practices.  This observation, in combination with the changing notions of 

death and the afterlife, reveals the place of art in lay spirituality—namely that art served 

as a vehicle for contemplation of the divine, with the intended end result of salvation.  

The Holy Grave at Strasbourg cathedral is the direct result of the convergence of all of 

these ideas—an assertion that I will spend the rest of this paper supporting. 

In my final chapter I aim to show how the Holy Grave functioned as an object 

used for personal devotion.  Much like the Rhenish Andachtsbilder, which were expressly 

designed for use as personal devotion images, its isolation of biblical narrative elements, 

as well as its visualization of complex mystical metaphors, characterizes the Holy Grave 

as having developed with the same intentions as this specific group of fourteenth-century 

German sculptures.  Furthermore, the permanence of the Holy Grave at Strasbourg 
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cathedral, its relative accessibility to audiences year round, and pathos-inspiring imagery 

all point to its use by audiences on a more regular basis rather than solely at Easter.  The 

popularity of Holy Graves in and around Strasbourg illustrates how the medieval desire 

for proximity to the divine manifested itself through the use of the Holy Grave as an 

object for personal devotion. 

As the emphasis on Christ’s suffering and death grew throughout the devotional 

practices of the fourteenth century, art forms like the Holy Grave monument at 

Strasbourg cathedral increasingly focused on engendering pathos in the medieval devout.  

The Strasbourg Holy Grave’s liturgical, devotional, and anagogical functions coalesce to 

create a monument whose fundamental purpose consisted of aiding the faithful in their 

journey toward salvation. 

STATE OF THE SCHOLARSHIP 

As interesting as the Holy Grave in the St. Catherine chapel is, the functional 

significance of the monument has yet to be fully examined.  The literature specifically on 

the Strasbourg Holy Grave concerns itself primarily with the history, iconography, and 

style of the work.  Foundational articles by Robert Will and Victor Beyer discuss the 

stylistic significance of the Strasbourg Holy Grave.2  Will analyzes the archaeological 

remains of the Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel before proceeding to 

reconstruct the monument according to his findings.  His results offer a clearer 

understanding of the physical appearance of the Holy Grave, a more exact date for its 

                                                 
2 Robert Will, “Le saint-sépulcre de la chapelle Sainte-Catherine à la cathédrale de Strasbourg,” Bulletin de 

la Société des Amis de la Cathédrale de Strasbourg 19 (1990): 25-40; Victor Beyer, La sculpture 

strasbourgeoise au quatorzième siècle (Strasbourg: Compagnie des Arts Photoméchaniques, 1955), 27-40. 
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construction, and Will’s own hypothesis that the unique appearance of the monument 

came from Bishop Berthold’s own artistic innovation.  This conclusion highlights the 

Strasbourg Holy Grave as a noteworthy example in the history of this monument type, 

yet fails to delve deeper into the functional significance of the work.  Victor Beyer’s 

chapter, “Les saints sépulcres,” examines the history of Holy Grave monuments in 

Strasbourg.  Beginning with the Holy Graves at the cathedral, he briefly describes the 

multiple Holy Graves that once existed around Strasbourg.  Beyer’s findings are useful in 

terms of his physical descriptions and comparisons with other monuments in the 

surrounding area.  His chapter also highlights the popularity of this type of monument in 

Strasbourg.   

Charlotte Stanford’s recent article, “From Bishop’s Grave to Holy Grave: The 

Construction of the Strasbourg St. Catherine Chapel,” attempts to show the grave’s 

integration into the larger chapel program as a whole, but it fails to look beyond the 

monument’s stylistic innovation as the source for its significance.3  Other sources that 

relate to my investigation into the history and significance of the Holy Grave concern 

liturgical ceremonies and religious drama, as well as burial practices at the cathedral.  

Robert Will’s, “Les tombes épiscopales de la cathédrale de Strasbourg,” has guided me as 

I reconstructed the Holy Grave tradition at Strasbourg.4  Will traces the history of 

episcopal burials at Strasbourg cathedral, and his conclusions have led me to identify the 

motivations behind desiring to the buried near a Holy Grave.  Joseph Walter’s essay on 

                                                 
3 Stanford, “From Bishop’s Grave to Holy Grave,” 59-80. 
4 Robert Will, “Les tombes épiscopales de la cathédrale de Strasbourg,” Bulletin de la Société des Amis de 

la Cathédrale de Strasbourg 10 (1972): 55-62. 
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the liturgical practices of the cathedral, in addition to Karl Young’s seminal study, The 

Drama of the Medieval Church, has given evidence for the liturgical function of the Holy 

Grave monument.5  All these works together paint a clear picture of the Holy Grave 

monument in the St. Catherine chapel and help to realize its central role in the 

performance of piety. 

A discussion of the development of the Holy Grave monument in Germany would 

not have been possible without an examination of the broader Holy Sepulchre tradition in 

the West.  The literature on this subject is vast and comprehensive—from topical 

monographs like Pamela Sheingorn’s The Easter Sepulchre in England to carefully 

constructed evolutionary studies like Justin E. A. Kroesen’s The Sepulchrum Domini 

Through the Ages: Its Form and Function.6  My study is indebted to the structure and 

iconographic development provided by these studies, as well as those that examine the 

Holy Sepulchre tradition from a more functional point of view.  Neil C. Brooks’ The 

Sepulchre of Christ in Art and Liturgy defines the liturgical role of the Holy Sepulchre 

monument as its form changed over time.7  Stephen Lamia’s article, “Souvenir, 

Synaesthesia, and the Sepulchrum Domini,” delves into the sensory experience of 

                                                 
5 Joseph Walter, “Essai sur l’ancienne liturgie de la cathédrale de Strasbourg,” Bulletin de la Société des 

Amis de la Cathédrale de Strasbourg 2 (1932); Karl Young, The Drama of the Medieval Church (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1933): 7-39. 
6 Pamela Sheingorn, The Easter Sepulchre in England (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1987); 

Justin E. A. Kroesen, The Sepulchrum Domini through the Ages: Its Form & Function, trans. Margaret 

Kofod (Leuven: Peeters, 2000). 
7 Neil C. Brooks, The Sepulchre of Christ in Art and Liturgy, with Special Reference to the Liturgical 

Drama (Urbana: The University of Illinois, 1921). 
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pilgrims visiting the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.8  His conclusions about the importance 

of memory, plagiaristic methods of copying, and the senses have helped me understand 

how these ideas affected lay interaction with representations of the Holy Sepulchre 

throughout Western Europe.  My discussion of the Holy Grave tradition that developed 

specifically in Germany was chiefly informed by Sylvie Aballéa’s Les saints sépulchres 

monumentaux du Rhin supérieure et de la Souabe, 1340-1400.9  This methodical study 

traces the development of the Holy Grave tradition stylistically but does not consider the 

functional versatility of the monument outside of its basic liturgical role.  It also does not 

fully investigate the crucial role that audience played in the reception of these 

monuments, as is made clear by the permanent accessibility of the monument and its 

popularity in Strasbourg.   

The background for my argument about the function of the Holy Grave 

monument as an object for personal devotion has drawn from literature concerning 

medieval image theory, the relationship between art and devotion, the development of lay 

piety in the Middle Ages, and the medieval understanding of death and salvation.  My 

understanding of medieval image theory and approaches to art was shaped by scholars 

who identified the medieval anxiety over art and then explained how medieval 

theologians overcame that fear.  Celia M. Chazelle’s article, “Pictures, Books, and the 

Illiterate,” analyzes the motivations behind Pope Gregory I’s letters to Bishop Serenus of 

                                                 
8 Stephen Lamia, “Souvenir, Synaesthesia, and the Sepulchrum Domini: Sensory Stimuli as Memory 

Strategems,” in Memory and the Medieval Tomb, ed. Elisabeth Valdez de Alamo with Carol Stamatis 

Pendergast (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate, 2000): 19-41. 
9 Sylvie Aballéa, Les saints sépulcres monumentaux du Rhin supérieure et de la Souabe (1340-1400) 

(Strasbourg: Presses Universitaires de Strasbourg, 2003). 
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Marseilles, in which he so famously called art the books of the illiterate.10  Ernst 

Kitzinger’s article, “The Cult of Images Before the Iconoclasm,” identifies the different 

arguments that the medieval church used to defend the role of images in Christian 

worship.11  Hans Belting describes the form and function of images of the Passion and 

explores the relationship between images and viewers in his book, The Image and Its 

Public in the Middle Ages.12 

Richard Kieckhefer’s succinct overview of medieval devotional practices guided 

my initial discussion of the relationship between art and devotion.13  His observations 

allowed me to identify how the Holy Grave monument fits into medieval practices of 

devotion and how it may have functioned in much the same way as Rhenish 

Andachtsbilder did.  Other more theoretical works like the Rijkmuseum catalogue, The 

Art of Devotion in the Late Middle Ages in Europe, 1300-1500, Sixten Ringbom’s Icon to 

Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic Close-up in Fifteenth-Century Devotional Painting, 

and Beth Williamson’s recent chapter in Image, Memory, and Devotion helped me define 

the characteristics of devotional images and to see them as separate from the distinctly 

German Andachtsbilder.14 

                                                 
10 Celia M. Chazelle, “Pictures, Books, and the Illiterate: Pope Gregory I’s Letters to Serenus of 

Marseilles,” Word & Image 16 (1990): 138-153. 
11 Ernst Kitzinger, “The Cult of Images Before the Iconoclasm,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 8 (1954): 83-

150. 
12 Hans Belting, The Image and Its Public in the Middle Ages: Form and Function of Early Paintings of the 

Passion, trans. Mark Bertusis and Raymond Meyer (New Rochelle, NY: Aristide D. Caratzas, 1990). 
13 Richard Kieckhefer, “Major Currents in Late Medieval Devotion,” in Christian Spirituality: High 

Middle Ages and Reformation, ed. Jill Raitt (New York: Crossroad, 1987): 75-108. 
14 Henk van Os, Eugène Honée, Hans Nieuwdorp, and Bernard Ridderbos, The Art of Devotion in the Late 

Middle Ages in Europe, 1300-1500, trans. Michael Hoyle (London: Merrell Holberton Publishers, 1994); 

Sixten Ringbom, Icon to Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic Close-up in Fifteenth-Century Devotional 

Painting (Doornspijk: Davaco, 1984); Beth Williamson, “‘The Ordered Exercise of Intellection’: The 
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The impact of lay piety was probably the most significant factor in building my 

argument for the use of the Holy Grave monument as an object used for personal 

devotion.  By examining the development of certain devotional themes, like the cult of 

the Eucharist, and tracing the growth of the mendicant orders and the influence that 

Rhenish mysticism had in their preaching (as well as their influence on Rhenish 

mysticism), I realized that the lay desire for proximity to the divine (especially the body 

and person of Christ) had a ubiquitous influence on devotional art made in Strasbourg 

during the fourteenth century.  Miri Rubin’s comprehensive study, Corpus Christi: The 

Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture and Peter Brown’s The Cult of Saints: Its Rise and 

Function in Latin Christianity highlighted the pervasive influence of these cults in 

Christian devotion.15  Charlotte Stanford’s excellent book on memorial donations and 

Dayton Phillips’ case study of Beguine life both informed me of the history and 

development of lay piety in Strasbourg specifically.16   

Rhenish mysticism shaped much of religious thought and teaching in Strasbourg 

during the later Middle Ages.  The writings of Meister Eckhart, Johannes Tauler, and 

Heinrich Suso focused on the soul’s union with God—by means of the denial of self, the 

consumption of the Eucharist as metaphor for oneness with God, and mystical 

                                                                                                                                                 
Manipulation of Devotional Technologies,” in Image, Memory, and Devotion, ed. Zoë Opaĉić and Achim 

Timmerman (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011): 121-128. 
15 Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1991); Peter Brown, The Cult of Saints: Its Rise and Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1981). 
16 Charlotte Stanford, Commemorating the Dead in Late Medieval Strasbourg: The Cathedral’s Book of 

Donors and Its Use (1320-1521) (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011); Dayton Phillips, Beguines in Medieval 

Strasbourg: A Study of the Social Aspect of Beguine Life (Ann Arbor: Edwards Brothers, 1941). 
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contemplation of Christ’s Passion.17  All three of these Dominican mystics lived in 

Strasbourg at some point in their lives.  It would be unthinkable to claim that their 

writings did not influence the development of lay piety in the city.  Works on mystical 

subjects that I relate specifically to the Holy Grave include Peggy Beck’s La coeur du 

Christ dans la mystique rhènane and sources that examine the Friends of God movement 

and the writings of Rulman Merswin, a local mystic in Strasbourg.18  Jeffrey 

Hamburger’s work on art and devotion and their connection to the practice of German 

mysticism, a series of articles collected in The Visual and the Visionary, and his 

monograph The Rothschild Canticles aided in my discovery of the influential nature of 

mysticism on religious life in Germany at this time.19  His emphasis upon reception and 

function highlights the significance of images in the shaping of religion and spirituality in 

the Middle Ages.   

Finally, my knowledge of the medieval understanding of death and the afterlife 

came from works like Medieval Death: Ritual and Representation by Paul Binski and 

The Hour of Our Death by Philippe Ariès.20  These two sources—supplemented by works 

on memorial chapels, beliefs surrounding the doctrine of Purgatory, and the role that 

                                                 
17 Meister Eckhart, Meister Eckhart: Teacher and Preacher, ed. Bernard McGinn (New York: Paulist 

Press, 1986); Johannes Tauler, Johannes Tauler: Sermons, trans. Maria Shrady (New York: Paulist Press, 

1985); James M. Clark, The Great German Mystics: Eckhart, Tauler, and Suso (London: A. R. Mawbray, 

1949); Steven Fanning, Mystics of the Christian Tradition (London: Routledge, 2001). 
18 Peggy Beck, La coeur du Christ dans la mystique rhénane: Une page d’histoire et d’iconographie 

(Sélestat: Imprimerie Alsatia, 1978); Thomas S. Kepler, Mystical Writings of Rulman Merswin 

(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960). 
19 Jeffrey Hamburger, The Visual and the Visionary: Art and Female Spirituality in Late Medieval 

Germany (New York: Zone Books, 1998); Jeffrey Hamburger, The Rothschild Canticles: Art and 

Mysticism in Flanders and the Rhineland circa 1300 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). 
20 Paul Binski, Medieval Death: Ritual and Representation (London: British Museum Press, 1996); 

Philippe Ariès, The Hour of Our Death, trans. Helen Weaver (New York: Knopf, 1981). 
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mendicants played in medieval burial practices—have guided my discussion of the 

relationship between medieval conceptions of death and tomb monuments.21  From these 

studies, I was able to make a connection between the placement of tombs near Holy 

Grave monuments and how this arrangement benefited both the deceased and visitors to 

tombs. 

ORIENTATION: MEDIEVAL ART AND DEVOTION  

Medieval Image Theory 

Medieval attitudes toward art developed around the initial anxiety over the place 

of art in Christian worship.  Concerned that the use of art objects in spiritual practices 

would lead to the sin of idolatry, most early clergymen argued that images had no place 

in Christian devotion.  Medieval vision theories contributed to this anxiety by 

establishing the reciprocal nature of the relationship between an object and its viewer.  

The theory of extromission, informed by Platonic thought and accepted by Augustine, 

asserted that the eye emitted “seeing rays” called species that touched on the object seen 

before relaying the information back to the brain.  The theory’s emphasis on the eye’s 

active role in seeing the object and emitting the species implied that the senses were the 

entryways to information in the world—entryways that ought to be heavily guarded and 

censored to protect against evil.  Extromission’s opposite, the theory of intromission, 

asserted that the object emitted the species rather than the eye.  Roger Bacon and Thomas 

                                                 
21 Simon Roffey, The Medieval Chantry Chapel: An Archaeology (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007); 

Jacques Le Goff, The Birth of Purgatory, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 

1984); Caroline Bruzelius, “The Dead Come to Town: Preaching, Burying, and Building in the Mendicant 

Orders,” in The Year 1300 and the Creation of a New European Architecture, ed. Alexandra Gajewski and 

Zoë Opaĉić (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007): 203-224. 
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Aquinas endorsed this theory of vision, claiming that the senses were, therefore, the 

vehicles for discovering the world.  This theory’s emphasis on vision being a full-body, 

physical activity encouraged people to use their eyes to define, categorize, and therefore 

understand the world around them.22 

With these theories in mind, the Church Fathers argued that as long as art was 

used in steering souls toward God, it could have a place in Christian devotion.  Gregory 

of Nyssa (d. 395) defended Christianity’s use of images by emphasizing art’s anagogical 

function.  He wrote about images serving as vehicles for union with God through their 

contemplation.  This idea follows the teachings of Pseudo-Dionysius, whose Neo-

Platonist belief in the hierarchy from the inferior physical world to the superior spiritual 

world stated that things of the physical world could serve as conduits to the spiritual 

world, or God, through our intellectual contemplation of such things.  To Pseudo-

Dionysius, the senses reflect the world of the spirit.  The utilization of the senses, 

therefore, allowed believers to elevate themselves to God.23   

  Later, Augustine (d. 430) wrote a section in his De Doctrina Christiana on the 

signifying capacity of words and letters, and at one point turned to pictures and 

sculptures.  While he did believe that an image had an influence on its viewer, like that of 

speech or letters to a listener or reader, he ultimately argued that images were inferior to 

the power of words.  While representations do signal the original idea or person, he 

asserted that they were only successful in their communication if the beholder already 

                                                 
22 Williamson, 121. 
23 Kitzinger, 137-138. 
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possessed knowledge of the entity.  He even went so far as to claim that those who relied 

solely on art to learn Christian truths were easily and rightfully misled.  In his 

commentary on the Gospel of John, for example, Augustine praises those who can read 

the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand because they understand it more than those 

who simply admire the miracle (i.e. the illiterate viewer of a representation of the 

story).24   

 Augustine’s ideas most likely influenced Gregory the Great’s statements in his 

now famous letters to Bishop Serenus of Marseilles in which he argued that images were 

the books of the illiterate.  In his letter from July 599, Gregory I wrote, “For a picture is 

displayed in churches on this account, in order that those who do not know letters may at 

least read by seeing on the walls what they are unable to read in books.”25  Gregory I 

chastised Serenus for destroying images adorning the walls of the church in Marseilles 

and then articulated the difference between image worship and the use of images as aids 

to worship.26  In his second letter from October 600, he wrote,  

For it is one thing to adore a picture, another through a picture’s story 

to learn what must be adored.  For what writing offers to those who 

read it, a picture offers to the ignorant who look at it, since in it the 

ignorant see what they ought to follow, in it they read who do not know 

letters. . . Thus that should not be broken which has been set in 

churches not for adoration but only to instruct the minds of the 

ignorant.27 

   

                                                 
24 Chazelle, 145-147. 
25 Gregory I, Epistle IX (July 599) quoted in Chazelle, 138-139. 
26 Chazelle, 141. 
27 Gregory I, Epistle XI (October 600), quoted in Chazelle, 138-39.  Gregory’s references to the “ignorant” 

(illiterates, nesciens litteras and ignorans, idiota) refer to those untrained in the art of reading and/or 

writing in Latin. 
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He did not believe that images alone could teach these viewers what they represent, but 

instead implied that viewers needed oral commentary or instructions in order to fully 

comprehend them.28   

Gregory ultimately sought to assert the didactic function of art images.  In his 

letters, he argued that artistic representations of Christian truths (whose origins come 

from the written word of God) helped strengthen an individual’s faith, as opposed to the 

simple idolatry practiced by pagans, founded on nothing but the image.  He also sought to 

express how Christian art taught ignorant viewers to adore God alone.  And while images 

were considered an inferior means to gaining Christian understanding as compared to the 

written word (as Augustine had argued), they were of value when it came to the clergy’s 

duty to bring all people to Christ.  Art’s “unifying force” transformed even the most 

illiterate viewers into legentes.  It served as a vehicle for salvation for the uneducated but 

only if also accompanied by preaching.29 

 Another approach to medieval art came in 787 with the Second Council of Nicea 

and the resuscitation of the prototype theory of John of Damascus (d. 749).  In declaring 

that the crucifix and images of Christ could be displayed and venerated because “the 

honor shown to the image is transferred to the prototype, and whoever honors an image 

honors the person represented in it,” the Council condoned the use of images in Christian 

worship.  This idea came from earlier teaching about the divine likeness of man, since 

                                                 
28 Chazelle, 142. 
29 Chazelle, 148.  The author makes note on pp. 149-150 of Herbert L. Kessler’s demonstration that 

doctrinal messages conveyed by artists could reach different levels of meaning—with some levels only 

being grasped by those who had studied the scriptures (clergy), while still remaining accessible to the 

uneducated on a lower level of spiritual understanding (laity). 
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Adam was formed in God’s image (Genesis 1:27).  Drawing on the philosophies of 

Plotinus and Pseudo-Dionysius, this argument stressed that all Christian images reflect 

God because He is the creator of all things anyway.  If the divine manifested itself in its 

creation, then the work of an artist became an extension of the divine act of creation.30  

Yet another defense of images was Christ himself.  In Christ, God became Man and 

therefore became capable of being represented visually.  Saints also lived, worked, and 

died and could therefore be represented.  According to this argument, Christian imagery 

could be distinguished from pagan imagery because Christian images represented 

historical fact.  Christian images, therefore, took on a didactic function—that of teaching 

Christian truths.31  Images were also acceptable for the adornment of sacred spaces.32 

Art and Devotion 

After the initial anxiety over art was settled, medieval audiences emphatically 

embraced the use of art in Christian devotion.  With the growth of the mendicant orders 

and the steady increase in literacy in the thirteenth through the fifteenth centuries, the role 

of art in the lives of medieval Christians took on new meaning.33  Devotional practices at 

this time flourished in the form of pilgrimages, veneration of relics, Marian devotions, 

meditations on the Passion of Christ, ascetic practices, and the growth of devotional art 

and literature.  Devotions consisted of a blending of liturgical exercises (public, official 

                                                 
30 Kitzinger, 139-140. 
31 Kitzinger, 141-142. 
32 van Os, 157-158. 
33 Jeffrey Hamburger, “The Visual and the Visionary: The Changing Role of the Image in Late Medieval 

Monastic Devotions,” in The Visual and the Visionary, 112.  This article was originally published in Viator 

20 (1989). 
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religious practices that made up religious experience, mainly the Mass and Divine 

Offices) and contemplative piety (private, unofficial, unstructured religious practices).34 

By nature, devotion was defined more by the object than by the form.  Its 

development is most interesting when one examines how it came out of, grew into, or 

related in some way to official liturgical observance.35  Medieval devotions focused on 

four main themes: Christ’s Passion, the Virgin, the saints, and the Eucharist.  Devotion to 

the Passion of Christ emphasized the humanity of Christ through his suffering and death.  

It manifested itself in physical and virtual pilgrimages to Jerusalem, as well as 

contemplation of the salvation offered by Christ through the narrative of his life.  Marian 

devotions flourished due to her universality.  There existed shrines to her in almost every 

city; relics and images helped to expand her cult; devotions highlighted her humility, 

obedience, compassion, suffering, and role as intercessor and exemplar.  The cult of 

saints developed out of the liturgical practice of venerating the holy martyrs and became 

legitimized through the canonization process regulated by the Church. Hagiographies, 

relics, and the miracles associated with them presented the saints as the human exemplars 

of Christian behavior.  In fact, the cult of saints held the central place in Christian 

devotion before the increase in devotion to the Passion arose in the twelfth century.  

Devotions to the Eucharist developed out of the practice of elevating the Host during 

Mass, as well as the doctrine of transubstantiation confirmed by the Fourth Lateran 

Council in 1215.  These devotions were popularized by stories about the miraculous 

                                                 
34 Kieckhefer, 75-76. 
35 Kieckhefer, 76. 
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nature of the Host—from stories of bleeding Hosts catalyzing Jewish conversion to 

mystics’ assertion that consumption of the Eucharist was akin to union with God.36 

The new veneration of Christ as Man that developed in the twelfth century began 

with the writings of mystical theologians like Bernard of Clairvaux.  By the thirteenth 

century, with the ministry of Francis of Assisi, Christ’s humanity became the main 

subject of adoration.  Both Bernard of Clairvaux and William of St. Thierry wrote of God 

becoming a man in order to win us for himself.  This visible God-turned-man would be 

the one who would lead humanity to the invisible God.  Drawing upon imagery in the 

Song of Songs, they both wrote about the soul’s mystical union with God in terms of a 

“spiritual marriage” in which Christ is the bridegroom and the soul is the bride.  

Devotional texts like Pseudo-Bonaventure’s Meditationes Vitae Christi (c. 1275) 

illuminated the human nature of Christ in a tangible, real way by stressing his life and 

ministry on earth and then his suffering and death upon the cross37.  The author 

encouraged the reader to use his senses and imagination as the story of Christ’s life and 

death was retold.  He personally takes the reader through the life of Christ, inviting him 

to act like a spectator, participating in the scenes as they are told.  The most dramatic 

feature of this work is the author’s literary choice to describe Christ’s last days through 

the eyes of the Virgin, Mary Magdalene, and John the Evangelist.  By doing so, the 

author aimed to stir in his readers the same emotions felt by those who were the closest to 

Christ.  This type of affective contemplation of the Passion was believed to be the best 

                                                 
36 Kieckhefer, 83-100. 
37 See Bonaventure (c. 1217-1274), Meditations on the Life of Christ: An Illustrated Manuscript of the 

Fourteenth Century, trans. Isa Ragusa and ed. Rosalie Green (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1961). 
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way for the faithful to access the salvation that Christ brought to the world through his 

death on the cross.  It also aimed to guide readers’ meditatio (meditation or 

contemplation) on Christ’s life which would then ideally result in their imitatio (imitation 

or emulation) of his life.38 

People practiced devotion in two main ways: through literary expression—they 

read devotional texts or heard them read or sung—and through artistic depictions—they 

saw devotional themes visualized in art.  Both of these devotional channels prompted the 

performance of devotional exercises that manifested themselves through saying prayers, 

going on pilgrimages, fasting, participating in processions, being active in one’s 

confraternity, wearing hairshirts, giving alms, or attending sermons.  Devotional literature 

manifested itself in differing genres.  Meditative literature such as prayers, moral 

exhortations, and commentaries on the life of Christ was intended for private use by 

individuals as an aid to meditation on the state of one’s soul or the nature of God.  Public 

performance or delivered works like religious dramas, lyrics, and popular preaching or 

singing, as well as sermons delivered in churches or outside visualized and 

communicated Church doctrine for audiences with the intent to shape lay piety.  Lastly, 

compilations of sermons, theological treatises, commentaries, saints’ lives, and 

meditations on the life of Christ were used by individuals for private devotion and 

preachers for use in their teaching.  As literacy grew, so devotional literature spread and 

was translated into vernacular languages.39 

                                                 
38 van Os, 164-165. 
39 Kieckhefer, 77-78, 81. 
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The symbolism, composition, and structure of devotional art visually conveyed 

complex theological ideas and religious expectations concerning morality and virtue.  

With its emphasis on narrative, facial expressions, postures, and emotions, devotional 

imagery communicated the proper ways of reacting to sacred drama.  One only has to 

acknowledge the plethora of medieval representations of the Virgin and Child to 

understand how a particular devotional subject’s popularity can be measured by how 

frequently it was depicted.  In addition, the form in which it was created reflected the 

audience for which it was made.40   

The ideal practice of personal devotion, however, did not include images at all.  

William of St. Thierry (c. 1085-1148) wrote in his Epistola ad Fratres de Monte-Dei that 

images to be used as stimulants or guides to devotion should be restricted to novices 

alone.  Later, he emphasized that the use of illustrated prayer books was not suited for 

fully avowed monks, but instead for novices who were learning how to train their minds 

to prayer.  In his opinion, images were signs of the truth they depicted, not to be 

worshipped in and of themselves.41  Actual practice, however, considered imagery as the 

ideal vehicle for union between the soul and God.42  Images were designed to correspond 

to a viewer’s mood and even to affect it.  The viewer and the person depicted were 

related to one another mimetically as exemplar and devotee: the viewer tried to mimic the 

                                                 
40 Kieckhefer, 79-80. 
41 Hamburger, “The Visual and the Visionary,” in The Visual and the Visionary, 112, 188-189. 
42 Hamburger, “The Visual and the Visionary,” in The Visual and the Visionary, 121. 
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depicted and demanded of the depicted the quality of realism that the depicted 

possessed.43   

Medieval Christians understood that art could be used as a devotional tool to help 

enhance their spiritual health.  This understanding implies a physical relationship 

between the devotee and the image used, with spiritual growth occurring because of the 

process and sequence of contact and exchange with the image.44  That physical 

relationship with the image was characterized by the multi-sensory experience of the 

devotee.  Kathryn Rudy suggests that physicalizing a devotional tool through use of the 

senses succeeded in heightening a devotee’s empathy for the represented Christian truth.  

For example, when contemplating Christ’s Passion devotees could see by visualizing 

Christ’s journey to the cross, event by event; touch by imagining the feeling of being 

nailed to the cross and making tactile contact with the sites in Jerusalem, as pilgrims 

often recorded doing while on a virtual pilgrimage to the Holy Land; taste by imagining 

eating meals with Christ, such as the Last Supper; and smell by remembering the 

descriptions of the smell of sanctity in saintly bones and the floral and honey aromas that 

issued from relics, especially the Eucharist.  Utilizing many of these senses, either one at 

a time or more than one at once, helped inspire empathy in the devotee causing him or 

her to achieve the goal of affective devotion—closer connection with God.45   

This emphasis on the possibility of individual union with God through the 

stimulation provided by personal devotional practices and images is the direct result of 

                                                 
43 Belting, 58. 
44 Williamson, 123-124. 
45 Kathryn M. Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent: Imagining Jerusalem in the Late Middle Ages 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 245, 257-258. 
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the developments in lay piety taking shape in the late Middle Ages.  However, before we 

turn to that, I must contextualize the Holy Grave monument within the larger tradition of 

replicating the Holy Sepulchre found in Jerusalem throughout Western Europe. 
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Chapter I: The Holy Graves in Strasbourg 

The Holy Grave in the St. Catherine chapel of Strasbourg cathedral demonstrates 

the level to which the medieval ideas about devotion affected the development of art 

(Figure 1).  Its imagery ultimately conveys the potency of affective piety during the late 

Middle Ages.  I will begin contextualizing this important monument by discussing the 

history of the Anastasis tomb in the church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and its 

influence on church architecture throughout the medieval West.  The first section relies 

heavily on the research of Justin E. A. Kroesen in his book, The Sepulchrum Domini 

through the Ages.1  The iconographic tradition from which the Holy Grave monument 

developed serves as a solid background for understanding how the Holy Grave 

phenomenon in Strasbourg and the surrounding area points to this monument’s use as an 

object used for personal devotion. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE HOLY SEPULCHRE TRADITION 

Early Western Holy Sepulchres were modeled on the Anastasis Rotunda from the 

church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (Figure 2).  This holiest of holy places in 

Jerusalem was consecrated on September 14, 335 CE, with the Roman Emperor 

Constantine in attendance and remained standing for almost three centuries before it was 

destroyed by the Persians between 616 and 626 CE.  After numerous reconstructions, the 

plan of the church of the Holy Sepulchre reached its final form by the middle of the 

eleventh century.  The Anastasis Rotunda made up the western-most part of the complex, 

                                                 
1 Justin E. A. Kroesen, The Sepulchrum Domini through the Ages: Its Form & Function, transl. Margaret 

Kofod (Leuven: Peeters, 2000). 
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framing the location of an underground grotto where Christ’s tomb lay preserved.  The 

grave itself consisted of a recess on the north side of the chamber, hewn out of the rock in 

the form of a sarcophagus.2  

Pilgrimage to the Holy Land and visitation to the church of the Holy Sepulchre 

was considered the most devout expression of Christian faith during the Middle Ages.  

To endure the arduous journey across land and sea to visit the places where Christ 

walked, taught, and sacrificed himself for humanity’s sake expressed one’s devotion to 

God and the level of one’s commitment to living a life in imitatio Christi.  Motivation to 

brave the risks and dangers of travel to the Holy Land came from the medieval 

Christian’s desire to develop an empathetic relationship with Christ by imagining oneself 

as an eyewitness to the events of sacred history.  The pilgrim was also motivated by the 

number of indulgences he or she could accrue while there, especially the plenary 

indulgences (forgiveness of all sin) reserved solely for pilgrims to the Holy Land.3  In 

fact, four of the nine plenary indulgence sites mentioned in papal bulls issued to the 

Franciscans (the official custodians of the Holy Land) between 1230 and 1448 are in the 

church of the Holy Sepulchre alone.  These included the place on Mount Calvary where 

Christ was crucified, the front of the door of the church where Christ’s body was 

perfumed and embalmed, Christ’s tomb in the Anastasis Rotunda, and the place where 

the True Cross was discovered.4 

                                                 
2 Kroesen, 8, 10-11. 
3 Kathryn M. Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent: Imagining Jerusalem in the Late Middle Ages 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 35, 37. 
4 Rudy, 60. 
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Because the Holy Sepulchre site bore witness to the central pillar of the Christian 

faith, Christ’s resurrection, it was considered one of the holiest relics of Christianity.  

Pilgrims traveling to the Holy Land described descending into the grotto where the tomb 

lay.  On the north wall, in a recess, the rock slab where Christ’s body had been laid was 

covered by a marble facing in which were set three holes so that visitors could see, touch, 

and even kiss the tomb.  In representations of the tomb throughout Europe, this feature 

(the three holes in the side of the tomb) would be replicated so as to faithfully inform 

medieval audiences of the actual conditions of the tomb in Jerusalem (Figure 3).5 

Because not everyone could risk the dangers and expense of travel to the Holy 

Land, however, the Church endorsed virtual pilgrimages for those who were unable to 

make the journey.  These were usually cloistered nuns who desired a deeper approach to 

expressing their devotion.  Pilgrimages to churches modeled on the church of the Holy 

Sepulchre were also acceptable means of expressing this level of devotion.  In 1100, the 

Archbishop of Milan granted an indulgence of remission of one-third of sins committed 

to any penitent who could not travel to Jerusalem but who said a prayer in the church of 

San Sepolcro in Milan.  According to a 1085 decree, visitors to the church of San 

Sepolcro Church at Palera in Catalonia would receive the same indulgence as those who 

had visited the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.6  Through replication of this holy site 

                                                 
5 Stephen Lamia, “Souvenir, Synaesthesia, and the Sepulchrum Domini: Sensory Stimuli as Memory 

Strategems,” in Memory and the Medieval Tomb, ed. Elisabeth Valdez de Alamo with Carol Stamatis 

Pendergast (Brookfield, VT: Ashgate Publishing Co., 2000), 19, 21-22, 27; William H. Forsyth, The 

Entombment of Christ: French Sculptures of the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries (Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press, 1970), 9. 
6 Kroesen, 13-14.  For the original Latin wording of the indulgences issued in Milan and Palera, see 

Kroesen’s footnotes 20 and 21. 
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throughout Western Europe, patrons sought to provide the means for the majority of 

Christians to express this level of devotion.   

Architects alluded to the original structure in Jerusalem through architectural 

choices like the incorporation of a round or polygonal plan with a conical roof, or the 

replication of the structural ratios or building measurements.  By imitating these features, 

they sought to evoke the idea of salvation conveyed by the actual church of the Holy 

Sepulchre.  If a church mimicked the original structure’s form or measurements, those 

elements endowed the church with a deep religious significance because it suggested that 

someone involved in the commission had personally seen the church of the Holy 

Sepulchre in Jerusalem or at least knew what it looked like.7   

The medieval notion of copying accepted that the copy was an imitation of the 

original by what it implied rather than by which forms were actually replicated.  In this 

way, symbolic meaning outweighed direct imitation in terms of evaluating the success of 

a copy.  Numbers and measurements reflected the relationship between the copy and the 

original.  For example, the Anastasis Rotunda features twenty supports made up of eight 

piers and twelve columns.  Most of its copies throughout Western Europe exhibit some 

combination of the eight and twelve supports in their designs.  By emphasizing these 

numbers, which held such numerological significance in the medieval mind (with eight 

being considered the perfect number referring to regeneration and twelve recalling to the 

number of Apostles), architects of copies of the church of the Holy Sepulchre hoped to 

                                                 
7 Kroesen, 13.  See Richard Krautheimer, “Introduction to an ‘Iconography of Mediaeval Architecture,’” 

Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 5 (1942): 15, 17.   
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convey the same hope of future resurrection to the faithful that the original embodied.  

Richard Krautheimer summed it up best when he wrote, “The architect of a medieval 

copy did not intend to imitate the prototype as it looked in reality; he intended to 

reproduce it typice and figuraliter [in form and content], as a memento of a venerated site 

and simultaneously as a symbol of promised salvation.”8  The medieval understanding of 

copying—namely that the copy was meant to convey a meaning that transcended formal 

structure—informs the many different representations of the Holy Sepulchre found across 

the European continent. 

In the twelfth century, western representations of the Holy Sepulchre changed 

from separate, exterior buildings modeled on the church of the Holy Sepulchre in 

Jerusalem to interior Holy Sepulchre monuments.  The importance of the liturgy and the 

development of the Eucharist doctrine (especially of transubstantiation, or the material 

presence of Christ in the Eucharistic elements, which was established in 1215) accounts 

for this change in representation and location.  Bringing Christ’s tomb inside the church 

communicated the Christian understanding of the Church as the body of Christ in 

physical form, as well as the incorporation of Christ’s body and blood in the taking of 

communion.  It also reflects the changing ideas about medieval devotion, especially the 

need for visualization.  Gothic art gave visible form to the sacred mysteries of the 

Church, and the artists creating Holy Sepulchre representations used these works to focus 

the devotion of the masses.9 

                                                 
8 Krautheimer, 8, 10-11, 17.  
9 Kroesen, 45-46, 53. 
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A large number of Holy Sepulchre imitations are found in cemeteries and crypts.  

These sites evoked the connection between Christ’s resurrection, his triumph over death, 

and humanity’s salvation.  Medieval people even believed that representations of the 

Holy Sepulchre ensured the salvation of those humans buried nearby.10  After his 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 960, Bishop Conrad of Constance commissioned the 

chapel of St. Maurice to be built over the cathedral cemetery as a replica of the Holy 

Sepulchre.  This round chapel in the east end of the cathedral includes a similarly round 

representation of the Holy Sepulchre itself which dates from the thirteenth century 

(Figure 4).11  The church of St. Foy in Séléstat (founded c. 1087) was built in direct 

imitation of the Anastasis Rotunda and the Holy Sepulchre itself.  During the thirteenth 

century, a double tomb chamber was carved out beneath the choir and crossing of the 

existing building to serve as a replica of the interior of the grotto in Jerusalem (Figure 

5).12 

Other Holy Sepulchre imitations were built as micro-models of the original 

Anastasis tomb in Jerusalem.  The cathedral of Aquileia in northern Italy features a Holy 

Sepulchre model dating from c. 1050 (Figure 6).  The structure is round, about four 

meters in diameter, with thirteen columns surmounted by a conical roof.  The tomb 

within is located on the north wall, just as in the grotto in Jerusalem, with an altar to the 

right of it (Figure 7).  Another Holy Sepulchre model in the abbey church of St. Cyriakus 

in Gernrode is located in the eastern bays of the south aisle (Figure 8).  Dating from c. 

                                                 
10 Kroesen, 16. 
11 Kroesen, 16-17. 
12 Kroesen, 20. 
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1060-1080, this angular structure features decorative sandstone and limestone wall 

reliefs.  It may have originally had a conical roof, and there are traces of a sarcophagus 

that had been carved into a recess on the north wall.  Sculptures on the interior walls 

show the three holy women and the angel of the resurrection sitting by the tomb.  There is 

also a large sculpted figure of the risen Christ holding a bishop’s staff and a martyr’s 

branch—an unusual representation that may be trying to communicate the role of Christ 

as head of the Church through its conflation of the symbols of the bishop (as earthly 

leader) and martyr (as spiritual leader by example).13   

The aforementioned chapel of St. Maurice at the cathedral in Constance (Figure 

4) was dodecagonal with a conical roof, featuring gablets on each of its twelve sides 

housing figures of the Apostles.  Figural representations of the Epiphany and Christ's 

resurrection decorated the interior of the structure.  A final example may be found in the 

cathedral of Magdeburg.  The Chapel of Otto and Editha, built around 1240, is an 

unadorned sixteen-cornered micro-building measuring three and three-fourths meters in 

diameter (Figure 9).  It also exhibits a conical roof with a row of small gables and Gothic 

tracery.  All these examples of Holy Sepulchre representations modeled on the Anastasis 

tomb mark the transitional phase between the period of architectural imitations of the 

Anastasis and the many variations on the “symbolic” Holy Sepulchre monuments that 

developed later.14 

                                                 
13 Kroesen, 47, 49. 
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One of the earliest forms of these “symbolic” Holy Sepulchres was the altar as 

Holy Sepulchre, which stemmed from the early Christian tradition of housing relics of 

saints in or on altars.  The word sepulchrum was even used for the chamber inside the 

altar where relics were stored.  Since the Eucharist was sometimes used to replace a relic 

on an altar, the altar as Holy Sepulchre type furthered the idea of the Eucharistic elements 

as relics of the actual body of Christ through transubstantiation.  In other customs, a 

crucifix or the host was sometimes placed in the altar on Good Friday to enact a symbolic 

burial of Christ for the Easter liturgy.  These simple representations of the Holy 

Sepulchre functioned symbolically, which accounts for the reason why not many physical 

examples survive today.15   

Another form of the monument appeared as a temporary Holy Sepulchre 

monument.  These structures were set up in the church interior temporarily for use during 

the liturgies of Holy Week.  They usually took the form of a wooden frame built like a 

bier or catafalque, over which a cloth was hung.  This cloth, called the “pall,” could be 

decorated with scenes of the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ.  A few English 

examples of this Holy Sepulchre representation still exist, such as in the parish church of 

Tunstall in Kent, where it was set up near the high altar.  Some others existed as small 

chests simply placed on the high altar, covered with a cloth until the sepulchre was 

revealed on Easter morning.  In Bampton in Oxfordshire, a shallow wall recess in the 

north wall of the chancel suggests the presence of a temporary Holy Sepulchre monument 

                                                 
15 Kroesen, 55-56. 
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(Figure 10).  The Gothic tracery frames where the temporary Holy Sepulchre would have 

been set up.16 

In Germany and Scandinavia, these temporary Holy Sepulchre monuments were 

set up on the west end of the nave.  In Freising, Moosburg, and Speyer, the monument 

was set up, “in the middle of the church,” probably drawing upon the earlier significance 

of the westwork being architecturally related to the church of the Holy Sepulchre in 

Jerusalem. Sometimes it was set up in one of the side chapels.  In places like Würzburg 

and Trier, the temporary Holy Sepulchre was placed in the crypt.17  The choice of these 

sites for stationing a temporary Holy Sepulchre monument evokes the medieval 

understanding of the Apocalypse, especially the Resurrection of the Dead. 

     Moveable wooden Holy Sepulchre also functioned to evoke the original site in 

Jerusalem.  These portable tombs allowed for use during liturgical processions.  At St. 

Michael’s in Cowthorpe, a flat wooden sarcophagus (1.56 x 0.65 meters) with a steep 

gabled roof dating from the fourteenth century functioned as the Holy Sepulchre for 

Easter rituals (Figure 11).  The liturgical attributes of a crucifix or a host in a pyx were 

placed on it during the Good Friday ceremony.  In Germany, this type of monument 

included an effigy of Christ that could be placed inside the box.  They were usually found 

in Cistercian monasteries because of Bernard of Clairvaux’s reservations about 

permanent adornments.  They are also covered in pictorial narrative depicting the life and 
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Passion of Christ, despite Bernard’s other admonishments about the excessive use of 

images.18 

Different parts of the narrative could be seen on the painted surfaces of these 

boxes by opening and closing the lids.  At the Cistercian convent of Magerau in 

Freibourg in Switzerland, the nuns used an oblong sarcophagus with a lid dating from c. 

1330-40, now in the Musée d’Art et d’Histoire (Figure 12).  This moveable Holy 

Sepulchre featured a gabled roof over the sarcophagus which contained the life-size 

effigy of the dead Christ (1.55 meters in length).  The shroud in which the effigy is 

wrapped leaves the head and five wounds visible for the nuns.  Painted images of the 

three holy women and the Virgin being consoled by John the Evangelist appear on the 

interior, while the side panels depict Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus.  The front side 

lid can be folded down to reveal the removal of Christ’s body from the cross.  When 

open, it reveals the Lamentation.19   

In the parish church in Baar in Switzerland, the chest was also covered in 

paintings on the inner and outer surfaces (Figure 13).  Each of the two end panels features 

a soldier who guarded Christ’s tomb, with two more on the front of the chest.  The lid can 

also be folded down: the outside depicts the risen Christ with an angel on either side; the 

inside features the three holy women and two angels with the empty shroud.  The Holy 

Sepulchre at the monastery of Lichtenthal, dating from the second half of the fourteenth 

century, appears as an undecorated wooden sarcophagus, but the inside of the lid reveals 
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19 Kroesen, 64-65. 



 33 

five wooden sculptures of the three holy women, the Virgin and John the Evangelist, and 

an angel (Figure 14).  At the former Cistercian convent of Wienhausen in Niedersachsen, 

Abbess Catherine of Hoya donated a painted wooden Holy Sepulchre chest for its use 

during the Easter liturgy in 1448 (Figure 15).  This structure featured pinnacles on the 

four corners, a folding gabled roof, two doors on the front, and a small shutter on each 

side.  Even when the chest was closed, the nuns could look inside the tomb.  The inner 

surfaces are completely decorated with scenes from the life of Christ.20 

Yet another form found across Europe was that of the Holy Sepulchre in 

combination with a tabernacle.  This holy tomb monument usually occupied a recess in 

the wall of the chancel and served as the tomb of Christ during Holy Week and as a 

sacrament house for the remainder of the year.  Both uses, in effect, housed the Body of 

Christ.  In England, these Holy Sepulchre monuments are found exclusively on the north 

wall of the chancel.  This choice reflects the descriptions reported by pilgrims to the Holy 

Land of Christ’s tomb resting in a recess along the north wall of the grotto.  Examples of 

this type appear in the form of a wooden sacrament shrine that could be carried from the 

tabernacle to the altar and back.  Kroesen remarks that the design of the sacrament tower 

described at the Cistercian monastery of Sénanque (Figure 16) from the early thirteenth 

century—of a wooden architectural structure with an octagonal central plan—resembles 

the forms of the Holy Sepulchre chapels at Constance and Magdeburg (Figures 4 and 

9).21  In Germany, the church of Ötlingen (c. 1475) features a Holy Sepulchre recess on 
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the north wall of the chancel (Figure 17).  The sarcophagus measures 1.3 meters wide and 

features reliefs of the sleeping guards on the front.  The tabernacle’s arch frames the 

location of this Holy Sepulchre monument, illustrating the fusion of the idea of the 

sacrament house and the representation of a Holy Sepulchre.  This example, however, 

deviates from the standard representation of the Holy Sepulchre in this area.  This could 

be due to the influence that the proximity of the French border exerted on the area.22 

A variation on the representation of the Holy Sepulchre in combination with a 

tabernacle was the Holy Sepulchre in combination with a founder’s tomb.  Donors would 

offer to found a Holy Sepulchre monument, thus revealing their desire to be close to the 

sacred.  This expensive donation not only aided the donor’s soul toward salvation on the 

day of resurrection—when Christ would return to take the faithful back with him to 

Heaven—it also provided the church with a liturgical prop for use during Holy Week.  At 

Lincoln cathedral, the founder’s tomb is combined with a representation of the Holy 

Sepulchre (Figure 18).  Lancet arches surmounted with a canopy decorated with rows of 

gables and pinnacles adorn this double sarcophagus.  While the iconographically standard 

figures of sleeping soldiers adorn the front of the Holy Sepulchre, the founder’s tomb 

displays two large quatrefoils and an epitaph.  To allow for the tombs’ use during the 

Easter liturgy, the founder’s tomb was required to be flat, thus eliminating the possibility 

of a recumbent gisant figure of the founder.  To compensate, some of these Holy 
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Sepulchres had wooden effigies of the deceased that could be removed during Holy 

Week.23 

A few examples from the continent suggest the spreading of this trend of the 

combination of a founder’s tomb and the Holy Sepulchre.  At Strasbourg cathedral, as we 

shall see in the following pages, there existed a long tradition of placing bishops’ tombs 

near representations of the Holy Sepulchre.  Additionally, at the Johannite church in 

Basle, two Hospitallers requested that a Holy Sepulchre be incorporated into their tomb.  

This example included a repository for the host set into the tomb slab as evidenced by an 

eighteenth-century drawing (Figure 19).  Through this demonstration of their extreme 

devotion, these Hospitallers exemplify the desire of the laity for closer proximity to the 

divine developing around this time.24  All of these varying types of Holy Sepulchre 

monument lead to the most important representation for our purposes—that of the Holy 

Sepulchre as a canopied monument, hereafter known as a Holy Grave.  These monuments 

were related to secular funerary art, portraying the deceased Christ in the form of a 

gisant, with sculpted figures of the angels and holy women and reliefs of the sleeping 

soldiers (Figures 1 and 30).25 

The Holy Grave’s essential function was made manifest in the liturgical drama of 

Holy Week.  The Easter liturgy symbolically reenacted the words from the biblical 

account of the death and resurrection of Christ in a way that, when combined with its 

dramatic performance by the clergy, came to represent the actual mystery for medieval 
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24 Kroesen, 80. 
25 Kroesen, 77, 83, 90. 
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audiences.26  It developed out of the Quem Queritis trope, which had been in use by the 

church as early as the tenth century to visualize the mystery of the resurrection.  The 

symbolic reenactment began on Good Friday with the Depositio.  This liturgical 

ceremony occurred between mass and vespers and consisted of a symbolic burial of the 

host as substitute for the actual burial of Christ after his crucifixion.  Then, on Easter 

Sunday, sometime before matins, the host would be removed from the sepulchre in the 

act of Elevatio, in commemoration of the resurrection.27   The Easter liturgy would come 

to a close later on that same morning with the Visitatio Sepulchri, which reenacted the 

visit of the three holy women to the tomb.28  The Holy Grave monument played a vital 

role in the production of these liturgical ceremonies, as we will see through an analysis of 

the history of the Holy Grave tradition at Strasbourg cathedral. 

THE HOLY GRAVES OF STRASBOURG CATHEDRAL 

Bishop Berthold’s Holy Grave in the St. Catherine chapel was actually the third of 

its kind to have existed at Strasbourg cathedral.  The earliest Holy Grave existed 

sometime in the eleventh century and was located in the St. Andrew chapel (Figure 20).29  

While the exact placement in the chapel has not been determined, a document from c. 

1190 indicates the ceremonies that took place there during Holy Week.  A description of 

                                                 
26 Victor Beyer, La sculpture strasbourgeoise au quatorzième siècle (Strasbourg: Compagnie des Arts 

Photoméchaniques, 1955), 28. 
27 Karl Young, The Drama of the Medieval Church, 2 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933), 

1:204-5, 1:113-114. 
28 Neil C. Brooks, The Sepulchre of Christ in Art and Liturgy, with special reference to the liturgical 

drama (Urbana: The University of Illinois, 1921), 30. 
29 Robert Will, “Le saint-sépulcre de la chapelle Sainte-Catherine à la cathédrale de Strasbourg,” Bulletin 

de la Société des Amis de la Cathédrale de Strasbourg 19 (1990): 25. 
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the Depositio records how the canons would place a small cross wrapped in linen into a 

cavity in the altar that represented the sepulchre to reenact the entombment of Christ.30   

It was near this first Holy Grave that we also find the earliest of the surviving 

bishops’ graves at Strasbourg.  According to Robert Will in his examination of the 

cathedral’s tomb remains and the archeological research conducted on them throughout 

history, the vestiges of three episcopal tombs survived in the St. Andrew chapel, which 

had been constructed in the late twelfth century.  These include that of Henry von 

Veringen (d. 1223), whose epitaph was found and preserved in a drawing by sixteenth-

century archeologist, amateur historian, and Strasbourg native, Daniel Specklin; next, the 

tomb of Berthold von Teck (d. 1244), in the form of a raised sarcophagus with a lid 

decorated with an engraved cross; and third, that of Henry von Stahleck (d. 1260), which 

had been covered with a rectangular slab surrounded by engraved text, along with a cross 

(Figure 21).  Although these tombs no longer exist, Will reports that we do know from 

excavation reports that the graves of Henry von Stahleck and Berthold von Teck were 

placed adjacent to one another.31  This juxtaposition of these successive bishops’ tombs 

suggests the formation of a type of genealogy of office in which one bishop’s tomb 

attracted that of his successor.32    

The practice of being buried near the Holy Grave seems to have come out of the 

medieval understanding of the Resurrection of the Dead, which directly preceded the Last 

Judgment.  In accordance with 1 Corinthians 15:52, which stated that on the Day of 

                                                 
30 Beyer, 27. 
31 Robert Will, “Les tombes épiscopales de la cathédrale de Strasbourg,” Bulletin de la Société des Amis de 

la Cathédrale de Strasbourg 10 (1972): 57. 
32 My thanks to Joan Holladay for this insightful observation. 
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Judgment, “the trumpet will sound, [and] the dead will be raised imperishable,” those 

wishing to be buried near the Holy Grave were merely insuring that they would be 

nearest to their Lord on that day, in order to facilitate their soul’s reunion with God more 

speedily.  Burial near the Holy Grave also guaranteed that the faithful coming to venerate 

the Holy Grave monument would also pass by these other graves, which the deceased 

may have hoped would generate prayers of remembrance for their souls.  This idea of 

being close to the sacred after death can be traced back to early requests made by faithful 

laypersons to be buried near the shrine of a beloved martyr in churches across Europe.  

Proximity to the divine—whether it was in the form of tactile interaction between a 

pilgrim and the site of veneration (as was described by early visitors to the church of the 

Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem) or burial near such a site—became an essential tool for 

personal devotion and the expression of one’s Christian faith around this time.   

Burial near the Holy Grave would continue as a tradition at Strasbourg long into 

the fourteenth century.  We see it being carried out again with the construction of the 

second Holy Grave monument at the cathedral.  This Holy Grave was most likely erected 

between 1273 and 1278.33  Sources indicate that it was located in a two-bay vaulted niche 

adjacent to the crossing pier of the south transept, on a platform directly above the stairs 

leading down to the crypt (Figure 20).34  An image from the west façade may give us an 

idea of what the second Holy Grave monument looked like (Figure 22).35  This scene 

                                                 
33 Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 62. 
34 Will, “Le saint-sépulcre,” 25.  Will calls the small space where this second Holy Grave monument was 

located the chapel of the Holy Sepulchre (Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 62).  
35 Charlotte Stanford, “From Bishop’s Grave to Holy Grave: The Construction of Strasbourg’s St. 

Catherine Chapel,” Gesta 46 (2007): 74. 
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from the Passion cycle in the central portal shows the three women Christ’s empty tomb.  

The representation is standard as far as Resurrection scenes go—the tomb appears as a 

horizontal rectangle mounted on four columns beneath which are gathered the sleeping 

soldiers who guard the tomb.  The coffin structure itself is decorated with a lattice of 

fleurs-de-lis and turrets.  While these attributes usually signaled a reference to the 

heraldic arms of Blanche of Castile, in this image they are simply being used as 

decorative ornamentation.  Perching on the front edge of the grave is the angel who 

encounters the three women who have come to visit the tomb. 

Will notes the incorporation of yet another bishop’s grave here in the small space 

near this second Holy Grave, although the conflicting reports ultimately inform us that 

we will never definitively know to whom this grave belonged.  Jakob Wimpfeling, a 

respected humanist who lived in the Alsace region during the Renaissance, situated the 

tomb of Bishop Henry von Geroldseck (d. 1273) in this niche.36  Subsequent chroniclers 

corroborated his attribution, but the previously-mentioned Specklin also noted the 

presence of another tomb near this second Holy Grave monument, that of Bishop 

Burckhard (d. 1163).  While Specklin furnished yet another drawing for the identification 

of this supposed second tomb (Figure 23), Will argues that since Burckhard died before 

the chapel’s creation, it cannot be his grave.37  He also argues against the possibility of 

                                                 
36 Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 60-61.  He cites Jakob Wimpfeling, Catalogus episcoporum 

Argentinensium, Strasbourg, 1508 (from the Moscherosch edition from 1651). 
37 Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 62.  Will cites Philippe-André Grandidier’s evaluation of a 1278 charter 

detailing the celebration of a memorial mass for Bishop Henry von Geroldseck (d. 1273).  The mass was 

ordered to be celebrated at Bishop Henry’s tomb which was located in the St. John the Baptist chapel at the 

time of the charter.  Other sources, however, (Jakob Wimpfeling, Catalogus episcoporum Argentinensium, 

Strasbourg, 1508) indicate that Henry’s tomb had been moved to the new chapel of the Holy Sepulchre by 
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two graves fitting in this space—which already included the Holy Grave monument and 

the chapel’s altar—due to its small dimensions (approximately 4x1.8 meters).  He also 

notes that the Strasbourg obituary register of the cathedral regularly marked tombs with a 

majuscule letter, which could be the case with the supposed epitaph from Specklin’s 

second grave with its majuscule letter B.  Another chronicler and eighteenth-century 

canon at Strasbourg cathedral, Philippe-André Grandidier, however, places Henri von 

Geroldseck’s tomb in the St. John the Baptist chapel.38  Despite these incompatible 

reports, the evidence for the placement of a single bishop’s grave in this space that 

housed the Holy Grave provides further support for the expression of the medieval desire 

for proximity to the divine at Strasbourg.  It also begins to imply a pattern based on 

tradition and legacy for the burial of bishops at the cathedral. 

The death of Bishop Conrad von Lichtenberg in 1299, however, changed that 

tradition forever when he had himself buried in the St. John the Baptist chapel (Figures 

20 and 24).  This chapel on the north side of the apse seems to have taken on the air of a 

dynastic burial chamber for the prelates and high-ranking dignitaries of the Lichtenberg 

family, with chroniclers noting the presence of three other Lichtenberg family members’ 

tombs in the space, all of them except Conrad’s now lost.39  Conrad von Lichtenberg’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
this time.  To account for this discrepancy, Will notes that it is possible Henry had wished to be buried in 

the new chapel of the Holy Sepulchre upon his death, but before the chapel was completed, he died and was 

thus buried in the St. John the Baptist Chapel for the interim time period.  Then, as soon as the new chapel 

of the Holy Sepulchre was ready, they moved his body to its final resting place, but continued to celebrate 

the mass in the St. John the Baptist chapel due to the lack of proper space in the chapel of the Holy 

Sepulchre. 
38 Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 56, 60-62. 
39 Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 58-59.  Will cites the chronicler Wimpfeling, whose reports depended 

upon Koenigshoffen (c. 1400). 
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tomb reveals the trend of secular tomb structures at this time, with its inclusion of a life-

size effigy of the deceased housed beneath an elaborate architectural canopy.  The 

recessed and vaulted niche in the south wall of the chapel frames a horizontal slab on 

which the stone effigy lies, dressed in formal pontifical vestments, with its head resting 

on a pillow and its feet on a lion (Figure 25).  Three arched and vaulted bays surmount 

the slab, each inscribed with a Gothic trefoil.  An inscription on the back wall, framed by 

the middle bay, praises his life and ends with the request for viewers to “Orate pro eo.”40  

The course, blocky treatment of the gisant clashes with the delicate treatment of the 

details like Conrad’s bishop mitre, book, and the edge of his pillow.  The round cheeks, 

slanting eyebrows, and curling hair recall the Tempter figure from the west façade 

(Figure 26).  Conrad von Lichtenberg was depicted young, even though he was almost 

sixty years old when he died.  This sculptural choice reflects the medieval understanding 

that all resurrected souls would awaken at the perfect age of thirty (the age of Christ at 

his death) at Christ’s second coming.41  The tomb’s inclusion of the three-bay arcade 

surmounted by leafy-pinnacled gables marks the first time a triple arcade was used in a 

tomb canopy in Alsace or the Rhineland.42 

                                                 
40 Charlotte Stanford, Commemorating the Dead in Late Medieval Strasbourg: The Cathedral’s Book of 

Donors and Its Use (1320-1521) (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2011), 81.  The full text 
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CONCUR// RERE EMINEBAT NEC SI// BI VISUS SIMILIS EST I[N]// ILLIS. SEDET AUTEM 
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41 Stanford, Commemorating the Dead, 81-82. 
42 Stanford, Commemorating the Dead, 82. 
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  The tomb of Conrad von Lichtenberg illustrates the medieval notion of 

intercessory prayer for the deceased.  Visitors to his tomb were encouraged by the tomb’s 

inscription, “Orate pro eo,” to pray for Conrad’s soul to lessen his time spent in 

Purgatory.  Once Conrad received the Beatific Vision and was admitted into Paradise, he 

could then personally intercede for those who had remembered him at his tomb.  This 

reciprocal relationship between the living and the dead motivated burial practices and the 

development of funerary monuments throughout the thirteenth century.  The relatively 

naturalistic rendering of the gisant gave a sense of immediacy to the deceased, thereby 

increasing the pathos visitors may have experienced before offering up a prayer of 

remembrance for his soul.43  It is this sense of pathos that Bishop Berthold von Bucheck 

wished to harness with the gisant of the Holy Grave monument in his chapel dedicated to 

St. Catherine. 

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE ST. CATHERINE CHAPEL AND BERTHOLD’S HOLY GRAVE 

According to the 1331 charter, Bishop Berthold wished to build his chapel to St. 

Catherine because no altar to her existed in the cathedral at the time (Figure 27).44  While 

Stanford points out that this was not strictly true, Berthold’s motivations do serve as a 

starting point for understanding his intentions for building the chapel and its 

unprecedented Holy Grave monument.45  The St. Catherine chapel specifically took the 
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Societé des Amis de la Cathédrale de Strasbourg, 2
nd

 series, 7 (1960): 11-30, especially 16. 



 43 

form of a chantry chapel, or a personal chapel built for the endowment of intercessory 

masses.  Individuals could found chantry chapels to more assuredly obtain remission 

from one’s sins as a way of helping guarantee salvation.  These chapels allowed for more 

personalized expressions of individual piety within the communal context of the rest of 

the church.  For Berthold, this meant that his chapel to St. Catherine—located on the end 

of the cathedral traditionally associated with the laity, visible and accessible from the 

south aisle of the nave to anyone passing by—provided a context for communal worship, 

and allowed Berthold to demonstrate his own piety by presenting the chapel as a 

charitable donation.46 

Berthold’s memorial motivations, however, reveal the strategies donors of chantry 

chapels used for gaining the favor of intercessory prayer.  These memorial chapels 

provided a place for the funerary and anniversary practices to take place, beginning with 

the funeral and possibly including additional vigils.  The donor could then establish obits 

or anniversary memorials where the name of the deceased was spoken or read aloud in 

the context of the mass, or he or she could establish endowments for his or her perpetual 

memorial.47  There already existed a rich tradition of memorial donations and readings 

from the cathedral’s Book of Donors (c. 1320-1520) at the Chapel of the Blessed Virgin, 

erected in 1316 against the northwest crossing pier of the nave (Figure 20).48  Berthold’s 

own chantry chapel functioned to provide a context for public piety, utilizing the 

                                                 
46 Simon Roffey, The Medieval Chantry Chapel: An Archaeology (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2007), 16-
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48 For more on the Book of Donors and the Chapel of the Blessed Virgin see the excellent study by 

Charlotte Stanford, Commemorating the Dead in Late Medieval Strasbourg. 
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celebration of the mass as the central medium for the relationship between himself and 

the laity of Strasbourg.  His choice to build the chapel in the south aisle, just off the nave, 

brought the mysteries of Christ’s passion closer to lay worshippers and allowed for the 

visualization of the real presence of Christ.  The Holy Grave, also located in the St. 

Catherine chapel, would have offered the same context for this expression of faith and 

would have made the visualization of the miracle of transubstantiation even more real 

through the ever present gisant figure of Christ.49        

 Berthold von Bucheck was appointed, rather than elected, bishop of Strasbourg in 

1328 as a papal favor.  He had originally planned on taking over his late brother, 

Mathias’ archbishopric in Mainz, even though he had already been awarded the bishopric 

of Speyer earlier that year.  However, another papal ally from the line of Emperor Henry 

von Luxembourg (d. 1313) gained the post and so the pope gave Berthold Strasbourg’s 

vacancy.  Berthold and his family approved of the post, but the canons of Strasbourg 

were furious over the dismissal of their right to elect their own bishop.  In fact, they had 

already selected their own candidate when the appointment was announced.  To add 

further to their rage, Berthold was not local to the Strasbourg diocese.  He and his family 

came from Switzerland, as had Berthold’s predecessor, Johannes von Dirpheim (who also 

happened to have been papally-appointed rather than elected), much to the resentment of 

the noble families of the region who had customarily dominated the cathedral chapter 

posts.  Berthold worked hard to assert his authority and make a place for himself in his 

chapter by arranging marriage alliances, rewarding his allies, and planning the 
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construction of his chapel dedicated to his patron saint.  He wished to make his mark on 

the cathedral structure in order to stress his presence and significance within his titular 

church.50 

 Berthold’s donation was out of the ordinary for Strasbourg bishops because of 

their traditional legacy of apathy toward construction efforts at the cathedral after about 

1250.  This lack of involvement stemmed from the power and zeal of the Strasbourg 

burghers.  These citizens had enjoyed rights for generations, including their own 

proprietary altar in the cathedral, located in front of the jubé.  In the 1250’s, Bishop 

Henry III von Stahleck (whom we remember from his grave in the St. Andrew chapel) 

complained that the citizens were usurping the powers and rights of the clergy with the 

installation of this altar.  Bishops and citizens also sparred over issues like taxes, 

governmental appointments, and judicial jurisdiction.  Matters came to a head when a 

new bishop, Walter von Geroldseck tried to use military force to suppress the townsfolk.  

He suffered a resounding defeat at the Battle of Hausbergen on March 8, 1262, which 

resulted in a peace treaty that significantly reduced episcopal power in city affairs.  With 

episcopal influence kept to a minimum by the citizens, the burghers of Strasbourg 

adopted a very active role in the building campaigns of the cathedral out of what seems to 

have been civic pride and religious fervor.51 

 Berthold’s St. Catherine chapel, therefore, stands out in stark contrast to the lack 

of his predecessors’ involvement in the building campaigns of the cathedral.  While he 
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announced his intentions to build in a charter of 1331, construction on the chapel 

probably did not commence until 1340.  Similarities between the rhythm and design of 

the chapel’s windows and those of the upper story of the south tower of the west façade 

point to an execution by Master Gerlach, who became master mason in 1341.  The chapel 

was probably finished by 1345 since a letter of indulgence issued by Berthold to visitors 

of his new chapel and dated April 26, 1346, indicates that the chapel was in use.  As for 

the construction of the Holy Grave monument in the chapel, a charter from January 1349 

mentions the “small room” above the crypt, in which the previous Holy Grave had been 

sitting without use.  This note points to the use of the new Holy Grave in the newly 

completed chapel, meaning that the monument was probably erected between 1346 and 

the end of 1348.52 

 Although only fragments of Berthold’s Holy Grave have come down to us 

throughout the centuries, much evidence remains that can provide us with its image.  

Will’s reconstruction study from 1990 provides us with the most comprehensive picture 

of its appearance (Figures 28-30).  While excavating and restoring the St. Catherine 

chapel in 1982, the appearance of three lancet bays, traces of paint, and the discovery of 

bolt holes along the west wall allowed Will to measure and approximate the dimensions 

and placement of the Holy Grave that had once occupied the space.  Then, using 

sculptural fragments from the collection of the Musée de l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame, he 

recreated the design of monument’s canopied façade.53  Berthold’s Holy Grave illustrates 
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the fusion of architecture and contemporary secular tomb tradition.  A sarcophagus 

formed the base of the tomb, upon which rose a Gothic tri-partite façade, with tall, 

slender gables mounted above the lancet arches.  The gables were inlaid with an elegant 

tracery pattern of three curved trefoil spandrels framing circumscribed quatrefoils.  The 

outside frames sprouted leafy crockets which led up to a spiny pinnacle crowned with a 

floret.  Openwork tracery appeared in the three pointed arches below the gables, 

consisting of three quatrefoils and three trefoils leading the eye toward the center.  The 

tracery stopped at about one-fourth of the length of the lancet, opening down and out into 

small cusped trefoil leaves.  Stanford remarks that it is the “virtuoso union of sculpture 

and architecture” exhibited by Berthold’s tomb that makes the monument so 

impressive.54 

 According to Will’s measurements, the Holy Grave took up the entire west wall 

of the chapel between the nave buttress and the door to the exterior (Figure 28).  Each 

bay of the architectural canopy was approximately 110 centimeters wide, with the two 

outer lancets measuring 282 centimeters and the center one measuring 377 centimeters 

above the sarcophagus.  To this minimum height of the canopy must be added the height 

of the gables and pinnacles, totaling somewhere around 7 meters overall (Figure 31).  The 

total width of the canopy, deduced from the widths of the three lancet bays and the two 

exterior supports and two central supporting colonnettes was around 364 centimeters.  

The dimensions of the sarcophagus can be estimated using the measurements of the 

extant sculptural panels that adorned the sides of the monument (Figure 1).  Each of the 
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three square bas-relief panels depicting the sleeping guardians measures between 95.5 

and 97 centimeters in width and around 86 centimeters in height.  Presumably placed 

between the protruding colonnettes, the total width of the sarcophagus would have 

matched that of the canopy, right around 364 centimeters.  The other dimensions, 

however, are more problematic to estimate.  Assuming that the remaining longer relief 

panel created one end of the sarcophagus, either on the north or south end, the depth 

would have measured about 131.5 centimeters (Figure 32).  The height of the bas-relief 

panels (around 86 cm), however, does not measure to the total estimated height of 150 

centimeters—a figure drawn from the height at which the paint traces were found.  These 

vestiges of wall painting would have spanned from the top of the sarcophagus to the 

height of each arched lancet bay.  Sylvie Aballéa’s solution to this 64 centimeter 

difference in the height of the sarcophagus is that perhaps the sarcophagus also included a 

base of about 30 centimeters on the ground level below the guardian reliefs and then a 

decorative frieze above them spanning maybe 20 centimeters before reaching the top of 

the main sarcophagus slab and the paint traces on the wall.55 

STYLE AND ICONOGRAPHY OF THE STRASBOURG HOLY GRAVE 

The imagery and media of the Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel 

are as innovative as the architectural structure that contains them.  The images that have 

survived from the original monument include the sculpted gisant of Christ, the sculpted 

bas-relief panels of the sleeping guardians, and trace elements of painted angels along the 
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back wall.  These remnants of paint found on the wall at the back left and center bays of 

the monument indicate that a mural with angels once existed where the architectural 

canopy left free space (Figures 33 and 34).  Relatively small in dimension—each angel’s 

nimbused head measures only eleven centimeters in width—they stand in three-quarter 

view, holding out a cloth between their hands.  The same representation must have 

existed on the other side, with another angel in the right bay.  This symmetrical 

composition perhaps originally depicted angels holding up a large painted tapestry 

between themselves as a backdrop for the sculpted scenes happening below.  Each angel 

is outlined in black, with thick, curly hair, a square face, large nose, and round arched 

brows.  The slight bowing of their heads communicates their sweet and humble demeanor 

as servants of the Lord.  Their divinity, however, is reinforced through the use of gold in 

their nimbi and wings.56     

This arrangement was used particularly during the fifteenth century, as a backdrop 

behind isolated sculpted figures.  With this in mind, it is logical to argue that the lost 

images of the three holy women were originally probably free-standing sculpted figures 

placed on the slab behind the gisant, each one in its own bay.  The depth of the slab as 

compared to the size of the gisant would have allowed for this composition.  In addition, 

the small stature of the painted angels suggests that they were not the main celestial 

protagonists of the scene.  I would argue that the original composition also included two 

sculpted figures of angels at the head and foot of Christ, as is supported by the 

iconographic composition of several holy graves dating after the construction of the 
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Strasbourg Holy Grave, such as that seen at Niederhaslach (Figure 35), which drew much 

of its design inspiration from the original Strasbourg Holy Grave.  This argument is also 

supported by the small stature of the gisant of Christ in comparison with the available 

length of the tomb slab. While he exists today as only a disfigured head, chest, and lower 

torso measuring approximately 133 centimeters in length, he probably once measured 

between 190 and 200 centimeters in length (Figure 36).57   

The gisant definitely lay with his head to the left side of the monument, as is 

evidenced by the unfinished quality of the figure’s left side, indicating that these parts 

were not intended to have been seen.  He lies with his arms by his side, hands resting on 

his hip bones.  The drapery of his burial shroud falls realistically about his waist, as it 

would on a body lying supine.58  Some original locks of hair can be seen falling near his 

neck, while the rest of his current face and hair is the product of nineteenth-century 

remodeling.  This original treatment of the hair can be seen similarly in the heads of the 

sleeping guardians (Figures 1 and 32).  His chest features a very narrow and deep cavity 

on the extreme left side, against his upper arm.  This unprecedented rendering of this 

feature was used for the storage of the consecrated host during the Depositio ceremony of 

the Easter liturgy.59 I would argue that its placement on the left side of the chest, nearest 
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the location of Christ’s heart, refers to what Peggy Beck calls the “beautiful mystical idea 

that the Eucharist came through the heart of God in the Incarnation.”60   

This idea is further supported by the location of the Strasbourg Holy Grave in the 

south aisle of the cathedral.  Roberta Gilchrist has observed that the sides of a church 

held some importance in terms of death and commemoration, in that the church can be 

seen as a metaphor for the body of Christ crucified.61  If one imagines the crucified form 

of Christ as the symbolic model for the Latin cross church plan—as medieval theologians 

sometimes did when discussing the symbolism behind the architectural layout of 

churches (Figure 37)—the St. Catherine chapel (and thus also the Holy Grave) is located 

on the left side of Christ’s chest, just beneath the armpit (in the form of the church 

transept arm).  Add the deposition of the consecrated host—understood at this time to be 

the material body of Christ—into this monument dedicated to the miracle of the 

resurrection of that body, and the symbolic representation of the Church as the Body of 

Christ is complete.  This notion made the Strasbourg Holy Grave all the more sacred and 

worthy of veneration and imitation. 

The final images that formed a significant part of the Holy Grave monument in 

the St. Catherine chapel were the sculpted relief panels depicting the sleeping guardians 

of the tomb (Figures 1 and 32).  These panels were reconstructed from fragments back in 

1905.  The tripartite display on the front of the monument may be an iconographic 

descendent of the three-holed sepulchre form found on early western images of the tomb.  
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These three slabs, in addition to the other longer end panel, create one cohesive group, 

with each being sculpted in the same local pink sandstone that features prominently at 

Strasbourg cathedral and exhibiting the same framing elements.  The iconography, 

however, is novel in its representation.  The St. Catherine Holy Grave depicts five 

soldiers, rather than the traditional two or three.62  The panels also show more than one 

element from the narrative: at first, the guards lie sleeping and then wake up in surprise 

and terror to find the body of Christ missing from the tomb.63   

Their dramatic poses heighten the sense of tension they experience as they 

straddle the line between sleep and wakefulness, between their security in having done 

their job well and waking to find that all has gone awry.  The figures shift dynamically as 

the narrative unravels, breaking out of their frames to occupy temporal space while still 

existing in the divine space of the sacred narrative.  The position of the sleeping 

guardians in relation to the narrative related above creates a vertical hierarchy, with the 

human world below being represented by the soldiers, and the saintly and divine world 

above being represented by the figures of Christ, the holy women, and the angels.  The 

soldiers’ humanity and temporality, as shown through their contemporary military garb, 

peaceful countenances while sleeping, and incredulity upon waking to find the tomb open 

and empty, invites viewers to interact with the monument by meditating on the sacred 

story of Christ’s resurrection.  In terms of style, the bas-relief figures again straddle the 
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line between realistic representation and exaggeration.  They seem free and 

unencumbered by their surroundings—as is seen by the protrusion of legs, feet, and 

hands out into the viewer’s space—yet we know that they can never be separated from 

their framed panels because of the nature of their medium as relief sculptures. 

While the monument is characterized by its unity and the cohesion of its figural 

and architectural elements, its moral, religious, and mystical content is strangely 

complex.  The iconography draws from all four Gospel accounts, as well as those of the 

Apocrypha, giving it an episodic quality.  The waking soldier reacts supposedly to the 

body missing from the tomb, yet the gisant is still present on the slab.  This complexity 

can be accounted for when one considers the fact that the Holy Grave was never intended 

to be just a standalone sculpture.  On the contrary, it became activated by the liturgical 

drama of Holy Week.  The act of removing the host from the gisant on Easter morning 

reenacts the Resurrection, thus rationalizing the reaction of the sculpted soldiers.64 

Berthold must h ave intended the St. Catherine chapel to be for his own personal 

use when he was in residence.  Despite having numerous choices for the placement of the 

chapel, he deliberately chose to construct it on the south side of the nave nearest the 

newly reconstructed bishop’s palace (c. 1321).65  His personal ease of access was further 

accentuated by the inclusion of a small door to the exterior along the west wall adjacent 

to the Holy Grave (Figure 38).  This door seems too small for use by the canons during 

liturgical processions, and it does not provide a logical point of access for the lay public 
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because of the chapel’s visibility and accessibility from the nave.  It must have therefore 

been installed for Berthold’s private use.66  Perhaps after attending to his episcopal 

duties, he would retire to the St. Catherine chapel to pray before the altar or to gaze at his 

affective Holy Grave monument and contemplate his salvation. 

After his death in 1353, Berthold’s own tomb was placed somewhere on the 

eastern wall, to the left of the main altar in a vaulted niche.  Although the tomb has since 

been paved over, Daniel Specklin described it in an eyewitness account before it was torn 

down in 1543. 67  The tomb was mounted upon a stone base that stood perpendicular to 

the wall, so that the feet of Berthold’s sculpted effigy—in full pontifical vestments—

protruded out toward the viewer.  The peculiar orientation of the effigy, with its feet 

pointed to the west rather than the traditional east, is a point to which I will soon return.  

Berthold’s lavish epitaph consisted of gilded copper letters, rather than the usual 

engraved text bordering the tomb slab.68  This final detail suggests that while he did give 
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up his original sumptuous tomb to be made into a Holy Grave, he nevertheless made sure 

his own tomb would not be forgotten.  

The association of the St. Catherine chapel and its founder, Berthold von 

Bucheck, with the contemplative imagery on the Holy Grave thus acted as a vehicle for 

salvation for both Berthold and visitors to his chapel.69  In fact, if the altar was considered 

the “stage” for the Eucharistic ritual then the tomb of the founder would have provided 

the cast for the religious drama.  Berthold would have rested in perpetual attendance to 

the memorial masses recited in his honor (as well as the Easter liturgical drama enacted 

annually at the Holy Grave), serving as a memento mori, reminding viewers of the 

fragility of life and the need to prepare spiritually for death.  His tomb and the 

anniversary masses said at the chapel’s altar would have promulgated the message of 

being spiritually prepared before death and equated Berthold with the rituals performed.70  

Additionally, chantry chapels like the St. Catherine chapel were planned with clear sight 

lines leading to where the performance of liturgical rituals took place, especially when 

considering the spatial arrangement of tombs.71  Berthold’s tomb faced the Holy Grave 

directly, so that he could participate in the Easter drama, and then was adjacent to the 

chapel’s altar for the performance of the annual masses for his soul.  Any attendees to 

                                                                                                                                                 
relies on the descriptions of the location of the epitaph given by scholars Schadeus (Summum 
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either of these rituals would have seen his tomb as the Eucharist was elevated and would 

have been reminded of his presence at each of the rituals. 

The sculpted statues outside the chapel on the piers facing into the south aisle also 

functioned to create Berthold’s legacy within the cathedral (Figure 39).  These four 

statues relate to one another stylistically, except for the figure of St. Catherine, who 

appears smaller than the others, standing on a sculpted console rather than an unadorned 

pedestal.72  The male saints are more dynamic, having been executed in a more recent 

style, while Sts. Elizabeth and Catherine remain static in older, clumsier forms.  Sts. 

Andrew and John the Baptist with their massive draperies with intricate folds, elegantly 

divided corkscrew-curl beards, and deep set eyes resemble the prophets on the jambs of 

the central portal of the west façade.  St. Elizabeth’s heavy, solid body is conservatively 

draped, yet her round, smiling face and swaying posture exude an air of feminine 

sweetness and grace.73  I argue that Berthold’s inclusion of these particular saints points 

to his efforts to align himself with the legacy of Strasbourg’s bishops.  The figures of 

Andrew and John the Baptist specifically recalled the dedications of the two chapels 

where Berthold’s predecessors lay entombed.  By placing these two figures on the piers 

of his own chapel, Berthold symbolically carved out a place for himself in the legacy of 

Strasbourg’s bishops—a legacy that drew on the tradition of bishops being buried near 

the successive Holy Graves.  However, Berthold’s removal of the Holy Grave from the 

reach of his predecessors and the placement of his own tomb nearest the new monument 
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not only communicated the message that he was different and set apart from the others, 

but that he was also the most important bishop Strasbourg had seen to date. 

FUNCTIONS OF THE HOLY GRAVE AT STRASBOURG CATHEDRAL 

While Berthold may have used the Holy Grave for his own goals, the monument 

also functioned in highly specific ways for others in and around Strasbourg cathedral.  Its 

main purpose was its use in the liturgy of Easter.  Rituals at Strasbourg show the 

progression from simple religious drama to its expression in the sculptural and pictorial 

arts.  When we examine the extant medieval sources that contain the liturgy of the 

cathedral, we are able to discern the exact role that the Holy Grave played in the drama of 

Holy Week.74  That drama began on Holy Thursday with the bishop presiding over a 

mass to consecrate the Easter host.  Then, on Good Friday, the canons would march in 

procession to the Holy Grave where the burial of Christ took place, symbolized by the 

placement of the consecrated host into the narrow cavity in the left side of the gisant.  

The documents specifically record that they would close the ritual by singing vespers in 

front of the grave.   

The host remained in the grave for three days.  Then, before matins on Easter 

morning, the canons would go to the Holy Grave and remove the host from the tomb in a 

symbolic performance of the resurrection.  Later that same morning, before the laity of 
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the city, two deacons representing the angels would stand in front of the Holy Grave to 

await the arrival of the holy women.  These “women” (three priests with thuribles) 

approached the tomb preceded by candle bearers.  They would engage in a dialogue with 

the angels, who informed them that “He is not here, He is risen.”  The canons would then 

turn to the faithful and launch into the singing of “Surrexit dominus” (“The Lord is 

Risen”), as the bells rang triumphantly.75  These lay attendees most likely consisted of the 

parishioners of the church of St. Lawrence, who met for religious services in the north 

transept of the cathedral.76   

The attendance of a lay congregation at this Easter ritual suggests that while 

Berthold may have placed the Holy Grave in his funerary chapel for his own personal 

motivation and gain, the monument benefited the people of Strasbourg as well through its 

use in the liturgy.  The permanent placement of the Holy Grave in a part of the cathedral 

interior historically associated with the laity—as opposed to behind the choir screen—

allowed the Christian citizenry of Strasbourg to easily access it year-round.  By visiting 

and perhaps interacting with it as they would a reliquary shrine, people may have used 

the monument as a devotional image--meditating on the imagery of Christ’s sacrifice, 

death, and resurrection and evaluating their own salvation as a result.  The Holy Grave 

also served as a testament to the newly defined doctrine of transubstantiation.  Through 

the placement of the receptacle cavity for the consecrated host on the left side of Christ’s 

chest, nearest his heart, the monument functioned as a didactic illustration of Church 

                                                 
75 Walter, 20-21. 
76 See Stanford, “From Bishop’s Grave to Holy Grave,” notes 73 and 74. 
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dogma (Figure 36).  If the material body of Christ was present in the Eucharist, then the 

host’s placement inside the sculpted gisant visually harnessed this sacred truth for 

viewers in a dramatic and immediate way. 

In addition to these multiple functions, Berthold’s donation of the St. Catherine 

chapel and its magnificent Holy Grave monument ultimately communicates the bishop’s 

desire to carve out a place for himself in the cathedral—both literally and symbolically.  

While the chapel’s innovation “strengthened Berthold’s self-presentation as a strong 

bishop, a pious man, and, above all, as someone who belonged not just in the cathedral 

but in Strasbourg itself,”77  I would go further to add that his removal of the Holy Grave 

from its placement near the other bishops’ tombs to his own funerary chapel served to set 

himself apart from his predecessors, and even perhaps to assert his supremacy over them. 

His tomb’s proximity to the Holy Grave spoke not only to his episcopal authority at 

Strasbourg, but also to his belief in the power of proximity to the divine to aid in his own 

salvation—a belief that can be seen all across Strasbourg in the imitation and replication 

of Berthold’s Holy Grave monument to which we will now turn our attention. 

THE MULTIPLICITY OF HOLY GRAVE MONUMENTS IN AND AROUND STRASBOURG 

Medieval worshippers must have really enjoyed Easter dramas because the 

number of extant examples in manuscripts and early printed books totals 400 or more 

texts.78  The number of Holy Grave monuments in Strasbourg further attests to the truth 

of this statement.  During the fourteenth century, there were at least six Holy Graves in 

                                                 
77 Stanford, “From Bishop’s Grave to Holy Grave,” 64. 
78 Young, 1:239. 
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the various convent and parish churches of the city, three or four of them possibly 

adorned with sculpted figures in imitation of the Holy Grave from the cathedral (Figure 

40).  This evidence reflects the piety of the laity who desired to connect with the divine 

through a visual demonstration of theological truths.79 

 The earliest monument to share stylistic qualities with the Strasbourg Holy Grave 

is that at Freiburg-im-Breisgau (Figure 41).  Most scholars agree that this Holy Grave 

monument developed after Strasbourg’s, probably in the second half of the fourteenth 

century, although because their dates are usually placed so closely together, it is hard to 

say for sure which came first.  The scholarship, however, is unanimous that the creation 

of the Strasbourg Holy Grave as part of the larger program of the St. Catherine chapel 

reflects the artist’s more international understanding of iconography, style, and technique, 

rather than the local understanding expressed by the Freiburg-im-Breisgau Holy Grave.  

Aballéa specifically refers to the St. Catherine chapel’s incorporation of 

contemporaneous trends in French Gothic architecture—namely pointed arches, complex 

vaulting, and tall stained glass windows—when she says the chapel exhibits a more 

“international” quality.  The employment of these same stylistic qualities in the 

Strasbourg Holy Grave sets it apart from the one at Freiburg-im-Breisgau, an isolated and 

modest monument located in a simple parish church.80   
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The Freiburg Holy Grave occupied a small chapel located between two buttresses 

of the south nave aisle.81  The gisant of Christ lies on a slab beneath an arched canopy.  

Again, relief panels of the sleeping guardians decorate the front of the sarcophagus.  At 

Christ’s head and feet, two sculpted angels stand holding thuribles.  Between the gisant 

and the back wall, the three holy women stand holding their jars of spices.  If we trust 

that the grouping of the figures at the church of Freiburg-im-Breisgau is based on the 

original design of the Strasbourg Holy Grave, my hypothesis that sculpted figures of the 

angels and the three holy women at Strasbourg once stood on the slab around the 

reposing gisant would strengthen.  These sculptures also further suggest the use of the 

Holy Grave as a devotional image.  In a close examination of the gisants of Freiburg and 

Strasbourg (Figs. 36 and 42), one can see the influence of the new devotional climate 

developing around this time.  Freiburg’s sculpted Christ exudes the new emphasis placed 

upon the Passion and suffering of Christ.  He lies emaciated and tortured on the slab, with 

his wounds even still bleeding.  That heightened sense of drama is reduced in the 

Strasbourg Christ, who seems fleshier and whose wounds no longer bleed.  Both images, 

however, evoke a sense of pathos on the part of the viewer for the sacrificed Son of 

God.82  That same introspection may have been extended by the inclusion on both of 

these gisants of the receptacle for the host, and the implication of the mystical 
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transformation of the elements into the material body and blood of Christ that such a 

cavity would have conjured.83 

The Holy Grave that relates most closely in style to Berthold’s monument was the 

Holy Grave at the church of St. Stephen in Strasbourg (Figure 43).  Beyer estimates that 

it dates from between 1350 and 1360 based on its similarity to the Holy Grave at the 

nearby church of St. Nicholas in Hagenau (Figure 44).84  Based on the drawing of the 

monument at St. Stephen by Jean-Jacques Arhardt from c. 1670, some have argued that 

enough similarity exists between it and the Holy Grave at Hagenau to believe that the two 

monuments are, in fact, a single Holy Grave.  Documentary evidence shows that the 

grave was indeed dismantled and moved out of St. Stephen at some point.  However, 

others argue that neither the evidence of this transfer nor the Arhardt drawing is enough 

to make a definitive decision about their being the same Holy Grave.85   

The unraveling of this mystery, however, does not concern us in the present study.  

Beyer reports that the Holy Grave at St. Stephen’s stood against the eastern wall of the 

south transept, where it remained until the beginning of the eighteenth century.  

According to Arhardt’s drawing, a gisant of Christ lay on a sarcophagus above relief 

panels of the sleeping guardians—three on the front, as at the cathedral, and one longer 

one on the left side.  The top of the sarcophagus was decorated with a bordering frieze of 

                                                 
83 Kroesen, 83. 
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foliage, as is the Holy Grave at Hagenau and as Aballéa has proposed for Berthold’s 

monument at the cathedral.  Three pointed arches of equal height formed the canopy 

façade, which was decorated with open quatrefoil tracery and crowned with gables 

featuring flowering crockets and small pinnacles.  The design differs from Hagenau in 

terms of minute tracery details and its omission of the three holy women.  These 

differences could be error on the part of the artist as he was sketching it, or he could have 

conflated St. Stephen’s with the design of Hagenau’s Holy Grave while reconstructing 

it.86   

What we cannot know from Arhardt’s drawing must thus be inferred from the 

Hagenau monument, since the one at St. Stephen no longer exists for our consultation.  

The statues of the three women at Hagenau appear framed in the spaces created by the 

three bays—a feature, again, that may have come straight from the Holy Grave at the 

cathedral (Figure 45).  Each figure communicates a sense of volume, but not from any 

indication of a body beneath the drapery.  Their columnar forms react differently to the 

gisant before them: the figure on the left points to the gisant, the middle one raises her 

hand in exclamation, and the right figure’s hand reaches to clutch its heart as it gazes up.  

Their expressive gestures correspond to the movements of the soul at the sight of the 

tomb, emphasizing the dramatic quality of the monument, which, in turn, emphasizes the 

sacred mystery of Christ’s triumph over death.  The statues of the holy women thus 
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instruct the viewer about proper contemplation on and reaction to the resurrection 

through their didactic gestures and poses.87 

The remaining Holy Grave monuments from Strasbourg are only preserved in 

fragments now housed at the Musée de l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame.  The first of these Holy 

Graves was located at the Oratory of All Saints.  In 1902, around twenty fragments were 

found on the Rue de la Toussaint, where a Premonstratensian monastery had once stood 

(Figure 46).  This order of regular canons acquired the convent in 1292, although it 

would lie abandoned by 1320.  Henry Mullenheim, a wealthy banker and citizen of 

Strasbourg (c. 1266-1336), then purchased the property in 1327 and built an Oratory 

dedicated to All Saints in the monastery’s former stead, along with a funerary chapel for 

him and his family.  He appointed five prebendaries to care for its maintenance and to 

pray for the souls of himself and his family members buried in the chapel.  When Henry 

died in 1366, he was buried in the chapel according to his wishes.  No documents or 

chronicles tell us the date of the construction of the Holy Grave, or anything about its 

appearance.  Only considerations of the style of the fragments point us to a hypothetical 

conclusion.88 

All of the statues were life size (Figure 47).  The gisant lay on a slab, with his 

benimbed head resting on a cushion.  The three holy women probably stood on the slab, 

holding their jars of spices in their hands, according to iconographic tradition.  A leafy 

crocket (no. 7 on Figure 47) suggests that Mullenheim’s Holy Grave may have been 
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housed under an arched façade like the one at the cathedral.  The fragments and their 

style point to a date of c. 1370-80, as evidenced by the treatment of the drapery on the 

bust of the woman and the treatment of the Christ’s free-flowing hair.89  Aballéa cites one 

study that posits that both Mullenheim’s tomb and the Holy Grave existed in the middle 

of the fourteenth century, with both situated on the north side of the chapel.90  If he had 

been buried “according to his wishes,” then Henry Mullenheim desired to rest eternally 

near his Holy Grave monument.  This wish echoes the tradition carried out by Strasbourg 

bishops ever since the late twelfth century.  Mullenheim must have formed his wish after 

seeing the magnificent Holy Grave monument in Berthold’s St. Catherine chapel.  By 

having himself buried near the Holy Grave monument that he had commissioned, 

Mullenheim shared the same hopes expressed by Berthold—that in resting near the grave 

of his Creator, his soul would more speedily be taken up to Heaven on the Day of 

Resurrection and that visitors coming to venerate the Holy Grave monument might be 

spurred to offer a prayer of remembrance for his soul. 

Daniel Specklin, working from the earlier fifteenth-century chronicle of 

Koenigshoffen, reports that in 1374, an Augustinian brother named John of Schäffosheim 

built a chapel of the Holy Sepulchre in the garden of the monastery of the Augustinians 

(Figure 40).  This Teutonic house was located on the Île-Verte, outside the walls near the 

Commandery of St. John of Jerusalem.  Later, Specklin mentions the chapel’s 

consecration in 1379, which he says “had been made long ago.”  However, there is some 

                                                 
89 Beyer, 36-38. 
90 Aballéa, 166-167. 



 66 

doubt about the accuracy of this report since Closener’s 1364 chronicle speaks of the 

great procession from the cathedral to St. Aurelius church during the Rogations week 

before Easter which would pause at the chapel of the Holy Sepulchre of the Augustinians.  

The monument must have thus existed before 1364.  While a drawing of the exterior of 

the octagonal building by an eighteenth-century historiographer and archeologist does 

exist, we unfortunately do not know anything about the interior of the building.  Many 

sculptural and architectural fragments attest to the existence of this large complex of 

buildings and sanctuaries, some even bearing the same stonemason’s marks that have 

also been documented on the third level of the tower of the cathedral.  These structures 

had probably been built by 1365, which further points to a date for the Augustinian Holy 

Grave to sometime between 1360 and 1365.91 

The final monument that we will examine is that of the aforementioned 

Commandery of St. John of Jerusalem, also located on the Île-Verte (Figure 40).  In 

1973, another set of about twenty fragments was discovered just outside the city walls 

where this secular convent had once stood.  The fragments attest to yet another Holy 

Grave in Strasbourg that was probably built for the Order of Hospitallers.  Aballéa 

reports that the Commandery was founded in 1371, where, about five years earlier, 

Rulman Merswin (c. 1307-1382), a merchant turned mystic, had purchased the property 

of the former convent of the Augustinians.  A 1368 papal bull from Pope Urban V 

certified Merswin’s establishment of four secular chaplains from the Order of St. John of 

Jerusalem at the house on the Île-Verte.  All this history is then confirmed in the 1371 
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founding charter for the Commandery.92  More documentary evidence suggests that the 

Holy Grave monument located there was built sometime between 1398 and 1400 for 86 

florins.  It is described as having been covered by a vaulted structure, with sculpted 

images installed on the tomb slab (Figure 48).  Access was limited to this Holy Grave by 

a grill which barred visitors from entering.  It was most likely built out of a desire for 

notoriety on the part of the Merswin family.  Notable citizens of Strasbourg—noble and 

bourgeois alike—chose to be buried at the Commandery so masses could be said for their 

souls.  These citizens’ desire for proximity to the divine, with its assurances to aid in their 

salvation, points to the shifting devotional climate of the fourteenth century.  The 

presence of a Holy Grave monument would have guaranteed the Commandery’s 

popularity as a place for burial for this reason.93 

Other Holy Graves are mentioned in chronicles from the churches of St. Peter the 

Younger and St. Thomas.94  Two fragmentary heads of sleeping guardians from unknown 

Holy Graves now housed in the Musée de l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame exhibit a strong stylistic 

connection to the Holy Grave in the St. Catherine chapel (Figure 49).  One soldier even 

exhibits the same divided beard, wide open eyes and gaping mouth, and conical helm as 

the soldier from the large relief panel at the cathedral.95  All this sculptural evidence 

attests to the overwhelming popularity of Holy Graves monuments in and around 

Strasbourg.  Their stylistic and compositional relationship to the design of the famous St. 
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Catherine monument points to the medieval understanding of copying as a means of 

replicating the original’s sacred quality.  The permanent location of these monuments in 

their respective establishments attests to their use throughout the entire year, rather than 

only during Holy Week.   

As a devotional image, the Holy Grave conveyed the power of Christ’s sacrifice 

through the naturalistic rendering of the sculpted figures and the physical manifestation 

of the doctrine of transubstantiation.  That these monuments began to appear in multiple 

religious and secular establishments, as they did at Strasbourg, allows us to conclude that 

they meant something on a personal level to those who wished for a closer encounter 

with the sacred in their own personal place of worship. In addition, the pattern of so many 

of these Holy Graves appearing alongside secular tombs attests to the reality of this 

medieval desire for proximity to the divine.  An analysis of the myriad influences on the 

development of lay piety, however, must be made in order to fully illustrate the Holy 

Grave’s function as an object used for personal devotion.
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Chapter II: The Body of Christ: The Development of Lay Piety in 

Strasbourg 

The laity of Strasbourg stands out as a unique community of citizens compared to 

most Christian populations throughout the rest of Western Europe during the late Middle 

Ages.  They enjoyed immense freedoms and held unprecedented political authority.  The 

city council, made up of twelve members headed by a Bürgmeister, appointed members 

of the city police, managed the city water ways, named the heads of city guilds, oversaw 

taxable goods, and supervised the city’s mint.  These powerful and wealthy patricians 

controlled virtually every aspect of political life in Strasbourg, almost completely limiting 

the power of their feudal lord, the bishop.  The arrangement seems to have suited the 

bishop just fine, who was more occupied with securing his land holdings and serving the 

emperor than overseeing his lesser fiefdoms.
1
   

The death of Emperor Frederick II (d. 1250), however, ushered in a time when the 

bishop could give more attention toward his individual holdings like Strasbourg.  Bishop 

Henry III von Stahleck (r. 1245-1260) began to inspect those loyal to him and found the 

citizens of Strasbourg were pushing the limit to their privileges and power by legislating 

without their feudal lord’s consent.  Henry tried to rein them in by limiting their rights, 

including suppressing the city’s proprietary altar to the Virgin at the cathedral in 1259.  

This altar symbolized the citizens’ autonomy over their own affairs—both spiritual and 

political—allowing them to celebrate the first mass of the day, as well as granting asylum 
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to criminals and immunity to those under interdict.  Henry’s suppression of the morning 

altar was taken up by his successor, Walter von Geroldseck (r. 1260-1263), who also 

threatened the citizens with interdict after complaining that they were not contributing 

supplies and arms to his military campaigns.  His retaliation to their impenitence led to 

the Battle of Hausbergen on March 8, 1262, when the citizens of Strasbourg defeated the 

bishop and his army, killing Walter’s brother and taking sixty-six of his noble supporters 

prisoner.  The bishop was forced to lift the interdict he had imposed and to sign the peace 

treaty dictated by the citizens.
2
 

The peace treaty after Hausbergen cemented the independence of the laity of 

Strasbourg.  The document was written in German from the perspective of the city 

council (through the use of the first person plural form, wir).  It lists twelve main points 

of order that confirmed the city’s rights and defined the new governmental regime.  The 

citizens would be allowed to possess their own common lands and pastures without any 

interference from the bishop.  The city council was to be given sole authority over the 

morning altar and city hospital.  They even demanded that their judicial power be 

extended to the bishop’s other cities if those cities called for Strasbourg’s help.  The 

treaty’s conclusion that, “whatever customary rights the city holds that are not listed 

herein shall also stand,” ensured the authority of future councils but also solidified the 

total control of the citizens over all aspects of life in Strasbourg.
3
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The record of the citizens’ political involvement and the language and stipulations 

of the treaty after Hausbergen give an idea of the climate of independence that Strasbourg 

cultivated in the late Middle Ages.  That same spirit of independence can also be seen in 

the development of lay piety in Strasbourg in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.  The 

Dominicans and Franciscans set up in city centers like Strasbourg, teaching laypeople 

how to express their faith.  Their preaching of vernacular sermons and utilization of 

techniques like religious drama instructed the laity how to practice devotion through 

prayer and meditation on Christian truths.
4
  Strasbourg’s citizens’ enthusiastic 

participation in these orders’ instructional methods serves as evidence of their desire for 

proximity to the divine—as well as their desire for complete involvement in every aspect 

of life in Strasbourg. 

The main elements that shaped lay spirituality in Strasbourg during this time 

consisted of the spread of the doctrine of the Eucharist, the pervading influence of 

mysticism on the mendicant orders and their teachings, and the changing beliefs 

concerning death and the afterlife.  These ideas dictated the way laypeople expressed 

their devotion to God.  They also determined how they approached and used devotional 

images like the Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel of the cathedral.  The 

beliefs that the doctrine of the Eucharist engendered in laypeople concerned the 

miraculous and holy nature of Christ’s body.  The images that German mystics like 

Meister Eckhart, Johannes Tauler, and Heinrich Suso described in their writings nurtured 
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people’s hopes for the possibility of union with God in the midst of the darkness and evil 

of the world.  The changing perception of death and the afterlife promoted the 

development of laypeople’s prayers, encouraging them to seek salvation by praying for 

themselves as well as the dead atoning for their sins in Purgatory.  I will examine each of 

these ideas so as to explore how they may have shaped the way that Strasbourg’s laity 

approached and used the Holy Grave monument in Strasbourg as more of an object of 

devotion than solely as a prop used by the clergy during the Easter liturgy.  Their desire 

to seek a deeper, more involved expression of their Christian faith coincides with the 

legacy of independence that Strasbourg’s citizenry had been committed to throughout its 

history. 

THE CULT OF THE EUCHARIST 

Ranulph de la Houblonnière (c. 1225-1288) described the Eucharist as the very 

core of Christian faith.  This doctrine presented the fusion of the belief in Christ’s virgin 

birth (with the Eucharistic elements being formed as God formed Christ without seed), 

his sacrifice (through the equating of the Eucharist with the Last Supper), his resurrection 

(in the presence of the living Christ in the celebration of the Mass), and the resurrection 

of the faithful leading to salvation (through the very sight of the host being elevated 

during the Mass, as well as partaking in it).  Christ’s sacrifice on the cross was seen as the 

source of grace, which meant that the sacraments supplied the channels or means of grace 

to the faithful.5  Early theologians like Paschasius (c. 785-860) argued that just as God 
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created Christ in human form in Mary’s womb without a seed, so he also forms Christ in 

the bread and wine of the Eucharist.  Peter Damian (d. 1072) claimed that the Incarnation 

served as the precedent and evidence for Christ’s incarnation in the Eucharist.6 

The theology of the Eucharist asserted that transubstantiation occurred in both 

elements of the mass (bread and wine) at the time of the first consecration, so that at the 

moment when Christ became present in the elements, the priest would hold up the host so 

that all people could witness the miracle.  The dramatic gesture of elevation developed 

out of the popular demand of the laity to see God, but also as a didactic expression of the 

unanimous theological decision of the Church that the body and blood of Christ were 

both present in every bit of sacramental matter after the first consecration.7  This 

relatively new theology had been defined and incorporated into Christian dogma at the 

Fourth Lateran Council in 1215.  Through it, theologians sought to convey the possibility 

of union with God.  Jacques de Vitry (c. 1160/70-1240) taught that, “Just as by Adam’s 

tasting we all died, thus by tasting Christ we all recover life.” Thus, union with God was 

possible through the physical consumption of the Eucharist, with the Eucharistic elements 

serving as spiritual food for the spiritually hungry.8   

And that is exactly how one can describe the laity of Strasbourg at this time—

spiritually hungry for closer interaction with the divine.  Miri Rubin makes the 

connection between the apotropaic properties of relics and the salvific character of the 

Eucharist in her book, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture.  Drawing 
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upon the cult of the saints and the relics associated with them, she writes that, “If relics 

could work miracles and generate health and prosperity, surely God’s body, the constant 

and ever-renewed miracle, was even more powerful.”9  Mendicant friars encouraged 

these connections by teaching Eucharistic doctrine to the laity using everyday exempla 

spoken in the vernacular.  These popular stories found in hagiographies, miracle tales, 

and manuals for clergymen provided preachers with the anecdotes, imagery, and 

iconography to properly instruct the laity about devotion to the Eucharist.  Stories like St. 

Gregory’s mass (in which a woman was dissuaded from doubting the miracle of the 

Eucharist by the appearance of a bloody finger in the host) or of St. Basil and the Jew 

(where a child appeared in Basil’s hand as he held aloft the host and after it was 

distributed to the communicants, a Jew was led to conversion) assured the laity of the 

miraculous power of the Eucharist.  Other stories told of hosts bleeding profusely after 

they were abused by Jews and witches.  Still more tales spread of the unusual behavior of 

animals or natural elements who stop what they are doing to adore the Eucharist.  The 

whole of God’s creation recognized the miraculous nature of Christ’s body.10 

The preachers using these dramatic and illustrative stories supplied the 

imaginations of the people in their audience with a new image of Christ.  Eucharistic 

devotion gave life to his suffering, but also to the salvific potential of his body.  Gertrude 

of Helfta (c. 1265-1302) gave an account of her mystical visions that resulted in the union 

of her soul with God.  The account shows how her visions were stimulated by her 
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devotion to the Eucharist resulting from the presence of the host in her midst.  Emphasis 

on the corporeality of the host therefore encouraged the acceptance of the virtues of 

corporeal imagery.11  Preachers and devotional writers instructed the laity on which 

images were appropriate to focus upon while participating in the mass.  Sources of 

Eucharistic imagery were vast and widespread.  It appears in the popular Bible pauperum 

and in moralized bibles.  Elevation scenes were illustrated in liturgical manuals and 

historiated initials.  Illustrations of historic or miraculous masses like that of St. Denis in 

prison or the last communion of St. Jerome can be found in liturgical and devotional 

books.  Images also exist that equate the Christ child with the Eucharist, such as in 

visionary miracle stories, typological representations of the Sacrifice of Isaac, 

Presentation in the Temple scenes, Last Supper illustrations, and even in some rare cases, 

images linking the Nativity with the Passion.  The Eucharist brought Christ’s life full 

circle.12 Images of Christ’s Passion, however, dominate the instruction about the use of 

images in Eucharistic devotion because that time of suffering that Christ endured in 

human form enabled him to impart his gift of grace to his people—grace that the Church 

taught was received by the lay faithful through the administration of the Eucharist.13 

In addition to the salvation that taking the Eucharist provided to the laity, the 

Church sought to emphasize other merits of the mass.  A certain Bishop Briton of Exeter 

taught in a sermon from 1375 that seeing Christ’s body could alleviate all hunger pains, 
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forgive all oaths, restore fading eyesight, prevent sudden death, slow the aging process, 

and protect one’s steps with the guard of angels.  Teachings like this made the liturgical 

ceremony of the mass and the mysterious power of the Eucharist all the more appealing 

to the laity.14 

The Holy Grave monument at Strasbourg cathedral physically embodies these 

ideas about the nature of the Eucharist.  The fact that the lay citizens of Strasbourg 

celebrated the mass every morning at their proprietary morning altar testifies that they 

witnessed the miracle of Christ’s presence among themselves every day.  The mendicant 

preachers and parish priests throughout Strasbourg would have capitalized on this 

custom, as well as their own celebrations of the mass at their own establishments, by 

tailoring their sermons to proper Eucharistic devotion.  Using exempla and imagery 

saturated in the narrative of Christ’s Passion, these preachers would have been able to 

shape the laity’s perception of the Eucharist to one in which the physical body of Christ 

was a precious, miraculous, salvific tool to be consumed for the ultimate goal of 

becoming one with God.   

The Holy Grave monument, located off the nave where the laity would have 

walked past at any given time, visualized the body of Christ through the gisant figure 

lying supine on the tomb structure.  The naturalistic rendering of the effigy would have 

animated the figure of Christ to viewers, helping them to understand that he became a 

man to bring them salvation.  He suffered the wrath of God for them, so that they would 

not have to suffer eternity in hell.  The Gospel offered by Christ came alive to viewers 
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even more through their understanding of the narrow cavity on the left side of the gisant’s 

chest.  This slit was where the canons placed the consecrated host during the Easter 

liturgy, symbolically “burying” the body of Christ every Good Friday before it was 

“raised” during the Elevatio on Easter Sunday.  Knowing that the elemental sacrament of 

the body of Christ (the host) rested inside a sculptural rendering of the body of Christ (the 

gisant) would have visually equated the two images for medieval viewers, thus helping 

them to understand the complex theological doctrine of the Eucharist.  This realization, 

shaped by the instruction of the mendicant preachers and supported by the proximity of 

the proprietary morning altar (in addition to the altars located in the St. Catherine chapel 

with the Holy Grave, where memorial and other masses were said periodically) suggests 

the advanced development of lay spirituality in Strasbourg.  It specifically suggests the 

laity’s use of the Holy Grave monument for purposes other than those given it through 

the Easter liturgy. 

But before more conclusions about the devotional function of the Holy Grave 

monument can be drawn, we must turn to another factor that played a large role in the 

development of lay piety in Strasbourg, that of Rhenish mysticism. 

THE INFLUENCE OF RHENISH MYSTICISM 

The rise of mysticism in Germany can be attributed to the deep sense of insecurity 

felt by many concerning life and temporal happiness that resulted from the crises of the 

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.  The fall of the Hohenstaufen dynasty, the Great 

Interregnum (c. 1250-1272), the Avignon Papacy, and the struggle between the pope and 

the emperor that lasted from 1317 to 1347 before ending with the death of Louis the 
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Bavarian caused great political unrest across the German lands in the form of civil war, 

anarchy, and the imposition of interdict.  Natural calamities like plague (the Black Death 

hit Strasbourg in c. 1348-49 and 1358-63, resulting in 16,000 casualties15), floods, 

famine, and earthquakes also contributed to people’s sense that the world was coming to 

an end.  The temporal weakness of the Church, with the displacement of the pope and the 

corruption of the clergy, resulted in widespread distrust of institutional spiritual 

authorities.16 

However, all these crises did not produce the flourishing of mysticism in the 

fourteenth century.  There is speculation that it could have resulted from the static 

discussions of the theological schools and the removed natures of the theologians, but this 

also is not likely.  James M. Clark, however, suggests that the rise of mysticism in 

Germany is connected to the Dominican supervision of the convents of their order and 

the reform of those convents from around 1286 to 1287.  Jeffrey Hamburger’s later work 

on art and female spirituality confirms this supposition.17 The impact of scholastic 

teaching about educating conventual nuns, with Dominican friars needing to find ways to 

convey theological abstractions in a tangible form, resulted in the growth of mysticism.  

The nuns stimulated the friars’ pastoral work and the friars encouraged the nuns to 

continue searching for spiritual perfection.  This reciprocal relationship developed 

                                                 
15 Thomas S. Kepler, The Mystical Writings of Rulman Merswin (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 

12.  
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1949), 1. 
17 See Hamburger, “The Visual and the Visionary,” in The Visual and the Visionary, 161-182; Jeffrey 
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through the translation of these mendicants’ Latin sermons into the vernacular for the 

benefit of these conventual women.18  I would like to suggest further that the same need 

to find creative ways to express complex theological truths to nuns impacted the 

development of lay spirituality at this time, since the friars who were mentoring nuns 

were the same as those preaching to the lay public. 

Strasbourg was the great hub of Rhenish mysticism because it was a major trading 

center, having developed along the old road leading to Rome, and because its new 

democratic government (established after the Battle of Hausbergen, c. 1262) encouraged 

the development of new ideas.  The city’s influence radiated throughout Germany, but 

spread especially north to Cologne, south to Basle, and up the Rhine river valley to 

Constance.  Colonies of mystics developed all along these routes, accompanied by the 

copying and writing of books that ensured the spread of their mystical ideas.19  Mysticism 

had a direct influence on the connection between lay spirituality in Strasbourg and the 

Holy Grave monument because mystics of the later Middle Ages saw the benefit of 

images not only as illuminations of scriptural truth for the illiterate, but also as ideal 

stimulants for specific spiritual experiences.  Hamburger argues that images used for the 

cura monialium (pastoral care of nuns) legitimized images among the Dominicans, their 

charges, and eventually the rest of lay society.20  I agree with this statement, and would 

like to suggest that the individual mystical writings of Meister Eckhart, Johannes Tauler 

and Heinrich Suso—all three of whom lived and worked in Strasbourg, or whose ideas 
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20 Hamburger, “The Use of Images in the Pastoral Care of Nuns,” in The Visual and the Visionary, 232. 



 80 

found a following in the city—influenced lay spirituality through the specific imagery 

that they inspired in the iconography of the Holy Grave monument at Strasbourg 

cathedral. 

Meister Eckhart 

We will first turn our attention to the original mentor of both of the latter mystics, 

Meister Eckhart.  Born in Thuringia in Germany around 1260, Johannes Eckhart became 

a Dominican at the age of fifteen.  He was educated at the University of Paris, where he 

taught before moving to Cologne.  He lived in Strasbourg in 1314 where he served as a 

lector in the Dominican convent.  He advised and preached to nuns and laypeople alike.  

His writings show that he was a theological writer on mysticism, rather than a visionary 

mystic himself.  Eckhart believed that all suffering came from attachment and that there 

is nothing but God, that he is everything.  His primary exhortation was the loss of self in 

God.  He believed that since the soul possessed the divine spark—since human beings 

were created in God’s image—it was possible to achieve union with God.  He expressed 

this idea best by describing union with God as one “becoming God.”  His explanations 

reveal his exposure to the philosophies of Plato, Plotinus, and Pseudo-Dionysius.21 

Meister Eckhart was a product of Scholasticism.  The aforementioned 

philosophical influences, in addition to Augustine, reveal this about his thought process 

and style of delivery.  Fond of paradoxes, extreme or exaggerated phrases, and Scholastic 

dogmas, phrases, and techniques, Eckhart never diluted his message.  Because of this, he 

was charged with heresy due to an accusation that he led the simple astray with his 
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 81 

complicated doctrines.22  I view this charge as evidence that laypeople came into contact 

with his teaching and that their religious practices were influenced by his ideas.  

Eckhart’s writings consist mostly of sermons, with a few treatises on devotional subjects.  

They were mostly written by spectators who translated his delivery of them in Latin.  His 

sermons were so influential that they helped spawn a new German vocabulary of 

mysticism, which coined new words and phrases to express complicated theological 

concepts.23 

One of the most influential ideas that Meister Eckhart contributed to the 

flourishing of mysticism in Germany during the fourteenth century—and the most 

important for our examination of his influence on the development of lay spirituality in 

Strasbourg—was his identification of the connection between the heart of Christ and the 

Eucharist.  Eckhart’s thought process was generated by Albertus Magnus (c. 1193/1206-

1280) who taught that, “The heart of our Lord . . . in it is found the manna that we call the 

Eucharist.”24  Eckhart wished to unite these two popular devotions—that of the cult of the 

suffering heart of Christ and the cult of the Eucharist—by urging that consumption of the 

Eucharist causes an inner transformation in a person, an incorporation of Christ’s heart 

into his or her own.25  This mystical transformation occurred through the miraculous 

powers of the Eucharist, in addition to the complete abandonment of self after one 

“becomes” God, according to his own phrasing.  He said in a sermon given on John 17:3, 
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“This is how human nature was transformed: by becoming the divine image, that is, the 

image of the Father.  And so, if you are to be one Son, you must sever and abandon 

everything in yourself which causes distinction.”  In other words, through Christ’s 

Incarnation, human beings took on the divine image, that is the image of the Father, and 

of Christ according to Trinitarian doctrine.  Imitation of Christ, thus, results in people 

dying to themselves and becoming one with God.26   

These ideas matched the desire of Strasbourg’s laity for the experience of a 

deeper, more involved spirituality—one that they would have had access to through the 

imagery presented on the Holy Grave monument at the cathedral.  Even Meister 

Eckhart’s writings allow the transfer of divine ideas through images when he taught that, 

“sometimes the soul receives divine illuminations sent down under bodily forms.”  27  In 

that statement, Eckhart referred to Christ’s coming down to earth in human form as God 

revealing himself to human souls in a bodily form.  It could also be used as an argument 

for the purposeful use of devotional images.   

According to Meister Eckhart, images should be used intentionally, being 

rendered in a naturalistic way so as to accurately reflect what they represent and remain 

easily recognizable.  In this way, his statements reflect the medieval understanding of the 

didactic function of art, that an image should be, “the expression or emanation of its 

source.”  Formal elements like medium or color should not be considered important 

factors because they are “outside the notion of the image.”  Meister Eckhart cites 
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Aristotle when he said that it is through an idea that a thing is truly known [understood] 

rather than through its intellectual species [i.e. just vision].28   

He understood vision as a vehicle for communing with God.  Citing Bernard of 

Clairvaux’s sermons on the Song of Songs, in which he states that the eye is like heaven, 

Eckhart taught that the eye receives heaven into itself via vision.  In order to be able to 

see, the desired thing must be refined by light and air, and its species must travel into the 

eye.  No other sense accomplishes this kind of perception.  He ultimately concludes, 

however, that if people are to truly see God, they must do so without the aid of images.29  

He reasoned that while the image as it exists cannot be separated from that which it 

represents, images of God are to be sought only for the soul (or idea) behind the image—

that is, God himself.  In this way, Eckhart’s theory of vision highlights the difference 

between the Old Testament command that none could see the face of God and live 

(Exodus 33:20) and the New Testament reality that God has been revealed to mankind 

through Christ’s Incarnation (John 1:18).  His theory also emphasizes that seeking the 

image of God will result in the transformation of the soul (2 Corinthians 3:18) into the 

very image of God.30 

All of these ideas suggest that Eckhart believed that devotional contemplation of 

an image like the Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel in Strasbourg could 

lead one closer to God.  In Sermon 40 delivered in the vernacular on John 15:4 (“Stay in 

me!”) and Ecclesiasticus 14:22 (“Blessed is the man who dwells in wisdom.”), Eckhart 
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claims that the text’s use of “stay” and “dwell” are the same command—to draw near to 

God.  He then describes the characteristics of a person who experiences union with God.  

First, that person understands that there is no distinction between himself and God—they 

are one—because God is everything.  Second, the person who dwells in Christ takes his 

or her happiness in the same purity that God takes his and where he dwells—that is, in his 

glory.  Third, the person’s knowing is aligned with God’s knowing, his or her 

consciousness is one with God’s consciousness.  In other words, all thoughts or actions 

are accomplished after first considering God’s will.  Fourth, Eckhart points out that 

others will be able to tell if a person’s soul is one with God if God is continually being 

born in that person through his or her actions, thoughts, and deeds.  The last qualification 

is the reciprocal of this penultimate characteristic—that others can tell if a person’s soul 

is in union with God if that person is continually being born in God. 31 

 In summary, Eckhart believed and taught that the more a person sought to know 

God and his nature (through observing, obeying, and imitating Christ), the more he or she 

would know God and perceive his or her soul’s union with him.  In that same Sermon 40, 

he stated, “Therefore, in joining himself naked to God in loving, a person becomes 

unformed, informed, and transformed in the divine uniformity in which he is one with 

God.”32  The transformation that he refers to occurred through the consumption of the 

Eucharist and individuals’ devotional contemplation of Christ’s life.  The iconography of 

the Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel directly reflects these mystical 
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concepts (Figure 1).  The Eucharist cavity in the chest of the gisant allowed viewers to 

comprehend the idea of transubstantiation, with the host wafer physically placed in the 

sculptural body cavity during the Easter liturgy (Figure 36).  Throughout the rest of the 

year, however, its iconography visualized Meister Eckhart’s idea that consumption of the 

Eucharist causes an inner transformation within participants—that of the incorporation of 

Christ’s heart into one’s own.  Since the cavity is carved into the left side of the chest of 

the gisant, nearest the heart, the Holy Grave’s iconography physicalizes the connection 

between the Eucharist, the heart of Christ, and his Incarnation.  Additionally, the Holy 

Grave’s isolation of the Passion narrative account—through its depiction of Christ on the 

tomb slab and the holy figures present for the events after the Crucifixion—helped 

viewers focus their attention on the life and suffering of Christ.   

Pathos-inspiring imagery like that featured on the Holy Grave monument was 

intended to stir the hearts of viewers toward God and inspire them to live their lives in 

imitation of Christ’s.  This kind of contemplation helped people attain salvation and 

achieve union with God.  Meister Eckhart’s theological arguments and mystical ideas 

influenced other aspiring mendicants of his order, namely Johannes Tauler and Heinrich 

Suso. 

Johannes Tauler 

Johannes Tauler was born in Strasbourg around 1300.  He joined the Dominican 

order in 1314, studied in Cologne, and returned to Strasbourg where he taught, advised, 

and preached to nuns and the lay populace.  Tauler was strongly influenced by the ideas 

and writings of Meister Eckhart, preaching that Christians should avoid vices, seek 
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virtue, and draw near to God in order to cultivate selflessness, which ultimately results in 

union with God.33  He loved to speak of the wounds of the Crucifixion, calling them, “die 

Minnezeichen,” or “the signs of love.”  Following in Eckhart’s footsteps, he encouraged 

his audiences to take refuge in the heart of Christ, believing that the transformation of the 

person inside and out occurred through the incorporation of Christ’s heart into the 

person’s own.  He taught that taking the Eucharist, experiencing that inner 

transformation, and thus achieving union with God should result in the death of self.  

This conclusion was his solution to surviving the sorrow and anguish presented by the 

calamities of the fourteenth century.34 

The influence of those calamities influenced the apocalyptic tone of Tauler’s 

writings, in which he stressed the condemnation of evil and a universal call to repentance.  

His sermons and letters are written in German, and he delivered them in the vernacular 

since nuns and laypeople made up his audiences.  The writings are easy to understand, 

featuring short sentences and few abstract ideas.  Using picturesque, lively language, 

Tauler supported his sermons with popular analogies and examples that point to his keen 

observation of secular life in Strasbourg.  While Eckhart had stressed the ultimate goal of 

mystical contemplation (union of the soul with God), Tauler’s philosophies illuminated 

the way itself—the practical, relatable process of attaining this end.35 

Tauler’s sermons imply the practice of personal devotional exercises centered on 

the cult of the Eucharist.  In his Sermon 33, he stated, “If it happens that such a person is 

                                                 
33 Fanning, 104-105. 
34 Beck, 40-45. 
35 Clark, 38-39, 44-45. 
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unable to partake of this gift [the Eucharist] sacramentally, he should resign himself to 

partake of it spiritually.  He should do this at least once a day, whether he can hear Mass 

or not.”36  Tauler, like Eckhart, emphasized the miraculous nature of the Eucharist.  He 

believed that everything that God gave to Man through the Incarnation—namely his glory 

and grace demonstrated through Christ’s life, death, and resurrection—is also given to 

every man through the Eucharist.  By equating Christ’s sacrifice on the cross to the 

mystery of the Eucharist, Tauler highlighted the salvific character of the Eucharist.  He 

taught that contemplation of the Eucharist was the answer to gaining anything one could 

ever want or desire, overcoming one’s failures, and acquiring graces, virtues, consolation, 

or love.  Taking annual communion, therefore, made it easy for the Lord to forgive all 

sins since salvation is found in the sacrifice of Christ (embodied by the sacrament of the 

host).  While he acknowledged that one could not take communion on a daily basis, he 

stressed that one could receive it spiritually through “holy desire and in a devout spirit 

with immeasurable grace and profit.”  He even went so far as to say that, “If one receives 

the Blessed Sacrament always with the right disposition, the soul will derive great benefit 

in eternal life, supposing God grants one to be free of sin at the hour of death.” 37   

In these statements, Tauler identified the connection between the Eucharist and 

salvation at death.  By acknowledging that one could not take communion every day, he 

implied that contemplation of the sacrament (receiving it “spiritually”) was another way 
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of pursuing union with God.38  The Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel 

provided the means for Tauler’s audiences to do just that (Figures 1 and 36).  Through its 

visualization of the mystery of transubstantiation (in the form of the host cavity of the 

sculpted gisant figure of Christ) and the connection between Christ’s sacrifice (the gisant 

representing Christ dead after the Crucifixion) and the Eucharist (the host cavity on the 

gisant), the Holy Grave monument provided viewers with an object on which to focus 

their devotions to the sacrament.  Tauler’s same Sermon 33 gave specific instructions for 

the spiritual contemplation of the Eucharist, outlining which sins hindered people’s 

ability to prepare for receipt of the sacrament and how to avoid or repent of these sins so 

as to be prepared when the time came.  Tauler’s illustrative language helped listeners 

understand what it looked and felt like to be in the proper spiritual state to receive the 

sacrament and all of the spiritual blessings it offered, including the renunciation of sins, 

eternal salvation, and union with God.39 

Tauler also contributed to the development of lay piety in Strasbourg by 

emphasizing the benefits of intercessory prayer for the dead.  He stated in Sermon 40 that 

it is the obligation of all Christians to pray for the souls of poor sinners in Purgatory.  He 

implored his audiences to do so because he believed that it was God’s will for those who 

remained on earth.  The lay citizens of Strasbourg would have had these instructions in 

mind as they passed by the Holy Grave monuments throughout their city, with their 

respective donors’ tombs nearby.  Tauler’s teaching on the connection between the 
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Eucharist and salvation would have been strengthened by the Holy Grave monument’s 

liturgical function at Easter time.  However, its Passion imagery and illustration of these 

complex mystical ideas about the Eucharist’s salvific potential would have provided 

viewers with an object for their personal devotions. 

Heinrich Suso 

Heinrich Suso is yet another influential mystic who shaped the development of 

lay spirituality in Strasbourg at this time.  Born around 1300 in Constance to a noble 

family, Suso entered the city’s Dominican friary at age thirteen.  He came to fully believe 

in Christ at age eighteen and spent the next ten years following a strict ascetic lifestyle.  

He traveled to Cologne in 1328 in order to finish his education.  His autobiography 

reports that he knew Meister Eckhart personally, which accounts for his familiarity with 

his teachings and the influence they had on his own ministry.  Later, Suso went back to 

Constance where he taught in the friary’s school before advancing to the posts of lector 

and prior.  In his middle age, he completely renounced asceticism and embraced his role 

as preacher and pastor to the nuns in his charge.  He oversaw the care of nuns in three 

Dominican convents in Constance, as well as the eight in the nearby vicinity.  He also 

monitored the spiritual life of Beguines in these areas.40  Strasbourg and its thriving 

Dominican convent and Beguine houses would have benefited spiritually from his 

periodic visits. 

Suso preached and wrote about many of the same concepts that his predecessors 

introduced—detachment from the things of this world, abandonment of self, inward 
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contemplation, and single-minded focus on God.  He differs from Meister Eckhart and 

Johannes Tauler, however, in that he experienced mystical visions that ultimately 

informed his teachings and shaped the version of mysticism that he presented to the lay 

public.41  Suso’s writings draw from his own religious journey and experiences, depicting 

his search for God using the allegory of his love for Eternal Wisdom.  The Little Book of 

Truth is written as a dialogue between the disciple (Suso) and Eternal Truth.  The Little 

Book of Eternal Wisdom, written specifically for the education of nuns, presents a 

practical devotional text on the reality that Man can only know God through the humanity 

of Christ.  His Book of Letters is a compilation of epistles written to Elsbeth Stagel, a nun 

living in Töss, concerning the religious life.  The Exemplar, which exists as a sort of 

autobiography, details all manner of Suso’s devotional practices, including those that 

employed the use of images.  Although his vita is characteristic of most medieval 

hagiographies, it is not believed to be entirely fabricated, despite some of the more 

fanciful episodes.  Suso intended The Exemplar to serve as a source for imitation through 

his inclusion of a detailed course of spiritual instruction based on his own personal 

experiences.  His writings circulated throughout the Rhineland after his death in 1366, 

but his preaching throughout his travels across southern Germany are what most interest 

us since they may shed some light on Suso’s influence on the development of lay 

spirituality in Strasbourg.42 
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Suso’s teachings follow those of his fellow mystics, Meister Eckhart and 

Johannes Tauler.  He also contemplated the heart of Christ and its significance in the 

miraculous and salvific natures of the Eucharist, but it is his emphasis on the use of 

images in the practice of spiritual devotion that is most relevant to our study.  Heinrich 

Suso was directly and indirectly influenced by art.  He himself was an artist and he 

surrounded his personal quarters with painted images.  He possessed an image of Eternal 

Wisdom painted on parchment in the chapel of the Dominican friary in Constance.  He 

notes in The Exemplar how he took it with him when he went to Cologne to attend school 

and gazed at it with “heartfelt desire.”  He also adorned his walls with paintings of the 

Church fathers and their teachings.43  Additionally, he illustrated his own written works.  

The Exemplar provides a thorough list of exercises with specific devotional instructions 

to the reader, accompanied by painted illustrations.  For example, he includes a set of 

prayers to be said in front of a crucifix and then proceeds to record the visions that these 

prayers caused him to experience.44 

Later medieval critics show us how Suso’s Exemplar was received by the public 

and how medieval readers understood the role of images.  Dominican friar, Johannes 

Meyer (d. 1485) pointed out that Suso sought to imitate Christ all throughout his life.  In 

theory, he wrote and taught that images were only necessary for use by novices and nuns 

who needed the visual stimulation for their spiritual training.  In practice, however, Suso 

himself used images in devotion and encouraged others to follow his example.  His 
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writings testify to his belief that images were the essential instruments to achieving union 

with God through proper imitatio Christi.45  In fact, Suso was so convinced of the power 

of images to stimulate devotion and help devotees attain union with God that he would 

transform his environment so as to most accurately conjure up the desired images.  In The 

Exemplar, he describes how he would walk the chapter house of the Dominican friary in 

Constance and imagine he was walking the Via Crucis in Jerusalem.  He transformed his 

local surroundings into the Holy Land so that he could more accurately visualize 

Jerusalem, more realistically take up Christ’s cross and “follow” him, and better 

empathize with Christ’s suffering.46   

Since The Exemplar and Suso’s other writings were composed for the spiritual 

instruction of cloistered nuns and Suso preached to the lay public while traveling to visit 

the convents under his care, it is probable that these ideas would have easily spread to the 

laity.   With this in mind, Suso’s emphasis on the significance of images in stimulating 

devotion and visionary experience helps to account for the proliferation of devotional 

images at this time, as well as the increased desire of the laity for access to the divine.  

The Holy Grave phenomenon in Strasbourg and the surrounding area is the direct result 

of the teachings of mystics like Heinrich Suso, who was in turn influenced by Meister 

Eckhart and Johannes Tauler.  The pervasive influence of mystical ideas can be seen in 
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the iconography and imagery of the Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel, as 

well as in the copies that it inspired throughout the various convent and parish churches 

in Strasbourg.  The pathos-inspiring gisant brings the tortured body of Christ to life, 

helping viewers to understand the suffering he endured for their salvation.  The painted 

angels, once extant free-standing sculpted holy figures, and soldiers carved in relief 

below the tomb slab participate in the drama of the Resurrection, inviting viewers to 

celebrate Christ’s triumph over death by reminding them of the connection between his 

sacrifice, the Eucharist, and salvation that Christ’s Incarnation brought to the world. 

SPIRITUAL MOVEMENTS AMONG THE LAITY OF STRASBOURG 

The influence that these Dominican mystics and the mendicant orders in general 

exerted on the spiritual development of the laity in Strasbourg cannot be stressed enough.  

An examination of the spiritual movements that were popular in Strasbourg—namely the 

thriving community of Beguines and the Friends of God movement—will reveal the state 

of lay spiritual maturity extant in Strasbourg during this time.  Both of these movements 

grew up around the ideas spread by the mendicants, but they also testify to the strong 

desire among the laity of Strasbourg for a deeper, more personal connection to the divine. 

Beguines in Strasbourg 

Records in Strasbourg refer to Beguines and Beguine houses growing up nearest 

the churches founded by the mendicant orders, especially the Dominicans and the 

Franciscans.  In fact, over two-thirds of all Beguines in Strasbourg lived within a half-
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kilometer of the presence of the orders.47  These unmarried women from all classes of 

society desired to live a chaste religious life, and sought the help of the mendicants in 

Strasbourg to help fulfill that goal.  Being near to the friars and monks supplied these 

women with dedicated confessors and leaders to instruct them in how best to conduct 

their desired lifestyle.48  Mendicant friars interacted with these religious women through 

their preaching, spiritual direction, and sacramental administration.  The closeness of 

their contact with the Beguines points to how the mendicants viewed the spiritual well-

being of these women as part of their responsibility as shepherds of God’s people on 

earth.49 

The spread of the Beguine lifestyle, however, was more likely due to economic 

and social needs than strictly religious ones.  These factors gave it its associative quality.  

Beguine life was primarily “prebendal” in nature—with Beguines using their place in a 

Beguine house as a source for earning a living.  The spiritual interests of Beguines had no 

corporate monastic form, but were instead centered on each individual’s relationship with 

God.50  This fact attests to the changing nature of piety in the late Middle Ages, with its 

shift to a more personal, individual desire for relationship with God.  The popularity of 

Beguine houses in Strasbourg indicates the strength of this desire amongst the laity.  The 

order of friars with whom a Beguine house was affiliated, however, ultimately regulated 
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the degree of these women’s religious experience.  While daily life was colored by the 

personal devotion of individuals, participation in religious observances like processions 

and masses created the sense of a communal spiritual atmosphere amongst Beguines.51 

Significantly, Beguine houses also grew up around other religious institutions 

across Strasbourg, including the Oratory of All Saints, the hospital of the Knights of St. 

John of Jerusalem, and the convent of the Augustinians—each of which possessed a Holy 

Grave monument inspired by the one at the cathedral (Figure 40).52  The references to 

Beguines in Strasbourg come from records of legacies or gifts to these convents and other 

religious institutions throughout the city.  These records corroborate the closeness of the 

relationship shared between Beguines and the mendicant orders.  They also demonstrate 

the concern of these women with the state of their souls.  These records convey their 

desire to receive intercessory prayer after death.53 

The presence of Beguine houses near these institutions where that intercessory 

prayer would have been offered indicates the desire of Beguines for proximity to the 

divine.  It also suggests that these women would have seen and interacted with Holy 

Grave monuments on a frequent basis.  The permanence of these monuments, their 

monumental size, pathos-inspiring iconography and attractive style, and their easy 

accessibility made them compelling objects on which to center one’s devotion toward 

God and salvation.  The proliferation of Beguine houses, along with their connection to 

the mendicant orders and lay foundations like those mentioned above, thus suggests the 
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use of the Holy Grave as an object for personal devotion.  The Holy Grave offered an 

outlet for the upswing in lay piety and devotion to which the popularity of the Beguine 

movement in Strasbourg testifies. 

The Friends of God Movement and Rulman Merswin 

The Friends of God movement developed out of the mystical ideologies of 

Johannes Tauler and Heinrich Suso.  It encompassed those who were dissatisfied with the 

institutional Church’s tolerance of and conformity to what they considered “lukewarm” 

Christianity.  Participants formed close associations devoted to living up to the highest 

ideals of the Church through a life of apostolic poverty and asceticism.  They followed 

the principles laid out by Tauler and Suso of detachment, abandonment of self, 

inwardness, and single-minded devotion to God.  They created a church within the 

Church, so to say, and called themselves the “Friends of God.”54   

The name derives from John 15: 14-15, when Christ calls his followers friends 

rather than servants.  It also referred to the name bestowed on both Moses and Abraham 

in the Old Testament.  Theologians called martyrs “Friends of God,” while Meister 

Eckhart, Mechtild of Magdeburg, and Johannes Tauler bestowed the name upon their 

fellow mystics.  The name meant to convey two criteria: the definition of true Friends of 

God as opposed to false ones (i.e. heretics and zealots) and the designation of pious, 

devout, or saintly persons.  Members sought the annihilation of self-love in favor of a 

pure love for God alone.55   
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The group began in Basle between 1339 and 1343, before spreading its ideas 

throughout the Rhine valley to Constance and up to the Netherlands.  Its main urban 

centers were in Basle, Cologne, and Strasbourg, with smaller bases established in Zurich, 

Nuremberg, and Freiburg.  Not strictly a movement or a sect, the Friends of God had no 

rule or way of distinguishing themselves except that they were a group of like-minded 

friends.  Members did not withdraw from society, but rather remained in the Church in 

order to revitalize it and deepen the spiritual lives of their communities.  They came from 

all levels of society: peasants, laymen, upper-class laymen, and clergymen.  Many also 

belonged to religious orders, such as friars, nuns, monks, Franciscans, Dominicans, and 

Beguines.  Their ultimate purpose was to seek a closer relationship with God than the 

Church encouraged at the time.56 

The Friends attempted to accomplish this by practicing spiritual exercises and 

moderate asceticism.  Their religious beliefs were completely orthodox; they just 

attempted to live holier than what was expected of the laity.  They aimed for saintliness 

through their imitation of Christ’s humility and suffering.  The group hoped that their 

example could save the Church from its depravity, since it was unlikely that it would be 

delivered by its ordained clergy, who, in the group’s opinion and according to historical 

record, were more interested in power than spiritual discipline at this time.  Drawing from 

the teachings of Tauler and Suso (who were influenced by the initial teachings of 

Eckhart), the Friends of God held fast to the following rules for living: 1) suffering for 

Christ’s sake, 2) exercising humility, 3) enduring martyrdom, if necessary, 4) pursuing 
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mystical closeness to God, 5) growing in spiritual perfection, 6) yielding the whole self to 

God, 7) imitation of Christ, especially his Passion, 8) upholding the value of the 

Eucharist, 9) following the intellectual pattern of the Dominicans with their emphasis on 

returning to Christ’s version of religion, 10) submitting to the authority of the scriptures, 

and 11) seeking closer union of Man with God and also Man with his fellow Man through 

mystical piety.57 

The presence of the Friends of God in Strasbourg was best personified by a local 

mystic named Rulman Merswin.  Merswin was born in 1307 to a patrician family in 

Strasbourg.  He devoted his life to his banking career until he realized that money was 

not the ultimate purpose of life.  After this epiphany, he and his wife renounced the world 

and took up a religious lifestyle on St. Martin’s Day, November 11, 1347.  Both took 

vows of celibacy and gave their money to a Christian purpose—namely, the Friends of 

God movement.  Influenced by the preaching of Tauler, Merswin sought him out in 1348 

to be his advisor and confessor.  Still plagued by questions and theological issues, 

Merswin resorted to extreme bodily mortification to combat his doubt.  His behavior 

continued until Tauler helped him to understand God’s grace and helped usher in peace 

and serenity into his life.  Merswin’s first book, The Four Beginning Years (1352), details 

his dramatic conversion and struggles during this time.58 

 On January 2, 1367, Merswin bought a decrepit abbey on the Île Vert in 

Strasbourg and turned it into a retreat for the Friends of God.  Although Merswin 
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transferred control of the refuge to the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem in 1371, the 

Commander of this chivalric order took his orders from Merswin and two other trustees.  

The convent on the Île Vert served as a retreat for both clergy and laity.  Merswin had 

appealed to Pope Urban V (d. 1370) to allow four secular priests to manage the retreat’s 

religious observances.  Inhabitants had to be twenty years old, pay the nominal residence 

fee, and participate in the retreat’s upkeep.  After his wife’s death in 1370, Merwin 

moved out there permanently.  By 1380 he had taken up a private residence near the 

abbey.  He died on July 18, 1382 and was buried at the convent, along with his wife.59  

Merswin’s establishment became a great center of literary production, with the works of 

the Rhenish mystics being written and copied prolifically.60  Many Beguine houses also 

affiliated themselves with the institution in the later fourteenth century, with records 

indicating that numerous Beguines bequeathed property to it while others simply lived 

around the convent.  In fact, the Beguine house, Heilige Lembelin (founded c. 1421), was 

even organized under the convent’s supervision.61   

Merswin’s mystical writings exemplify the degree of piety sought by Strasbourg’s 

lay citizens.  The majority of his texts were circulated as letters written by the mysterious 

“Friend of God from the Oberland.”  They detail the religious visions he experienced and 

the lessons he learned while living the mystic’s life.  His other book, The Book of the 

Nine Rocks (1352), outlines the nine steps of spiritual ascent.  It also discusses the 

spiritual depravity of the day as a reason for the Friends of God movement.  The spiritual 
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instructions that he offers are his own, but they also echo the larger, communal beliefs of 

the Friends of God movement by incorporating the writings of other authors alongside his 

own.62   

Author James Clark remarks that Merswin’s writing is sloppy, incoherent, and 

illogical except when he borrows from the mystical treatises and sermons of Tauler and 

Suso, among others.  He also notes how Merswin re-uses these texts with barely 

noticeable alterations and gives no credit to the original authors.63  This aspect of 

Merswin’s writing style, however, demonstrates his deep dependency on the mystical 

ideologies of his predecessors, as well as his respect for their legacies.  His writings 

indicate the depth to which a layperson in Strasbourg was inspired to live out the 

principles taught by the mystics and mendicants preaching throughout the city. 

Merswin’s writings also demonstrate the role of art in his spiritual development.  

An excerpt from The Four Beginning Years describes how, when he realized that he 

doubted the truth of the Trinity, he went to hear a sermon and fell into a trance where he 

experienced a spiritual vision.  He reports that he saw a stone with three big men carved 

onto it, one depicted with a dove flying out of his mouth.  A voice then spoke to him 

saying, “Now you may believe since it is so, as you have seen it on the stone.  It may 

have three Persons, and in spite of this, it is still one stone; and the three Persons are of 

one nature, belonging to one stone.”64  The image in his vision helped him to understand 

the complex theological concept of the Trinity.  This example shows how Merswin 
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himself needed images to comprehend complex theological concepts.  It also testifies to a 

Strasbourgeois layperson’s willingness to accept and use images in the expression of his 

devotion.  I argue that the Holy Grave monument at Strasbourg cathedral, and the copies 

it inspired throughout the various convent and parish churches of the city, was used in the 

same way—as an aid to devotion. 

Rulman Merswin’s life stands out as an extreme example of the high degree of 

development lay spirituality in Strasbourg had reached by the fourteenth century.  But it 

is not solely his legacy that implies this observation about the laity of Strasbourg.  His 

religious convent established on the Île Vert offered opportunities for laypeople to 

contemplate God and draw near to the divine.  We know this because of the number of 

Beguine houses that were affiliated with the establishment, as well as the presence of a 

Holy Grave monument installed there between 1398 and 1400.  Merswin’s acceptance of 

images in his devotional practices helps us to theorize that the Holy Grave monument 

may have been installed under Merswin’s own orders, as a personal devotional object.  It 

is described as being installed in a private chapel of the convent.  I also do not consider it 

too sensational to speculate that it was likely that Merswin and his wife were buried in its 

vicinity.  Commissioning a Holy Grave inspired by the innovative monument at the city’s 

cathedral to have at the convent would have appealed to lay pilgrims and visitors, 

capitalizing on their desire for proximity to the divine and deeper involvement in the 

expression of their spirituality. 
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CHANGING NOTIONS OF DEATH AND THE AFTERLIFE 

Just like the development of the cult of the Eucharist and the influence of Rhenish 

mysticism on lay spirituality, changing notions about death and the afterlife impacted the 

way people expressed their devotion.  In the early Middle Ages, people believed that 

when they died, they lay as if asleep in death until the day of Christ’s Second Coming.  

Artistic renderings from this time stress the glory of this final event over the fear of the 

end of the world, drawing much of its iconography from the Book of Revelation.  With 

the renaissance of the twelfth-century, this focus shifted to center more on the wonders of 

the Apocalypse and the terror and fate of Man at the Last Judgment.  The iconography for 

images of the end of time with this focus came from the description of the Apocalypse in 

the Gospel of Matthew (Chapters 24 and 25).  The shift helped develop the iconography 

of the Apocalypse, thereby illustrating contemporary understandings of the afterlife.65 

The medieval understanding of the relationship between the body and soul held 

that the immortal soul was separated from the body at death and only rejoined it at the 

Day of Resurrection before the Last Judgment.66  The ideal Christian death was 

characterized by peace, purity, and reconciliation.  Philippe Ariès called this the “Good 

Death”: dying in one’s bed, in a tamed environment like one’s own home, in an almost 

orchestrated way, having already completed auricular confession and penance for sins 

committed, so as to ensure the admission of one’s soul into Heaven.67  Burial practices tie 

into these ideas.  According to Durandus (c. 1230-1296), the dead were to be buried with 
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their heads to the west and feet to the east, so that all would be pointing in the correct 

direction when Christ came again.  The practice of burial was hierarchically defined.  

People were usually buried at their parish church, thereby conveying notions of their 

loyalty and affiliation.  When Christian burials moved from the exterior of the church to 

the interior, burial began to reveal the desirability of being entombed near the remains of 

a saint, traditionally kept near the high altar.  Hierarchy was reflected by the location of 

one’s tomb and then also by how close one was buried to the high altar.68 

Ad sanctos burial (burial near the tombs of saints) originally may have been 

motivated by the fear of grave violation.  Later, people sought burial ad sanctos to obtain 

the protection of the saint not only for their physical bodies but also for their souls on the 

Day of Awakening and Judgment.  Burial near the tombs of saints offered that kind of 

protection as well as the transfer of the saints’ virtues through their proximity.  Honorius 

of Autun (c. 1080-1154) wrote in his Elucidarium that it was beneficial for people to be 

buried in places that are consecrated by the tombs of the saints because the prayers of 

pilgrims visiting the saints would also benefit the deceased who were undergoing 

punishment in Purgatory.  He urged that even prayers inspired by the sight of the 

deceased’s tomb were beneficial to the deceased.69   

Durandus’ statements reveal the medieval understanding of the connection 

between memory and devotion.  The closeness of the dead initially developed because 

Christians gathered up the bones of martyrs to venerate them as relics.  Later, with the 
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growth of the Christian profession of faith through confession and martyrdom, the sainted 

dead garnered a close following.  They were buried beneath the altar according to 

Revelation 6:9 and were thus physically present on earth (through their relics) while still 

fully inhabiting heaven.  The saints became the chief intercessors between the living and 

the dead, between earth and heaven.70  In the same way, tombs of the dead were designed 

as memorials intended to communicate the memory of the deceased to future 

generations.71 

Tombs gave the deceased a voice, reminding the living of the one who had died 

and then prompting them to act by doing good works like praying, attending memorial 

masses, giving alms, and doing charitable works (later defined as suffrages).  Sculptural 

representations, epitaphs, and the language that went along with them reflect the salvific 

character of tombs.  The Christian tomb was “goal-oriented,” having been designed for 

the deceased’s preparation for the Day of Resurrection.72  Inscriptions on tombs, 

however, invited a two-way dialogue between the deceased and the living: for the living 

to pray for the deceased and for the deceased to remind the living of the inevitability of 

death and the importance of repentance for salvation.  The trend of tomb inscriptions 

asking for prayers of intercession for the deceased appears in the thirteenth century.  

These prayers would help lessen the time the deceased’s soul spent enduring the agonies 

of Purgatory.73 
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Precedence for the erection of tomb monuments is discussed by Thomas Aquinas 

(c. 1225-1274) in his Summa Theologica.  While Augustine had condemned elaborate or 

excessive funeral pomp, Aquinas wrote that beautifying the church was an admirable 

desire.  He also praised the erection of funeral monuments in churches because they 

spurred the faithful to pray for the souls of the dead.74  Intercessory prayer illuminates the 

reciprocal relationship between the living and the dead.  In praying for the souls of the 

deceased in Purgatory, the living secured the prayers of those souls once they were 

released from their punishments.75  Intercessory prayers of the living visiting tombs were 

considered just as potent as these prayers of the sainted dead whom the deceased was 

buried near.  Both types of prayer were inspired by the physical proximity of the tombs.76 

The doctrine of Purgatory significantly shaped the medieval understanding of 

death and the afterlife.  It is, therefore, critical to our understanding of the perception of 

the Holy Grave and its neighboring secular tombs in the minds of visiting laypeople.  

Purgatory was defined as an intermediary otherworld or state, where the sinful soul was 

purged of its sins, thereby making it possible to reach heaven and attain salvation.  The 

way one acted in life determined how long one’s term in Purgatory would last after death.  

However, that term could be shortened through acts of intercession collectively called 

suffrages—namely prayer, penances, works of charity, good deeds, alms giving, and acts 
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of patronage by the deceased and his or her loved ones.77  Belief in Purgatory required a 

belief in the immortality and resurrection of the soul.  It implied a second chance at 

eternal life, relying heavily on the mercy of God the Judge and the prayers of the 

faithful.78 

Theologians began forming the doctrine of Purgatory between the second and 

fourth centuries, stating that there was a place between life and the afterlife where souls 

could endure trials for sins committed on earth and be purged to the standards of heaven.  

The concept solidified by the twelfth century, with the word “purgatorium” first 

appearing in documents between 1150 and 1200.  Purgatory was officially incorporated 

into Church dogma by the Second Council of Lyons in 1274.  Thirteenth-century 

Scholasticism and the writings of theologians like William of Auxerre, William of 

Auvergne, Alexander of Hales, Bonaventure, Thomas Aquinas, and Albertus Magnus 

helped establish Purgatory in the minds of Christians throughout Western Europe.79  

They taught that one’s term in Purgatory was directly proportionate to the degree of sin 

committed.  This idea allowed for the literal calculation of the amount of time one could 

spend in Purgatory, with ratios being drawn up between the time one lived on earth and 

the time spent enduring punishments in Purgatory.  Even with time moving more slowly 

in Purgatory, however, it was more than likely that one would not have to wait the entire 

interval between death and the Last Judgment in order to be united with God.  This 
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hopeful possibility was due to the measurable number and degree of one’s sins, as well as 

the manipulable quantity and quality of suffrages offered by the living.80 

The nature of Purgatory was so intricately defined by theologians that its 

influence on the lay understanding of death and the afterlife cannot be minimized.  

William of Auvergne (c. 1180/90-1249) taught that Purgatorial punishments directly 

related to penances begun in life for sins committed.  Thus, he advocated for people to do 

penances for their sins to lessen their time in Purgatory.  He also acknowledged the 

literary evidence of souls in Purgatory appearing to the living to ask for prayers, and used 

it to prove the necessity of suffrages for the dead.  The Franciscans contributed to the lay 

understanding of Purgatory through the teachings of Alexander of Hales (c. 1185-1245), 

who defined the role of the saints in Purgatorial doctrine.  By emphasizing the pain and 

suffering experienced by those souls in Purgatory, he showed people how Purgatory 

made you physically atone for your sins.  He also explained how these souls could 

complete their purgation with the aid of the prayers of the living and become worthy to 

intercede on behalf of the living.  This understanding gave rise to the Church’s use of 

Purgatory to make profits through indulgences (the full or partial remission of temporal 

punishment due for sins committed in life).  By offering to say masses for the dead for a 

fee, the Church reaped the profits while guaranteeing the faithful the way to salvation.  

Bonaventure (c. 1221-1274) taught about Purgatory from a different angle, portraying it 

as a place of hope between this world and heaven, where souls prepared to be reunited 

with God in their resurrected bodies.  He stressed the dominance of the Church and the 
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Pope over Purgatory—that prayer, almsgiving, memorial masses, and other pious works 

condoned or managed by the Church would have an effect on the souls in Purgatory.81 

  The ideas of the Dominican, Albertus Magnus, were popularized by his disciple, 

Hugh of Strasbourg (c. 1205-1270), who translated his works into the vernacular in his 

Compendium from 1268.  In this work, Hugh outlined Albertus Magnus’ discussion of 

the geography of the afterlife, his view that Purgatory was a source of hope for sinners on 

earth, and his belief that while suffrages of the Church were beneficial for the liberation 

of souls in Purgatory, they were not meant to secure eternal life for the living.  Thomas 

Aquinas’ contribution to the discussion of the nature and doctrine of Purgatory is by far 

the most extensive of the Middle Ages.  In his characteristic logical writing style, he 

explained the very nature of suffrages—what they were, how they exactly worked, for 

whom they were intended, etc.82 

The sermons of Jacques de Vitry (d. 1240) show the Church’s final established 

doctrine of Purgatory.  He outlined how Purgatory was associated with repentance and 

the penitential process on earth.  He established the connection between earthly behavior 

and Purgatory.  His works illustrated the difference between venial (habitual, or lesser) 

sin and mortal sin to instruct people what sins allow people to go to Purgatory rather than 

hell.  He also emphasized the responsibility of the living to the dead—namely to help 

them out of Purgatory through the performance of suffrages.  Finally, he drew the 

connection between doing good works, gaining indulgences, and the resulting time spent 
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in Purgatory to illustrate the threefold system of the hereafter (life on earth, atonement in 

Purgatory, blissful union with God in heaven).  Ultimately, Jacques de Vitry’s sermons 

on the final established doctrine of Purgatory taught people how to navigate the afterlife 

and manage one’s salvation.83  It also shows us how the doctrine of Purgatory was spread 

throughout Western Europe during the fourteenth century. 

With the rise of the mendicant orders, who preached animated sermons in the 

vernacular using popular exempla familiar to the laity, the spread of the idea of Purgatory 

was accomplished very rapidly.  Laypeople listened to preachers for instruction but also 

for entertainment.  Purgatory introduced a plot into the individual’s story of salvation, a 

plot that continued after death.  Because the concept was so clearly defined and accepted 

by the theologians discussed above, people were more apt to account for it in their 

practices of devotion.84 

With the looming weight of Purgatory in the minds of laypeople as they practiced 

their devotions, it is no wonder that ideas about burial and death changed over the course 

of the fourteenth century.  Middle class burials were for the most part anonymous and 

carried out in common graves outside the city walls.  Church burials were usually 

reserved for noble patrons and the upper clergy in monastic churches.  New papal 

legislation, however, called the jus sepulcri, allowed laypeople to choose where they 

wished to be buried, rather than relegating them to the common city cemetery.  With the 
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surge of the mendicant orders in the thirteenth century, laypeople began requesting to be 

buried in the friars’ churches in return for pious donations.85 

The admission of the dead into the interior of churches was a key development in 

the history of medieval tombs, as well as what distinguished them from the tombs of 

antiquity.  In the early Middle Ages, only a select few people were allowed to be buried 

inside the church.  These included saints, clerics, and, later, royalty.  By the end of the 

Middle Ages, however, about one-half of the dead desired to be buried inside the church.  

Lay burial was initially allowed on the fringes of the church, in such places as the atrium.  

This choice of location corresponded to the early Christian idea of the afterlife as being 

made up of receptacles for the dead (the “many mansions” phrase in John 14:2).  The 

idea manifested itself in the actual containers in which people were buried, as well as the 

location of the grave.  These tombs, however, were characterized by their liminality and 

marginalization.  Later, because churches served both the clergy and laity, burial 

practices forced lay tombs into closer proximity to those of the privileged saints and 

upper clergy.  Churches, from that point on, began to fill up with secular tombs.86 

In their placement around the interiors of churches, secular tombs thus reflected 

the social hierarchy of the living as well as the dead.  And everyone benefitted from the 

arrangement: the dead secured the spiritual care of their souls after death and the clerical 

caretakers reaped the financial gifts they received in return, in the form of endowments 

                                                 
85 Bruzelius, 204-205. 
86 Binski, 72-74. 
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and alms.87  People desiring to be buried in the church soon began requesting to be buried 

near the altar where the mass was celebrated.  This shift from burial ad sanctos to ad 

sacramenta reveals the value that the laity placed on proximity to the place of the 

Eucharistic sacrifice.88   

People’s concern for the fate of their souls in Purgatory, and the potential of 

salvation, motivated their burial requests.  This concern also explains the frequent desire 

to be buried near a Holy Grave monument in Strasbourg.  Bishop Berthold wished to be 

buried near the Holy Grave in the St. Catherine chapel so that he could remain eternally 

present for the celebration of the Eucharist but also be able gain the intercessory prayers 

visitors to the chapel would have offered up for his soul.  All the lay patrons of the Holy 

Grave copies throughout Strasbourg would have probably had the same ideas in mind.  

Their choices also reflect the medieval understanding of the Resurrection of the Dead at 

the end of time, revealing how they wished to be eternally prepared for that Day of 

Awakening. 

CONCLUSIONS 

These three developments in lay spirituality—the rise of the cult of the Eucharist, 

the influence of Rhenish mysticism, and the changing notions about death and the 

afterlife—affected the form, content, and perception of the Holy Grave monument at 

Strasbourg cathedral.  The precedent it set, therefore, dictated the form, content, and 

perception of the Holy Grave copies located in the various convent and parish churches 

                                                 
87 Binski, 74-75. 
88 Ariès, 72. 
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throughout Strasbourg.  The promotion of the cult of the Eucharist helped people to 

accept and believe in the miraculous nature of the mass.  Devotion to the Eucharist 

enabled the laity to comprehend the theology behind the celebration of the mass—

including the connection drawn between Christ’s sacrifice and the Eucharist, the 

miraculous nature of transubstantiation, and the salvific potential of participation in and 

adoration of the sacrament.  The Holy Grave monument brought together these complex 

truths in a visually arresting way through the gisant figure with its host cavity.  

Contemplation of the cavity and what it illustrated (namely, the host as the body of 

Christ) provided lay viewers with an image to aid in their devotion to the Eucharist. 

The teachings of Rhenish mystics gave the laity the theological ideas on which to 

contemplate while gazing at an image like the Holy Grave monument.  Meister Eckhart’s 

teaching that consumption of the Eucharist causes an inner transformation—that of the 

incorporation of Christ’s heart into one’s own—communicates the reality of Christ’s 

sacrifice and the miraculous grace it offered to the world.  The Holy Grave’s naturalistic 

effigy of Christ, lying on a tomb modeled after contemporary secular tombs, with the host 

cavity on the left side of its chest, juxtaposed the reality of death with the potential of 

salvation through belief in Christ’s sacrifice—exactly the connection Eckhart sought to 

illustrate through his teachings on the Eucharist.   

Johannes Tauler’s influence on the development of lay spirituality occurred 

through his emphasis on the salvific character of the Eucharist.  By equating Christ’s 

sacrifice with the miracle of transubstantiation, Tauler gave laypeople the image they 

needed to understand the significance of the Eucharist in their salvation.  The effigy of 
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Christ makes Christ’s sacrifice immediate and relatable for viewers.  The life-size body 

lies supine on the cold stone tomb slab, just as people would have witnessed bodies at 

vigils for the dead.  The host cavity brings to life the miracle and doctrine of 

transubstantiation by depicting how the Eucharistic wafer equated to the body of Christ.  

Most importantly, Tauler also implied through his teachings that contemplation of the 

sacrament provided the faithful with another channel by which to gain union with God.  

Perhaps lay viewers of the Holy Grave would have been reminded of Tauler’s lesson and 

understood that they could receive the sacrament “spiritually” through contemplating the 

imagery of the Holy Grave monument.      

Lastly, Heinrich Suso’s contribution to the development of lay piety consisted of 

the spreading of these same mystical ideas, but with the added endorsement of the use of 

images in devotional contemplation.  Suso’s teachings reflect his desire to be an example 

to his followers, and so his own personal use of devotional images in his contemplation 

of the divine communicated the possibility of their same use to his followers.  In this 

way, lay viewers would have understood that the images that the Holy Grave monument 

in the St. Catherine chapel offered could be used in their personal devotional practices.  

With this realization, the iconography of the Resurrection moment depicted in the relief 

panels of the Holy Grave, as well as the presence of the three holy women and painted 

angels on the tomb slab, would have helped inspire viewers’ contemplation of Christ’s 

Passion. 

The changing notions about death and the afterlife developed around the doctrine 

of Purgatory and are reflected in medieval burial practices.  The idea that intercessory 
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prayer for the dead was beneficial to the souls in Purgatory, as well as the future fate of 

one’s own soul, motivated the lay public to visit tombs and pray for the dead.  The 

medieval understanding of intercession illuminates how the Holy Grave monument and 

its accompanying secular tombs would have been perceived by lay viewers.  Bishop 

Berthold’s tomb located near the Holy Grave in the St. Catherine chapel would have 

communicated his desire for proximity to the divine, as well as the lesson that burial near 

a holy site like a representation of Christ’s tomb could aid in one’s salvation.  The same 

ideas would have been communicated at the various other Holy Grave monuments 

located throughout the city. 

These three developments in lay spirituality ultimately reflect the goal of 

medieval devotional practices—to achieve union with God in this life and to secure one’s 

salvation in the hereafter.  Through contemplation of Christ’s Passion and the imitation it 

should inspire in believers’ lives, medieval Christians hoped to cultivate a closer 

relationship with God.  The rise in devotional practices in the fourteenth century, as well 

as movements like the Friends of God and the example of Rulman Merswin, attests to 

this intense desire for proximity to the divine among the laity.  I believe that these 

developments in lay spirituality influenced how the laity may have interacted with the 

Holy Grave monument—ultimately indicating its function as an object used for personal 

devotion.
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Chapter III: The Devotional Function of the Holy Grave Monument 

Throughout the scholarship on devotional imagery in the Middle Ages, the use of 

the Holy Grave monument as an object for personal devotion has never been fully 

discussed.  While authors like Sylvie Aballéa and Annemarie Schwarzweber—whose 

work has largely centered on the development of Holy Grave monuments in the Alsace 

region during the fourteenth century—have alluded to the monument’s devotional 

potential, neither have delved deeper into exactly how the monument functioned to 

stimulate expressions of personal devotion and piety.1  I hope to remedy this lacuna in the 

Holy Grave scholarship by suggesting that the monument inspired some of the same 

attitudes toward personal devotion that also gave rise to and characterized Andachtsbilder 

during the fourteenth century.  Beginning with an examination of the formal 

characteristics and symbolic content of several of these objects we have traditionally 

called Andachtsbilder, I aim to show how the imagery of the Holy Grave monument 

relates to this specific category of devotional images.  The Strasbourg monument’s 

permanence, its relative accessibility because of its location off the south aisle of the 

nave, and its pathos-inspiring imagery points to its use by lay audiences on a more 

regular basis than solely during the Easter liturgy.  Documentary evidence in the form of 

papal indulgences also attests to the familiarity that lay audiences would have had with 

Holy Grave monuments.  The presence of lay audiences at the Holy Grave monument at 

                                                 
1 Sylvie Aballèa, Les saints sépulcres monumentaux du Rhin supérieure et de la Souabe (1340-1400) 

(Strasbourg: Presses Universitaires de Strasbourg, 2003), 300-301; Annemarie Schwarzweber, Das Heilige 

Grab in der deutschen Bildnerei des Mittelalters (Freiburg-im-Breisgau: Eberhard Albert Universität, 

1940), 67-68. 
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times other than at Easter suggests their use of the monument as an object for personal 

devotion.  

By drawing on the arguments made in my previous chapters, I aim, furthermore, 

to clearly explain how the legacy of burial near the Holy Grave monument affected the 

attitudes people had when interacting with the monument.  Understanding that proximity 

to the Holy Grave—whether by means of burial near it or the practice of devotional 

exercises at its side—was desirable for the spiritual benefits one could reap would 

explain the popularity of the monument in Strasbourg and the surrounding area.  I will 

also show how the developments in lay spirituality at the time of the monument’s 

construction affected the way viewers perceived and used the Holy Grave monument.  

The ideas that the rise of the cult of the Eucharist, the influence of Rhenish mysticism, 

and the changing notions about death and the afterlife had on the lay viewers of Holy 

Grave monuments in Strasbourg cathedral ultimately points to their understanding of this 

monument as a vehicle for communing with the divine and helping them attain salvation.   

This clarification offers us a better understanding of the spiritual awareness of 

laypeople in the Middle Ages.  Elucidating the role that faith played in their daily lives 

through their use of the Holy Grave as a devotional object reveals the laity’s knowledge 

of theological ideas.  It also illustrates how that comprehension may have affected how 

people perceived their place in the world.  My argument that the Holy Grave should be 

considered in the same category as Andachtsbilder contributes to the existing scholarship 

by furthering the idea that these objects reveal the degree and quality of lay spiritual 

practices in the Middle Ages.  In doing so, I hope that modern readers may understand 
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that the laypeople of the Middle Ages were not simply blind followers of the decrees of 

the Church but were instead active participants in the shaping of their own religious faith. 

DEFINING ANDACHTSBILDER  

Sixten Ringbom draws a sharp distinction between devotional images and 

Andachtsbilder in his important study, Icon to Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic 

Close-Up in Fifteenth-Century Devotional Painting.  He states that “devotional image” is 

a functional term, while “Andachtsbild” refers to images with specific formal and 

iconological criteria.  In his own words, he wrote that Andachtsbilder are, “symbolical 

representations expressing mysteries of faith, pictorial renderings of concepts.”  This 

description made them usable in church decoration, but their special characteristics also 

made them suitable for use as devotional images.2   

Devotional images, on the other hand, specifically constitute images used in 

private piety as the recipients of prayer and meditation or as catalysts or aids to 

contemplation.  They equipped devotees during the preparatory stage of devotion that 

then culminated in an imageless state of mind where spiritual union with God was 

possible.  These types of images could exist in chapels in churches or cathedrals or in the 

homes of pious individuals.  They are distinguished from public ecclesiastical decorations 

like altarpieces and the monumental compositions on cathedral facades through their 

function and size.  Formally and iconographically, however, the differences between 

                                                 
2 Sixten Ringbom, Icon to Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic Close-Up in Fifteenth-Century Devotional 

Painting (Doornspijk: Davaco, 1984), 57.  It is interesting to draw attention to Ringbom’s footnote 19 (p. 

57), where he mentions that an alternative word for “Andachtsbild” was originally “Mysterienbild,” 

(“mystery images”).  However, the term has, unfortunately, been employed in an entirely different sense by 

Urban Rapp, Das Mysterienbild (Würzburg, 1952). 
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devotional images and public ecclesiastical art are slight.  Both used the same cult images 

and motifs.  Artists of devotional images simply isolated the drama of the essential scenes 

from larger public church decorative programs and amplified the emotional power in 

order to guide individuals’ devotional practices.3 

The term Andachtsbild is more restricted in its application because these images 

are determined by their subject matter and iconography.  Andachtsbilder refer to a group 

of iconographical innovations in fourteenth-century German sculpture: namely the 

“Pietà”, the German “Man of Sorrows,” and “Christ with the Sleeping St. John.”  Others 

that may also be included in this list are the depictions of “Christ as a Child” and “the 

Virgin in Childbed.”  George Dehio defined Andachtsbilder as, “certain sculptural 

representations which did not suit the liturgical conditions of the altar service.”4  These 

images are characterized by their expression of religious desire through the actions, 

emotions, and poses of a group of figures. Their content relates specifically to ideas 

expressed in German mysticism around this time.  By highlighting the central figures 

from the main narrative, these images heighten the emotional context of the scene for use 

in private devotion.5   

Because of this special character—“the isolation of the central figure from its 

narrative context with the preservation of the allusions to this same context”—the term 

Andachtsbild possesses an iconographical, as well as a functional meaning.  

                                                 
3 Ringbom, 53. 
4 Ringbom, 53-54.  The author cites George Dehio, Geschichte der deutschen Kunst (Berlin and Leipzig, 

1921), 1: 117. 
5 Ringbom, 54.  The author cites Wilhelm Pinder, Die deutsche Plastik des viersehnten Jahrhunderts 

(Munich, 1925), 35. 
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Iconographically, it refers to a figure or a group isolated from a narrative context.  

Functionally, it refers to a visual aid that helped devotees achieve what Ringbom calls 

“contemplative absorption.”6  The term Andachtsbild, however, has fallen out of favor in 

recent scholarship because the term has no origin in medieval texts.  I believe that the 

works traditionally considered Andachtsbilder, however, reveal the developments in lay 

spirituality at this time.  The Holy Grave monument at Strasbourg cathedral fits all these 

criteria and should thus be considered related to the phenomenon in which 

Andachtsbilder participated. 

When referring to the half-length portrait icon as a devotional image, Ringbom 

places particular significance on the psychological properties of the composition.  This 

significance also has resonance when analyzing objects like the Holy Grave.  First, these 

images possess an intimate quality that made them ideal for private devotion because 

they inspired profound empathy in the beholder.  They also exhibit the character of what 

he calls a “close-up,” providing immediacy as well as initiating intimate conversation 

between the depicted and the beholder by means of prayer and personal contemplation.  

These qualities distinguish objects like the Holy Grave from the full-length narrative of 

Passion iconography.  These images’ isolation from the narrative provided the nearness 

to God that the faithful so fervently sought through their personal devotional practices.7  

Jeffrey Hamburger identifies the function of Andachtsbilder when he writes of the 

relationship between images and visionary experience: 

                                                 
6 Ringbom, 55. 
7 Ringbom, 48. 
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Any object, cult and narrative images included, could stimulate 

visionary experience; however, the Rhenish Andachtsbilder were 

specifically intended to serve as simulacra of visionary or 

contemplative states and did so by encouraging a reciprocal and 

empathetic interaction between the viewer and the holy figures 

represented in the object.8 

 

Images like the Holy Grave monument in Strasbourg cathedral brought the story of 

Christ’s sacrifice to life, thereby alluding to the miracle of his resurrection and helping 

viewers evaluate their salvation. 

TYPES OF RHENISH ANDACHTSBILDER 

Rhenish Andachtsbilder were expressly designed for use in contemplative 

devotions through their isolation of the image from its narrative context and their 

concrete embodiment of familiar but complex mystical metaphors.9  The Man of Sorrows 

image, for example, was plucked from the larger Passion narrative (especially scenes of 

the Flagellation, Christ Carrying the Cross, and the Crucifixion) and visualized the 

mystical infatuation with the suffering and wounds of Christ (Figure 50).  He is shown as 

the picture of sorrow with his head tilted emphatically and his face resting on his nail-

marked hand, reminding viewers of the pain inflicted by the crown of thorns and the 

weight that the sin of the world bore down on him during his crucifixion.  Isolated from 

the Passion narrative, this freestanding sculpture exhibits the “close-up” quality to which 

Ringbom refers.  The figure’s facial expression communicates the attitude of a man in 

mourning, reminiscent of depictions of John the Evangelist at the foot of the cross in 

                                                 
8 Jeffrey Hamburger, The Rothschild Canticles: Art and Mysticism in Flanders and the Rhineland circa 

1300 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 5. 
9 Jeffrey Hamburger, “The Visual and the Visionary: The Changing Role of the Image in Late Medieval 

Monastic Devotions,” in The Visual and the Visionary: Art and Female Spirituality in Late Medieval 

Germany (New York: Zone Books, 1998): 131.  This article was originally published in Viator 20 (1989), 

161-182. 
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representations of the crucifixion.  Christ’s wounds are prominently displayed to 

dramatize his torture and highlight his suffering.  The vertical folds of his drapery 

cascade down the left side of the figure, suggesting the fall of tears.  Evoking John 15:13 

which states, “Greater love than this no man hath, that a man lay down his life for his 

friends,” this Andachtsbild visualized the most vivid expression of Christ’s love for 

mankind—the suffering he endured through his death on the cross.10  The figures of the 

Virgin, John the Evangelist, Mary Magdalene, and the angels depicted in a later painted 

representation of this same devotional subject instruct the viewer about proper reaction to 

Christ’s sacrifice (Figure 51).  Their downcast eyes, passionate weeping, and gestures of 

prayer indicate their sorrow for his suffering and teach viewers to repent of their sin and 

pray for salvation.  

Images of the Pietà (Vesperbild) were also taken from the larger story of Christ’s 

Passion (specifically from the Descent from the Cross and Lamentation scenes), and gave 

physical embodiment to the mystical metaphor that equated the Virgin’s suffering with 

that of her son (Figure 52).  Devotional writers in the fourteenth century emphasized the 

Virgin’s role as co-sufferer with Christ through her experience of mental anguish while 

watching her son’s sacrifice.  By focusing on her emotional state, these devotional texts 

allowed readers to imagine what it would be like to see one’s own son tortured.  This 

preoccupation with the inner emotional state of the Virgin put her body on display so that 

her inner feelings could be probed for readers’ understanding.  Images of the Pietà served 

                                                 
10 Peggy Beck, La coeur du Christ dans la mystique rhénane: Une page d’histoire et d’iconographie 

(Sélestat: Imprimerie Alsatia, 1978), 71. 
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to realistically bring to life those interior mental sufferings of Christ’s mother, while 

additionally providing viewers with an image of the dead Christ on which they could 

contemplate the sacrifice he endured for their salvation.11   

The group of Christ with the Sleeping St. John offered a simplified Last Supper 

scene to viewers, while also illuminating the mystical nature of union with God (Figure 

53).  The textual source for this imagery is John 13: 23-25 which reads,  

Now there was leaning on Jesus’ bosom one of his disciples, whom 

Jesus loved.  Simon Peter therefore beckoned to him, and said to him: 

Who is it of whom he speaketh?  He therefore, leaning on the breast of 

Jesus, saith to him: Lord, who is it? 

 

Sermons and commentary on this passage equated the union of Christ and John to two 

other biblical passages.  John was identified as the bridegroom at the wedding feast at 

Cana, whom Christ called away to a life of contemplation.  Also, because of the closeness 

of his relationship with Christ, John was understood as the bride described in the Song of 

Songs, the sponsa to Christ’s sponsus, which symbolically illustrated the loving soul’s 

mystical union with God.  John thus becomes the type for the Christian drinking at the 

breast of Holy Wisdom—an image that could also help illustrate the salvific character of 

the Eucharist.  The sculptural group emphasizes the roles John plays as the 

personification of the contemplative life and the bride of Christ.  The bridal idea is further 

indicated by the joining of the two figures’ right hands in the dextrarum iunctio of the 

marriage ritual.  John physicalizes the spousal state of complete union with God that 

                                                 
11 For more on the Virgin’s role in the Passion, see Thomas Bestul, Texts of the Passion: Latin Devotional 

Literature and Medieval Society (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 119, 123-124. 
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mystical teachings often stressed.  The group ultimately gives visual form to the practice 

and goal of the viewer’s devotions.12 

The Dominican convent of Sankt Katharinental near Diessenhofen, Switzerland 

owned two of these types of sculptural groups.  Their possession of these objects reflects 

the role the Dominicans placed on images in spiritual instruction, especially of novices 

and women but also presumably of the laity to whom they preached.  A vita of the nun 

Adelhait Pfefferhartin informs us as to how this object was used when she refers to 

saying her prayers, “in the choir before the image of Saint John resting on our lord’s 

heart.”  Her statement identifies John as the primary figure with whom she related.  The 

sculpture’s visualization of the dual role of John as the personification of the 

contemplative life and the bride of Christ, thus, presented nuns with the ideal model for 

imitation.13  The leaning figure of St. John, “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” shows the 

intimacy shared between the two men, inviting all viewers to believe that their individual 

relationships with God could be just as close.14 

THE HOLY GRAVE AS A DEVOTIONAL OBJECT 

Holy Sepulchre and Entombment groups could also function as Andachtsbilder 

through their isolation of these scenes from the resurrection narrative.15  The Holy Grave, 

                                                 
12 Joan A. Holladay, “Saint John the Evangelist Resting on the Bosom of Christ,” in Gothic Sculpture in 

America 2: The Museums of the Midwest, ed. Dorothy Gillerman (New York: Garland Publishing, 1989), 

328, No. 240.  Holladay cites Eleanor Greenhill, “The Group of St. John and Christ as Author Portrait: 

Literary Sources, Pictorial Parallels,” in Festschrift Bernhard Bischoff zu seinem 65. Geburtstag, ed. 

Johannes Autenrieth and Franz Brunhölz (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1971): 406, 408-410, 414. 
13 Holladay, “Saint John the Evangelist Resting on the Bosom of Christ,” 326-328, No. 240.  Holladay cites 

Anton Birlinger, “Die Nonnen von St. Katharinental bei Dieszenhofen,” Alemannia 15 (1887): 152. 
14 Beck, 72-73. 
15 Beck, 74. 
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however, differs from these more narrative scenes by visualizing the complex mystical 

idea that the Eucharist came through the heart of God through Christ’s Incarnation 

(Figure 1).  Also, because it consisted only in the form of a canopied sarcophagus, the 

Holy Grave monument is distinct from other Holy Sepulchre representations which could 

appear in a wide variety of forms.  It presents literal object-realism as well as mystical 

concept-realism to viewers, thereby offering them two different means of contemplating 

its imagery.16  It communicated literal object-realism through its resemblance to 

contemporary secular tomb structures—bringing the issues of death and the afterlife as 

well as the necessity of intercessory prayer to the forefront of the viewer’s mind.  

Meanwhile, the gisant of Christ and the host cavity on its left side conveyed mystical 

concept-realism through the allusion not only to Christ’s resurrection and triumph over 

death but also its illustration of the miracle of the Eucharist through the doctrine of 

transubstantiation. 

The significance of the imagery of the Holy Grave and the importance of its 

symbolic message supports my argument that it is unlikely that this monument (or the 

other sculptures mentioned earlier, see Figures 52 and 53) was only used once a year.  

Kathryn Rudy suggests in her book, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent: Imagining 

Jerusalem in the Late Middle Ages, that Holy Sepulchre monuments could have been 

accessible to both nuns and laypeople in some churches.17  The Strasbourg monument’s 

permanent location in the St. Catherine chapel off the south aisle of the nave suggests the 

                                                 
16 Hans Belting, The Image and Its Public in the Middle Ages: Form and Function of Early Paintings of the 

Passion, trans. Mark Bartusis and Raymond Meyer (New Rochelle, NY: Aristide D. Caratzas, 1990), 62. 
17 Kathryn M. Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent: Imagining Jerusalem in the Late Middle Ages 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 225. 
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accessible ease the laity would have had to the Holy Grave throughout the year. By 

appealing to viewers’ emotions through its pathos-inspiring imagery, the Holy Grave 

would have reminded them of the teachings they would have heard preached by the 

Rhenish mystics and mendicants in the city.   

The Holy Grave encouraged the practice of personal devotion by stressing the 

suffering and death of Christ over his resurrection since the Elevatio ceremony would 

have only been performed once a year at Easter.  The chronological tension of the Holy 

Grave monument (showing Christ’s death through the gisant, the vigil through the reliefs 

of the sleeping guards, and the resurrection through the visitation to the tomb by the three 

holy women and the Elevatio ceremony using the host cavity in the gisant), however, 

may have been rectified in some churches by covering up parts of the narrative until their 

use in the liturgy.  In Oestrich, for example, the gisant was carved in very low relief on 

the tomb slab.  Perhaps this formal choice allowed the tomb to appear as if empty when 

seen from afar.18  Ultimately, the monument’s complete visualization of the death and 

entombment of Christ, as well as its allusion to his resurrection worked to remind viewers 

of the whole history of redemption.   

These salvific messages were communicated to the laity through their regular 

interaction with the monument.  While the architectural evidence of the small door to the 

exterior leading to the bishop’s palace suggests Bishop Berthold’s individual use of the 

                                                 
18 Justin E. A. Kroesen, The Sepulchrum Domini Through the Ages: Its Form and Function (Leuven: 

Peeters, 2000), 175-178; Schwarzweber, 22. 
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St. Catherine chapel and its Holy Grave (Figure 38), and liturgical documents19 attest to 

the presence of the cathedral chapter and the lay congregation at the Easter Elevatio 

ceremony, the presence of lay visitors to the chapel at other times of the year is more 

speculative.  Charlotte Stanford, however, notes that Berthold used at least two 

indulgences to help raise money for the construction of his chapel and the Holy Grave.  

Pope Clement IV issued one on April 26, 1346, for the remission of one hundred days in 

Purgatory for pilgrims visiting the chapel on certain feast days.  The other, documented 

from April 10, 1349, allowed the ordinary number of forty days of indulgence for 

attending the consecration anniversary of the chapel.20  These indulgences suggest that 

laypeople traveled to the cathedral to visit the St. Catherine chapel and the Holy Grave.  

While they most certainly would have been motivated by the number of indulgence days 

they would receive, they may also have been drawn to the devotional opportunity that the 

imagery of the Holy Grave offered.  The indulgences, ultimately, suggest the Holy 

Grave’s function as a devotional image.  They also resulted in the active expression of the 

laity’s desire for closer interaction with the divine.  

Another example of an indulgence being issued to visitors of a Holy Grave exists 

from the church of St. Leonhard in Basle.  A letter of indulgence from Avignon, where 

                                                 
19 See Joseph Walter, “Essai sur l’ancienne liturgie de la cathédrale de Strasbourg,” Bulletin de la Société 

des Amis de la Cathédrale de Strasbourg 2 (1932): 17.  These recorded documents are 1) the Evangelary of 

Erchenbald (11
th
 century), 2) a passional (11

th
-12

th
 centuries), 3) a lectionary (11

th
-12

th
 centuries), 4) the 

Breviary of Hiemalis (12
th
 century), 5) a cantatorium (12

th
 century), 6) the Customary of Baldolf (end of the 

12
th
 century), 7) the Customary and Ordinary of Fritsche Closener (c. 1364), and 7) an ordinary (13

th
 

century). 
20 Charlotte Stanford, “From Bishop’s Grave to Holy Grave: The Construction of Strasbourg Cathedral’s 

St. Catherine Chapel,” Gesta 46 (2007): 74-75 and her footnote 77.  The author notes that these documents 

are housed in the Archives départmentales Bas-Rhin, Strasbourg, MSS G 2715/2 and G 2715/3, 

respectively.  See also Robert Will, “Le saint-sépulcre de la chapelle Sainte-Catherine à la cathédrale de 

Strasbourg,” Bulletin de la Société des Amis de la Cathédrale de Strasbourg 19 (1990): 35. 
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the papal curia resided during the papacy’s exile from Rome in the fourteenth century, 

granted the remission of sin to those who visited the church of St. Leonhard to venerate 

the Holy Grave there and do penances at the site on various other feast days: “Cupientes 

igitur ut ecclesia sancti Leonardi Basiliensis ac sepulcrum d[omini] . . .[in dicta ecclesia 

constructum] [con]gruis honoribus frequententur et a Christi fidelibus . . . venerentur.”21  

The Holy Grave at St. Leonhard’s in Basle exists today in fragments, with only two 

figures of the sleeping guardians in high relief, a sculpted helmet, and the helmeted head 

of a guardian figure remaining (Figures 54 and 55).  These pieces were found in the St. 

Theobald chapel of the church and date to around 1343.22 

The documentary evidence of the indulgence associated with this Holy Grave 

monument exists in the form of an “affiche d’indulgence,” or indulgence poster that 

would have been positioned close to the place of devotion, in effect advertising the 

indulgences one could receive by visiting the sacred site (Figure 56).  These 

advertisements recalled the value of indulgences for passersby and encouraged the 

faithful to do penances—especially through the donations they would give for the 

maintenance of the monument in question.  The illumination on the St. Leonhard 

                                                 
21 Aballéa, 153.  The author provides a full transcription of the original Latin indulgence document in her 

third appendix, pp. 255-254. She also notes that dating the document at St. Leonhard’s has been a source of 

dispute among scholars.  Futterer (1926) argues that it dates from June 6, 1376, while Schwarzweber 

(1940) says that it is from 1346.  Aballéa states that the date is virtually illegible based on her analysis of 

the document but chooses to date it (and the Holy Grave monument itself) about 1343 based on the 

research of archivists and Maurer (1961). 
22 Aballéa, 312-313. 
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indulgence poster makes it easy to identify the object of the indulgence so that one did 

not even have to read the text that accompanied it.23   

In a historiated majuscule “U,” the holy women are depicted standing behind the 

tomb of Christ, holding their jars of spices.  One is identifiable as Mary Magdalene with 

her characteristically disheveled hair.  Both figures turn in the direction of a figure of St. 

Leonhard who stands to the left holding a scepter and a book.  In the margin of the initial, 

a donor figure appears kneeling in prayer.  The tomb in the image does not resemble the 

Holy Grave at the church of St. Leonhard, but it evokes the monument through its 

simplified version of the visit of the holy women to the tomb on Easter morning.  Aballéa 

notes that the poster must have been made quickly because of the simple color palette 

(mostly browns and reds) and the stereotypical attitudes of the figures.  It only includes 

the essential objects needed for its clear recognition by passersby: the patron saint of the 

church, the principle object of the indulgence, and a penitent figure acting as example.24   

It is interesting to note that this figure’s scroll may have been left blank 

intentionally to allow viewers the chance to choose which prayer they wished to say 

when visiting the Holy Grave inside the church.  This depiction of the freedom of choice 

in one’s prayers echoes the idea behind the use of images like Andachtsbilder in lay 

devotional practices—namely the growing sense of ownership that the laity felt toward 

their faith.  These documented examples of indulgences for visiting a Holy Grave 

monument at both Strasbourg cathedral and St. Leonhard’s church in Basle indicate the 

                                                 
23 Aballéa, 154. 
24 Aballèa, 153-154. 
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monument’s use by laypeople on a more frequent basis than solely at Easter.  They also 

illustrate the degree to which laypeople were spiritually aware and considered themselves 

in charge of their own salvation. 

A later example of the role that Holy Grave monuments played in virtual 

pilgrimage exercises also attests to the monument’s use on a more regular basis than 

solely at Easter time.  It also demonstrates the functional understanding of the Holy 

Grave as a personal devotional object.  Because four of the nine plenary indulgence sites 

in the Holy Land were found in the church of the Holy Sepulchre, including the tomb of 

Christ, representations of the Holy Sepulchre, especially Holy Grave monuments, would 

have developed to allow pilgrims undergoing virtual pilgrimages the possibility of 

attaining these indulgences.  Meditation on a representation of the Holy Sepulchre was 

even offered as a substitute for actual pilgrimage to the Holy Land.  Several sixteenth 

century examples of Holy Sepulchre representations and their accompanying devotional 

texts from the Low Countries attest to the use of these objects in a non-ritualistic way.  

The texts describe how to interact with the monument.25   

A Rotterdam prayer text from c. 1520 written in Middle Dutch most likely refers 

to the Holy Sepulchre monument found in St. Leonhard’s church in Zoutleeuw when it 

instructs the reader to contemplate an image of the Holy Sepulchre (Figures 57 and 58).  

The devotions were performed over the course of an entire year so as to mimic the time 

an actual pilgrimage to the Holy Land would have taken.  The text suggests the 

monument’s use on a regular basis, supporting the role it played in the performance of 

                                                 
25 Rudy, 60, 221-222. 



 130 

personal devotion.26  The Zoutleeuw Holy Sepulchre monument consists of a sculpted 

Christ figure, painted figures of the three holy women and an angel, as well as free-

standing sculpted images of Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus, and Mary Magdalene.  To 

explain how to earn the indulgence the monument offered, the text instructed the reader 

to pray each section of the prayer in front of the Holy Grave, and even more specifically 

to the different parts of Christ’s body and then to the different figures represented.  So, 

while the monument was originally constructed for use during the Easter liturgy, the 

Rotterdam prayer text required its availability any time of the year for use in personal 

devotion exercises.27 

CONCLUSIONS 

These concrete examples of medieval Christians visiting Holy Grave monuments 

demonstrate the monument’s role in the performance of lay piety.  The ideas that come 

from the contemporary developments in lay spirituality, however, confirm its use as an 

object for personal devotion.  Exhibiting many of the same characteristics that distinguish 

Rhenish Andachtsbilder from other devotional imagery—especially their illustration of 

complex mystical metaphors through the isolation of certain scenes from the larger 

biblical narrative—the Holy Grave’s imagery instructed viewers on Christian theology 

concerning the doctrine of the Eucharist, the reality of Christ’s sacrifice, and the potential 

of salvation through that sacrifice.  The expansion of the cult of the Eucharist brought 

                                                 
26 Rudy, 224.  The author provides a full transcription of the original Middle Dutch document (Rotterdam, 

Gemeentebibliotheek, MS 96 E 12) in her Appendix V, pp. 395-398. 
27 Rudy, 227-228.  For more on the tradition of prayer directed at the individual limbs of Christ’s body, see 

Ringbom, 49. 



 131 

ideas about the host’s miraculous and salvific character to the forefront of the laity’s 

minds as they witnessed the celebration of the mass.  By recalling the presence of the 

host cavity in the gisant and its use at Easter time, lay penitents could contemplate the 

doctrine of transubstantiation and thus understand the miraculous nature of the host.  The 

Holy Grave offered the illustration of Christ’s daily sacrifice to laypeople’s devotions in 

a dramatic and immediate way so as to help guide them toward salvation.   

In addition, the influence that Rhenish mysticism had on the development of lay 

spirituality cannot be overstressed.  The teachings of Meister Eckhart, Johannes Tauler, 

and Heinrich Suso were so widespread and influential in the Rhineland during the 

fourteenth century that it seems highly unlikely that their ideas would not have affected 

lay spirituality, inspiring more expressive acts of devotion and a more intense yearning 

for deeper understanding of Christian truths.  The citizens of Strasbourg would have been 

particularly receptive to the teachings of these mystics given the history of their religious 

fervor and civic involvement.28  The potency of movements like the Friends of God in 

Strasbourg and the particularly colorful example of Rulman Merswin’s life attests to this 

legacy.  Moreover, the imagery of the Holy Grave seems to have come directly out of the 

ideas expressed by these Dominican mystics. 

Eckhart taught that consumption of the Eucharist caused an inner transformation 

within a believer, that of the incorporation of Christ’s heart into one’s own.  The gisant’s 

                                                 
28 For more on the history of Strasbourg’s citizenry and their involvement in matters of spirituality, see 

Charlotte Stanford, Commemorating the Dead in Late Medieval Strasbourg: The Cathedral’s Book of 

Donors and Its Use (1320-1521) (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), 63-64. The Book of Donors conveyed 

the donors’ wishes, not just their contribution, which reveals the active nature of piety and civic 

involvement in Strasbourg’s citizenry during the Middle Ages. 
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host cavity—which physically takes the place of Christ’s heart on the body of the 

effigy—visualizes the mystical transformation of the host into the physical body of Christ 

for viewers, thereby communicating the potential transformation in believers’ hearts as 

well.  Tauler’s ability to simplify Eckhart’s convoluted theological explanations into 

understandable, relatable material for the instruction of novices, nuns, and the laity shows 

his influence on the beliefs of medieval Christians in the Rhineland at this time.  His 

identification of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross with the miracle of transubstantiation 

distinguishes the salvific character of the Eucharist—an idea that is visually exemplified 

through the imagery of the Holy Grave monument at Strasbourg cathedral.  His idea that 

spiritual contemplation of the Eucharist was just as beneficial as actually taking 

communion also confirms the devotional opportunity that an object like the Holy Grave 

presented to viewers.  Suso then spread these same ideas developed by his predecessors, 

while also including his emphasis on the role of images in the practice of devotion.  The 

teachings of these three mystics support the laity’s dependence on images like the Holy 

Grave for their spiritual growth.  Their mystical ideas are all communicated through the 

imagery of the Holy Grave monument in Strasbourg cathedral and its numerous copies 

throughout the city and surrounding area. 

The changing notions about death and the afterlife also played a role in the 

shaping of lay spirituality.  The development of the doctrine of Purgatory, with its 

emphases on the power of intercessory prayer and the reciprocal relationship between the 

living and the dead, encouraged the lay faithful to visit the tombs of the deceased and 

consider the fate of the souls in Purgatory in relation to their own fates.  These ideas 
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about death and the afterlife would have been in viewers’ minds as they interacted with 

Holy Grave monuments.  Burial practices would have also informed people’s perception 

of these devotional monuments.  Their awareness of the power of proximity to the divine 

would have been triggered when they came into contact with a Holy Grave and its 

neighboring secular tombs. 

The popularity of Holy Grave monuments in Strasbourg and the documentary 

evidence that supports the presence of lay audiences visiting them reveals the laity’s 

desire for closer interaction with the divine.  The specific ideas developing out of the rise 

of the cult of the Eucharist, the teachings of Rhenish mystics, and the changing doctrine 

concerning death and the afterlife ultimately find their realization through the imagery of 

the Holy Grave monument.  The fact that Holy Grave monuments come about at the same 

time as the other objects we have always called Andachtsbilder establishes the 

synchronicity this monument shared with the rise in devotional practices in the fourteenth 

century.  Through its isolation of the biblical narrative elements and its amplification of 

the emotional, dramatic, and mystical truth of the resurrection story, the Holy Grave 

monument offered viewers an object that could effectively guide them to union with God. 
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     Conclusion 

The Strasbourg Holy Grave monument and the string of copies it inspired stand as 

a testament to the power of an actively thinking lay populace.  Without the unique history 

of the citizens’ involvement in the political and religious affairs of their city, or the 

strength of the Dominican order and its influence on citizens’ spiritual instruction, or the 

proximity that citizens had to the teachings of Rhenish mysticism, the monument would 

not likely have garnered such a devout following.  That Holy Graves only appear in the 

regions of the Upper Rhine and Swabia provides further proof of the exceptionality of 

this sculptural trend.  But the Holy Grave monument in the St. Catherine chapel of 

Strasbourg cathedral ultimately illustrates this object’s significance in the development of 

devotional imagery in the Middle Ages.  Bishop Berthold’s decision to harness the power 

of the Holy Grave for his own spiritual well-being—thereby creating his own personal 

legacy within his titular church—caught fire when it inspired the string of copies found in 

the religious institutions throughout the city and surrounding area. 

Medieval Christians’ desire for proximity to the divine was satisfied by the 

devotional potential found in the Holy Grave monument.  Its pathos-inspiring imagery 

illustrated the suffering and death of Christ for viewers, thereby quantifying the price of 

humanity’s sin.  The secular tombs located near these monuments reminded viewers of 

the inevitability of death and the obligation they had to pray for the souls in Purgatory.  

The mystical ideas found in the gisant figure of the Holy Grave helped viewers 



 135 

understand the mysteries of Christian faith, thereby increasing their belief and nourishing 

their spiritual health. 

The Holy Grave monument at Strasbourg cathedral reveals the trends in personal 

devotion developing at this time—trends that would ultimately initiate the spiritual 

revolution seen during the Protestant Reformation.  The increasing popularity of 

Andachtsbilder and closely related images such as the Holy Grave attests to this growing 

need for closer interaction with and understanding of the divine.  The Holy Grave 

monument fulfilled that need during the fourteenth century through the cohesion of its 

liturgical, devotional, and anagogical functions—creating a monument that’s fundamental 

purpose consisted of aiding the faithful in their journey toward salvation.



 136 

Figures 

 
 

Figure 1 – Holy Grave monument, St. Catherine chapel, Strasbourg cathedral, Musée de 

l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame, c. 1346-1348 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2 – Plan of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, c. mid-eleventh 

century.  Note the tomb recess marked with the red arrow on the north wall 

of the grotto within the Anastasis Rotunda 
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Figure 3 – Entombment and Resurrection of Christ, west façade capital frieze, Chartres 

cathedral, c. 1145-1155 

 

 
 

Figure 4 – Holy Sepulchre monument in the chapel of St. Maurice, Constance cathedral, 

thirteenth century 
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Figure 5 – View of the double-tomb chamber in the crypt, church of St. Foy, Sélestat, 

thirteenth century 

 
 

Figure 6 – Holy Sepulchre, Aquileia cathedral, c. 1050 
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Figure 7 – Interior of the Holy Sepulchre, Aquileia cathedral, c. 1050 

 

 
 

Figure 8 – Holy Sepulchre, church of St. Cyriakus, Gernrode, c. 1060-1080 
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Figure 9 – Chapel of Otto and Editha, Magdeburg cathedral, c. 1240 

 

 
 

Figure 10 – Temporary Holy Sepulchre site, Bampton parish church, Oxfordshire, 

fourteenth century 
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Figure 11 –Easter Sepulchre, church of St. Michael, Cowthorpe, Yorkshire, fifteenth 

century 

 

  
 

Figure 12 – Holy Sepulchre, Cistercian convent at Magerau, c. 1330-1340 
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Figure 13 – Holy Sepulchre, Baar parish church 

 

 
 

Figure 14 – Holy Sepulchre with Christ effigy, monastery at Lichtenthal, c. second half 

of the fourteenth century 
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Figure 15 – Holy Sepulchre with Christ effigy, Cistercian convent at Wienhausen, c. 

1448 

 

 
 

Figure 16 – Sacrament Tower, Cistercian monastery at Sénanque, early thirteenth 
century 
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Figure 17 – Holy Sepulchre and tabernacle, Ötlingen, c. 1475 

 

 

 
 

Figure 18 – Holy Sepulchre in combination with the founder’s tomb, Lincoln cathedral, 

c. 1330 
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Figure 19 – Eighteenth-century drawing of the Holy Sepulchre at the Johannite church in 

Basle 
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Figure 20 – Engraving of the plan of Strasbourg Cathedral, Jean-Jacques Arhardt, c. 

1643.  Note the St. Andrew chapel, the St. John the Baptist chapel, the two-

bay vaulted niche that housed the second Holy Grave (called the chapel of 

the Holy Sepulchre by Robert Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 62), and the 

St. Catherine chapel with Berthold’s Holy Grave circled in red. Cabinet des 

Éstampes, Strasbourg 
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Figure 21 – (Left) Epitaph of Bishop Henry von Veringen (d. 1223) and (Right) Henry 

von Stahleck (d. 1260).  Taken from Will, “Les tombes épiscopales,” 55-56.  

The drawings were included in Specklin’s account of the graves in the St. 

Andrew chapel.  Sketches reproduced from drawings in Louis Schneegans’ 

notes on the artists in the Alsace region. 

 

 
 

Figure 22 – The Three Holy Women at the Tomb, tympanum scene from the Passion of 

Christ cycle, central portal, west façade, Strasbourg cathdral, begun c. 1277 
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Figure 23 – Supposed epitaph of Bishop Burckhard (d. 1163).  Taken from Will, “Les 

tombes épiscopales,” 61.  The drawing was included in Specklin’s account 

of Bishop Burckhard’s tomb, supposedly found near the second Holy Grave.  

Sketch reproduced from a drawing in Louis Schneegans’ notes on the artists 

in the Alsace region. 

 
 

Figure 24 – Tomb of Bishop Conrad von Lichtenberg (d. 1299), southeast corner of the 

St. John the Baptist chapel, Strasbourg cathedral 
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Figure 25 – Detail of the gisant of Bishop Conrad von Lichtenberg (d. 1299), southeast 

corner of the St. John the Baptist chapel, Strasbourg cathedral 

 

 
 

Figure 26 – Tempter, jamb figure from the south portal of the west façade, Strasbourg 

cathedral, c. 1280-1285 
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Figure 27 – St. Catherine chapel, Strasbourg cathedral, built c. 1340-1345 

 

 

Figure 28 – Measurements of the location of the St. Catherine Holy Grave monument, 

from Robert Will’s excavation study, c. 1982 
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Figure 29 – Reconstructed drawing of the gables, St. Catherine Holy Grave monument, 

from Robert Will’s excavation study, c. 1982  
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Figure 30 – Robert Will’s reconstruction of the Holy Grave monument, St. Catherine 

chapel, Strasbourg cathedral, c. 1346-1348 
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Figure 31 – Sylvie Aballéa’s reconstruction of the Holy Grave monument in the St. 

Catherine chapel.  It should be noted that it is still too short because it is 

missing the accompanying pinnacles that surmounted the gables. 
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Figure 32 – Detail of the fourth relief panel, probably installed on the south end of the 

monument, nearest the exterior door.  With this placement, the pointing 

guardian would be gesturing directly to the recumbent gisant of Christ on 

the tomb slab above. Musée de l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame, Strasbourg, c. 1346-

1348 

          
 

Figures 33 and 34 – Painted mural with angels located on the western wall of the St. 

Catherine chapel, c. 1346-1348 
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Figure 35 – Holy Grave, church of St. Florent, Niederhaslach, end of the fourteenth 

century 
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Figure 36 – Christ gisant, Holy Grave, St. Catherine chapel, Strasbourg cathedral, Musée 

de l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame, c. 1346-1348 

 

 
 

Figure 37 – Human figure superimposed on the ground plan of a church, drawing by 

Francesco di Giorgio Martini, from Codex Urbinate latino 1757, folio 132v, 

Biblioteca Vaticana, Rome 
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Figure 38 – Plan of Strasbourg Cathedral with the small exterior door circled in red 

 

 
 

Figure 39 –Pier statues on the exterior of the St. Catherine chapel (left to right): St. 

Elisabeth, St. Catherine, St. Andrew, and St. John the Baptist 
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Figure 40 – Map of religious establishments of Strasbourg c. 1400, with former Holy 

Grave locations circled in red: St. Catherine Holy Grave (cathedral), St. 

Thomas, St. Peter the Younger, St. Stephen, Oratory of All Saints, chapel of 

the Holy Sepulchre of the Augustinians, and the Commandery of the 

Knights of St. John of Jerusalem 
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Figure 41 – Holy Grave, Freiburg-im-Breisgau, second half of the fourteenth century 

 

 
 

Figure 42 – Christ gisant, Holy Grave at Freiburg-im-Breisgau, second half of the 

fourteenth century 
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Figure 43 – Drawing of the Holy Grave at St. Stephen’s, Strasbourg, by Jean-Jacques 

Arhardt. Cabinet des Éstampes, Strasbourg, c. 1670 
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Figure 44 – Holy Grave at church of St. Nicolas, Hagenau, middle of the fourteenth 

century         

 

 
 

Figure 45 – Detail of the three holy women of the Holy Grave at Hagenau, middle of the 

fourteenth century 
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Figure 46 – Drawing of the Oratory of All Saints before 1790 by Naeher 
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Figure 47 – Inventory drawing of the fragments found on Rue de la Toussaint, Karl 

Friederich, c. 1912 
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Figure 48 – Details of sculptural fragments of the holy women from the Holy Grave at 

the Commandery of the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem, Musée de 

l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame, Strasbourg, c. 1398-1400 

 

 

  
 

Figure 49 – Details of sculpted guardian figures found elsewhere in Strasbourg from no 

longer extant Holy Graves, Musée de l’Oeuvre Notre-Dame, Strasbourg, c. 

middle of the fourteenth century 
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Figure 50 – Man of Sorrows (Christus als Schmerzensmann), Unterlinden Museum, 

Colmar, c. 1330-1340 

 

 
 

Figure 51 – Man of Sorrows, Geertgen tot Sint Jans, Museum Catharijneconvent, 

Utrecht, c. 1450-1500 
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Figure 52 – Křivákova Pietà (Vesperbild), Bohemian, Archdiocesan Museum, Olomouc, 

Czech Republic, c. 1390-1400 

 
 

Figure 53 – Christ with the Sleeping St. John group, Swabia near Bodenese (Lake 

Constance), Cleveland Museum of Art, c. 1300-1320 
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Figure 54 – Sculpted Guardian figures and helmet, Holy Grave (now lost) at the church 

of St. Leonard, Basle, Musée historique, Basle, c. 1343 

 

 

 
 

Figure 55 – Helmeted head of a guardian figure, Holy Grave (now lost) at the church of 

St. Leonard, Basle, Musée historique, Basle, c. 1343 
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Figure 56 – Indulgence poster for the Holy Grave at church of St. Leonhard, Archives 

municipales, c. 1343 

 

 
 

Figure 57 – Prayer to the Arma Christi, with a nun praying under the cross, Rotterdam, 

Gemeentebibliotheek, MS 96 E 12, fol. 62v-63r, c. 1520 
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Figure 58 – Holy Sepulchre monument, with detail of the vertical registers with the three 

holy women, oil on panel, painted by Lodewijk Raets, church of St. 

Leonhard, Zoutleeuw, c. 1491-1504
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