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PRIMA: 

PAINTINGS, MAKERS, AND METHODS 



1. IN THE BEGINNING

1.1 Introduction: Present study and its 
starting points 

In 1903 Emil Nervander (1840-1914), the pioneer 
of Finnish art history and an enthusiast of medieval 
art, published a short article about correspondence 
between him and Danish professor Sophus Müller 
(1846-1934)1 about the origins and visual analogies of 
medieval wall paintings in the church of Nousiainen. 
Nervander had revealed the paintings under the layers 
of white-wash in 1880.2 In the eyes of Nervander, the 
paintings seemed unique, ancient and pagan and he 
could not explain them in the context of the medieval 
church (Fig. 1).3 Thus he ended up consulting Müller 
who was one of the leading archaeologists of the time 
in hopes of getting a confirmation for his view about 
the origins of the paintings. However, Professor Müller 
did not concur with Nervander about the origins of 
the bizarre-looking paintings but announced that 
they were clearly Christian and religious rather than 
pre-Christian and pagan. Nervander concluded the 
article by stating that the question about the position 
of the paintings in Nousiainen in the field of Finnish 
art history must thus be left for the hands of the future 
generations and that perhaps a lot of time would pass 
until the paintings of Nousiainen could be interpret
ed.4 Little did Nervander realise how accurate this 
suspicion really was. After over hundred years there 
still is no extensive understanding of the paintings in 
Nousiainen, or of other similar paintings either. 

This study focuses on the interpretation of those 
paintings Nervander found fascinating, on a specific 
group of medieval wall paintings executed in stone 
churches in the Diocese of Turku between 1430 and 
1540. lt has been common in the research history to 
call the paintings "primitive paintings", as will be dis
cussed later. Tue research tradition in Finland has 
bad difficulties in interpreting and understanding the 
paintings and this has resulted in instability and vacil
lation in both the treatment and naming of the subject. 
Since there is no documenta! information about the 

1 Müller was a Danish archaeologist and a museum curator. His publi

cations included Dyreornamentiken i Norden (1880). 
2 Nervander had already visited the church in 1872 during an art his

torical expedition and noted that although there were no paintings 

in the vaults, the ribs and pillars had been painted. Nervander 1872 

(2010), 221. 
3 "(--) en ytterst barbarisk, inhemsk konst", "(--) forrnordiska, hed

niska föreställningar". Nervander 1903b, 91-93. 
4 Nervander's writing about the visit of George Stephens was pub

lished in Päivälehti 1896, no. 78. Nervander 1903b, 94-95. 
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images in question and about the professional identity 
of their makers, fundamental problems concerning the 
makers and the origins of the image-making in ques
tion still remain. Tue chosen vantage point in this study 
is to examine the paintings as the work of medieval 
church builders, and interpret and analyse the images 
from this perspective. Tue notion of church builders as 
painters of these wall paintings is a hypothesis based on 
research approaches within the past two decades but 
not yet profoundly analysed from the point of actual 
image-making. Tue notion of the painters as church 
builders gives new models and possibilities for inter
preting the paintings but at the same time it remains 
mercurial - the identity of the painters cannot be veri
fied, although in the current light it is a relatively prob
able alternative. Nevertheless, a certain reservation 
must be acknowledged in this matter. Tue status of the 
painters as church builders is not stated as a histori
cal fact, nor does it aim at being an exclusive explana
tory model for the image-making in question. Rather, 
it is an interpretative point of view. Tue attempt is to 
examine what were the origins, methods and practices 
of the image-making in question and the meanings 
and functions of the images thereof, in both Diocesan 
and parochial level. My approach aims at exploring the 
paintings from this chosen, specific perspective and 
does not aim to exclude that there can be other, equally 
possible perspectives through which the paintings can 
be analysed. 

Tue definition of the research material, a group 
of medieval wall paintings in the Diocese of Turku 
is based on two aspects. First, the selected paintings 
constitute a relatively specific group of medieval wall 
paintings based on the alleged status of the painters 
as church builders. Tue other major group of medi
eval wall paintings in the medieval Diocese of Turku 
consists of paintings made by painters with some level 
of professional training in painting. 5 Tue medieval 
wall paintings can roughly be divided into these two 
main groups.6 Second, all the selected paintings are 
situated in the stone churches of the medieval Diocese 
of Turku, regionally in churches situated in Finland 
Proper, Uusimaa, Häme, Satakunta and the Aland 
Islands (Fig. 2). Tue accurate amount of churches dec
orated with paintings is difficult to establish and the 
estimations have varied depending on the research
er. 7 Currently, there are paintings still visible in about 

5 Here, as elsewhere in the text, the term "professional painting" 

usually refers to those medieval wall paintings that have been - or 

are thought to have been - executed by persons who had some sort 

of formal and practical training in painting. 
6 A division suggested by Hiekkanen 2007, 33. 
7 According to the calculations of Markus Hiekkanen, there are 

paintings attributed to the work of church builders in at least 27 



1 Central aisle vaults in Nousiainen. View from west to east. A coat of arms of family Kirves is on the third pillar. 

2 Map of the southern part of Finland. A church 

with wall paintings attributed to the work of 

church builders. On the numbering, see the /ist 
below. 
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thirty medieval stone churches in the Diocese of 

Turku. Many of them have been destroyed over the 

course of white-washings and renovations, and some 

paintings may still lie under the plaster. Tue scope and 

frequency of the paintings made in the medieval era 

can only be speculated with the help of the still exist

ing paintings. Thus, the conclusion of the amount of 

the image-making has tobe based on estimations. 

In many instances clear distinctions between what 

is regarded as a wall painting made by a church builder 

12 

medieval Finnish churches. Hiekkanen 2007, 34. Anna-Lisa Stigell 

has counted paintings from 21 churches but for example excluded 

the paintings found in sacristies alltogether. Stigell 1974, 56-57. 

Helena Edgren has counted that there might have been paintings 

in roughly 50 churches. She has also suspected that the amount of 

paintings might have been higher early on but over the course of 

time they have been replaced by paintings made by professionally 

trained painters. Edgren 2003, 301-302. This has happened at least 

in Hattula and Mynämäki. Hiekkanen 2007, 34. 

3a Paintings made by professionally trained 
painters, garlands and symbols of the apostles. 
Turku Cathedral, the Chapel of Corpus Christi, 

c.1450s-1460s.

3b The symbols of the apostles in the chancel 
vault of Siuntio, made by professionally trained 
painters in the 1510s. 

1. Akaa

2. Kaarina St. Catharine

3. Finström

4. Hattula

5. Hollola

6. HuiLLinen

7. Karjaa

8. Kemiö

9. Korppoo

10. Lempäälä

11. Maaria

12. Messukylä

13. Mynämäki

14. Naantali

15. Nauvo

16. Nousiainen

17. Pernaja

18. Pohja

19. Porvoo

20. Pyhtää

21. Pälkäne

22. Rusko

23. Rymällylä

24. Sastamala (Karkku)

25. Sauvo

26. Sipoo

27. Sääksmäki

28. Turku Cathedral

29. Tyrvää

30. Vantaa St. Lawrence

(Helsinki parish

church)

31. Vehmaa

32. Urjala



4 Paintings attributed to the work of church builders in Pernaja church, 1440s, second vault of the south aisle. 

and what a professional painting can be difficult to 

make. Tue implication is that the main craft of these 

church builders and construction workers was that of 

constructing and not of painting, and thus the image

world of the church builders and their manners of 

making images were different from painters who had 

professional training in painting (Figs. 3a and 3b). 

There are cases, though, where the differences between 

works regarded as the work of professionals and those 

of the church builders are not necessarily very clear. 

When comparing the methods of work of these two 

groups of craftsmen, the schemes in the professional 

medieval wall paintings were based on traditional and 

slowly evolving imagery which formed part of a con -

tinuous lineage of Christian iconography. In a sense 

the imagery was standard but simultaneously going 

through changes over time and every image was never

theless unique in terms of composition, detailing, size 

and colour. Tue majority of the medieval wall paint

ings can be examined as visual narratives representing 

stories and events from the Bible, morality or folk tales, 

and scenes from saints' lives, etc. Their reference base 

is Lhus primarily textual, although some of the subject

matter can be connected to oral tradition as well. They 

were part of the common visual culture of the Western 

Christian tradition during the Middle Ages. Tue basis 

for the image-making of the construction workers 

seems to have been elsewhere. They had most likely 

not acquired formal training in painting rather than 

in constructing. Due to the lack of training they did 

not know different painting techniques and their visual 

training might have been based more on three-dimen

sionality. lt did not focus on composing large pictorial 

narratives on walls and vaults (Fig. 4). lt also seems that 

the church builders did not use model images to the 

same extent and possibly relied on different types of 

models than did professionally trained painters. 

Tue distinctions between the groups of church build

ers and painters with professional training in painting 

are mainly based on estimation of visual features and 

comparisons between paintworks. Since there is a lot of 

variation in individual hand it is sometimes extremely 

challenging to draw clear lines between the work of 

church builders and that of the professional paint

ers. This is especially the case with more ornamental 

paintings such as painted ribs. Thus a certain reserva

tion must be acknowledged. I have also taken account 

of the earlier research history and its estimations of 

13 



what constitutes a painting attributed to the work of 

church builders, and re-evaluated the estimations. 

Thus my estimations are based on the combination of 

analysis stressing the visual aspects of images and the 

analysis of research history. I have made a clear out

lining by excluding the consecration crosses, although 

they have been regarded especially as the work of the 

church builders by Markus Hiekkanen. As Hiekkanen 

has noted, the consecration crosses were an essential 

part in the consecration of a church and thus their 

nature was different to other paintings that were not 

equally essential. 8 I have also tried to treat the paintings 

regarded as borderline cases individually and estimate 

their position. In this respect, my definitions are evalu

ative and thus open to further critique and re-defining. 

Tue paintings attributed to the work of church build

ers in the Diocese of Turku have mostly been dated 

back to the fifteenth century and to the beginning 

of the sixteenth century, the time-line being placed 

approximately between 1430 and 1540. There are prob

lems in the accurate dating of medieval churches in the 

Diocese of Turku. In the past few decades the churches 

have been dated using scientific dating methods, but 

there still remains a few loose ends in the construc

tion period of churches.9 Thus, it is also difficult to 

establish any accurate dates for the paintings. Gener

ally, paintings with heraldic devices, other designs or 

inscribed names can be used in order to date paintings 

but in the case of the paintings attributed to the work 

of the church builders these do not tend to give accu

rate results. Tue coats of arms among the paintings are 

mainly unidentified and deductions based on those 

often remain as mere suggestions. Thus, the dates given 

here are approximate dates and are mainly based on the 

research of Markus Hiekkanen as it provides the most 

recent information about the dates. 

8 Hiekkanen 2007, 31-33. 
9 Scientific dating n1ethods can1e into use in the late 1980s l,Vhen

14 

Markus Hiekkanen hegun to use them in his studies of medieval 
stone churches in Finland. Slightly later, in the heginning of the 
1990s Asa Ringhorn also adopted scientific dating methods. Ring
hom's project is concentrated in the churches of the Aland Islands 
and it is dealt with in the series Alands kyrkor (1995-2005) while 
Hiekkanen has been focusing on the churches of the entire Diocese 
of Turku. Ringhorn commenced the dating of the churches of the 
Aland Islands with traditional l 4C analysis of tim her ( dendrochro
nology) and mortar which was then replaced hy AMS (Accelerator 
Mass Spectrometer) 14C analysis. Ringhorn - Remmer 1995, 9-17; 
Ringbom - Remmer 2000, 102-105. In Finland dendrochronology 
of tim her from churches has heen carried out since the 1980s. Hiek
kanen 1994, 216-217. Hiekkanen's main methods were radiocarbon 
dating, thermoluminescence (TL) and dendrochronology. Radio
carhon dating is hased on the decay of the radioactive isotope 14 of 
carbon and the measurement of this process. lt has heen applied to 
organic material and lime mortar and was used in 1992 in a study of 
the churches ofEckerö and Hammarland. Hiekkanen 1994, 215-216. 
'föermoluminescence is used to date hricks and it has heen in use in 
Finland since the 1980s. Hiekkanen 1994, 216. 

Tue churches dealt with are those painted between 

the period of 1430 and 1540, namely: Finström, 

Hattula, Helsinki parish church, Hollola, Kaarina, 

Karjaa, Kemiö, Korppoo, Maaria, Mynämäki, Naantali, 

Nauvo, Nousiainen, Pernaja, Pohja, Porvoo, Pyhtää, 

Rymättylä, Sauvo, Sipoo, Turku Cathedral, Vehmaa. 

These churches were all finished buildings, meaning 

that none of the key constructional elements were 

left unfinished or unbuilt.10 Tue other group consists 

of unfinished churches and their paintings in Akaa, 

Huittinen, Lempäälä, Messukylä, Pälkäne, Rusko, Sas

tamala, Sääksmäki, Tyrvää and Urjala. Tue churches 

that were for some reason or another left unfinished 

were mainly built between 1500 and 1540 in the areas 

of Satakunta and Häme. Only Rusko church is situated 

in Finland Proper. Tue paintings in all these churches 

have been painted mainly on walls, vaults and pilasters, 

some also on the exterior walls of stone churches. The 

painting technique used was al secco. This means that 

the paint was added on dry plaster. Tue surface was 

first plastered and then it was allowed to dry. Then the 

surface was daubed with lime silt. After that the paint 

itself, a mixture of dry paint powder and water, was 

added. This technique was easier than al fresco because 

the paintings did not need to be completed when the 

plaster was still wet. Both Veikko Kiljunen and Chris

tina Cleve have observed that the paintings were not 

entirely al secco paintings but made in a kind of a 

mixed technique. This is the case with the paintings 

for example in the churches of Karjaa and Nousiainen. 

Tue paintings in these churches have been executed 

straight after the plastering. Tue plaster was so wet that 

the pigments of the paint have infiltrated through the 

surface. 11 Tue painting technique appears to have been 

quite similar in Denmark. 12 Tue colours used were in 

most parts simple clay earth pigments that were cheap 

and easy to make. Iron oxides and ochre were among 

the colours that had already been used in pre-historic 

cave paintings. Dark and light ochre produced the 

various shades of brown (caput mortuum), iron oxides 

produced purple, and black and grey were made using 

coal black. Tue different shades of blue were produced 

from copper sulphate, yellows from ochre, and reds 

from red lead. 13 

10 In some instances the construction plans might have changed during 
the huiling process. 

11 Kiljunen 1968; Cleve 1979; Hiekkanen 2003a, 76. 
1

2 Haastrup 1991, 16. 
13 Of the use of medieval pigments, see for example Krekel, Chris

toph and Polhorn, Kurt 2003. Lime Blue: A Mediaeval Pigment 
for Wall Paintings?, 171-182. Studies in Conservation, Vol. 48, No. 
3/2003; Koller, M., Leitner, H., Paschinger H. 1990. Reconversion 
of Altered Lead Pigments in Alpine Mural Paintings, 15-20. Studies 
in Conservation, Vol. 35, No. 1/1990; Helwig, Kate 1997. A Note on 
Burnt Yellow Earth Pigments: Documentary Sources and Scientific 



Tue paintings discussed in this study consist of a 
heterogeneous body of different motifs. Tue minimal 
form of the decoration usually consists of painted 
ribs, sometimes added with ornamental and/ or floral 
motifs in the vaults. Principally, the paintings consist 
of ornamental and floral decoration and single images 
with a wide range of motifs. These include mainly dif
ferent human figures (such as saints, monks, praying 
figures, horn-blowers, humans on horseback, archers, 
humans with different objects, humans with animals, 
and humans with unidentifiable function), animals 
(mainly foxes, different birds, horses, rams, a rooster, 
fish, unidentified four-footed animals14

), mermaids, 
faces (these include both the face of Christ and dif
ferent mask- and caricature-like faces), tournament 
motifs, ships (either crewless or with crew), labyrinths, 
coats of arms, inscriptions and letters, crosses, rosettes, 
and knot motifs. 

Limiting the geographical scope to the Diocese 
of Turku is justified because it has not yet been 
established in research whether image-making 
similar to that being clone in the Diocese existed 
elsewhere in the Northern Europe, for example the 
Danish medieval murermesterbemalinger. Also, insti
tutions, organisations, customs and practices tend to 
be locally emphasised, and examining these inside 
one Diocese helps to contextualise and reconstruct 
the image-making. However, it is noteworthy that the 
themes and motifs of the paintings, their makers or 
other aspects in the late medieval culture embedded in 
the images are not aligned according to geographical 
borders and boundaries and should not be examined 
as isolated phenomena. 

Tue paintings pose several interpretative challenges. 
In general, figures and motifs among the paintings 
made by professionally trained painters tend to have 
a distinct visual referent but such an evident or pro
nounced reference base is difficult to detect from the 
paintings made by the church builders and thus their 
contextualisation has been challenging. Tue research 
history has not adequately established the starting 
points and meanings of these paintings and thus a 
comprehensive understanding of this image-making in 
question has not yet been reached. Tue encroachment 
of simple doodles, idiosyncratic creatures and inde
scribable humans upon the hierarchic and holy struc
ture of Ecclesia, and thus the ultimate authority and 
order of things has not always met understanding or 

Analysis, 181-188. Studies in Conservation, Vol. 42, No. 3/1997; 

Howard, Helen 2003. Pigments of English Medieval Wall Painting. 

London. 
14 1he animals are either single motifs or depicted in some form of a

combat. 

compassion towards this image-making. Thus, various 
explanations have been created in order to understand 
this "visual idiosyncrasy". Nevertheless, medieval wall 
paintings in general and in this sense also the paintings 
referred to the construction worker paintings were part 
of the ritual space, part of the visual culture of local 
churches and parishes and part of the wider image
making in the Diocese. Far too little interest has been 
focused on this aspect of medieval image-making in 
the Diocese ofTurku. 

1.2. Research material 

In this chapter I will outline the existing material, both 
the visual material - that is, the paintings - and the 
source material I have used. Tue first part deals with 
the listing of churches with paintings and the relevant 
problems and issues connected to outlining the exist
ing body of visual material still remaining. Tue second 
part deals with the main sources used connected to the 
paintings. 

1.2.1. Visual source material 

There are 47 stone churches with medieval paintings 
preserved to a degree in the Finnish mainland and in 
the Aland Islands, or in the medieval context, in the 
Diocese of Turku. These include paintings that have 
been preserved almost entirely, partially or that have 
been completely vanished. As Markus Hiekkanen has 
counted, there have been at least 65 different medie
val painting sets in the Diocese of Turku. 15 Paintings 
attributed to the work of the church builders are more 
or less visible in about thirty churches. 

Tue paintings discussed in this study in the medieval 
Diocese of Turku can be grouped based by churches 
in which they have or have not been painted. 16 These 
categories are as follows: 
1. churches with no information concerning the paint

ings
2. churches with professional paintings but no infor

mation concerning the possibility of underlying
paintings attributed to the work of church builders

3. churches with paintings attributed to the work of
church builders but which have been destroyed

4. churches with both professional paintings and
paintings attributed to the work of church builders,
and where the latter ones have not been destroyed

5. churches with only paintings attributed to the work
of church builders

15 Hiekkanen 2007, 31. 
16 1hese groupings are largely based on the separation made by Hiek

kanen. As consulted by Hiekkanen in 24.11.2008. 
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Tue churches in category five can further be divided 
into finished and unfinished churches, i.e. those 
churches that were wholly completed during the Middle 
Ages according to the original construction plan and to 
those that for some reason were left unfinished. Of these 
two sub-groups the churches completed according to 
the construction plan were also decorated with paint
ing series whereas the churches that were somehow left 
unfinished no comprehensive painting sets were made. 
This is logical for professional painting series were 

executed in completely finished churches. Thus there 

seems to be a connection between the completion of the 
building and its decoration with paintings. 

1. churches with no information concerning the
paintings17 (there may also be no information concern
ing the existence of medieval paintings made by some 
level of professionally trained painters, or the paintings 
have been destroyed, or are badly fragmented): Ala
tornio n.i.=no information 18

, Föglö n.i.19
, Geta n.i., 

Halikko n.i2°, Hauho n.i.21, Hämeenkoski n.i., Isokyrö 
n.i., Janakkala n.i., Kaarlela n.i., Kalvola n.i., Kemin
maa n.i., Kirkkonummi n.i.22

, Kisko n.i., Kokemäki
n.i., Koroinen n.i., the Franciscan church of Kökar n.i.,

Köyliö n.i., Lammi n.i., Lemböte n.i., Lemu n.i., Lieto
n.i. 23

, Loimaa n.i, Marttila n.i., Masku n.i. 24
, Mikkeli

n.i., Mustasaari n.i.25
, Nokia chapel n.i.26

, Närpiö n.i.,
Padasjoki, n.i., Pedersöre d.= destroyed27

, Pertteli

17 1here may be consecration crosses, however, that are not included as 

the sole denominator of construction worker paintings. About con

secration crosses in general, see Rancken 1926, 72-77. 
18 Hiekkanen has speculated that there may have been consecration 

crosses and construction worker paintings in the church. Hiekkanen 

2007, 497. 
19 There were paintings in the church but there is no information 

whether they were medieval or executed in later periods. Hiekkanen 

2007, 375. 
20 Only a fragment of a consecration cross is still visible but Hiekkanen 

has suggested that there may have been other paintings as weil. Heik

kanen 2007, 57, 555fn. 
21 Hiekkanen has speculated that there may have been consecration 

crosscs but thcy could havc bccn plnstered over after the 1\1iddle 

Ages. Hiekkanen 2007, 293. 
22 1here were paintings, most likely medieval, in the church but they 

have been destroyed. Hiekkanen 2007, 443 
23 1here are a few fragmented paintings in the church. Riska 1964, 254. 

24 1here were medieval paintings in the nave, including the consecra

tion crosses and a few human figures on the walls that were covered. 

Only one consecration cross is still visible in the church. Riska 1961, 

151-152.

25 In Mustasaari fragments of paintings were found in 1910 from pieces

of fallen plaster but also from the west wall of the nave and above

the tower window. 1he paintings on the wall were later completely

destroyed but they resembled the paintings in Espoo, Inkoo, Rauma

and Siuntio. Hiekkanen 2007, 515, 609fn. 
26 Hiekkanen has suggested that there may have been paintings made 

by professionally trained painters since the church was finished. 

Hiekkanen 2007, 245. 

27 The paintings in the church have been destroyed. The paintings in 

the vaults may have originated from the beginning of the sixteenth

century but whether they were made by professionals or church 

builders is difficult to say. Hiekkanen 2007, 522. 
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n.i., Piikkiö, n.i., Pöytyä n.i., Raisio n.i.28
, Rauma n.i.,

Renko n.i., Rusko n.i.29
, St. Anne of Salo n.i., Saltvik

n.i.30
, Somero n.i., Sysmä n.i., Tammela n.i., Tenhola

n.i., Tuulos n.i., the Dominican church of Turku n.i.,
Tyrväntö n.i., Ulvila n.i.3 1, Vanaja n.i., Vehkalahti n.i.,
Vesilahti n.i., the Dominican church ofViborg n.i., the
Franciscan church of Viborg n.i., Viborg n.i.32

, Vihti
n.i.33

, Virolahti n.i., Värdö n.i., Vöyri n.i.,

In addition, there are a few churches with no infor
mation concerning even the existence of the consecra
tion crosses: Hauho, Hämeenkoski, Kaarlela, Köyliö, 

Lammi, Lemu34
, Marttila, Mikkeli, Närpiö, Renko, 

Somero, Tuulos, the Dominican church of Viborg, the 
Franciscan convent of Viborg, Virolahti, Värdö, Vöyri. 

2. churches with professional paintings but no
information concerning the possibility of underlying 

paintings attributed to the work of church builders: 

Eckerö, Espoo, Hammarland, Inkoo, Jomala, Kalanti, 
Kumlinge, Laitila, Lemland, Lohja, Parainen, Perniö, 
the Franciscan church of Rauma, Siuntio, Sund35

, and 

Taivassalo. 
3. churches with paintings but which have been

destroyed or are not visible: Hattula d. ( = white

washed), Mynämäki: d. (under white wash), Vantaa St. 
Lawrence d. (destroyed in a fire). 

4. churches with both professional paintings and

paintings attributed to the work of church builders, 
and where the latter ones have not been (completely) 

destroyed: Hollola, Finström, St. Catharina's (Kaarina), 
Karjaa, Kemiö (sacristy)36

, Naantali, Rymättylä, 
Pyhtää, Sauvo, and Turku cathedral. 

28 Only a few paintings were made at the church in the medieval era. 

The only currently visible ones are two fragmented consecration 

crosses. Hiekkanen 2007, 155. 
29 Hiekkanen has suggested that it might be possible to include the few 

paintings in Rusko among the construction worker paintings. The 

paintings in the church include six consecration crosses and trian

gle-shaped tile-imitations in the pilasters. Hiekkanen 2007, 157; 

Also Riska 1961, 184. 
30 There are a few fragn1ented paintings in Saltvik. Ringbom - Ren1n1er 

2000, 182; Hiekkanen 2007, 411. 
31 1here are only a few medieval paintings in the church; two frag

mented coat of arms in the sacristy and the consecration crosses in 

the nave. Hiekkanen 1998, 93-94. 

32 Pieces of paintings were found from the church in 1913 and appar

ently there had been paintings in the vaults, maybe also on the walls. 

Hiekkanen 2007, 550; Rinne 1914, 59. 

33 Hiekkanen has suggested that there might have possibly been con

struction worker paintings in addition to the consecration crosses. 

There is, however, no information concerning the matter. Hiekkanen 

2007, 490. 
34 The Jack of consecration crosses in Lemu is also exceptional. The 

explanation may be the same as in Hauho: the interior alterations 

have been so vast at some point that the crosses have been destroyed. 

Hiekkanen 2007, 82. 

35 Ringbom and Remmer have referred to the paintings in the tower 

vault of Sund as "primitive paintings". Ringbom - Remmer 2005, 

158-164. 
36 lt is possible that there were construction worker paintings also in the 

nave but that they would have been destroyed. Hiekkanen 2007, 67. 



Diagram 1. Location of paintings in the finished churches 

Church Nave Porch Sacristy 

St. Catharine (Kaarina) X 

Finström X 

Hattula X 

Hollola X X 

Karjaa X X 

Kemiö X 

Korppoo xI X 

Maaria X X 

Mynämäki X X 

Naantali XII

Nauvo X 

Nousiainen X X X 

Pernaja X X 

Pohja X 

Porvoo X X 

Pyhtää X, Xe X 

Rymättylä X 

Sauvo X 

Sipoo X X 

Turku Cathedral X 

Vantaa St. Lawrence 

(Helsinki parish church) X 

Vehmaa X 

xe = paintings are on the exterior wall(s) 

Diagram 2: Unfinished churches with constructional parts built in the Middle Ages 

Church 

Akaa 

Huittinen 

Lempäälä 

Messukylä 

Pälkäne 

Rusko 

Sastamala (Karkku) 

Sääksmäki 

Tyrvää 

Urjala 

1 The fourth vault of the nave is the tower. 
11 Tue paintings are in the east sacristy. 

Nave 

X 

X
III 

XIV

XVI 

X 

X 

X 

XVII

111 'föe vaulting in the nave was left unfinished. Hiekkanen 2007, 235. 
iv Tue vaulting in the nave was left unfinished and the gables were not

built with stone. Hiekkanen 2007, 239. 

Porch Sacristy 

X 

X 

X X 

XV X 

X X 

X 

X 

X\llll
X 

X 

v Tue porch may be post-medieval. Hiekkanen 2007, 239.
vi The vaulting in the nave was left unfinished. Hiekkanen 2007, 319. 
v11 Tue vaulting in the nave was left unfinished. Hiekkanen 2007, 261. 
vm The dating of the porch in not definite; it could be post-medieval.

Hiekkanen 2007, 236. 
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Diagram 3: Paintings in unfinished churches 

Church Nave 

Akaa 

Huittinen X,xe 

Lempäälä 

Messukylä 

Pälkäne Xe 

Rusko X 

Sastamala (Karkku) Xe 

Sääksmäki Xe 

Tyrvää Xe 

Urjala 

5. churches with only paintings attributed to

the work of the church builders (they can also be 

divided into finished and unfinished churches): Akaa 

uf=unfinished, Huittinen uf., Korppoo f=finished, 

Lempäälä uf., Maaria f, Messukylä uf., Nauvo f., 

Nousiainen uf, Pernaja f., Pohja f., Porvoo f., Pälkäne 

uf., Sastamala (=Karkku) uf., Sipoo f., Sääksmäki uf., 

Tyrvää uf., Urjala uf., Vehmaa f., 

Hiekkanen has suggested that there may have been 

paintings which can be attributed to the work of church 

builders also in Alatornio, Vehkalahti and Vihti. There 

have been consecration crosses in Vehkalahti and Hiek

kanen has speculated, given the close connections of 

the church with those in Uusimaa and the possibility of 

the same designer, that it is likely that there could have 

been paintings in Vehkalahti also. However, no traces 

of paint have been found in excavations, except for the 

consecration crosses on the nave walls but Hiekkanen 

has suggested that there may have been other paint

ings as well, maybe even professional paintings in the 

cration crosses and paintings attributed to the work of 

church builders in the church of Alatornio as well. 38 

There is, however, no information concerning the 

matter. 39 According to Hiekkanen the paintings in the 

sacristy of Inkoo, mainly rib ornamentation, resemble 

paintings attributed to the work of church builders; 

Hiekkanen, however, does not seem to be completely 

sure of this evaluation. 40 

Tue paintings themselves thus constitute the immedi

ate source material for the study. However, the current, 

37 Hiekkanen 2006a, 23;.Hiekkanen 2007, 307, 542. 
38 Hiekkanen 2007, 497. 
39 Hiekkanen 2007, 490. 
40 Hiekkanen 2007, 435; Brenner 1936, 54. 
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Porch Sacristy 

X 

X 

X,xe 

X 

Xe 

X 

visible body of the paintings represents a fragmented 

body of visual material. Weather conditions, wars and 

fires, individual decisions and actions, and Lutheran 

faith have all impacted upon the preservation of the 

paintings and the environment. Although it seems that 

the paintings faced damage already during the medi

eval era, as they were sometimes painted over to give 

room for paintings made by a professionally trained 

painter as seems to have been the case for example in 

Hattula, the paintings were destroyed especially after 

the Reformation. Tue white-washing of paintings did 

not take place immediately after the Reformation and 

thus cannot be seen as a direct result of any ideologi

cal and political hegemony. Hanna Pirinen has demon

strated that the white-washings were individual cases 

and often connected to the choices of individuals. They 

were usually related to the reparation of a church and 

the most active periods of white-washings took place at 

the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth ccnturics.41 

Already from the mid-seventeenth century some of the 

paintings v1ere v:hite-vlashed, as in Hollola42, l'Jauvo 

and Korppoo. 43 On the other end of the timeline are 

the paintings in Nousiainen that were white-washed in 

1847 and revealed again in 1880.44 

Tue antiquarian interest in medieval stone churches 

and their furnishings in the 1870s initiated a new kind 

of scrutiny towards the material remains, along with 

the practical issues of renovation and preparation. 

41 Pirinen 1996, 94-97. 
42 T11e paintings may have been white-washed by the 1650s. Riska 1985, 

125. 
43 TI1e paintings in the vaults ofNauvo were white-washed in 1669 and 

those of Korppoo in 1670. Nikula 1973, 29, 134; Pirinen 1996, 95; 

Hiekkanen 2007, 117. 
44 Nervander 1888, 33-37; Nervander 1903b, 91-95; Riska 1961, 227. 



5 A fragmented painting in the nave of Huittinen, 

south wall pilaster, possibly depicting the wheel of 

St. Catharine. 

More space, light and heating was needed.45 Construc

tional changes and demolishing of older building ele

ments were often a result of practical needs but they 

changed the medieval interior irreversible. They also 

blocked or completely destroyed paintings. In Huit

tinen the paintings in the nave were destroyed when 

the medieval nave was changed to a cross church 

between 1738 and 1860 (Fig. 5).46 New window open

ings offered more light but they also destroyed paint

ings entirely or partially. The white-washings made the 

church interior more light but they also preserved the 

wall paintings that may have been in a relatively poor 

condition due to the damage caused by soot. Cleaning 

the blackened paintings could cause more damage than 

covering them, as in Maaria where the cleaning process 

had caused scrapings and hollows to the paintings.47 

The aesthetic views that could govern the reparation 

works and directed to the paintings and to the church 

room itself were personal, sometimes contradicting 

and conflicting, as another case from Maaria shows. 

According to his letter to the Antiquarian Society in 

1909, Carl Frankenhaeuser b. 1878 was appalled when 

the building committee of the parish had decided, 

against clear prohibition, to re-paint two of the vaults 

with white paint. The reason for that action was the 

vicar's opinion that the already restored, yellowed 

medieval vaults were not clean and even enough. In 

his article about the Maaria paintings, Frankenhaeuser 

sarcastically noted how the building committee's aes

thetic taste seldom meets the respect for antiquities.48 

Aesthetics could also have had its say in the re

covering of newly revealed paintings in the renovation 

works of late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

In the case of the paintings discussed in this study, 

45 Valkeapää 2000, 34-46 
46 Kronqvist 1948a, 96, 107; Kiljunen 1959a, research report. 
47 Rinne 1929, research report; J.M. Tallgren's letter to the Board of 

Antiquities 22.6.1928. 
48 Frankenhaeuser's letter to the Antiquarian Society 9.12.1909; Frank

enhaeuser 1910, 15. 

their aesthetic and artistic value was often regarded so 

low by the renovator that after revealing the paintings 

were either completely or partially covered.49 In some 

instances certain censorship was applied, as in the case 

of Maaria, where few motifs regarded as "obscene" 

were white-washed.50 

There are also instances where some of the paint

ings were re-painted. In Nauvo the paintings seem to 

have been augmented with dark reddish brown colour 

possibly in the sixteenth century and as a result of this, 

part of the paintings may have been painted over either 

partially or completely.51 Information about the paint

ings in Maaria states that the medieval paintings were 

partially re-painted in 1763. Most of the eighteenth 

century re-paintings were so brittle that they were 

destroyed almost as soon as they were revealed. 52 

As if plasterings and white-washings, coverings, 

revealings and re-coverings were not enough, paint

ings were damaged and destroyed by the damage 

caused by weather conditions. The paintings especially 

on exterior walls and gables have been at the mercy of 

rain, snow and sun. In Huittinen and Messukylä the 

fragmentation of the gable paintings is nowadays con

siderable. Other disasters such as fires and their results 

have destroyed an amount of paintings, as in Helsinki 

parish, Kemiö and Porvoo. 53 In few instances, however, 

the reparation works after fires have resulted in the 

revealing of paintings, as in 1997 in Tyrvää. 

Due to the heavy fragmentation the complete chart

ing of the visual material as it was in the medieval era 

is impossible. However, the material still visible has 

been documented and photographed for this study, 

and analysed in order to understand the visual features, 

forms and aspects connected to the paintings and their 

making. This detailed observation of paintings can be 

referred to "close viewing". 

49 The paintings of Pernaja were revealed in 1899 under the guidance 
of Emil Nervander who considered them so "barbaric" that they 
were covered again. The paintings were revealed again in 1938 by 
Erkki Kartano. Nervander 1899, research report; Nervander 1900a, 

research report; Kartano 1948, 86-105. In Nousiainen the paintings 

on the walls were covered in 1935. Riska 1964, 227. In Karjaa the 
paintings were revealed in 1906 under the guidance ofCarl Franken
haeuser but he decided that the paintings in the vaults were "poor" 
and those on the walls so fragmented that they were painted over 
in 1907. Frankenhaeuser's letter to the Archaeological Committee 
18.5.1906; Cleve 1979, 2. 

5° Frankenhaeuser 1910, 9-10; Riska 1964, 71. 
51 Kiljunen 1958, research report; Stigell 1966, 7; Nikula 1973, 134-135; 

Nikula 1992, 35. 
52 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 15; Riska 1964, 71; Hiekkanen 2007, 91. 
53 A detailed account on the fire damage of medieval churches, see 

I -Iiekkanen 2006b, 170-191. Also Nikula 1975, 109; Edgren 1994a,
121-136. 
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1.2.2. Textual source material 

In historical research the importance of literary sources 

and textual accounts is often the most important way 

to study the subject of focus. Art historical research 

also focuses on the remaining visual material. Medi

eval art historical research can in an optimal situation 

combine both textual and visual evidence. Tue situa

tion in Finland is challenging in this respect since the 

material remaining, both visual and textual, is frag

mented. Already the heavy fragmentation of the actual 

wall paintings poses problems in research that cannot 

be supported by examining the textual source material. 

The textual source evidence is indirect and does not 

deal with the paintings. Local forms of devotion, litur

gical practices in parishes, participation of individuals 

or other records are either completely missing or can 

only give patchy evidence. Diocesan policy is some

what easier to outline but even still, the issues relat

ing to images, their making and their makers does not 

exist for the most part. Only few documents remain 

that refer to craftsmen and objects and to the Diocesan 

policy connected thereof but these do not tel1 anything 

about wall paintings either. 54 These documents mainly 

include indulgence letters, testaments and two Dioce

san synod statutes.55 Tue Diocesan scale policy-making 

have to be adduced from other things and approaching 

the material via scraps of evidence and via eire um -

stantial evidence. 56 Thus, the evidence is inevitably 

scarce and thus the amount of verifiable information 

unavoidably is high. Tue main collections for medieval 

documents are Finlands medeltidsurkunder (FMU) and 

Registrum Ecclesiae Aboensis (REA). 

I have used different archive material that deal with 

restoration and renovation works of medieval stone 

churches in the Diocese ofTurku, mainly starting from 

the 1880s. Tue main archive material is in Museo

virasto. Many of these reports include also details 

and descriptions of paintings, of v,hich some do not 

exist anymore. Tue archive material includes valu

able information about how the later renovations and 

reparations might have altered the paintings, possible 

damage, individual actions connected to the paintings 

and their restorations, material analyses connected to 

the paintings, observations connected to the actual 

making of images, and so on. Tue archive material has 

54 This seems to be the case also in Sweden. Nilsen 2003, 330. Con

cenring the research of medieval material in Finland, see Valkeapää 

2009, 281-297. 

55 FMl/3853 (year 1480); FMU 4415 (year 1492). These statutes mainly 

deal with issues connected to the planning of churches and their 

details and the maintenance of vicarages. 
56 About source pluralist method and circumstantial method, see 

Myrdal 2008, 134-158. 
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operated as support in outlining the image-making of 

the church builders in the Diocese of Turku as it has 

provided information about paintings that have been 

destroyed. 

I have used an array of research literature. Tue most 

important body of material is the earlier research lit

erature of the paintings attributed to the work of the 

church builders and of stone churches in the medieval 

Diocese of Turku. In addition, I have gone through 

material dealing with wall paintings in Northern 

Europe. I have used research literature dealing with 

visual culture and more specifically, studies that deal 

especially with aspects of medieval visual culture, not 

just images but objects as well. 

1.3. Tue objectives and structure of this 
study 

Tue aim of this study is to examine the medieval paint

ings in the Diocese of Turku. In practice, I aim to 

present the paintings, how they were composed, what 

they represent, and demonstrate the ways they could be 

interpreted. Tue attempt is to create an overview of the 

image-making of the makers in the Diocese of Turku 

between the 1430s and 1540s. I attempt to establish 

the principles that have guided the image-making and 

argue that they constitute a visual idiom of the makers. 

This visual idiom is further contextualised in its histor

ical and cultural environment. In this respect my aim 

follows the formulations of Gabrielle M. Spiegel who 

has pointed out that historical investigation should take 

practices as the starting point of social analysis, since 

"practice emerges here as the space in which a mean

ingful intersection between discursive constitution and 

individual initiative occurs. This initiative is -- cognitive 

--. -- Skills, competencies, language as tool kit, strategies 

and the like are seen as pervasive constituents of agents' 

surroundings, but also embody their practical/ discursive 

grasp of the world and articulate their individual pos

sibilities for understanding:'57 In this study, the notion 

of practice involves that of the makers but also those 

practices in the Diocesan and parochial level that have 

influenced, assisted and furthered the visual produc

tion of the painters. 

I will provide a general overview of the paintings in 

the Diocese ofTurku but give a detailed analysis on the 

painting decoration of four churches that will help me 

to analyse, specify and highlight more closely differ

ent aspects of the image-making of the painters. Tue 

selected churches are Pernaja, Finström, Maaria and 

Hollola. All the churches represent a slightly different 

57 Spiegel 2005, 20. 



case. The selection is partly based on temporal aspects 
as the execution of the paintings in the case study 
churches falls near the beginning of the time span, as 
well as to the end phase of the time span. Although the 
execution of paintings in Finström, Pernaja and Maaria 
are relatively synchronous, from around the 1430s to 
the 1450s, they are all the work of different workshops 
and thus the visual scheme of each church is differ
ent. Hollola represents a later date; the paintings have 
been made possibly in the 1510s. Further, the paintings 
in Hollola can be regarded as constituting a pictorial 
and visual program while the paintings in all the other 
churches executed in the beginning of the sixteenth 
century are fragmented due to the churches being left 
unfinished. Hollola was completely finished church 
building and the paintings correspond with the level of 
completion. The selection of churches has been based 
on a vast geographical sampling. Finström is situated in 
the Aland Islands, Maaria in Finland Proper, Pernaja in 
East-Uusimaa, and Hollola in Häme. Further, Pernaja 
is the representative of the "Uusimaa group" that con
stitutes a fairly distinctive group of its own among the 
paintings in the Diocese of Turku. Maaria, on the other 
hand, represents an individual case and it seems that 
the workshop that operated in Maaria, did not work 
in any other church in the Diocese. The pictorial and 
visual plan of Maaria is extremely complex and indi
vidual. Through case studies the aim is to explore each 
and every painting as an individual one but also locate 
them in their place inside the whole pictorial program 
of a church. The entire painting decoration in one 
church is examined as a visual whole and analysed in 
its cultural context. 

I analyse the paintings from two main perspectives 
in order to first document and interpret, and then 
contextualise them. These points of view do not con
stitute individual, rigid frames for analysis that work 
separately and independently from each other; rather 
they overlap, intertwine and complement each other. 
The first part of enquiry consists of segments dealing 
with documentation and interpretation. In document
ing the paintings the research material is taken under 
control and charted. The attempt is to outline the fea -
tures and sketch the amplitude of the image-making. I 
approach the paintings through looking at their details 
and how they were composed. I examine the visual 
expression of makers and the visual forms and practices 
that might have had an effect on their image-making. 
I call this the visual idiom of the makers. The paint
ings are viewed from the perspective of the makers and 
making, through aspects concerning individuals, com -
munity, and society. 

The second perspective aims to entwine broader late 
medieval contexts and thus analyse, locate, and under-

stand the paintings in a cultural and historical envi
ronment. The aim is to broaden the exploration of the 
visual production of the makers to include cultural and 
historical context. The Diocesan and parochial context 
focuses on the examination of the visual production in 
the Diocese ofTurku between the 1430s and the 1540s. 
The attempt is to approach the paintings from "inside" 
the culture and acknowledge the varying contempo
rary contexts: social, economic, religious and political. 
The contextual horizons are opened up via individual 
cases. The attempt is to analyse how the image-making 
was organised, constructed and produced within the 
social system, practices and structures prevailing in the 
Diocese. 

The paintings are treated as physical subjects that can 
change and that have changed through times. White
washings, over paintings, restorations, acts of destruc
tion, weather conditions, catastrophes and changes in 
colour have resulted in the fact that the actual, accurate 
medieval nature and condition of the paintings cannot 
be detected. The paintings have not remained static 
and unaltered; rather their current state is a result of 
the wear of the centuries. With this challenge in mind, 
I attempt to sketch the possible amplitude of the image
making of the church builders, although keeping in 
mind that this can be based on existing, fragmented 
material. 

My aim is to regard the paintings as active par
ticipants and as part of social processes rather than 
threat them as passive, finished products. I attempt 
to acknowledge the complexity and individuality of 
the paintings and that they can - according to W J. T. 
Mitchell's words - occupy multiple subject positions 
and identities. 58 In addition, the meanings attached 
to paintings can be multiform and changing, some
times overlapping and entwining. My approach aims 
to emphasise the multifaceted nature of the paintings 
and also provide multifaceted interpretations. The idea 
of an artefact, or image, or object is seen as a "set of 
manipulations:' that are manipulable by a restless cul
tural productivity, a model based on figures of "appro
priation:' "exchange;' and "negotiation''. 59 Images are 
treated as containers of multilayered meanings and 
products of complex influences, interests, practices, 
beliefs, politics, and so on. With this in mind, I attempt 
to take the images as they are and to examine them as 
complex imagery with tensions and contradictions, 
with varied practices and articulations that make up 

58 Mitchell 2005, 47. 
59 As stated by Stephen Greenblatt. In Harpham 1991, 364. 
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the visual system of church builders with its social, cul

tural and material practices. 60 

Tue study is structured accordingly. Tue research 

can be divided into four different parts that consist 

of the theoretical frame of the research, of the actual 

paintings being the primary research material, of the 

exploration of the visual idiom of the makers, and of 

the contextualisation of the images. First, the starting 

points of the study and its theoretical background are 

formulated in chapters 1 and 2. In chapter 3 the focus 

will be on the actual paintings presented church by 

church. A detailed account of the different visual and 

pictorial strategies will be dealt with in chapter 4, focus

ing on four case study churches and their paintings. 

Tue analyses aim to combine detailed visual observa

tion and cultural historical contextualisation. Chapter 

5 draws together the observations made in chapters 3 

and 4 in order to understand and define the form and 

width of the image-making through individual and 

workshop features. Tue practices of the makers are also 

examined. Chapter 6 examines the visual production 

of the makers in the Diocese of Turku and outlines the 

social, economic and cultural circumstances that had 

an influence on the image-making in the Diocese as 

well as in parishes. 

2. CHALLENGING IMAGES

Tue paintings have largely been considered as one of 

the most problematic subjects among medieval image

making in Finland. Although the paintings have been 

fairly adequately researched and studied by several 

researchers the ultimate function and meaning of these 

paintings is still somewhat in obscurity, due to some of 

the specific problems connected to the subject. 

The three main difficulties in the study of the subject 

are all connected to the most fundamental features of 

the paintings and their creation. First, the anonymity 

of the painters and their identity makes it challenging 

to observe and analyse the methods and processes of 

image-making but also complicates deductions about 

the images themselves from the point of view of the 

makers. As the current research has taken the stand

point that the makers were church builders, it is easier 

to start building hypothesis based on this assump

tion. But problems still remain for these church build

ers were anonymous and nothing is known of them. 

60 TI1is formulation has been taken from Patrick Geary. He has also 

tried to establish how to go about studying the otherness of past soci

eties and how to propose an alternate way of understanding them. 

Geary 1994, 4. 
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Second, the lack of medieval literary sources concern

ing the acquisition and production processes, motives 

for the execution of images, and the identity of the 

makers impedes the exploration of the image-making, 

its meanings and the outlining of contexts. Third, it is 

often even difficult to identify, let alone to interpret the 

motifs (Fig. 6). In addition to this, the heterogeneity of 

the material has proved to be challenging for strict clas

sification. Previous study has emphasised the analysis 

of single images or image groups and not so much the 

analysis of the paintings as a whole. This has created 

a kind of incoherence in the interpretations that, for 

their part, have also remained on a rather general level. 

One of the problems in the interpretation of the paint

ings may be that these images tend to offer various 

possibilities for interpretation rather than embody just 

one, all-inclusive meaning. 

Tue first two challenges naturally make it difficult 

to acquire accurate information about the paintings 

and their making which can be considered a problem 

when engaging in a historical research. Tue absence 

of sources and information means that the answers 

must be sought through other means - via the paint

ings themselves and via careful testing of contexts and 

interpretations. Tue third challenge may come into play 

at this point but it is not surmountable. Tue interpreta

tion may gain much from the emphasis on the close 

examination of visual features and the adherence to the 

interpretative complexity. Even when images are being 

interpreted with traditional art-historical methods, it 

is often taken for granted that visual narratives them -

selves possess an inherent creative undecidability, as 

Michal Ann Holly has argued.61 Acknowledging the 

ambivalent nature of many of the images should be 

seen as a tool in the interpreting process rather as an 

impediment. Elizabeth Sears has noted that images and 

objects open themselves up to multiple interpretations 

(Sears uses the word "readings", that is, interpretations 

here) that are not mutually exclusive.62 In addition, the 

problems in dating medieval material can be seen as a 

challenge for the accurate historical contextualisation. 

One challenge connected to the paintings is the her

itage given by the research history with its evaluative 

attitude towards the paintings. In the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century the researchers tackled 

the paintings in order to properly understand them. 

In order to track down the problematic relationship 

towards the paintings, reflected via research literature, 

and thus "debunking the myth of the primitive paint

ings", I have separated two dominant discourses in 

literature that, in my opinion, aptly describe and also 

61 Holly 1996, 165. 
62 Sears 2002, 2-3. 



6 Third vault of the south aisle in Maaria, unidentified figures and a ship on the south wa/1. 

crystallise the attitudes, ideas and notions directed 

toward the paintings. For the first I have given the name 

"the discourse of the primitive", and for the second "the 

discourse of the popular".63 In both these cases the for

mation of the discourse has mainly emerged from the 

problematic relationship between the researchers and 

their subject.64 Tue attitudes towards the paintings in 

the course of the research history have shifted from 

excited to disappointed, puzzled, pejorative, neutral 

and contextualising. Although the studies made barely 

give a complete account of this particular image

making the result has nevertheless been a surprisingly 

deep-rooted conception of what the paintings are and 

what are their origins and meanings. 

63 These have been dealt with length in Fält 2011, 31-39. 
64 Gabrielle M. Spiegel has pointed out that the past can be perceived 

as constituting an ideological structure of argument, an artefact of 

historiography. Thus history, or the production of history, is a spe

cifically discursive phenomenon. Discourse produces the subject. 

According to the "linguistic turn" the mediating force oflanguage in 

the representation of the past can be very powerful and since there is 

no direct access to the past so all historical writing has to approach it 

via discourses. Spiegel 1997, xii-xvii, 4; Spiegel 2005, 12. About the 

"linguistic turn", see also Spiegel 2005, 1-31. New historicism defines 

all texts as discourses, but also as a social practice. A certain text is 

not only a fragment of an overall discourse but also subject to the 

cultural dialectics that fashion it. Veenstra 1995, 178. 

Tue "discourse of the primitive" and the "discourse 

of the popular" mainly reflect the late nineteenth and 

twentieth century interpretation of medieval wall paint

ings and image-making but they have been relatively 

prevailing ones up to the twenty-first century and have 

created the sub-structure or frame for the concept of 

the "primitive painting". This means, as I would argue, 

that the paintings have been approached mainly from 

specific, predetermined perspectives that ultimately 

has narrowed the field of possible interpretations and 

contextualisation. Tue "discourse of the primitive" was 

mainly centred on the formal evaluation of the paint

ings. Due to the classical art historical training the posi

tioning of Finnish medieval material caused problems 

for the researchers as the periodic system of Roman

esque and Gothic did not seem fit to classify Finnish 

medieval images, objects and buildings. Nevertheless, 

churches, artefacts and paintings were usually classi

fied as either Romanesque or Gothic. 65 Tue nineteenth 

65 Even in 1998 Bo Lindberg still used the terms Romanesque, Gothic, 

Early and Late Gothic, etc., although he conceded that the principal 

classifications for Finnish medieval art should be based more on reli

gious and social divisions. He also used an interesting term "Contra

Gothic", or "Neo-Romanesque", which in his opinion started after 

the Black Death. In Finland the peak of this style happened at the 
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century researchers of Finnish medieval art largely 
based their analyses on medieval objects and images 
on aesthetic rating that put excessive weight on the 
aesthetic and stylistic features of the paintings in order 
to explain the coarse manner of execution and simple 
appearance of the paintings. They began to be called 
"primitive paintings"66 based on mainly aesthetic
premises and on the formal features of the paintings. 
Tue main criteria for the paintings to be "primitive" 
were that they were regarded as situated on a low posi
tion on the scale of"artistic" achievement and evaluated 
as doodles, childlike imitations of what the "artist" has 
seen, or unpretentious pieces of work by an untrained 
hand. 6 7 Tue "primitive" was thus mainly connected to
ideas of the concepts of art and its value, quality and 
position on the larger scheme of a historical scale of 
development. lt was also used in order to evaluate 
and compare styles. On a slightly more positive note, 
the alleged simplicity of the paintings was in some 
cases refined into virtue and the "primitive" began to 
connote such things as archaic, noble simplicity, piety, 
and so on. Further, works that were seen as extremely 
simple, clumsy and primitive were usually explained 
as being excessively old. Thus their "low quality" was 
explained and the continuum of Finnish cultural herit
age was neatly extended to ancient tim es. 68

Tue "discourse of the popular" on the other hand, 
attempted to give reasons why this particular image
making had been made in the first place and by whom. 
Due to the anonymity of the makers the evaluation of 
medieval images and objects was problematic to start 
with since nothing really fitted in the category of a 
medieval masterpiece in the eyes of the early research
ers. Tue Finnish art historical lineage was created 
by comparing and describing works to those in the 
Western Europe. Tue aim was to create groups and 
typologies based on form and style. Those works that 
mostly resembled the West European works were seen 
as the most valuable. And, works that diverged from 
the art of the neighbouring countries, or that were 
considered the clumsiest were easily seen as native, as 

same time as the medieval construction worker paintings ( or the 

"primitive" paintings) in Nousiainen and Korppoo, that is, after 

1400. Lindberg 1998, 38. 
66 lt was introduced by Johannes Öhquist in 1912. Öhquist 1912, 35. 
67 The execution of medieval wall paintings in general was regarded as 

mainly aesthetic in origin. The church walls, built up with uneven 

blocks of stone that were left so jagged and ugly, had to be covered 

with layers of plaster and wall paintings. Nervander 1888, 32. Also 

the viewer was able to enjoy the wall paintings as an aesthetic expe

rience for they reflected honesty, piety and devotion, regardless of 

their "crude" and "clumsy" appearance. Öhquist 1912, 35. Also 

Meinander 1908, 167; Frankenhaeuser 1907; Frankenhaeuser 1910, 

9; Frankenhaeuser 1911, 3; Meinander 1922, 57; Rancken 1935, 17; 

Wennervirta 1937, 42; Riska 1987, 141. 
68 Lukkarinen 1998, 24-25. 
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Finnish.69 As it was necessary to enhance and empha
sise the unique nature of national soul, the "primitive 
paintings" were easily seen as work of domestic paint
ers.70 

Tue national objective aimed at evaluating medieval 
churches and wall-paintings from the vantage point of 
a "national project". Tue aim was two-fold. First, the 
researchers wanted to show that Finnish medieval art 
was as important and valuable as the Western Euro
pean parallels. lt was also important to demonstrate 
that there had been Finnish masters who were men 
from the native population. According to Ville Luk
karinen, the national ideology was tied to the concept 
of the people/nation and Finnish art history of the 
nineteenth century was tied to the national ideology. 
Tue Finnish research also tried to marry together the 
"high'' and the "low" in these national formulations by 
attempting to simultaneously emphasise native artis
tic geniuses who could be considered equal to their 
European counterparts, and the "artistic sense" of the 
people. 71 Second, the researchers wanted to enhance 
the simple and individual nature of Finnish works by 
emphasising piety, integrity and naive devotion. Tue 
Finnish material represented all these in its clumsiness. 
Thus, "the discourse of the popular" was a creation to 
explain the odd features and contents of the images as 
a) works of local men and b) visual expressions con
nected to popular culture and popular beliefs. Images
began to be interpreted from the nationalistic point of
view that emphasised "Finnish" features, forms and
objects in paintings since it was thought that the influ
ence of the Christian religious material in the pictorial
representations was not really evident.72 (Fig. 7) But,
as Carl Watkins has argued, the assumption that social
categories can be used as good predictors of religious
beliefs fails to convince.73 In a similar manner, visuality
cannot always be used as a predictor of social catego
ries. 

To roughly sum up, the aesthctic scntiment that 
took interest on "simplicity" and "primitive" especially 
in the twentieth century and also defined certain medi
eval wall paintings as "primitive", was connected to 
modernity and its notion of the "primitivism''.74 lt can 

69 Lukkarinen 1998, 24. 
70 Some researchers, especially in the beginning of the twentieth 

century, extended the name "artist" also to the painters of "primitive 

paintings" but it still seemed quite clear that they were not artists in 

the common sense of the word. For example Meinander 1908, 167; 

Also Valkeapää 2000, 154-155. 
71 Lukkarinen 1998, 24. 

72 Meinander 1927, 58. 

73 Watkins 2004, 141-142. 
74 These ideas were used in order to construct the discourses concern

ing medieval art in Finland for they emphasised the turn from nega

tive to positive and the reflection of the "national soul" where eve-



7 A man, a horse and a sleigh on the south wall (first vault) of Pernaja. 

be seen as a form of anachronism, or at least a form 

of insufficient understanding of medieval visuality.75 

Michael Camille has been sceptical whether such an 
aesthetic attitude equal to our age even really existed 

in the Middle Ages.76 Hans Belting has argued that 

the form of a medieval image was interchangeable and 
repeatable, often based on a specific and conventional 

image type. All forms were basically equal and it was 
their position that first and foremost gave them author
ity. Some images or objects were privileged but that 
was mostly due to their special veneration as a specific 
cult image or their place and function in liturgy. 77 This 
concept of the irrelevance of the aesthetic evaluation 
has been something that visual culture approach has 
aimed to propagate. I share this view along with Belt-

rything propagated the positive originality of the nation. Valkeapää 

2000, 152- 155. See also Price, Sally 1989. Primitive Art in Civilized 

P/aces. University of Chicago; Torgovnick, Marianna 1990. Gone 

Primitive. Savage Intel/ects, Modern Lives. University of Chigaco; 

Hiller, Susan 1991. The Myth of Primitivism. Perspectives on Art. 

Edited and compiled by Susan Hiller. London. 

75 Conversely, the paintings themselves were also seen as almost anach

ronistic considering the era of their creation. Wennervirta 1930, 211. 
76 Camille 1994b, 72. 

77 Camille 1992, 55; Belting 1994, 183. 

ing's notion of the functions of medieval images as pri
marily cult images. 

On the other hand, the scholarly perspective of the 
past concerning "the discourse of the popular" was 
endowed with nationalistic and ethnic assumptions 
with the ideological tendency to mythologise "the 
common man", the Finnish peasant. Similar tenden

cies of detecting visualisations of popular culture in 
art and their low impugning in scholarly research are 
to be found elsewhere. For example Margaret Sullivan 

has attempted to expunge the notion of "popular dis

course" rooted in the paintings of Peter Brueghel the 
Elder in the sixteenth century. In a similar way, Brue
ghel's works were seen as an expression of the "true" 
character of the Flemish "people". Here too, this folk
loric thesis seems to have attracted consent because of 
the light it supposedly shed on a conjectured national 
past, rather than of its relevance for Brueghel's paint
ing. 7s 

The above-mentioned discourse-constructions can 
be seen as part of a process of cultural fabrication in 

78 Sullivan has shown that the use of proverbs in Brueghel's art can be 

connected to a wider humanistic context. Sullivan 1991, 431-466. 
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which various discourses about the past are being 
created, constructed and reconstructed.79 The different 
texts where these discourses can be taken from con
stitute history but at the same time, they are also con
stituted by history. In a similar manner, the discourses 
are equally constituted by history. lt is vital to under
stand the power of such discursive constructions in the 
production of meaning-making but also to understand 
that we should not get caught by them. 

2.1. Research history: from the "primitive 
paintings" to the paintings made by 
church builders 

In this chapter I will present the most important 
researchers that have contributed to the study of the 
paintings referred to the construction worker paint
ings in the course of their research history, or those 
who are to be otherwise regarded as prominent in 
this respect. The researchers are Emil Nervander, 
Carl Frankenhaeuser, Ludvig Wennervirta,80 Anna
Lisa Stigell, Helena Edgren and Markus Hiekkanen. 
In addition, such researchers as Eliel Aspelin (1847-
1917),81 Johannes Öhquist (1861-1949),82 K. K. Mein
ander (1872-1933),83 Tove Riska (1923-1995),84 and

79 Cultural fabrication as a term has been taken from Holly. Holly 1996, 
57. In this context it may be regarded as bearing a double-meaning,
implying both the creation and construction of something but also
the making up of something.

80 See also the research of Yrjänä Levanto on Ludvig Wennervirta.
Levanto, 1991.

81 Suoma/aisen taiteen historia pääpiirteissään (The History of Finnish

Art in Outline, 1891). Aspelin only mentioned the paintings in
Nousiainen but his attitude towards them was rather negative one
and he largely followed Nervander's interpretations without adding 
any new information. 

82 Suomen taiteen historia (The History of Art in Finland, 1912).
Öhquist used the term "primitive" when referring to the paint
ings in Mynämäki, Nousiainen, Helsinki parish, Sipoo and Porvoo.
Öhquist described the wall-paintings with rather romantic phrasing. 
Certain epithels: honesly, piety and devotion which often coloured
the contemporary estimations about the spirit and people of the
Middle Ages is prevailing in Öhquist's writings as well. In general,
his accounts largely refer to Nervander's and Frankenhaeuser's writ
ings.

83 Finlands kulturhistoria. Medeltiden (The Cultural History of Finland.

The Middle Ages, 1908) and an account on wall paintings "Vanhempi
kuvaamataide" in Suomen taide esihistorial/isesta ajasta meidän

päiviimme saakka (The Art in Finland from the Prehistoric Era to 

Our Days, 1927). His account of the paintings in Nousiainen is brief 
and mostly based on Nervander. In Meinander's opinion, the paint
ings clearly followed Gothic conventions and they were made in the
1370's. He also connected the painting in Nousiainen and Maaria,
and on the other part, the paintings in Karjaa, Sipoo, Porvoo and
Pernaja with each other, maintaining that they belonged to the same
stylistic group. His overall opinion concerning the 'primitive paint
ings' was that they must have been closer to the people and work of
native men, and especially representations of the maker's free will to 
depict the surrounding world. Meinander 1927, 57-58. 

84 Articles mainly in the series Suomen kirkot - Finlands kyrkor (Finnish
Churches, 1959-). 
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Sigrid Nikula ( 1908-1996) have dealt with the subject 
but their approach has mainly been to either give over
views or general information about the paintings and 
their work does not contain new information. 

To start with, the interest in the Middle Ages in 
Finland was part of a wider European phenomenon 
formulated in the Western Europe. As a highly roman
ticised idea of the past, it involved the utopian escape 
from the present, where medieval was conceived as 
virtue, grace and integrity. 85 In Finland the notion of 
the medieval was used as an agency for the definition 
of national identity; the notion of the Middle Ages as 
an era of unspoilt "Finnishness". Due to this general 
interest towards the Middle Ages in Finland, there 
was a growing interest towards the preservation of 
antiquities that initiated a systematic documentation 
of medieval material remains. As mentioned in the 
beginning of the chapter, the paintings in Nousiainen 
were revealed in 1880 under the direction of Emil 
Nervander who was a member in the Finnish Anti
quarian Society.86 Nervander's first research focused 
on the church of Hattula and its "bizarre rather than 
pleasant" medieval paintings began to interest him. In 
1869 Nervander visited the church with his friends and 
this expedition partly resulted in the formation of the 
Finnish Archaeological Society in 1870.87 The Society
aimed at carrying out the documentation of medieval 
material in an art historical excursion organised by the 
society between 1871 and 1902.88 At first, the partici
pants had very little knowledge of old ecclesiastic art 
and the lack of comparisons and the limited degree 
of training reflected in the difficulties of the analyses 

85 To the most famous European exemplars, such authors as Sir Walter 
Scott, Thomas Carlyle, John Ruskin and William Morris, medieval
ism was positioned as a social critique. For Carlyle medievalism was 
"the ideology of resistance to the despotism of the machine age''. and he 
wanted to rescue the moral force of the Middle Ages for the present 
and somehow to reinstate its spiritual power amidst a machinery
capitulated culture. Schama 2002, 168-169. For more, see Thomas 
Carlyle's Past and Present (1843). Ganim 2005, 4; Schama 2002, 173. 
John Ruskin's ideas of socialism, however, were closely related to 
those of Carlyle and would later influence William Morris. Ruskin's 
views in Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849) reveal his idea of the 
romance of decay, on the mysterious alterity of historical remains. 
He had a deep respect for Gothic architecture and old buildings in 
general. To Ruskin, the building's age was the most important aspect 
of its preservation. Both Ruskin and Carlyle also favored Gothic 
Revival for it made a gesture towards the "lost" world of medieval 
virtue, grace and hand-fashioned integrity. Waithe 2006, 106-115; 
Schama 2002, 173. Morris's medievalism formed the peculiar brand 
of his socialism and the sentimentalizing regard for the past was not 
for him merely a vague and abstract longing for the past. His work 
News from Nowhere (1890) can be regarded as a socialist utopia. 
Waithe 2006, x-xii, 71-72; Patterson 1990, 101. 

86 Nervander was a member in the Finnish Archaeological Society 
(present-day Finnish Antiquarian Society) and the State Archaeo
logical Commission. 

87 Valkeapää 2007, 42. 
88 Valkeapää 2000, 132-138. See also Nervander 1872 (2010). 



made. 89 They also tended to regard wall paintings as 
central and the most important elements of a medieval 
church even to the extent that the lack of them made a 
particular church uninteresting or even problematic. 90 

However, the work was carried out with a confidence 
of its significance.91 

Tue different renovation and restoration works 
increased in medieval churches in the beginning of 
the twentieth century and this resulted in the situa
tion where wall paintings were also revealed and doc
umented. Olof af Hällström, Veikko Kiljunen, Erkki 
Kartano, A. W. Rancken92

, and Reino Palmroth93 have 
all made extensive fieldwork in order to document the 
paintings. This documentation is valuable to current 
day research as it might give information about such 
paintings that are not visible anymore. Earlier research
ers mainly focused either on the paintings in certain 
churches or various painting groups, and on interpre
tation of single images and motifs. Ludvig Wennervirta 
was among the first to deal extensively - based on what 
was known and visible at that time - with the paintings 
("primitive paintings" in Wennervirta's time) in his 
two books Goottilaista monumentaalimaalausta Länsi

Suomen ja Ahvenanmaan kirkoissa (Gothic Monumen
tal Painting in the Churches of Western Finland and 
Äland, 1930) and Suomen keskiaikainen kirkkomaal

aus (Medieval Wall Painting in Finland, 1937). After 
Wennervirta Anna-Lisa Stigell's Kyrkans tecken och 

arets gang (Tue Signs of the Church and the Cycle of 
the Year, 1974) was the next wider study of after almost 
forty years and it has remained the basic research of 
the subject. In the twentieth century the paintings have 
been approached from slightly different starting points 
than before. Tue paintings have briefly been mentioned 
in general surveys dealing either with Finnish medi
eval art or art in general. Tove Riska's article in ARS 

Suomen taide I [ARS Art of Finland I, 1987} is possi
bly thc bcst-known account.94 Shc has mostly con
centrated on a short description of images in various 

89 Valkeapää 2000, 132-138. 
9° For example Eliel Aspelin considered paintings as more important 

art historically than sculptures. Aspelin 1891, 12. 
91 Valkeapää 2007, 443-44. 

92 Rancken regarded the paintings in Sipoo as a manifestation of a 

tree cult. He was nevertheless of the opinion that the paintings were 

some sort of barbaric art form and were lacking all artistic interest. 

Rancken's analyses of the Sipoo paintings reached almost a level of 

mysticism and he drew influences as far as the Babylonian culture. 

On the other hand, he attempted to give interpretations on the single 

motifs in the church. Rancken 1935, 24-25; Rancken 1938. 
9

3 Palmroth has often offered a detailed account of the paintings, as in 

the case of the restoration work done in Korppoo church in 1952. 

All the visible paintings were catalogued and Palmroth also gave his 
interpretations of some of the motifs. Palmroth 1952. 

94 Also Bo Lindberg's article in Suomen taiteen historia (The History 

of Art in Finland, 1998) briefly mentioned the construction worker 
paintings, referred to in the text as "primitive paintings". 

churches and due to the shortness of the article the 
treatment is quite cursory.95 She has also emphasised 
the problematic nature of the paintings and examined 
them clearly from a modern point of view; although 
this she has acknowledged herself as it is revealed in 
her suggestion to explain the paintings as a result of 
possible contra-Gothic tendencies. 96 Researchers such 
as Helena Edgren and Markus Hiekkanen have aimed 
to place the paintings in a broader cultural historical 
context and to understand them from new perspec
tives. Tue notion of the painters as church builders has 
tilted the research in the direction of a new paradigm, 
away from the evaluative category of the "primitive''. 

2.1.1. Emil Nervander (1840-1914) 

Tue leading figure in the interest of medieval images, 
objects and monuments in the nineteenth century was 
Emil Nervander. Tue commencement of the research 
of the paintings under study can also be credited to 
him for he was the leading figure in the exploration 
of the church of Nousiainen and its paintings in 1880. 
Nervander's text in Kirkollinen taide Suomessa keskia

jalla II (Ecclesiastical Art in Finland during the Middle 

Ages II) published in 1888 dealt with the paintings of 
Nousiainen. Nervander first regarded the paintings 
as something quite unique and ancient. He suggested 
that the paintings dated back to the thirteenth century 
and originated from an "ancient Nordic", "pagan artis
tic expression" and resembled Swedish rock-carvings, 
especially those in the island of Gotland. In addition 
to that, they were "Irish'' in style.97 For Nervander, the 
existence of such odd-looking paintings in one of the 
most prominent medieval churches in the Diocese of 
Turku was a mystery, and he explained the crude and 
simple appearance of the paintings by their alleged old 
age (Fig. 8). This notion of ancient origin also slightly 
allcviatcd thc dcvastatingly poor quality of thc paint
ings. To back up his theory, Nervander wrote a letter 
and send copies of paintings to Denmark to Sophus 
Müller, a specialist in Nordic archaeology, to be sure 
of his analysis. Müller's reply was opposite to what 
Nervander had expected. In Müller's opinion, the 
paintings in Nousiainen were not completely lacking 
interest but they were coarse and clone in a superficial 
manner. Their artistic level was all and all so low that 
they had no specific meaning for the great archaeol
ogy in whole. Müller was not able to find any element 
reminiscent of pagan or Irish from the paintings and 

95 Riska 1987, 137-138. 
96 Riska 1987, 143-144. 
97 

"(--) en ytterst barbarisk, inhemsk konst", "(--)forrnordiska, hedniska 

föreställningar''. Nervander 1903b, 91-93. 
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8 Paintings in the second vaults of the north and central aisles ofNousiainen. 

they seemed to be Christian and medieval in origin.98 

Tue paintings were thus labelled medieval and artis

tically almost worthless. Few years later Nervander 

briefly referred to the paintings in Nousiainen, calling 

them "extremely weird representations of a barbaric art 

form". He also wanted to see them as being unique in 

the whole Christianity. 99 

A fewyears later Nervander speculated ab out the pos

sible connection between the paintings in Nousiainen 

and Karjaa due to the investigations executed in an art 

historical expedition.100 (Fig. 9). Credit should be given 

to Nervander that he did try to give interpretations 

and also analyses on how the medieval viewers might 

have perceived the images. His interpretations were 

still far from being profound. In his research report 

of the paintings in Sipoo (1900) Nervander acknowl

edged the connections between other churches in East 

Uusimaa and regarded the Sipoo paintings as "most 

98 Nervander 1903b, 94. 
99 Nervander 1923, 28-29. 
100 Nervander 1885, 26-34. 
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aesthetic of nature". But even here the painter's talent 

lay in his wisdom to fill the surfaces with garlands 

and not in the aspiration of testing his talents in more 

advanced painting. Nervander also stated that he had 

to create a completely new terminology when describ

ing the paintings in Pernaja and Sipoo. Otherwise he 

was of the opinion that the meaning of the paintings 

for example in Pernaja was impossible to find out as 

they were so bizarre and barbaric.101 To Nervander's 

credit, the current knowledge of some of the paintings 

is almost entirely dependent on some of the actions he 

made. Tue destroyed paintings in Helsinki parish have 

been preserved only through the tracings he made 

during his investigations in the church. 102 

For Nervander, the execution of medieval wall 

paintings in Finland seemed to have been based mostly 

on aesthetic functions. Tue church walls, built up 

with uneven blocks of stone, were left so jagged and 

ugly, that they had to be covered with something. Tue 

101 Nervander 1900a,l-3. 
102 Nervander 1894, research report. 



9 Vaults in Karjaa church, view to the central aisle showing the Mary monogram on the west side of the second north pillar. 

best way was to cover the walls and vault with layers 

of plaster and wall paintings. 103 Nervander's opinion

goes well with the period ideas of the primarily aes

thetic function of medieval products and artefacts that 

did not put focus on the meaning and functionality of 

images in the ecclesiastic context. This was well in line 

with Leena Valkeapää's argument how the nineteenth 

century research of Finnish medieval ecclesiastical art 

elevated the objects, paintings and monuments as "art 

objects", observed through a modernistic viewpoint. 104 

On the other hand, Nervander seems to have acknowl

edged the important meaning of wall paintings in the 

medieval era, conforming to the notion of wall paint

ings as the libri laicorum, books of the illiterate. For 

him, the paintings were not merely decoration. 105 

10
' Nervander 1888, 32. 

10
' Valkeapää 2000, 155. 

10
' Nervander 1888, 47-49. 

2.1.2. Carl Frankenhaeuser (1878-1962) 

Carl Frankenhaeuser's merits concerning the subject 

at hand are mostly on the reports he provided from 

various renovation and restoration works executed in 

medieval churches. Under his direction the paintings 

of Maaria church were revealed and restored. Frank

enhaeuser stated in his article Räntämäen kirkko II.

Maalaukset (The Church of Räntämäki II. Paintings, 

1910) how the paintings were a disappointment as the 

prominent status of the Maaria church had anticipated 

equally prominent painting decoration. But, for Frank

enhaeuser, the paintings were something quite opposite 

and he gave his judgement of them being completely 

without "artistic quality". (Fig. 10) He gave the paint

ings some credit of being somewhat important from 

the cultural-historical point of view. 106 An important

feature in the further evaluation of the paintings was 

connected to the coat of arms of bishop Olaus Magni 

106 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 9. 
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10 Maaria. Paintings in the third vault of the central aisle depicting a ship, tools, St. John's arms, a cross, a labyrinth, and a 

rosette. 

11 The coat of arms of Olaus Magni in Maaria, around the l 450s, third vault of the north aisle. 
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(1405-1460), painted in the vault (Fig. 11). This indi

cated Frankenhaeuser that the paintings were executed 

most likely around mid-fifteenth century and thus 

their clumsy form was not an indicator of their old age, 

but rather of the "ineptness of the maker". Thus, the 

concept of old age of the paintings attributed to the 

work of the church builders was re-evaluated. He also 

concluded that the paintings in Nousiainen were most 

likely younger than Nervander presumed. Otherwise 

he tried to give a rather detailed account of the paint

ings in Maaria and even offered short interpretations. 

Many of the paintings were quite incomprehensible to 

Frankenhaeuser, though. He also briefly dealt with the 

medieval paintings in Hollola in his article Hollolan 
kirkon asehuone ja sen keskiaikaiset maalaukset (The 
porch of Hollola church and its medieval wall-paintings, 
1911) and presumed that the painter might have been 

one of the men in the construction team. Few years 

earlier he had already presumed something similar in 

the case of the paintings in Karjaa church. Franken

haeuser questioned whether it would be possible that 

the paintings in the vaults were not clone by a trained 

professional painter but perhaps the master mason of 

the church.10
7 These suggestions about the status of

the makers, considered today as a relatively probable 

hypothesis, were left in the dark for many decades by 

the later researchers. 

2.1.3. Ludvig Wennervirta (1882-1959) 

Ludwig Wennervirta was the first researcher to give 

a more comprehensive account of the medieval wall 

paintings in the Diocese and also of the paintings 

under study ("primitive" paintings in Wennervirta's 

time), based on the knowledge of the time. In his thesis 

of 1930 Goottilaista monumentaalimaalausta Länsi
Suomen ja Ahvenanmaan kirkoissa (Gothic Monu
mental Painting in the Churches of Western Finland 
and Aland Islands) he only dealt with the paintings in 

Nousiainen, Maaria and Finström with a short note 

to the paintings in Mynämäki sacristy which in his 

opinion resembled those in Nousiainen church. In 

his work of 1937, Suomen keskiaikainen kirkkomaal
aus (Finnish Medieval Wall Painting) the amount of 

churches with "primitive paintings" had quadrupled. 

His works were closest to a general - and chronologi

cal - overview before Anna-Lisa Stigell in the 1970s, 

although he did not cover all of the churches and paint

ings. Wennervirta aimed at drawing a comprehensive 

picture of all the Finnish medieval wall paintings 

which at that time were still not completely charted. He 

107 Frankenhaeuser 1907. 

also attempted to dissociate himself from the previous 

research tradition concerning the medieval wall paint

ings because it largely followed contemporary views 

of the subject and did not involve much of a personal 

contribution.10
8 He also attempted to locate the paint

ings in a broader cultural context with influences and 

interpretations for the motifs. Wennervirta attempted 

to establish connections between wall paintings and 

other medieval image-making, such as domestic medi

eval textiles, wood carvings and iron fittings, based on 

visual analogies. Although Wennervirta attempted to 

acknowledge the Gothic features in the paintings of 

Nousiainen, he simultaneously emphasised the link 

between popular artefacts and wall paintings. 10
9 Thus

he aimed at situating the paintings according to style 

periods but at the same time, to emphasise their local 

character and context. 

Wennervirta also tried to establish visual and intel

lectual influences with other countries besides Sweden. 

He especially emphasised the influences of the Baltic 

countries and Northern Germany in his works. Wen

nervirta attempted to approach the "primitive paint

ings" in a more rational manner without leaning too 

much on subjective perspectives considering the 

aesthetic values of the images as their main defining 

feature. He mainly connected the motifs in wall paint

ings to Christian, religious contexts and regarded 

several of them as symbolic representations based on 

Christian world view. The paintings in Maaria seemed 

to pose the greatest puzzle for Wennervirta and he 

regarded them as representations of popular beliefs 

and concepts rather than representations connected to 

religious subject matter. In addition, Wennervirta con

nected the Maaria paintings with the medieval demon -

ology, the belief in devils and emphasised the role of 

"magic" as the source for some of the images - without 

defining the concept magic, though. He wrote that "it 
is difficult to comprehend that the paintings in the church 
of Maaria, where the peculiarities, superstition, fear 
of the devil, magic of medieval religious life so plainly 
appear, have been completed during the era of Olav Mag
nusson, one of our most enlightened bishop, and even in 
the vicinity of his main church. Regular ecclesiastical 
subjects cannot almost at all be found in the church of 
Maaria, the paintings seem by contrast directly to depict 
popular notions and beliefs."110 Wennervirta's use of the

word "popular" is clearly pejorative. He also regarded 

the paintings primitive in contents and technique and 

for him, they appeared to be nearly anachronistic. 111 

108 Wennervirta 1937, 7. 
109 Wennervirta 1930, 208-209. 

11
0 Wennervirta 1930, 78-79. 

11
1 Wennervirta 1930, 78-79, 211. 
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2.1.4. Anna-Lisa Stigell (1899-1975) 

Tue only coherent, yet not fully comprehensive work 

dealing with the paintings ("primitive paintings" for 

Stigell) is Kyrkans tecken och ärets gang (The Signs of 

the Church and the Cycle of the Year, 1974) by Anna

Lisa Stigell. Stigell's research focused on the assump

tion that the patterns for "primitive paintings" can be 

traced back to wooden calendars and calendar staffs 

used in churches to compute time. Stigell's method of 

analysis was based on comparative image analysis in 

which she demonstrated connections between calen

dar imagery and wall paintings. She grouped images 

and then singled out motifs for closer examination but 

not all images and motifs were dealt with. Tue image 

groups consisted of sub-groups such as (1) trees, (2) 

crosses, stars, and other signs, (3) birds, animals and 

humans, ( 4) tournaments, church games and laby

rinths, (5) sirens and mermaids, ( 6) ships, and (7) 

Chrislian molifs. 

Tue foundation of Stigell's hypothesis was on 

the notion of the accessibility and familiarity of the 

imagery: the images in various calendars stored in 

churches were the only pictures/images people saw 

around them. Tue painters thus had adopted these 

familiar forms and transformed them from calendars 

to the walls and vaults.11
2 This approach seems too one

sided and simplified an explanation and the connec

tions between the calendar images and the image-mak

ing in general do not become satisfyingly substantiated. 

Stigell has mostly observed the paintings through the 

models (which in this case was the calendrical image 

world) and their possible visual equivalents in other 

neighbouring countries. Stigell tried to broaden the 

observation of similar image-making in other parts of 

northern Europe, mainly Denmark, Sweden and Karja 

church in Estonia.11
3 

Many of the visual analogies Stigell makes are quite 

resourceful but the overall treatment falls short and 

the connections between the calendar images and the 

image-making in general do not become satisfyingly 

substantiated. Stigell is of the opinion that calendar 

imagery in the churches was the most important and 

easily approachable form of visuality for the makers. 

Hence, they have used motifs that were common 

to them through different forms of calendars. This 

hypothesis still raises many questions. Did the calen -

dar images function in order to mark important dates 

1
1

2 Stigell 1974, 54.

11
3 Stigell 1974, 113-117. The connections between the construction

worker paintings ( or "primitive paintings") and Karja church bad 

already been suggested by A.W. Rancken and Ludvig Wennervirta. 

Rancken 1935, 22; Wennervirta 1937, 6. 
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for the construction and painting of the church, in 

addition to marking important ecclesiastic and secular 

days? Was this "visual calendar" thus familiar to eve

ryone? And also, was calendar imagery really the only 

or the easiest form of visuality for the makers? lt is 

relatively probable that there is a calendrical function 

behind some of the images but hardly in all of them. 

Even Stigell does not deal with or find an explanation 

for every image. Göran Malmstedt has suspected that 

in the Middle Ages people thought that there could 

have been a connection between the celebration of 

holy-days and nature's behaviour. So the holy-days of 

the church year constructed a kind of a ritual cycle 

which aimed at securing both floral and faunal repro

duction but also helped people orientate themselves to 

the passing of time. 111 In this respect the calendrical 

use of certain images can be grounded. 

Nevertheless, Stigell's study can still be regarded 

as a ground-breaking although it is motif-orientated 

to a great extent. Possibly due to this, her notions on 

the calendar foundations have been relatively widely 

accepted and for example Danish researchers such as 

Ulla Haastrup have referred to this idea of calendrical 

visuality. 115 Stigell's approach also aimed at placing the 

paintings in the same ecclesiastic context with the cal

endars and calendar staffs and thus part of the ritual 

environment and ritual practices. 

2.1.5. Helena Edgren (b. 1954) 

After Stigell Helena Edgren has dealt with the paintings 

( also for Edgren "primitive paintings") and devoted 

several articles to the study of the subject. Edgren 

has been the most studious researcher of the subject 

in the past few decades and some of her analyses are 

most worthy of consideration. Edgren's approach is 

usually image orientated with the emphasis either on 

certain images in one church or all the images in one 

or few churches. Tue first approach has been utilised 

in such articles as Donatorsfrägor (Matters of Donor, 

1989) where Edgren has dealt with few human figures 

in Maaria church, and Dominikanbrodern i S. Marie 

kyrka (The Dominican friar in Maaria Church, 1990) 

where she has further interpreted certain human 

figures in Maaria church. Tue latter approach has been 

used in the article Pyhtään kirkon kalkkimaalaukset 

- arvoituksellinen kuvaviesti (The Wall-Paintings in

Pyhtää Church - an Enigmatic Pictorial Message 2000)

where Edgren included the paintings on the walls - the

credo series and the crucifixion in the chancel, and in

the third vault of the central aisle as "primitive paint-

11
4 Malmstedt 1994, 32, 53. 

11
5 Haastrup 1991. 25-32.



ings", although this has later been re-evaluated. 116 She 
has also tried to provide a larger picture of the paint
ings in some of the artides, the most profound being 
"Primitive" paintings: the visual world of populus rusti

cus (2003). Here she has tried to treat her subject partly 
from the phenomenological point of view and con
centrated on general features of the "primitive paint
ing style", using images as "historical sources".117 She 

has also aimed to broaden the visual analogies gener
ally used, mainly Danish churches and Karja church 
in Estonia, in induding a few Norwegian thirteenth 
century ecdesiastic wood-carvings as a comparison 
material to the paintings.118 Edgren has induded them
to the "same dass of art'', although she has not really 
grounded this indusion. lt seems that the analogies are 
dearly based on visual features.119 Edgren's artide of
2003 can be credited as being one of the first attempts 
to approach this image-making in a broader context, 
speculating the roles of the makers and possible advi
sors/ donors but also placing the paintings in a spiritual 
context. She has also acknowledged that the paintings 
cannot be connected with only the lower dass; rather 
they represent the aspirations of the whole congrega
tion.120 

However, Edgren has not really speculated on the 

role of the painters in her artides. She has admitted 
that they possibly were church builders but their role 
in the execution of the images has not really been dis
cussed. lt would seem that Edgren has regarded the 
church builders as native men, or at least, as originat
ing from the local communities. Thus, she has not 
thoroughly problematised the relationship between 
the images made by church builders and the visual 
world of the country people. And even though Edgren 

has seen it likely that parish priests have worked with 
the painters and operated as theological advisors, she 
has still treated the paintings mainly as the "art of the 
populus rusticus", 121 as an image-making that ulti
mately has different starting points and references than 
the paintings executed by the professionally trained 
painters. Edgren's research has attempted to emphasise 
the guiding principles of visuality behind the images 
and it has focused on the images themselves and on the 
immediate cultural surroundings they exist in. 

116 Hiekkanen 2007, 465-467. About the stratigraphy of Pyhtää paint

ings, see Hiekkanen 1997a, 6-7. 
117 Edgren 2003, 309. 
118 See also Martin Blindheim's work about the graffiti in stave churches. 

Blindheim 1985. 
119 Edgren 2003, 301-308. 
120 Edgren 2003, 315. 
121 Edgren 2003, 301-322. 

2.1.6. Markus Hiekkanen (b. 1949) 

Markus Hiekkanen has mostly focused on the actual 
church-buildings but in the recent years he has adopted 
a more holistic approach in his studies of medieval 
stone churches in the Diocese of Turku. This has been 
based on exhaustively systematic and empirical field
work. Hiekkanen's results maintain that most of the 
medieval churches were built in a relatively short period 
of time and after a uniform plan. Painting decoration 
was usually executed after the completion of walls and 
vaults. One of his important condusions is that the 
paintings series made by the construction workers 
seem to have been executed only in completely fin
ished churches. Hiekkanen has also attempted to estab
lish the idea that the painters of the previously called 
"primitive paintings" were most likely church builders 
and he has aimed at speculating their image-making 
from this point of view, emphasising mainly practical 
aspects. From this perspective, he has attempted to 
create identifications such as the "Master of Pernaja" 
and the "Master of Karjaa", and these have been based 
on his area of strength, the information concerning the 

construction of churches.122
Hiekkanen has attempted to broaden the exami

nation and contextualisation of parish churches and 
their building in the Diocese of Turku. His two works, 
Suomen kivikirkot keskiajalla (Finnish Stone Churches 

in the Middle Ages, 2003) and Suomen keskiajan kivi

kirkot (Finnish Medieval Stone Churches, 2007) are 
both good examples of the treatment of a church build
ing as a cultural phenomenon where different units -
economy, administration, religion, theology, liturgy, 
etc. have all contributed to the building of churches. 
Tue church is a physical entity where everything is 
dependent on and connected to everything else. Thus 
he has also aimed at examining the paintings from 
this point of view but not at profound lengths. In the 
two above-mentioned works this can be justifiable: all 
the fittings of the church have received an equal treat
ment and thus the analysis of paintings inevitably has 
remained somewhat short. Nevertheless, these works 
offer valuable information about the medieval church 
as a whole - as a historical, cultural and visual entity. 

122 Hiekkanen 2006a, 10-30. 
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12 Paintings in Stege church (Diocese of Roskilde, 

Denmark, 1494). 

2.2. Issues of attribution: 

Church builders as painters 

By the 1990s a conceptual reformation concerning 

medieval wall paintings commonly called "primitive" 

had emerged. 123 Tue hypothesis concerning church 

builders as painters was seriously introduced in the 

1990s by Danish researchers. Danish art historian Ulla 

Haastrup proposed in 1991 that certain types ofDanish 

medieval murals were executed mainly by masons and 

never by professionally trained painters. 1
21 Haastrup

has regarded most of these painting groups as "local 

groups". 125 This seems to imply that the craftsmen were 

local but otherwise the "local workshops" seem not to 

123 T11e concept 'primitive' was in close connection with the concentra
tion on the aesthetic evaluation of the paintings and notions of skill 
in their making. 

124 Tue trceskomaleren, the most notable in the group of the murermes

terbemalinge1; worked in the Island of Funen in 1480-1490 and the 
name of the workshop comes from the elegantly painted wooden 
shoe that appears among many of the paintings. Haastrup has sug
gested that the wooden shoe must be regarded as a symbol of the 
artisans, a notion questioned by Axel Bolvig. Haastrup 1991, 30-31; 
Bolvig 2003, 238-246. Lars S0ndergaard has also shared Haastrup's 
view on the masons as painters. He has pointed out images depicting 
the artisans' craft, such as the trowel and a hammer in 0rbrek and the 
"mason" in Hesselager which thus leads to the conclusion that the 
men responsible for the execution of these paintings must had been 
masons. In Stege the masons' names have been painted on the vault 
along with wooden shoes: "Vi murmester allce evindelich meth Gudh." 

In U llerslev church (Odense, DK) the painted names - Christian 
Pedersen and Sven Jepsen - have usually been interpreted as signify
ing the painters. According to S0ndergaard the many marks spread 
around the churches in the sphere of influence of trceskomaleren 

indicate that they belonged to those artisans who worked in the 
church. S0ndergaard has stated that it can be said, almost with cer
tainty that not only the wall-paintings in Western Funen but also in 
Stege, L0nborg, As, etc. have been made by one or several of those 
workers who built the vaults. TI1ey also had a close connection to 
the community which is further manifested by the portrayal of the 
typical instruments of the peasantry. S0ndergaard 1999, 186-188. 

125 Haastrup 1991, 26. 
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be that clearly defined. These paintings were given the 

name "master mason paintings", murermesterbema

linger (Fig. 12). According to Haastrup the paintings 

were almost undoubtedly connected to the same con -

struction phase as the vaulting of a church. They were 

intended for the first decorative need and thus their 

nature was temporary. If the parish had an opportunity 

to acquire "proper" professionally made paintings, the 

murermesterbemalinger were replaced. 126 

In Finland Helena Edgren and especially Markus 

Hiekkanen took up the idea of the painters being 

church builders. There seems to be similarities espe

cially in the manners of making the images in both 

Denmark and the Diocese of Turku. Tue murermes

terbemalinger seem only to have been made on newly 

built vaults. lt seems that a connection between the 

vaulting and its painting was so close that the paint

ing job was executed simultaneously with the washing 

out and white-washing of the vault. 127 Tue paint has in 

some instances been added on the first layer of plaster, 

in a similar way to the Diocese of Turku. 128 Tue images 

are usually single motifs, representing various humans, 

animals, rosettes, masks, crosses, etc. Tue manner of 

composing the imagery is often quite simple and some 

of the subject-matter enigmatic. Theological subject 

matter has been used to a greater extent than in the 

Diocese ofTurku. Although Danish scholars have ques

tioned the role of ecclesiastic control in regard to mur

ermesterbemalinger, it seems that they were approved 

and probably also controlled. 129 Tue execution of the 

murermesterbemalinger seems to have begun as late as 

1480 whereas in the Diocese ofTurku similar paintings 

had been executed already some fifty years before. This 

image-making ended in Denmark around 1520. 130 

126 U. Haastrup 1991, 28. 
127 As a side effect, such a process undoubtedly sometimes resulted in 

a hastily executed painting work. This can be observed for example
in some cases where the painter has made a mistake and tried to
correct it by scraping offboth the colour and the wet plaster. Appar
ently similar corrections - whether the result of a mistake or dissatis
faction with the work - have been made in professional paintings as
weil. These corrections were possible especially in some cases where
the plaster was wet.B0llingtoft 1991, 86; Jensen 1991, 96-97. 

128 Poulsen 1992, 76-77. 
129 Lars S0ndergaard has speculated whether the bishop might have

approved to some extent these artisan paintings for they were
soon followed by paintings in accordance with the official pictorial
programme of the church. He has pondered whether some of the
magical figures might have also been accepted to a degree. In 0sby 
church (Slesvig, DK) the inscription reveals that the parish priest has
created the pictorial programme which consists of various rosettes,
masks, a few obscene human figures and birds.S0ndergaard 1999,
165-216; Bolvig 2002, 121-122.Nils Saxtorph has suggested that the
many medieval "primitive" images in Funen could be the result of
thelack of control of the bishop of Odense in comparison with the
other bishops and their Dioceses. Saxtorph 1986, 82-83, 110.

"
0 In Denmark and in the majority of cases the churches decorated with

church builders' paintings had already been built decades before the
paintings. For example Gudme church (Odense) was originally a 



Hiekkanen has aimed at placing the image-making 

of the church builders in the context of the Diocese of 

Turku. He has argued that in the Diocese the paintings 

were also commissioned from the church builders for 

the first decorative need. 13
1 In his opinion, the church

builders would have been able to make the paints 

that were used, although some of the paints were also 

ordered abroad, for example from Lübeck.13
2 Builders

were also accustomed to use the dividers which were 

important when making consecration crosses which, 

according to Hiekkanen were especially the respon

sibility of the builders. In many cases the paintings 

also seem to be a kind of a continuation for the actual 

building work for they were executed directly on fresh 

plaster after the completion of the mason works and 

vaulting. lt also must have been easier to do the actual 

painting work when the scaffoldings were still up. 

Hiekkanen has also noted that it seems impossible to 

think that some kind of "amateurs" would have been 

let to decorate churches for in the Middle Ages the pro

fessional discipline was regulated and guilds tended to 

hold a strong control over the entrepreneurship. The 

church builders were thus in all parts capable of com -

posing paintings, and that must have been beneficial 

for the parish as weil. Along with the actual building 

it also got paintings into the bargain.133 This would, in

a way, follow the West European example where great 

building projects in the Middle Ages were designed as 

a unity with masonry, carpentry, sculpture, painting 

and stained glass. 13
4 

Hiekkanen has speculated that the tradition of 

paintings clone by church builders may have been a 

strong one and possibly dated back to the late four

teenth century and the construction period of wooden 

churches, although he admits that these types of deduc

tions should be made cautiously.
135 A whole different 

question is whether the construction team was local or 

a team which had come to the Diocese from elsewhere, 

most likely from the areas around the Baltic Sea. lt is 

also highly possible that the professionals, mainly the 

masons or other highly skilled construction workers 

came to the Diocese from these areas but the construc-

Romanesque church but it was enlarged and partly re-constructed 

in the late fifteenth century. For example the paintings executed 

by the so-called trceskomaleren were executed after these works in 

1488. However, it seems that generally the murermesterbemalinger 

seem only to have been made on newly built vaults. lt seems that the 

connection between the vaulting and its painting was so tight that 

the painting job was executed simultaneously with the washing out 

and white-washing of the vault. Haastrup 1991, 26; Bolvig 2002, 132. 
1
31 Hiekkanen 2007, 34-35. 

1
3

2 'föis must have been the case with the more elaborate paints. FMU

6646. 
1
33 Hiekkanen 2003a, 80.

1
34 Harvey 1975, 160. 

1
35 Hiekkanen 2003a, 81.

tion enterprise still had to resort to skilled locals. Thus, 

it would be possible that the construction group con

sisted of relatively heterogeneous group of workers. 

According to Hiekkanen, the pictorial programs of 

construction worker paintings were mainly executed 

around the middle of the fifteenth century and then 

gradually diminished towards the end of the century. 

This would be an indication of the German masters' 

fashion of committing pictorial wholes from the 1420s 

onwards. The diminishing of paintings would mean 

that these masters were withdrawn from business by 

the 1480s and consequently also the model for this type 

of image making vanished. 136 Church builders still

executed paintings from the 1490s onward but not the 

same extent anymore. Before the paintings had been 

clearly made on churches that were wholly completed 

but after 1490 the paintings were primarily executed 

on churches that were for some reason left unfinished. 

Few exceptions remain, such as Hollola church that 

was under construction already at the end of the fif

teenth century, and Rymättylä that was decorated with 

paintings by professionally trained painter, possibly 

Lars Snickare from Sweden between 1514 and 1521.137 

There bad been few attempts even before the 1990s to 

speculate on the possibility whether the painters could 

have been church builders. The earliest known estima

tion about the possible identity of the painters dates 

back to 1907 when Carl Frankenhaeuser presumed in 

his study of the paintings in Karjaa that the painter was 

uneducated, possibly the master mason of the church. 

The reason for this presumption was that the paint

ings were scarce, poorly executed and not painted as 

freely as the paintings in the vaults of the churches in 

Finland Proper. Also the scarcity of colours, namely 

only black and red, indicated to Frankenhaeuser that 

the painter was not an educated painter. 138 He further

speculated this possibility in connection with the 

paintings of Hollola. He compared the paintings in the 

porch and nave and saw a striking difference between 

them. According to Frankenhaeuser the paintings in 

the church, especially the faces in the end of the rib 

consoles, were clone by an untrained hand. They were 

certainly not executed by someone with painting skills 

but rather by a common building worker.13
9 Franken

haeuser's suggestions were mainly left unnoticed for 

decades. After this, the possibility of masons as paint

ers was speculated very briefly in a more general work 

presenting Finnish art, in Suomen taide (1983). In this 

1
3

6 Hiekkanen 2007, 35

137 Hiekkanen 2007, 163; Nilsen 1984, 5-43; About Lars Snickare, see 

Kempff 1984, 117-121. 
1
38 Frankenhaeuser 1907, a report. 

1
3

9 Frankenhaeuser 1911, 3. 
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work Markku and Olli Valkonen noted in the case of 
Pyhtää paintings ( which they connected to the "primi
tive paintings''. an evaluation that has later been ques
tioned) that the makers were "undoubtedly Finnish 
masters, possibly master masons''. 140 In the book the
Pyhtää paintings are dealt with very briefly, as the idea 
is to give just a general overview of Finnish art through 
the centuries. 141

There have been opposing opinions concerning the 
church builder hypothesis. Helena Edgren has argued 
that this explanation does not cover the whole field of 
this type of image making for not all of the churches 
decorated with paintings can be connected to any 
notable construction period. She does not, however, 
give any examples concerning this matter.142 Naturally,
the theory has its problems and cannot be verified. The 
biggest problem with the identities of the makers is that 
there are no period sources available that would shed 
a light on the matter. Thus, the matter should be dealt 
with a certain reservation. In the current light, however, 
the theory seems to be well argued and workable. 

lt seems likely that the image-making of the church 
builders did not emerge out of thin air but rather had 
a long tradition with relatively stable practices and 
visual continuities. A likely possibility is that this tra
dition was prevailing in the wooden churches before 
the construction of stone churches begun in the Dio
cese.143 When the old wooden church of Sastamala
(Karkku), built around 1450, was demolished around 
1500 several painting fragments were discovered 
among the wooden beams of the timberwork construc
tion in the west gable of the stone church. 144 The paint

ings included six consecration crosses and four or five 
different motifs. These motifs included a human with 

spiked hair that seemed to be stabbing a !arge animal, 
perhaps an elk, a human with a left hand bent to the 
waist, and another man holding up his hands.145 The
paintings were possibly made by the church builders by 
the end of the 1440s. 146 There were paintings on the old
boards in the wooden church of Hailuoto (c. 1620) as 
weil. These boards were apparently in the original part 
of the boarding of the roof of the late-medieval chapel 

140 Valkonen - Valkonen 1983, 95. 
141 Valkonen and Valkonen also only deal with the credo series and the 

crucifixion and date them to the 1450s. According to Hiekkanen, the 

paintings have most likely been painted at the beginning of the six

teenth century. Hiekkanen 2007, 465-467. 
142 Edgren 2003, 315. 
143 Hiekkanen has suggested that the tradition of painting churches may 

have originated from the wooden churches and continued in the 

wooden churches after Jomala, Lernland and Sund. Hiekkanen 2007, 

31-33.
144 Palmroth 1963, 46-52; Hiekkanen 2007, 258-259.
145 In addition, there were fragments of unidentified motifs. Hiekkanen

1998, 89-90.
146 Hiekkanen 2007, 258-259, 578 fn. Also Hiekkanen 1998, 95.
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that predated the church. They had been re-used in 
the roofing of the new seventeenth century church. 
These images, painted with tar, represented tourna
ment images. One complete tournament scene depicts 
two men on horseback and maybe with lances. The 
mounted warrior on the right might also be holding 
a bow. Another, fragmented scene shows only one 
fighter on horseback. Lars Pettersson connected these 
tournament scenes to those in Maaria and Nousiain
en.147 There is also an image representing perhaps the
gridiron of St. Lawrence and a motif depicting the Saint 
Johns Arms symbol.148 Further, a few motifs have been
carved on the consoles of the wooden church of Salo 
(in Ostrobothnia), such as the St. Johns Arms, a cross 
of St. Andrew, an equal-armed cross and a heart, all 

which Pettersson has interpreted as magical or pro
tective marks, besides the heart. In his opinion it is 
mostly decorative in function. These motifs seem to be 
a part of a uniform plan employed in the decoration 
of the church. Salo church was moved as an old build
ing to the mainland possibly in 1622 from its original 
site Kirkkoluoto. The church in Kirkkoluoto had been 
burned possibly in 1496 during the Russian invasion 
and it was re-built maybe in 1497-99. Pettersson has 
suggested that the images on the consoles would coin
cide with the late-fifteenth century building.149

These examples of images in medieval wooden 
churches, both painted and carved, may indicate that 
there was a habit of decorating wooden churches with 
wall paintings and that this tradition would have logi
cally passed on to the stone churches. lt is possible that 
there generally were paintings in wooden churches that 
preceded the stone ones and that were built already in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.150 There are also
paintings in several medieval wooden churches still 

existing in Sweden and this seems to have been a gen -
erally standard procedure.151 As a comparison, Martin
Blindheim has argued that the numerous graffiti in 
many of the Norwegian stave churches between c. 1150 
to 1350 were mainly executed by the church builders 
during the process of building. After consecration the 
graffiti were no more executed by the builders. The 
church with its graffiti was the "final product" to be 
"activated" into ritual use by the bishop.152

147 Pettersson 1971, 8-9. 
148 There are gridiron images also among the paintings in Karjaa, and in 

Maaria St. Lawrence has been painted with his attribute the gridiron. 

Saint John's Arms appears at least in Maaria. 
149 Pettersson 1987, 376-402. 
150 Hiekkanen 2007, 31-33. 
151 Ullen 1983; Lagerlöf 1985. 
152 Blindheim 1985, 15-16. 



2.3. Theory and methodological approach 

In attempts to examine the images and the image-mak

ing of the church builders and contextualise it in the 

historical and cultural environment I have chosen to 

approach the subject accordingly. My methodological 

approach starts with iconography. This means that on 

the interpretation of images I rest largely but not entirely 

on iconography. Iconographical analysis has tended to 

be favoured by researchers on medieval images and 

objects as in its conventional use it is centred on the 

recognition and description of images and motifs. 153 

Christian iconography especially can be very useful 

when identifying saints or other clearly Christian 

images and motifs. lt is also relatively unproblematic 

to interpret images with a long visual pedigree with the 

help of iconography. My understanding and use of ico

nography is thus primarily to recognise and describe 

images and motifs, and to examine the meanings the 

images carry and how they convey these meanings 

mainly in the Diocesan and parochial context. Tue first 

part constitutes the analysis of the paintings where I 

examine the visual forms, the wall paintings, in order 

to outline the visual expression of their makers. I call 

this the visual idiom of the makers. 

My research is not merely interested in the meanings 

the images carry and how they convey these meanings 

but in the role of the image-making in the Diocese of 

Turku. I attempt to examine the images in different 

social, practical and visual contexts that aim to open 

up the interpretative horizon for the image-making 

in question. I also aim to broaden the examination to 

the paintings and their possible role in the Diocese, to 

the making of the paintings and its role in the Diocese 

and in the late-medieval era. Thus the interest is on 

the examination of the role of visual production of the 

makers in the Diocese of Turku. There are naturally 

problems in connecting contexts to individual cases, 

mainly due to the scarcity of relevant source mate

rial and the fragmented nature of images. There is no 

source material that precisely describes the images, 

their making or status and function in the Diocese.154 

According to Janken Myrdal, dealing with multiple 

sources, scarce evidence and even circumstantial evi

dence, uncertain conclusions are one of the character

istics of the research. 155 I nevertheless aim to outline 

both interpretations and contexts for the images and 

image-making and suggest probable interpretations 

rather than facts. 

153 I am here referring mainly to Erwin Panofsky's iconographical 

model. 
154 Also Valkeapää 2009, 281-297. 
155 Myrdal 2008, 144-145. 

Traditionally, iconology has been seen as being 

sensitive to historical contextualisation, although it 

has often been accused as being too fixated with texts, 

textual meanings, and literary sources. Tue approach 

of iconography and iconology has sometimes been 

regarded as merely coming up with the right interpre

tation. 156 lt tends to favour works with clear sources 

and strong influence and such aspects of the visual that 

consolidate linear, narrative structure and art-histori

cal continuity. 157 Tue "decoding" of an image by purely 

iconographical means is not enough to keep up with the 

scholarly changes of the field: with growing interest in 

multidisciplinary approaches and playing with struc

tures and categories, such as patronage, reception 158
, 

space159 or social creation. Images cannot be seen as 

mere reflections of an already constructed learned 

(textual) discourse. Also, the reliance primarily on the 

authority of texts or written sources may not help to 

grasp something on the efficacy of images.160 After 

the "pictorial turn'' and the march of visual culture in 

the mid-l 990s, iconography and iconology have faced 

intense criticism, especially towards the positivist 

belief in definite information and all-embracing inter

pretative horizon that emphasises one "true" answer, a 

single meaning in a linear, narrative structure.161 Ernst 

van Alphen and Norman Bryson have both argued that 

the dominant art history has tended to regard artefacts 

as determined and such a notion inevitably leads to a 

notion of the homogeneous nature of the past. 162 

Already before this "pictorial turn' ' iconography has 

had some prominent opponents. Svetlana Alpers has 

noted that the major analytic strategies among the art 

history discipline that are used to look and to inter

pret images - specifically those of Wölfflin and Pan -

ofsky - were all created in reference to the ltalian art. 

Thus it has been difficult to deal with images that do 

not fit in this model.163 Otto Pächt's (1902-1988) atti

tude towards iconography was something one would 

call negative. He saw iconography as an easier option 

156 Holly 1994, 228. 
15

7 Trachtenberg 1991, 35.
158 See for example the studies of Cynthia Hahn. Also Abou-El-Haj 

1991, 3-15; Caviness 2006, 65-85; Mathews 2000, 3-12. 
15

9 lt has been suggested that the latest "turn" in humanistic study is the 

spatial one. Lamberg - Keskiaho - Räsänen - Timofeeva 2008, 2fn. 

In medieval studies the recent approaches dealing with space include 

for example Medieval Practices of Space 2000. Edited by Hanawalt, 

Barbara - Kobialka, Michal. University of Minnesota Press and 

Place, Space, and Landscape in Medieval Narrative 2007. Edited by 

Laura L. Howes. Tennessee Studies in Literature 32. University of 

Tennessee Press. Also Räsänen 2009; Liepe 1996; Williamson 2004; 

van der Ploeg 2004. 
160 Lamberg - Keskiaho - Räsänen - Timofeeva 2008, 2; Didi-Huber-

man 2005, 20. 
161 Trachtenberg 1991, 35; Holly 1994, 228; Cassidy 1990, 7-10. 
162 Van Alphen 1994, 263; Bryson 1994, 66-78. 
163 Alpers 1983, xx. 
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to investigate images than actually looking and seeing 
them. 164 To him, according to Christopher S. Wood,
iconography underrated the cognitive activism of 
perception.165 In Pächt's opinion, the visual had the
means to say in its own medium things that could not 
be said in any other way. Words cannot always specify 
all the aspects contained within the medium of visual 
image. 166 Mayer Schapiro has emphasised the rela
tionship between images and texts and commented 
that the visual image is more concrete than the word, 
although in many cases the textual account is needed 
because of the "limited range of means of represen
tation" of the image. 167 This latter notion that images
are not as equally "accurate" as words, or that texts are 
ultimately needed in order to unleash the full potential 
of the image has been widely heralded in the linguis
tic approaches. Brendan Cassidy has noted that medi
eval images have been treated in art historical (icono
graphical) writing as if they were verbal statements 
made by non-verbal means. This approach has reduced 
images to the illustration of particular kinds of texts.168

Georges Didi-Huberman has questioned the shifting of 
"the visible on the legible and all this onto intelligible 
knowledge". This notion assumes that everything lines 
up and fits together in the "discourse of knowledge''. 169 

Complexity in historical contingency and narrative has 
begun to be the focus of interest. 170 Image does not
work in a linear manner but rather compresses and 
overlaps meanings that are of a different level and at a 
different time, and does so simultaneously. The simul
taneous aspect of images allows multiple meanings and 
my research is more interested in this multiplicity and 
with analysing images in an open-ended manner. 

Several scholarly approaches in the research of 
medieval images and objects have taken advantage 

of perspectives of visual culture. In the twenty-first 
century a large number of studies have especially put 
a lot of emphasis on aspects of medieval vision and 
visuality, looking and seeing in order to underline that 
visual culture is not merely a modern paradigm. 171

Kathryn Starkey has noted that the medieval era was a 
highly visual one. Images, objects, and performances 
were connected to communication and representa
tion in religious and secular areas of the society.172
Thus, understanding medieval visual communication 

164 Pächt 1999, 81-87, 98. 
165 Wood 1999, 14. 
166 Pächt 1999, 84. 
167 Schapiro 1973, 11. 
168 Cassidy 1990, 7. 
169 Didi-Huberman 2005, 3-4.
170 Yerxa 2008, 3-4. 

17
1 Stanbury 1997, 261-289; Stanbury 2008; Hahn 2000, 169-196; 

Camille 2000a, 197-223; Biernoff2002. 

172 Starkey 2005, 2 
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and concepts of perception is crucial to understand
ing the culture. In the past few decades more weight 
has been directed to issues dealing with such aspects 
as production and reception of images and objects, and 
multimodality. Madeline Harrison Caviness has noted 
how the emphasis in art history has shifted focus from 
the planning and creation of a work to the processes of 
constructing meanings and assigning values through 
response.173 As outlined in Visual Culture - Images

and Interpretation the focus of interest has moved from 
emphasising the aesthetic values to cultural meanings 
of a work. A certain work can now be examined by its 
meaning within the cultural horizon of its production 
and reception and value thereof.174 Hans Robert Jauss
has argued that the conception of a history of art is to be 
based on the historical functions of production, com
munication and reception. 175 As noted by Caviness, the
emphasis has shifted to the consideration of the "after
life" of the image, that is, varied "readings" that may 
have arisen from different viewing positions after the 
completion of the work and during its display or use. 176

In accordance with Jauss's argument of a literary work 
that does not stand by itself and does not offer the same 
view to each reader in each period, a pictorial work or 
an image operates in a similar negative fashion. 177 The
original audience was not homogeneous; neither were 
its manners of seeing and viewing. The act and experi
ence of reception can be unravelled from at least from 
two directions. lt is possible to focus on an individual 
viewer who might have looked at images, or a group 
that might have bad a shared experience of the work.178

In addition to reception, studies on medieval (visual) 
culture have also put more weight on the matters of 
multimodality, on oral and aural culture and their con
nections to seeing and understanding images. 179 

Visual culture has sometimes been defined as "new, 
new art history" and is often connected to postmod
ernism.180 Visual culture as a term - or phenomenon -

remains an amorphous and undefined term and there 
is no single, inclusive definition for it. In the field of art 
history, Svetlana Alpers has been credited for being one 
of the first scholars to use the term visual culture in her 
study The Art of Describing (1983). For her, it was the 

173 Caviness 2006, 65. 
1
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4 Bryson et al. 1994, xvi. 

175 Jauss 1982, 62. 
176 Caviness 2006, 65.

177 Jauss 1982, 21. 
178 Caviness 2006, 66.
1

79 Camille 2002, 75-87; Hall 2008, 270-290; Spiegel 2005, 1-31.
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"art of describing", a term signifying a particular time 

and culture in which images played a central role in 

representing the world. Images were and are part of a 

specifically visual culture and in order to gain access to 

them is to consider their place, role and presence in the 

broader culture.181 Alpers claims she owes the term to

Michael Baxandall who does not in fact seem to use the 

term in his Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century 

Italy (1972).182 Instead, he uses the term "period eye" 

which he relates to broader aspects of culture. For Bax

andall visual culture operated as an attribute of a whole 

society or a social strata.183 In these formulations the

concept of visual culture is relatively broad. 

Nicholas Mirzoeffhas defined visual culture more as 

a tactic that is a fluid interpretative structure, rather than 

an academic discipline. lt is centred on understanding 

the response to visual media of both individuals and 

groups.184 Visual culture has been interested in empha

sising things experienced trough the visual and other 

senses, namely looking and feeling, or to focusing on 

the role of the spectator. 185 W J. T. Mitchell has defined

visual culture as the study of the social construction of 

visual experience. lt must be grounded in the descrip

tion of the social field of the gaze, the construction of 

subjectivity, identity, desire, memory and imagination, 

and not just in the interpretation of images.186 lt also 

tries to understand and challenge the way subjectivi

ties are constituted through images and imagining. 187 

Art history has been criticised for treating the visual 

as object, while visual culture and visual analysis are 

more focused on treating the visual as a subject.188 

Kathryn Starkey has formulated visual culture so that it 

"refers to images, objects, and performance and the pro

cesses of visually perceiving them". 189 According to Visa 

Immonen, visual culture includes different approaches 

that aim to examine the tensions and links between 

visual and culture, how they are integrated together, 

and to analyse this relationship. This approach aims 

to examine the contexts of the uses of visual images 

in a broader sense and observe how these contexts are 

interwoven into and are a part of social realities. Thus 

the focus of interest is not just merely on images and 

objects but also on different values, beliefs, institutions, 

practices, individuals and communities that surround 

181 Alpers 1983, xxiv-xxv. 
182 Alpers 1983, xxv; Baxandall 1972. 
183 Baxandall 1972; Walker & Chaplin 1997, 2. 
184 Mirzoeff 1998, 11; Mirzoeff 1999, 3-4. 
185 For example Homer 1998, 8. 
186 Mitchell 1995, 541-544. 
187 Tavin 2003, 198. 
188 This is noted by various authors such as Helen Molesworth and 

Michael Ann Holly in Visual Culture Questionnaire. Holly 1996, 

40-41; Molesworth 1996, 54. 
189 Starkey 2005, 3.

and infiltrate them.190 Visual culture thus takes into

account the importance of image making, the formal 

components of a given image, and the completion of 

the work by its cultural reception.191 

My contextual approach includes the concept visual 

culture that leans on the above-mentioned formula

tions. In the confines of this study, my understanding of 

visual culture largely follows David Morgan's outlining 

of visual culture as the analysis and interpretation of 

images, the production of images, the social embedded

ness and the social apparatus that creates and deploys 

the image.192 Tue reason why I do not wish to call my 

approach an iconological approach is that I under

stand visual culture as a broader and a more permis

sive strategy than iconology in researching and contex

tualising the visual. Also, visual culture is not equally 

fixated with texts as is often the case with iconology. 

Visual culture generally tends to stress the position of 

vision, gaze and ways of seeing but these aspects are 

not pronounced in this study due to several challenges 

the issue poses. Thus, this study aims to examine the 

images and image-making as part of the visual idiom or 

"visual culture" of the makers but also the institutions, 

organisations, individuals and social practices that may 

have organised the making of the images and their use. 

Images are thus constructed socially and culturally. For 

me, in the confines of this study, visual culture mainly 

functions as a framework in which to explore the 

image-making and visual idioms of the makers. This 

has been guided by the idea of a system and systematic 

image-making behind the painting works executed in 

the Diocese by the church builders. I will follow Keith 

Moxey's suggestion of images as part of a system and 

part of use.193 There is something similar with Cynthia 

Hahn's notion of "interpictoriality", where images and 

their meanings are connected to other images. Under

standing an image thus requires an understanding of 

other images but it also involves previous knowledge 

and experience.194 "Interpictoriality" can thus gener

ate multiple and often complex meanings that serve 

particular contemporary cultural agendas. Thus, the 

image-making is observed as a system that is based 

on certain conventions, practices and traditions that 

took place in the Diocese of Turku due to specific pre

requisites. My understanding of visual culture in the 

confines of this study thus observes the images, image

making and those parts that constitute the system of 

the makers, their visual idiom, and how these visual 

1
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192 Morgan 2005, 25-34.
193 Moxey speaks of"signs''. Moxey 1994b, 106-107. 
194 Hahn 2002, 187.
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practices have been historically and socially produced 
and maintained in the Diocese. Tue attempt is to move 
beyond the image and its meanings to the surrounding 
historical and cultural environment to the extent that 
it is possible. 

In contextualising, it is not always easy to separate 
and segment the levels of analysis, and the borders 
between iconology and visual culture can in reality be 
relatively thin. Tue analysis is thus often interlinear and 
does not aim at explicitly picking up and underlining 
the uses of iconology and visual culture. Definitions 
may often depend on the researcher and on the aspects 
she/he wishes to emphasise. In recent decades, Mitchell 
has successfully aimed at theorising between word and 
image. He has argued that iconology has its roots in a 
highly literate form of art history that "insists on seeing 
images in relation to philosophical, historical and lit
erary texts''. 195 He has defined his attempt as restoring
something of the literal sense of the word iconology 
and he has thus been concerned with the "description 
and interpretation of visual arts" and the ways images 
persuade, tel1 stories and describe. In Mitchell's use, the 
word iconology links his approach to a long tradition 
of theoretical and historical reflection on the notion of 
im;igery.196 H;ins Reiting and Horst Rredekamp have
argued that in the German-speaking art history the 
Bildwissenschaft has always been a part of the discipline 
and interested in all kind of images and also has taken 
them seriously.197 Belting has attempted to broaden
Mitchell's notion of iconology by taken into account 
not just the Mitchellian denominators - images, texts 
and ideologies, but also medium and body. With the 
inclusion of these two, Belting argues, it is possible to 
better grasp images in their "rich spectrum of mean
ings and purposes". Images happen via transmission 
and perception.198 In my understanding, visual culture
approach and Bildwissenchaft can be regarded as being 
concerned with the interpretation of visual imagery in 
the broad sense. 

Tue text - image relationship does not escape the 
theories of visual culture. Although visual studies 
often declare paying close attention to the image, its 
theoretical approaches still surprisingly often empha-

195 Mitchell 1986, 156. 
196 Mitchell 1986, 1-2. 
19

7 Tue German word Bild includes image, picture, figure, and illustra

tion. Tue term Bildwissenschaft has no direct equivalence in the 

English language. In Austria and Germany the principal elements of 

the discipline were created around 1900. After 1970 a major revival 
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sise the role of the text or the word. Text is something 
that controls the visually wild image. Roland Barthes 
has argued that images are too polysemic, too open 
to multiple meanings that texts are needed in order 
to harness them. Tue visual meaning in itself is too 
limitless. 199 Barbara Maria Stafford has probably been
the most "radical" in her emphasis of the visual. She 
has criticised the quasi-ontological statuses of "textu
ality" and "reading" as intellectual forms of commu
nication, or superior forms of cognition. Instead, she 
has focused on stressing the qualitative capabilities of 
images for informatively shaping knowledge and the 
images as source for information. As she states, her 
criticism points to the "tendency to discount histori
cally situated, concrete looking in favour of abstractly 
theoretical 'readings':'200 W. J. T. Mitchell has noted
that visual experience or "visual literacy" might not be 
fully explicable along the lines of the model of textuali
ty.201 Mitchell is still emphasising the balanced inter
change between image and text, observing the zones 
of transaction between the verbal and the visual arts, 
whereas Stafford puts more weight on the primacy of 
the visual. 202 I find Stafford's approach highly interest
ing since my work is also based on the observation of 
the visual but it seems that Mitchell's approach is more 
sensible in the sense that it aims at acknowledging the 
different levels of verbal and visual. In the exploration 
of medieval images they are not completely insepara
ble. 

lt has been relatively fashionable in art historical 
study dealing with medieval images and objects to 
speak about interpreting images as "reading" them. 
A growing interest especially in the 199Os and 2OOOs 
seemed to address the issue of "reading" images from 
various perspectives. 203 Different medieval images and
objects were now been "read", as interpreted, and it was 
the art historian who did the "reading". Tue theoreti
cal formulations that took up the notion of language as 
the constitutive agent of human consciousness and as 
a social production of meaning emerged in the 1960s 
and 197Os from the social sciences. This "linguistic 
turn'' saw that our apprehension of the world arrives 
only through the lens of languages' pre-coded percep
tions. 204 Language was regarded as an objective means
to reveal and structure the historical reality. This lin -
guistic aspect extended the idea of reading also to the 
study of medieval images. As Camille has noted, medi-

199 Barthes 1977, 32-51; Kress-van Leeuwen 2006, 17-18. 
200 Stafford 1995, 67-68. 
201 Mitchell 1994, 16. 
202 As defined by Homer 1998, 8. Mitchell 2005, 55. 
20' Dynes 1989; Kenaan-Kedar 1992; Lewis 1995; the articles in Reading 

Medieval Images 2002. 
204 Spiegel 2005, 2-5. 



eval images operated also in oral and aural contexts. 205 

His approach of observing also the orally and per

formatively un-inscribed codes and cultural practices 

of medieval images is noteworthy but other scholars 

have also stressed how texts, whether literate or oral, 

and images were intertwined in the Middle Ages. 

"Reading" images has been taken as a relatively 

unproblematic manner of exploring the meanings of 

medieval images, especially wall paintings, and treat

ing them as some kind of text-substitute, always affixed 

to textual points. 206 Tue idea of reading subjugates the 

visual under the textual, seen, understood and inter

preted through texts as if they could explain all the 

aspects of the visual. As Simon Franklin has pointed 

out, the justifications for "implied reading" have tended 

to assume that "pictures should exist for a reason, that 

pictures need a non-decorative, non-aesthetic justifica

tion, and that in order to be justified a picture must have 

some relationship to approved writing, whether or not 

the person who reads the picture is also equipped to read 

the writing".207 Elizabeth Sears has defined "reading" 

images as an act of interpretation, made from a certain 

position and in which a researcher is able to explore 

broader wholes through single images or objects. For 

Sears, reading a work is to "submit it to close visual 

analysis, informed by a knowledge of specific historical 

context in which the work functioned, a familiarity with 

relevant pictorial conventions and their associations, 

and a grasp of visual genres''.208 

My calculated choice has been to avoid the word 

"reading" in the interpretation of images. Rather, I 

speak about seeing or viewing images. I have explicitly 

wanted to place myself outside the textual and linguis

tic tradition and emphasise the visual approach of my 

study. 

Key concepts 

I have used different concepts in order to describe the 

visual practices of the makers working in the Diocese. 

At the core of the study is the concept visual idiom. In 

this study, the concept visual idiom refers to the visual 

expression and visual practices of the different work

shops that worked in the Diocese. Tue visual idiom 

thus includes basic elements of their craft, the images, 

visual features and manners of composing images in 

order to create a pictorial and visual whole in a church. 

I also refer frequently to image-making. Tue concept 

205 Camille 1993, 43-54; Camille 2002, 75-87. On Camille's critique of 

the textuality and medieval art, see for example Camille 1993, 43-54; 

Camille 1994b, 65-75. Also about orality in the medieval culture, see 

Hall 2008, 270-290. 
206 Duggan 1989; Camille 1985, also Viholainen 2003. 
20

' Franklin 2002, 232. 
208 Sears 2002, 1-3. 

image-making can be understood in the general sense 

as the actual making of images that includes the tra

ditions and conventions that are connected to images 

and their making, as well as other possible "tools", 

concrete, mental, cognitive, visual and so on. lt can be 

understood as the manual and practical application 

in the compilation of paintings. Tue third important 

concept is visual production . In my definition, visual 

production is a broader concept and includes not just 

the images and their makers but also aspects at both 

the Diocesan and parish level that have contributed to 

the actualisation of the image-making. In addition, I 

also use the concept pictorial plan or pictorial program 

especially in the case study churches. lt refers to paint

ings and their placing in one church and to the entirety 

they create. Tue makers of the paintings are generally 

referred to workshops. This is based on the idea that 

more than just one person was most likely responsi

ble for the paintings. When I analyse the hand of an 

individual maker, I mainly use the term painter, when 

referring to a member of a workshop. Tue word painter 

in this context does not imply a profession or a profes

sional status but a person who has made paintings. In 

some instances I use the word master in order to refer 

to the leader of a certain workshop or a person who has 

made the construction plan of a church building. 

2.4. Functioning images 

When examining medieval wall paintings in ecclesias

tic settings, it is vital to move beyond the picture plane 

and understand the images as dependant on their mate

rial display and dependant on their status as images in 

the context of cult. Wall paintings have their function 

in the ecclesiastic setting. A wall painting as a physical 

image can be regarded as object under study, one that 

is being observed and detailed. lt is also a monumental 

object. Nevertheless, painting as an object is different 

to a statue as a three-dimensional object; and it is much 

easier to understand a statue or a relic as an object than 

it is to understand a wall painting as an object. Object 

is very often perceived as an entity that has a distinct, 

separate existence. For example the church building is 

quite easily perceived as an object. Tue image could also 

be an object and for example eaten, as in the form of 

the host.209 Jer6me Baschet has argued that the medi

eval image is never just a representation but a presence 

of supernatural power. This notion of the supernatural 

209 Baschet 1996, 9-10. Baschet is quoted in Räsänen 2009, 20. Baschet, 

Jeröme 1996. Introduction. [image-object, 7-26. Limage. Fonctions 

et usages des images dans l'Occident medieval. Actes du 6e "Interna

tional Workshop on Medieval Societies''. Centre Ettore Majorana 

(Erice, Sicile, 17-23 octobre 1992). Cahiers du Leopard d'Or 5. Paris. 
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cannot necessarily be separated from other aspects of 

medieval society. The invisible and the incomprehen

sible were integral to medieval communal formations 

as well. Thus this mystical aspect of images should 

be seen as an integral part of the functioning of the 

image.210 On the other hand, the church can be seen as

an image. Lena Liepe has argued that the entire interior 

with its combination of sculptures and paintings can 

be observed as a single cult image.211 Jacques Le Goff

has argued that space can be seen as a cultural object 

that was defined in different ways and shaped in part by 

values and ideologies.212 W J. T. Mitchell has defined

"image" as any likeness, figure, motif, or form that 

appears in some medium or other. Mitchell has further 

defined a medium as a complex social institution that 

contains individuals within it, and that is constituted 

by a history of practices, rituals and habits, skills and 

techniques, as well as by a set of material objects and 

spaces.213 Equally, he has defined "object" as the mate

rial support in or on which an image appears, or the 

material thing that an image refers to or brings into 

view. Images appear in various media, in paint or in 

stone.214 Following these formulations, my under

standing of the object, the image, places the objecthood 

of the image und er the object of the gaze and thus of 

study. 

There has been a growing interest to treat images, 

not so much as mere objects, but as subjects and thus 

"active".215 Images produce meanings and in this sense

they can be regarded as active, as subjects.216 They can

be active participants in social reality. Michael Ann 

Holly has raised a concern about the successful inter

pretation between the images and objects of the past 

and the researchers of the present. She has stressed the 

view that historical images and objects can be active 

agents in shaping their subsequent histories.217 Holly

thus finds merit in the idea that past images and objects 

can in fact be subjects, a view shared with a prominent 

scholar such as Mieke Bal. The subject-position of 

the image thus implies that the object under scrutiny 

is in fact active in producing meanings.218 According

to Holly, the object also possesses subjecthood in the 

sense of an agency that compels viewers to respond. 

Also, the statuses of objects and subjects can be in a 

flux, they are not permanent and deep-rooted.219 Jeffrey

210 Baschet 1997/1991, 108; Shepard - Powell 2004, 3. 
211 Liepe 1996, 231. 
212 Le Goff 1985, 85. 
21

' Mitchell 2005, 213. 
214 Mitchell 2005, xiii, 203. 
215 Palin 1998, 125-126; Mirzoeff 1998, 3; Bai 2002, 35-39. 
216 Bai 2002, 36. 
21' Holly 1996. 
218 Bai 2002, 40-46; Holly 1996, 11-12. Also Räsänen 2009, 17. 
219 Holly 1996, 10-12. 
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Hamburger has equally stressed the role of images as 

agents and active "protagonists". 220 In a similar manner

Herbert L. Kessler has argued that medieval images 

and objects were more agents than objects.221 Image

can challenge us to look at them and they can have an 

active role in the processes of meaning-making.222 Alf

Härdelin has also approached the images as "speak

ing" images. For him, wall paintings thus "speak" and 

"say " something.223 Thus, for Härdelin, images can be

likened to a speech but in a way, as "talking images", 

they could also be regarded as active, as "speaking sub

jects". These approaches in art historical research have 

stressed the relationships between the image and the 

viewer. The relationships especially between devotional 

images and their beholders can be observed as incor

porated, if using Michael Camille's word - where the 

person looking at the divine or cult image is an internal 

viewer. A cult image could also "make contact" with 

the viewer by looking back. Barbara Maria Stafford has 

defined images as "object-events", meaning that images 

as public object-events express a private inward perfor

mance. Viewing itself can be regarded as a sort of per

formance. 224 I am also attempting to shed some light

on issues of the uses of images, seeing and viewing. 

However, since these things are difficult to verify, I aim 

to present but a few examples of interpretations that 

can somehow be teased out from the material. 

Wall paintings cannot avoid being observed in 

their physical surroundings, the medieval church. 

The space or environment in which the images, their 

makers and viewers "act' ' and participate on a broader 

cultural performance was "an ecclesiastic multime

dia environment".225 lt combined different sensory

aspects besides the visual - the oral, aural, olfactory 

and tactile. Medieval images in ecclesiastic space had a 

deep cultic function and operated mainly in the service 

of the ritual.226 Eric Palazzo has argued that images

were considered as the loci of the ritual of the church. 

Thus the images constituted the visual dimension in 

this ritual, acting as loci for the expression of sacred

ness.227 Some images probably did work this way but I

220 Hamburger 1994, 383-394. 
221 Kessler has used the word art, though. Kessler 1988, 177; also Baschet 

1997, 108. 
222 lmmonen 2004, 115-116; lmmonen 2008, 13; Bai 2002, 40-46; Holly 

1996, 11-12. Also Räsänen 2009, 17. 
223 Härdelin 2005, 57, 91, 306-313. 
224 Stafford 2004, 316; Hamburger 1994, 385. 
225 Simon Franklin has approach the church as a multimedia graphic 

environment but focused more on the textual and on "reading the 

church''. Franklin thus emphasises the relationships between script 

and picture in general and aims to conclude how the writing and the 

picture reinforce one another. Franklin 2002, 234, 236. 
226 The cult aspect of images has been emphasised by Hans Belting espe

cially in his work Likeness and Presence ( 1994). 
227 Palazzo 2010, 31-74.



would be slightly hesitant to completely share Palazzo's 

view of the images as being ultimately intended to be 

used as models by the participants of the liturgy. Paul 

Crossley has tried to trace the "programmatic mean

ings" of the church interior and establish how images 

and objects were conceived as integrated statements 

and were appreciated as part of a spatial sequence 

within the church. He has argued that the imagery 

in the church that was set out in a more or less pre

scribed order was closely connected to the exercise of 

meditation, intellection or memory. Thus within the 

matrix of altars and altarpieces, of relics and images, 

permanent "centres of meaning" were formed. Tue 

altars generated meditational centres, or "sequential 

patterns of thought, triggers for the ordered exercise 

of intellection and memorY:' Thus the arrangement of 

different visual elements inside the church would form 

a sort of apparatus of devotion where each part is con

nected and integrated together. 228 According to Mary

Carruthers the church building works as an "engine of 

prayer". 229 In this devotional machinery images were

equally active cogs that could invite the viewer to "seek 

the sight of the holy as the highest experience of the 

divine". 230 

In the ecclesiastic context medieval images were 

made to be used.231 Tue examination of medieval

images cannot thus merely be interested in the visual 

meanings the images convey. Didactic, pedagogic and 

mnemonic functions of medieval wall paintings have 

historically been regarded as pronounced, influenced 

by the post-iconoclastic repercussion to justify the 

use of images by the Church. 232 As the well-known

dictum by Gregory the Great (c. 540-604) established 

wall paintings as the books of the illiterate, libri lai

corum, it also harnessed the visual as substitutes for 

mainly biblical and liturgical texts.233 Modern research

228 Crossley 1998, 165-172. 
229 Carruthers 1998, 155, 263-264. 
230 Hahn 1999, 187. 
231 Rubin 2009, 8. 
232 Lawrence Duggan has criticised the arguments concerning the 

didactic purposes of on from the basis that images can only instruct 
if one already knows what they mean, and that they essentially 

cannot convey new information. Duggan 1989. Sometimes it has 

been argued that in "official" pictorial programs individual figures 

and motifs have clear meanings that can be "read and understood" 

by the observer whereas in "marginal art" the compositions are 
neither symmetrical nor hierarchical which ultimately makes them 

difficult to "read''. Kenaan-Kedar 1992, 15. 
233 TI1is concept was largely dealt with by early Christian writers such as 

Gregory the Great and Gregory of Nyssa but such sources should be 
used with caution since these types of statements bad a very strategic 

value. Gregory's statement can, for example, be seen in the context 

of iconoclasm and the endeavour to fix the foundation of the cult of 
images on solid ground. Freedberg 1989, 163; Didi-Huberman 1990, 
25-26. lt should be noted, though, that the relationship between lit

eracy, reading and textuality was not always simple. Calling a person
unlettered, illiteratus, idiota, did not necessarily mean that he or she 

has started to question this tradition of didacticism 

of images for it postulates the simplism of the images. 

As Georges Didi-Huberman has argued, this didacti

cism treats images as mere illustrations of texts that are 

seen less simple and less accessible to the "people" than 

images.234 As the didactic and mnemonic value of the

images has greatly been taken for granted their func

tion in the processes of seeing has also been criticised. 

Kalman Bland has observed images from a func

tionalist point of view and argued that medieval 

images were appreciated for their beauty, but they 

were expected to earn their keep, like medicines, tools, 

and amulets, by performing specifi.c functions. 235 This

notion acknowledges that images can have many refer

ents and that they can function several ways. An image 

can operate as a nexus or a matrix even, with efflores

cent, inclusive and associated meanings, with connec

tions and memories. 236 An image could function at the

same time as an introduction to literary texts, an occa

sion to relate an amusing anecdote, communicate a 

moral, or criticise contemporary practices. Images may 

thus have had many referents.237 Tue medieval images

were shared by both artists and audiences alike and 

they had social and communal, as well as private func

tions. 23
8 Hans Belting has pointed out that we cannot

speak of images in just one sense rather we must clas

sify images with different aims and effects. Images 

that serve the cognition are different from those that 

address the imagination.239 Jeröme Baschet has aimed

to extend beyond the mere visual features of images 

and treated them as "image-objects".240 

Images were not isolated from practices or the reli

gious matrix of various manifestations of religion, 

devotion and piety. This speculation stresses the com

munal aspect of medieval religiosity where the visual is 

also part of communal and social practices and where 

the audience is active participant. Keith Moxey has 

argued that images could be viewed as cultural arte

facts that are designed to perform particular social 

functions. Here the work itself is an active agent in 

could not read or write but rather that he or she did not know Latin. 

Stock 1983, 19-30; Ong 1984, 7; Camille 1985, 28. Tue Gregorian 

dictum concerning the reading of images is profoundly dealt by Law
rence Duggan. Duggan 1989, 227-251. 

23
4 Didi-Huberman 1990, 25.

235 Bland 2000, 9. 
236 Didi-Huberman 2005, 20-22. 

237 Sullivan 1991, 465. 
238 As noted by Jeffrey Hamburger in the case of the marginal images in 

manuscripts. Hamburger 1993, 320. 
239 Belting 2005a, 317. 
240 Baschet 1996. He has been quoted in Räsänen 2009, 25. Baschet, 

Jeröme 1996. Introduction. Cimage-object, 7-26. Cimage. Fonctions 

et usages des images dans l'Occident medieval. Actes du 6e "Interna
tional Workshop on Medieval Societies''. Centre Ettore Majorana 
(Erice, Sicile, 17-23 octobre 1992). Cahiers du Leopard d'Or 5. Paris. 
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the production of culture rather than a repository or 

a reflection of cultural values, or some kind of a final 

product of social processes.241 Barbara Maria Stafford 

has suggested that understanding images is to under

stand a deeply connected body of nonverbal knowl

edge with specific cognitive and formal properties, 

rules and techniques.242 I aim to take heed of the wall 

paintings as objects and subjects, those that are intrin

sically attached to and part of their material settings 

and that function accordingly. My approach also aims 

to acknowledge the multifaceted nature of images and 

that they can work in different levels. 

2.5. Tue study in the context of the Finnish 
research of medieval images 

There is a long tradition of researching medieval wall 

paintings in Finland and in this respect, this study is a 

continuation of something that began in the late nine

teenth century. Ever since the beginning, the paint

ings under study ( or "primitive paintings") have been 

a focus of several studies, with both academic and 

non -academic approaches. Although there has been 

relatively a lot of interest towards the paintings under 

observation, a comprehensive research has not been 

made. Tue images invoke interest and fascination by 

their visually compelling and challenging form. Tue 

subject indisputably appears in a problematic light as 

the images seem to evade any attempt to grasp their 

meanings and origins. This puzzling nature of the 

images and image-making has not been easy to tarne 

and there still seem to be far more questions than there 

are answers around the subject. Previous studies have 

aimed at understanding the images with means acces

sible and created ways to interpret the images. 

This study owes much of its basic information to 

previous research and yet it has aimed to free itself 

from it. By choosing the subject in the first place, my 

position has thus been placed in the same line with 

the previous research. This study sets forth in hope of 

outlining an overview of the subject and to re-evaluate 

the paintings and their making. In this sense, it has 

aimed at filling some of the requirements for a basic 

research in mapping out the imagery and outlining 

the cultural and historical contexts. At the same time, 

it has attempted to approach the images from a novel 

perspective that could be free of prejudices and evalu

ative attitudes partially prevailing in earlier research. 

Traditionally in Finnish research, medieval material 

has been examined with relatively traditional art his-

241 Moxey 1994a, 139.
242 Statford 1995, 70. 
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torical methods that include documentation, interpre

tation and contextualisation. In recent years focus has 

started to shift towards contemporary art historical 

approaches. 

One of the most prominent scholars in the field 

of medieval studies in the 1990s and 2000s has been 

Michael Camille (1958-2002), sadly deceased in 2002 

in the middle of a promising academic career. Camille's 

most influential works are The Gothic Idol. Ideology 

and Image-Making in Gothic Art (1989) and Image 

an the Edge. The Margins of Medieval Art (1992). His 

work in general has combined theory and insightful 

observation, thus opening up new perspectives into 

medieval culture and medieval visuality. 243 A lot of his 

work has been distinctively based on a visual body of 

material and on "fresh'' interpretations of that mate

rial. Of the scholars of medieval images and image

making, Camille and his academic writings have had 

a pronounced impact on my own view of the medieval 

image-making and visuality. Influential for me has 

been Camille's celebration of the "marginal" or image

making regarded as marginal and his acknowledgment 

of the "irrational" aspects in medieval image-mak

ing. Camille's aim has ultimately been to understand 

and interpret marginal imagery and his theorising is 

endowed with a clear postmodernist approach. 244 

I have attempted to adopt a novel way of examining 

the paintings and this is largely based on their heteroge

neity and the lack of written source material concern -

ing the paintings and their making. I have attempted to 

extend my research from the traditional iconographi

cal study to the field of visual culture research. Recent 

studies dealing with medieval images and objects in 

Finland have attempted to establish new connections 

and new approaches to study medieval images and 

objects from the point of medieval visual and material 

culture, and exploring the connections between visual 

and material. Visa Immonen has studied the Veronica 

and facies Christi motifs from that perspective. Elina 

Räsänen has focused special interest in the materiality, 

corporeality, spatiality and multimodality of medieval 

objects.245 In a way, also Helena Edgren's study of the 

paintings ( or the "primitive paintings" in her study) did 

partly try to approach the paintings from the point of 

visual culture, attempting to explore them as the "visual 

world of populus rusticus". In her research, however, 

the theoretical approaches of visual culture remain 

slightly undefined and the concept visual culture has 

243 Camille 1994a.

244 Camille has also been criticised for even further marginalising the 
periphery he has tried to celebrate. Hamburger 1993, 319-327. 

245 Immonen 2004, 103-118; Immonen 2005, 72-99; Immonen 2008, 

3-15; Lahti - Räsänen 2008, 241-269; Räsänen 2009.



not been used. Other than that, medieval wall paint

ings in Finland have not been a focus of research in 

recent years and thus also contemporary approaches 

have not been used. 

Tue attempt has been to broaden the exploration to 

larger entities concerning the more general questions 

of medieval visual practices, medieval image-making 

and visual production, and medieval visual culture. 

With the help of the interpretations of different images 

I aim to bring together these broader entities. In this 

sense, my approach is image-orientated for it aims 

to examine what images do and can reveal about the 

makers and their practices, knowledge and experience, 

or broader social, cultural, political, religious and eco

nomic aspects current in the late medieval society. 
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SECUNDA: 

DETAILS, SYSTEMS, AND PRACTICES 



3. PAINTINGS AND LOCATIONS

IN THE DIOCESE OF TURKU

In this chapter I will outline the existing visual mate

rial, the actual wall paintings in the Diocese of Turku. 

Tue chapter presents and gives a general overview of 

the paintings by region and by workshops. I aim to 

examine the material via workshops in order to estab

lish the workshop-based image-making and make 

deductions about the workshops and their relation

ships. I aim to outline via existing material the ampli

tude of the image-making in question, in hope of 

later establishing the visual idiom of the makers. Tue 

churches excluded from this chapter are Pernaja, Fin

ström, Maaria, and Hollola but the paintings in these 

churches are discussed in detail in chapter 4. 

3.1. Paintings in the finished churches 

Bast Uusimaa 

In the fifteenth century the paintings were executed in 

about twenty churches between the 1430s and 1480s. 

In Uusimaa several churches were constructed and 

decorated between 1430 and 1470. Tue paintings in the 

churches constitute a relatively clear group with similar 

features in decoration. Tue churches include Helsinki 

parish, Pernaja, Porvoo, Pyhtää and Sipoo and they 

were built between 1430 and 1470. These churches 

were built by the workshop of Pernaja (lead by the 

so-called "Master of Pernaja"246) and there are paint

ings in all of these. Also the church of Vehkalahti was 

probably designed by the same master, maybe some 

time between 1430 and 1470, and it is possible that 

there have been paintings in this church as well.247 This

group was very active and seems to have worked in the 

Diocese for almost forty years. Tue church of Pernaja 

was built first (the sacristy bad already been built by 

another designer) according to a model plan that was 

then applied to other churches. According to Hiek

kanen, the model plan for a church building was first 

tested in Pernaja and after that the designer of Pernaja 

church was hired for the parish of Sipoo or Porvoo, or 

to both; 248 to Porvoo probably late 1440s and in Sipoo

in the beginning of the 1450s. After these, he was hired 

246 A term coined up by Markus Hiekkanen. Hiekkanen 2006a, 10-30. 
247 Hiekkanen 2000, 77; Hiekkanen 2003a, 75-76, 80-81; Hiekkanen 

2006a, 10-30; Hiekkanen 2007, 540-543. 
248 Hiekkanen 2006a, 22-23; Hiekkanen 2007, 459-460, 473; Unlike 

Hiekkanen, Gardberg presumes that the first church that was 

designed and built in East Uusimaa was Porvoo. Gardberg 1996, 

227-228; also Knapas 1994, 44.
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for Helsinki parish249 in the 1460s and to Pyhtää pos

sibly in the beginning of the 1460s. 250 Hiekkanen has

suggested that the designer of the churches in East

Uusimaa was ordered from Germany but also Tallinn 

has been suggested.251 Gardberg on the other hand, has

drawn connections to Tallinn and the Baltic area as a 

source of the visual features of churches. He has also 

suggested that the construction workers may have been 

hired by the leading parish of the area, Porvoo. 252 

Pernaja, see chapter 4.1. 

In the nave of Sipoo the paintings cover the vaults and 

arches between the south and north aisles and chancel 

vault and north aisle. There are also paintings in the 

sacristy. A rosette similar to those in Karjaa and Porvoo 

has been painted on the east wall. Tue principle motifs 

in the nave are the slender garlands; in some vaults 

they seem to be bearing red berries, and the !arge lyre

shaped and rosette-like motifs are composed around a 

cross-shape.253 In addition, small and quite impercep

tible motifs, mainly animals and humans, have been 

placed inside the lyre-shaped motifs and among the 

foliage. Things blend in together and seem to be almost 

as one (Figs. 13 and 14). Also, things have been put 

into perspective and proportioned, as the small size of 

humans and animals seems to imply the smallness of 

living creatures in relation to nature. 

There are also a few motifs painted on the walls. 

These include a few rosettes and trees, a fox and a 

bird in the south wall, a labyrinth with a human figure 

inside, and a swastika-pelta on the north wall. lt seems 

that the painter of the motifs on the walls have been 

the same who also made paintings onto the vaults. Tue 

few human figures in the vaults are a horn-blower in 

a red and blue dress and a human possibly depicting 

a precentor or a bell-ringer, as bis hands have been 

painted below the holes for the bell-ropes. These could 

perhaps represent the sacred and secular forms of 

proclamation. A few combinations show humans with 

2
4

9 1he paintings were discovered in 1884 and sadly destroyed in the 

1893 fire. lt was actually the fire that burned away the layers of 

plaster and paint that covered the paintings which made them easier 

to examine. E. von Haartman's letter to the Board of Antiquities 

29.5.1893. During the reparation work of the vaults the paintings 

came down or had to be cut off for the vaults were badly damaged 

by the immense heat. Emil Nervander did, however, manage to copy 

the paintings with tracing-paper. Nervander 1894, research report. 

Hiekkanen 2007, 484-486; Knapas 1994, 41-45. About the paintings, 

see Nervander 1894; Edgren 1994a, 121-136. 
2

5° Knapas 1994, 44; Hiekkanen 1997a, 7; Hiekkanen 2000, 76-79; 

Hiekkanen 2006a, 21-23; Hiekkanen 1994, 218; Zetterberg & Hiek

kanen 1991, 87. 

251 Hiekkanen 2006a, 18-21; Palola 1997, 221.
252 Also Hiekkanen has speculated that the Dean of Porvoo may have

been the leading figure in the stone church process of the province. 

Hiekkanen 2006a, 18-21; Gardberg 1996, 228. 
2

53 Nervander 1900b, research report. 



13 Second vault of the north aisle of Sipoo. 

14 Third vault of the south aisle of Sipoo with a small 

trumpeter in a red and blue dress. 

floral motifs, as the painting in the second vault of the 

north aisle and the two human figures on the oppos

ing sides of a tree in the third vault of the north aisle. 

These two latter motifs are challenging to interpret. 

Tue two humans on the opposing sides of a tree have 

been interpreted as the depiction of the Fall but since 

the visual details are minimal, this is difficult to con

clude. 254 Tue man standing on a tree is also a challenge 

for the interpretations since it seems to be conceptu-

25
4 Rancken 1935, 31; Rancken 1938, 28. Rancken mainly interpreted

the paintings in Sipoo as having magical-symbolic meanings and 
proclaiming a "tree-cult" of sorts. 

ally complex. lt could refer to textual origins and the 

popular story of Barlaam and Josaphat,255 to the Bibli

cal story of Zacchaeus in a tree, or to the motif of rich 

man in a tree with Death sawing the root. 256 Tue motifs 

depicting man in a tree are so multiple and complex, 

ranging from the striking visual image of Christ in a 

tree ( cross) to metaphorical adaptations and poetic 

visualisation of certain narratives.257 

Tue overall impression in Sipoo is harmonious 

with the emphasis on the architectural structure of 

the building. Tue paintwork has undoubtedly been 

planned. Tue handwork is relatively unique, although 

the overall features of the paintings connect them to 

the other churches in Uusimaa. Some of the motifs 

are common in the paintings of the fifteenth century 

such the horn-blower, the labyrinth and the fox. Tue 

painter(s) in Sipoo have also used motifs that do not 

seem to appear in other churches. Tue emphasis of the 

paintwork is clearly in the decoration of the vaults. 

Also the chancel area seems to have been emphasised 

by using an additional green colour besides blue and 

red used elsewhere in the vaults. Tue few representa

tional motifs mainly seem to depict small animals or 

derive from fable tradition (fox and stork, Fig. 15). 

Tue rosettes in arches and vaults could have a protec

tive function, although they also operate in decorative 

manner. 

2
55 The work has usually been attributed to Johannes Damascenus 

(c. 676-749) but some scholars argue that the story must be older 
than that. For example Herman Zotenberg has attempted to prove 
that Johannes Damascenus was not the author in his Notice sur le 

livre de Barlaam and Joasaph (Paris 1886.) According to Woodward 
- Mattingly 1962, 11-12; der Nersessian 1936, 8-10; Chalmers 1891, 
423. Ruth Pittman and John Scattergood are of the opinion that St.
John Damascene has been erroneously attributed as the author but
gives no arguments to explain this any further. Pittman - Scattergood
1977, 85. Also Reau 1958a, 177. The legend seems to have been well
known practically in all parts of Christendom, even in the North 
for a Norwegian manuscript from thirteenth century has been pre
served. TI1ere is also a separate Icelandic version which was appar
ently written around 1500, and it is much shorter than the Norwe
gian one. lt also seems to be an independent version of it. TI1e source
was a German legendary Passional, or Der Heiligen Leben from 1471.
There are also two Swedish versions, the older from the thirteenth 
century and being based on Legenda Aurea by Jacobus de Voragine 
(1275) where it stands as an abbreviated version. lt is contained in 
the Fornsvenska legen da riet and regardless of the brevity there are no
decisive differences between the Norwegian and Swedish versions.
TI1e younger Swedish version was probably translated about 1440 
and was chiefly drawn from thirteenth century Speculum historiale 

by Vincentius Bellovacensis where the Latin legend is almost in its 
complete form. Loth 1969, IX-LV; Rindal 1980, VII-VIII; Engels 
1998, 50. 

25
6 Tue motif appears relatively frequently in Swedish wall paintings 

as in Tensta (Uppland), Öja (Gotland), Södra Räda (Värmland), 
Kungs-Husby (Uppland), Husby-Sjutolft (Uppland), Häbo-Tib
ble (Uppland), Härnevi (Uppland), Sala (Västmanland), Tierp 
(Uppland) and Vendel (Uppland). In the Diocese ofTurku the motif 
has been painted in Inkoo church. lt is partially fragmented. 

2
57 In a poem by Fouquet de Marseille the poet compares his amorous 

plight to that of a man stuck in a tree. Huot 1992, 6. 
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15 Afox and a bird (stork) in Sipoo church, south wall. 

SIPOO Vault II 

- rib ornamentation

Sacristx - garlands and large lyre-motifs in the vault

- rib decoration top

- garlands covering the cells - tree/floral motifs ( above the arches in the cells)

- rosette, palmettes and floral motifs in the - a horse (first south arch, facing west)

cells

Vault III 

Nave - rib decoration

- garlands covering the cells

Arches between the south and north aisles and - large lyre-motifs and rosettes in the cells

chancel vault and north aisle (partially fragmented)

- garlands and large rosette motifs - floral motifs (above the arches in the cells)

- an animal and a tree

South aisle (above the arch in the south cell)

Vault I - a horn-blower (east cell)

- rib decoration - a rosette (above the arch in the east cell)

- garlands and large lyre-motifs in the vault top - a fox and a long-legged bird (south wall)

- a rosette (east wall)

- tree/floral motifs Vault IV 

(above the arches in the cells) - rib decoration

- a square motif ( above the arch, north side) - garlands covering the cells (partially fragmented)

- an animal motif (above the arch, north side) - large rosettes in the cells
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- floral motifs

(above the arches in the east, west and south cells)

- a rosette (above the arch in the north cell)

- a tree motif (west wall)

Central aisle 

Chancel vault I 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the cells

- rosettes and lyre-motifs in the cells

- a tree (inner part of the north arch between

the central and north aisle)

- a triangle (inner part of the north arch between

the central and north aisle)

Vault II 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the cells

- a rosette (east cell)

The arch between the third vaults of south and 

north aisle 

- garlands and a rosettes (fragmented)

Vault IV 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the cells

- rosettes in the cells

- floral motifs ( above the arches in the cells)

North aisle 

Vault I 

- rib decoration

- lyre-shapes motif (north and west cells)

- a flower motif (east cell)

- a rosette (south cell)

- floral motifs (above the arches in the cells)

- a rosette (above the arch in the east cell)

- a fish inside the lyre-motif of the north cell

- two stars next to the lyre-motif (north cell)

- an animal (horse?) inside the lyre-motif of the

west cell

Vault II 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the vaults

- lyre-motifs (east and south cells)

- rosettes ( west and north cells)

- two circles divided into four (north cell)

- floral motif (above the arch in the west cell)

- a man standing on a tree
(above the arch in the east cell)

- a labyrinth with a human inside (north wall)

Vault III 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the vaults

- lyre-motifs (east and south cells)

- rosette (north and west cells)

- two animals inside then rosette of the west cell)

- floral motifs (above the arches in the cells)

- two human figures on both sides of a tree

( east cell)

Vault IV 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the vaults (partially fragmented)

- rosette (north cell)

- fragmented rosettes ( east and south cells)

- a human (bell-ringer?)

(below the rosette of the north cell)

- a rosette (west wall)

- a swastika-pelta (north wall)

- fragmented mark (north wall)

In Porvoo the evaluation of the original pictorial 

plan is difficult since the surviving paintings have been 

preserved only in the chancel vault and in the vaults 

of the north aisle (Figs. 16 and 17). Since the churches 

in Uusimaa were generally completely decorated with 

paintings, it would seem plausible to presume that 

there were paintings also in the south and central 

aisles. But, since the original medieval vaults collapsed 

in the eighteenth century, it is impossible to say what 

these paintings could have been. 258 lt is likely that they 

were largely the same as the paintings in the chancel 

vault and in the north aisle vaults. 

Tue paintings in the chancel vault consist of gar

lands, small trefoils and large eight-petaled rosettes, 

similar to those in Karjaa. A similar rosette has been 

painted on the sacristy wall as well; otherwise the sac

risty paintings with their large lyre-shaped motifs and 

garlands differ slightly in execution from the paintings 

258 The only medieval vaults are the chancel vault, the vaults of the north 

aisle and the sacristy vault. Tue rest of the vaults collapsed in 1708 

in a fire and they were replaced in 1726-1730. Hartman 1906-1908, 

52, 58, 329, 332-333; Gardberg 1996, 221-222; Hiekkanen 20066, 

178-179.
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16 A rosette in the sacristy of Porvoo. 

17 First vault of the north aisle of Porvoo. At the bottom of the 

image, a small depiction of a f ace. 

in the nave. lt seems that that they were made by a dif

ferent painter. Tue vaults in the north aisle have been 

painted using different rosette, floral, star and garland

shaped motifs placed in the cells. In general, ribs have 

been decorated in a similar manner as in Karjaa with 

small trefoils growing from the ribs to the cells. There 

are other similarities with the paintings, mainly the use 

of the large rosette-motif and floral motifs consisting of 
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a slender garland. Tue overall impression of the paint

work in Porvoo is still somewhat different to that in 

Karjaa. 

Only a few representational motifs appear; a small 

face and a partially fragmented human figure in a long 

dress and possibly in a halo in the first vault, several 

faces of which four of them placed inside a garland

motif in the second vault, and an archer with a cross

bow aiming at a bird in the fourth vault. Tue archer 

motif has been used in other churches of Uusimaa, 

in Pyhtää and Pernaja but here it seems to allude to 

the theme of hunting. Tue duster of faces inside the 

rosette-centred garland motif in the east cell is quite 

interesting but perhaps it could be seen as portraying 

the workshop members who operated in Porvoo. Tue 

composition of the faces is somewhat similar to the two 

faces in the consoles of Karjaa, also possibly depicting 

the painters.259 Tue two other faces in the same vault 

and the one in the first vault are more challenging to 

interpret but they might have some level of decorative 

and apotropaic meaning. Tue human in the first vault 

is equally difficult to analyse due to the fragmentation 

but the halo-like composition around the head would 

seem to imply that the human is a religious person, 

possibly a saint.260 

Tue overall impression of the decoration of Porvoo, 

based on the existing paintings in the chancel vault 

and in the vaults of the north aisle, is quite elegant. 

Tue paintings have been painted in a steady hand as 

some of the motifs are quite detailed and symmetrical. 

lt is possible that some of the motifs could have been 

painted using stencils. Tue placing of the paintings 

is quite symmetrical but the variation in motifs does 

not give a monotone impression of the paint work. 

Tue emphasis has clearly been in the floral motifs and 

garlands and this is a typical feature in the churches of 

Uusimaa. Tue painter of the nave has a relatively indi

vidual hand, although there are similarities especially 

with the paintwork in Karjaa. Tue paintings in the sac

risty mainly resemble those in the sacristy of Pyhtää 

and Sipoo. In all these churches the sacristy, nave and 

porch have been made according to a uniform plan and 

the similarities in sacristy paintings of these churches 

seem to confirm that the paint work was also part of 

this planned entity, executed by the same workshop 

members. 261 Tue context for the majority of the motifs 

moves around in the decorative-protective contexts. 

2
5

9 About the faces in Karjaa, see Hiekkanen 2007, 437-438. 
260 The patroness of Porvoo seems to have been the Virgin Mary but 

suggesting that the saintly figure is a representation of the Virgin 

might be too hold. Rinne 1952, 225. 
261 Zetterberg - Hiekkanen 1990, 87-98. Hiekkanen 2000, 72-89; Hiek

kanen 2006a, 10-30; Hiekkanen 2007, 459-461, 464-465, 471-473. 



PORVOO 

Sacristv 

- garlands and lyre motifs in all the cells
(partially fragmented)

- a rosette (west cell)

Nave 

Central aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the cells (partially fragmented)

- rosettes (north, east and west cells)

North aisle 

Vault I 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs in the cells ( east and south cells)

- a fragmented human figure with a halo (west cell)

- a small face ( west cell)

- a lyre-shaped motif (west cell)

- a circle motif with garlands and a zigzag-motif
(north cell)

- floral motif (above the arch in the east cell)

Vault II 

- rib decoration

- large floral motifs in all the cells

- a rosette (north cell)

- a garland motif growing form the top stone to the
cells (south cell)

- a lyre-shaped floral motif (west cell)

- a face with a flower growing on the top of the head
(west cell)

- a face above a floral motif ( east cell)

- a large floral motif with four faces inside ( east cell)

Vault III 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs and garlands in the cells

- slender garlands growing from the top stone
to the cells

- a lyre-shaped motif (west cell)

- a rosette ( east cell)

- two star-like flower motifs with flowers growing
from them (south and north cells)

VaultIV 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs in the cells

- an archer aiming at a bird (east cell)

- a floral motif composed of garlands (east cell)

- garland
(growing from the top stone to the west cell)

- a garland
(growing from the top stone to the south cell)

- a star-like motif with flowers growing from it
(south cell)

VaultV 

- rib decoration

- a star motif ( east cell)

- garland motif (south cell)

- a heart-shaped motif decorated with zigzag-lining
(west cell)

- a floral motif (north cell)

Tue paintings in Helsinki parish have been destroyed 
and some of the motifs only exist in tracings. 262 Thus a 
comprehensive picture of the painting in the church is 
difficult to draw and there is no information about pos
sible paintings on the walls but the fragmented mate
rial seems to show that the paintings resemble mainly 
those in Porvoo nave and sacristy, Sipoo nave and sac
risty, and in Pyhtää sacristy (Figs. 13, 16, 17 ). There 
have been paintings at least in the easternmost vaults 
of the south aisle and in the north aisle. Hiekkanen has 
suggested that there might have been paintings in the 
central aisle as well but perhaps they were replaced by 
the paintings of a professional painter.263 Tue motifs are 
mainly floral and lyre-shaped motifs, sun-wheels and 
crosses. Tue floral motifs have been painted growing 
from the high points of arches to the cells and from 
the top stone to the cells. They have mainly consisted 
of different lyre-shaped and bush-like motifs with 
garland-like extensions. In addition, there have been 
paintings made by professionally trained painters in 
the church, situated mainly in the first and fourth vault 
of the central aisle. 264 

262 E. von Haartman's letter to the Board of Antiquities 29.5.1893.

Nervander 1894, research report. About the location of paintings, 

see Nervander 1894, research report; Edgren 1994, 121-136. 
263 Nervander 1894, research report; Also Edgren 1994a, 123-136.

Hiekkanen has suggested that some of the visual features of the 

professional paintings are similar to the professional paintings in 

Pyhtää. Hiekkanen 2007, 486.
264 Edgren has included all the paintings in the church as belonging to 

the "primitive paintings''. Edgren 19994, 121-136. This, however, is 

not the case.
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HELSINKI PARISH 

Nave l! 

South aisle 

Vault I 

- floral motifs (south cell)

- floral motif ( east cell)

- sun-wheel

- a cross (south and east cells)

Vault II 

- floral motifs (east and south cells)

- a tree ( the lower part of the east cell)

Vault III 

- floral motifs ( east cell)

- a tree with two animals

( the lower part of the east cell)

VaultV 

- floral motif ( east cell)

- sun-wheel

North aisle 

Here the decoration has consisted of paintings out-

lining the lower parts of the cells. Floral motifs have 

been painted above the arches in the cells and other 

floral motifs growing from the top stones to the cells.rn 

Vault I 

- floral motifs in all cells

Vault II 

- lyre- shaped motif ( east cell)

- floral motifs (north cell)

- floral motifs (south cell)

Vault III 

- floral motifs ( east and south cells)

Vault IV 

-floral motifs in the cells

The paintings have been destroyed; some of them have been pre
served as tracings. 

II About the location of paintings, see Nervander 1894, researh report; 
Edgren 1994, 121-136. 

III Edgren 1994, 123-124. 

54 

In Pyhtää the remaining paintings consist only of 

a few motifs in the nave and sacristy. 265 Tue sacristy 

vault has been painted in a manner consistent with the 

other churches of Uusimaa; namely using simple gar

lands covering the vaults and adding large-lyre-shaped 

motifs to the north, south, east and west cells. Tue 

paintings in the nave consist of two ships, a crewless 

ship on the south wall and one with crew members on 

the north wall, a human with a bow in the first vault of 

the south aisle and a crowned human character with a 

horn in the fifth vault of the north aisle, on the west wall 

(Fig. 18). These motifs have been taken from the same 

stock of material than in other churches of Uusimaa. 

Tue similarities in the choices of motifs in each church 

clearly reveal something about the visual practices and 

preferences of the workshop. In this sense it is inter

esting that all-covering garland has not been used in 

the nave of Pyhtää, only in the sacristy. There could be 

reasons for that. Either the floral ornamentation was 

not part of the plan in the first place, or it was part of 

the plan but for some reason it was left unfinished, or it 

was made but later covered. 

Of the motifs in the nave the human character with 

a crown and a curvy horn, incised into the plaster, is 

of intcrcst, mainly duc to thc rclativcly idiosyncratic 

appearance. lt has mainly been seen as a devil due to 

the tail-like extension behind the hemline of his cos

tume. 266 Visual analogies for this motif are difficult 

to find and thus also the interpretation of the motif is 

challenging (Fig. 19). Tue source for the motif could be 

either based on a purely visual source but it is equally 

possible that the source is an oral or textual one. A 

somewhat similar motif from around 1400 in Skulde

lev church (Diocese of Roskilde, DK) shows a human 

figure painted wearing a red and blue garment, a crown, 

a crossbow and a garland-like tail. Tue similarities are 

265 Hiekkanen has made a stratigraphy of the paintings in Pyhtää 

accordingly: There are live different sets of paintings in Pyhtää. 'föe 

oldest paintings are those done by the construction workers possibly 

in the beginning of the 1460s. These paintings include the paintings 

in the sacristy, a few simple humans and ship motifs on the walls and 

in the vaults, two depictions of masks, the inner parts of consecra

tion crosses and paintings in ornamental niches of the sacristy gable. 

The inner parts of the consecration crosses, the ship in the north 

wall and the crowned human figure in the west wall have apparently 

been painted on the first layer of plaster. Hiekkanen 2000, 74-75; 

Hiekkanen 2007, 465-467. Also Reino Palmroth has noted that the 

consecration crosses were painted twice. Palmroth 1951a, research 

report; Palmorth 1951b, additional research report; Niemi 1951, 

research report. Another group of paintings decorate the first and 

second vaults of the central aisle and resemble the work of Taivassalo 

group. They were apparently made in the 1470s or 1480s. Hiekkanen 

2000, 72-73; Edgren 2000c,99-100; Edgren 2003, 322. Some of them 

are over three meters tall and the gigantic St. Christopher is even six 

meters lall. Niemi 1951, research report; Edgren 2001, 104; Palmroth 

1951a, research report; Hiekkanen 1993, research report. 
266 Edgren 2000c, 105-106; Palmroth 1951a, research report. lt is pos

sible that it could equally be a sword or a scabbard. 



18 A ship on the south wall in Pyhtää. Below St. Thomas from 

the later set of paintings, made in the 151 Os. 

quite substantial and the conceptual background of the 

images could be the same. 

Tue third set of paintings in Pyhtää consists of a 

credo series in connection with consecration crosses. 

A crucifixion scene in the east wall shows Christ in 

suffering and bleeding.267 Tue painter's hand is very 

individualistic and it seems that he did not work in any 

other churches in the Diocese ofTurku. Hiekkanen has 

267 The third vault of the central aisle is decorated with the paintings 
done by the same painter. Oskari Niemi has stated in his restora

tion report that the colours used in the saints and crucifixion scene 
were the same that were used in the paintings in the third vault. The 
paintings consist of an elaborate image of Maria in sole and two 
faces of Christ. Other images consist of a fighting scene of two men, 

some kind of vegetal ornamentation, possibly shields or coats of 

arms and marks. Tue overall ornamentation of the vault is an inco

herent medley of dash design which almost seems to contrast with 
the distinct human figures. In addition, there are two coats of arms 

painted in the arcade vaults of the nave. Palmroth notes that they 
were painted on the same plaster as the "older" paintings in the vaults 

and is apparently referring to the paintings in the third vault of the 
central aisle and would thus belong to the same sixteenth century 

pictorial layer as the saints. Hiekkanen has speculated that the other 
coat of arms might either be a donor arm or maybe even a crafts
man's arms, that is, the coat of arms of the painter. Edgren 2001, 

104; Palmroth 1951a, research report; Palmorth 1951b, additional 
research report; Hiekkanen 1993, research report. 

19 A human figure on the west wall of Pyhtää. 

speculated, though, that he may have worked possibly 

in Helsinki parish church but since the paintings have 

been covered, it is very difficult to say anything for 

certain. He may also have executed the paintings in the 

beginning of the sixteenth century, maybe in the 151 Os. 

This late a date in relation to the construction period 

of the church would perhaps imply that the sixteenth 

century painter of Pyhtää was a professional one. 268 

Hiekkanen has made an interesting speculation that 

the chancel area was extended to the side aisles in the 

1510s. This construction phase would have thus been 

coincident with the execution of the paintings. 269 Thus 

it could be possible that the painter in Pyhtää was in 

fact a member of a construction team. I have chosen 

to leave these paintings in Pyhtää out of my research 

as they seem to be closer to paintings made by profes

sionally trained painters in the terms of composition 

and motifs. 

268 Hiekkanen has also commented that the sixteenth century painting 

series might be regarded as an equivalent for the coeval paintings 

series that were being executed in such churches as Espoo, Hattula, 
Inkoo, Kumlinge, Lohja and Siuntio in the 1510s. Hiekkanen 2000, 
80. 

269 Hiekkanen 2000, 80. 
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PYHTÄÄ 

Sacristy_ 

- rib decoration

- garlands and lyre-shaped motifs covering the cells

Nave (interior) 

South aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- a human with a cross bow (north cell)

North aisle1 

Vault II 

- a face (arch)

Vault III 

- a crewless ship (south wall)

- a cross and a circle (arch) 11 

- a mask (consol in the south wall)m 

Vault IV 

- a ship with crewmembers (north wall)

VaultV 

- a crowned character (west wall)

Nave (exterior) 

- painting decoration
(in two quatrefoil-shaped niches on the south wall)

I Niemi 1951, research report. 
II Niemi 1951, research report. 
III Palmroth 1951, additional research report. 
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West Uusimaa 

In West Uusimaa there are paintings in Karjaa from the 
1470s and in Pohja from around the 1480s. According 
to Hiekkanen, these churches were designed by the 
so-called "Master of Karjaa", along with the church of 
Siuntio. He apparently used the same overall church 
plan as the designer of Pernaja and other designers 
but he still had his own individual hand that can be 
detected for example in the composing of gable orna
ments.270 Tue painter in Karjaa and Pohja seems not 
to have been the same but it is possible that they both 

nevertheless were members of the same construction 
team. 

In Karjaa the emphasis of the painting decoration 
is in the rib decoration, different floral motifs and 
rosettes. Only few representational motifs occur; these 
include two faces painted in the consoles of the second 
and third south pillars, and the gridiron of St. Law
rence in the fourth north pillar. Tue placement of the 
paintings in general has clearly been based on symme
try and seems to have been planned. Tue paint work is 
relatively disciplined and some variation occurs mainly 
in the composition of the floral motifs above the arches. 
Some of the floral motifs are quite unique and do not 
seem to appear in other churches. Tue paintings in thc 
vaults were applied on the first fresh layer of plaster 
immediately after the vaulting was completed. lt seems 
that paintwork was executed straight after the plaster
ing in 1470 as the painted text in the west wall indi
cates.271 Tue paintings in the nave of Karjaa resemble 
those in the nave of Porvoo. 

There are two pictorial layers in the church, the 
paintings attributed to the work of church builders 
and the later set of paintings, executed by the so-called 

Taivassalo group possibly between the 1470s and the 
1490s. 272 Tue two set of paintings clearly form two dif-

27
0 Hiekkanen also speculates whether the "Master of Karjaa" might

have designed the churches of Halikko and Lohja. Hiekkanen 2006a, 

22-23.
271 af Hallström 1957, Cleve 1979, l; 38; Hiekkanen 1994, 214; Hiek

kanen 2006a, 23; Hiekkanen 2007, 437. Tue other sei of paintings in 

Karjaa consist of those made by painters with some level of profes

sional training, possibly by the Taivassalo group sometime between

1470 and 1490. Aaltonen 1999, 17-18.
272 1here are also coats of arms on the chancel wall. lt is not clear whether 

they belong to the paintings attributed to the work of church builders

or to the Taivassalo group paintings. Christina Cleve suggests that

they are the coat of arms ofSten Sture (as a regent in 1470-1497 and 

1501-1503) and Konrad Bitz (as a Bishop in 1460.1489). Cleve 1979, 

8; Kartano 1938, research report. Since the coat of arms on the north
side of the chancel wall is very close to the consecration cross and

has partially overlapped the trefoil growing from the consecration

cross (now sadly fragmented) it would seem that the coat of arms

belong to the Taivassalo group paintings. According to af Hällström

there has been several coats of arms painted under the northern arch
in the chancel wall, of which live or six may have been medieval. He 

also identifies coats of arms belonging to Sten Sture and Konrad Bitz. 

afHällström 1957, 38-39. 



20 Paintings in the fourth vault of the north aisle of Karjaa. 

Par left, on the fourth north pillar, is a gridiron of St. 

Lawrence. 

ferent layers, as the first group of paintings is mainly in 

the vaults and pillars and the paintings of the Taivas

salo group on the walls. In addition, the apostles and 

prophets on the walls have been initially painted with 

regard to the previous paintings, as placed according to 

the consecration crosses. These two sets do not clash 

visually. However, there are instances where these two 

sets overlap as in some instances the prophets or apos

tles have partially been painted over the garlands. 

Tue painters have taken into account the spatial and 

liturgical connections of the interior as the chancel 

vaults have been differentiated by covering the cells 

with garlands, rosettes, stars and lyre motifs. Also, 

the gridiron of St. Lawrence and the monogram of 

the Virgin Mary have been painted above the places 

where the altars dedicated to these saints have appar

ently been situated.273 (Fig. 20) Close to the gridiron 

273 lt is possible that also in Maaria, where paintings referring or repre

senting the Virgin Mary and St. Lawrence also occur that the place-

21 Karjaa, floral motifs in the vaults of the south aisle, view 

from east to west. 

the letters i a h have been used - possibly in order to 

designate a shortened version of the Tetragrammaton. 

Tue plan seems to have been to emphasise the archi

tecture and also the furnishings of the church. Some of 

the motifs clearly bring forth individuals and saints: St. 

Lawrence, the Virgin Mary and possibly the painters 

themselves.274 Other than that, the decoration is based 

on the display of the harmonious and systematic place

ment offloral motifs (Fig. 21). 

ment of these motifs have followed the same guiding rule: they have 

been placed above the altars dedicated to the Virgin and to St. Law

rence. Kartano 1951, 22, 102-103. 
274 These include the painted faces on the south pillars, the marks in the 

arch of the third vault of the south aisle and the mark in the sacristy. 

afHällström 1957, 37; Hiekkanen 2007, 437-438. 
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KARJAA Vault IV 

- rib ornamentation with trefoils

Sacrist;1: - a star (west cell)

- garlands covering the vaults - floral motif (above the arch in the west cell)

- rosette-motif (west cell) - floral motif (above the arch in the east cell)

- lyre-motif (north cell) - a large four-petal rosette (south wall)

- star-motif (east cell) - eight-petal rosette with trefoils

- star-motif (south cell) ( upper part of the south wall)

- a mark (among the garlands in the north cell) - garlands

- fragmented garland (south wall) ( extending to the south wall from the arches)

- a face (in the console of the third south pillar,

Nave facing south)

South aisle VaultV 

Chancel vault/Vault I - rib decoration

- rib decoration with trefoils - floral motif (above the arch in the west cell)

- floral motif (above the arch in the east cell)

- an eight-petal rosette with trefoils

- garlands

(extending to the west wall from the arches)

(above the arch in the west cell)

- a motif composed of a circle and three semicircles Central aisle 

(south wall, above the window) Chancel vault/Vault I 

- a small flower (north cell) - rib decoration with trefoils

- garlands - garlands in all the cells

( extending to the east wall form the arches) - a four-petal rosette ( east cell)

- an eight-petal rosette - a lyre-shaped motif ( west cell)

(in the arch above the first south pillar, facing east) - a floral motif (north cell)

- a star-motif (south cell)

Vault II + two coat of arms in the chancel wall

- rib decoration with trefoils

- floral motif ( above the arch in the east cell) Vault II 

- a star-like flower-motif - rib decoration with trefoils

( above the arch in the west cell) - a star-like floral-motifwith trefoils

- a small cross (north cell) (above the arch in the south cell)

- a rosette (south wall, above the window) - an eight-petal rosette (north cell)

- floral motifs

Vault III ( above the arch in the east and west cells)

- rib decoration with trefoils

- a star-like flower-motifwith crosses around it Vault III 

(above the arch in the east cell) - rib decoration with trefoils

- eight-petal rosette (south cell) - star-like flower motif with trefoils

- floral motif (above the arch in the north cell) (east and west cells)

- a motif composed of triangles (painters' marks?)

( the inner part of the arch between the III south

- an eight-petal flower

(above the arch in the north cell)

and central aisles, west side, facing south) - floral motif (above the arch in the south cell)

- a star-like flower-motif

(above the arch in the west cell) Vault IV 

- garlands - rib decoration

(extending to the south wall from the arches) - star-like flower-motif (south cell)

- a face - floral motif with three large flowers (north cell)

(the console in the second south pillar, facing south) - eight-petal flower (above the arch in the east cell)
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- fragments (above the arch in the west cell)

- a small rosette-like motif ( the inner part of the arch

between the vaults IV of central and north aisles,

east side)

VaultV 

- rib decoration with trefoils

- fragmented floral motif

(above the arch in the west cell)

- floral motifs

(Above the arches in the north and south cells)

- garlands ( extending to the west wall form the

arches)

- a circle divided into four parts

(a consecration cross) (west wall)

- text ao dni: cd: lxx (anno domini 1470) (west wall)

North aisle 

Cancel vault/Vault I 

- rib decoration with trefoils

- floral motif ( above the arch in the east cell)

- a small flower (above the arch in the west cell)

- garlands ( extending to the east and north walls

from the arches)

Vault II 

- rib decoration with trefoils

- floral motif (above the arch in the west cell)

- floral motif (above the arch in the east cell)

- garlands

( extending to the north wall form the arches)

Vault III 

- rib decoration with trefoils

- floral motif with a rosette

( above the arch in the north cell)

- floral motifs

( above the arches in the south, east and west cells)

- garlands

(extending to the north wall from the arches)

- letter M (for Mary)

(the second north pillar, facing west)

Vault IV 

- rib decoration with trefoils

- floral motif (above the arch in the west cell)

- an eight-petal rosette with trefoils

( above the arch in the east cell)

- letters I, A, H (?)

(lower part of the south cell, west side)

- a rosette and a gridiron

(the fourth north pillar, facing east)

- garlands

( extending to the north wall form the arches)

VaultV 

- rib decoration

- a star-like motif with flowers

(above the arch in the west cell)

- floral motifs

( above the arches in the north, south and east cells)

- garlands ( extending to the west and north

walls from the arches)

Pohja church was apparently decorated with paint

ings as part of the final phase of the building works 

around 1480. The only visible paintings now are the 

four consecration crosses in the nave and the paint

ings in the sacristy.275 An elegant vine has been painted 

growing out from a pot in the south cell (Fig. 22). 

The ribs have been emphasised with paint work in a 

similar manner as in the sacristy in Naantali, creat

ing the Cross of St. Andrew. There is also a depiction 

of a ship with crew in the north cell (Fig. 23). A man 

with a halo and a bow standing in the stern of the ship 

has been interpreted as St. Olav and this motif would 

thus depict the legend of his sailing - a motif rela

tively common among the different workshops (also 

in Finström, Maaria, Korppoo).276 The saint was in 

some cases depicted holding a bow so the interpreta

tion of the human as Olav seems fairly valid. lt could 

be possible that St. Olav was an important saint locally 

in Pohja.277 The paintings in the sacristy of Pohja are 

thus fairly conventional, although the vine is somewhat 

unique in execution. Both the vine and the ship have 

been painted in a firm, skilful hand. 

275 TI1ere seems to have been no paintings in the vault of the nave, only 

on the walls. TI1ese include the consecration crosses and a few badly 

fragmented paintings. afHällström 1964, 18-22, 24-25, 87fn; Hiek

kanen 2007, 455. 
276 af Hällström 1964, 24-25; Stigell 1974, 100; Liden 1999, 115-116; 

Knuutila 2010, 285. 
2

77 In Pohja there was also a statue of St. Olav in the nave, made some 

time around the 1490s or 1500s, but whether the statue was acquired 

for the newly built church is unclear. Knuutila 2010, 189; af Häll

ström 1964, 21, 28. 
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POHJA 

Sacrist1 

- rib decoration

- a garland growing out of a pot (south cell)

- a ship with 6-7 crewmembers (north cell)

- a loop-motif around the ventilation holes

Finland Proper 

More individual are the paintings in the churches of 

Finland Proper and clear groups are relatively diffi

cult to identify. Tue paintings in Vehmaa might be the 

work of the construction workers from the 1430s.278 

Tue paintings in the nave consist mostly of simple 

ornaments, such as leaves, lilies, crosses and circles.279 

Some of the paintings have been covered and copied 

anew. Tue paintings on the ribs have been heavily over

painted. lt is possible that the vaults in the central aisle 

were decorated with subtle rib and floral paintings.280 

This manner of executing ornamental decoration was 

highly conventional and focused on emphasising the 

architectural elements of the interior. 

VEHMAA 

Nave 

Central aisle 

VaultV 

- rib decoration

- trefoils, circles and crosses (in the vault top)

Maaria, see chapter 4.3. 

Tue paintings in Mynämäki, possibly completed 

after 1430, have been covered and they only exist in 

tracings.281 Thus it is difficult to make conclusions 

about the medieval state of the paintings and the extent 

278 According to Hiekkanen, Vehmaa church was built approximately 

between 1425 and 1440, and the vaulting would also fall into that 

same period. Hiekkanen 2007, 212-216.; Hiekkanen 2008, 8-12. 

Wennervirta dated the paintings to between 1450 and 1460 and con

nected them to those in Maaria. Wennervirta 1930, 80; Riska 1959, 

22-23.
279 Tue paintings in the nave were revealed and restored in 1905 by 

adding a new layer of plaster. Tue medieval paintings were then 

painted anew. Riska 1959, 22-24.
280 Riska 1959, 22-23; Wennervirta 1937, 64; Hiekkanen 2007, 213-215. 
281 Tue church was white-washed in the late eighteenth century, either 

in 1792 or 1793. There have also been paintings made by painters 

with some level of professional training around 1450. Perälä 1963, 

246; Hiekkanen 2007, 103.
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of decoration. Tue paintings have mainly consisted of 

a few animal motifs, ornaments and a human figure.282 

Tue paintings in the nave consist of lilies above the 

arches.283 

MYNÄMÄKI 

Sacrist1 

- two opposing animals (north cell)

- a rear side of an animal standing on an ornamental

motif (south cell)

- two ornamental motifs ( east wall)

- a tower around a niche (north wall)

- a fragmented human figure (west wall)

- geometrical motifs

( south wall, west side of the door)

Nave 

(- a human in a woman's dress) 

- lilies

In Nousiaincn floral motifs have been placed at the 

high point of the arches of the south aisle. Tue paint

ings on the pillars and vaults represent mainly animals, 

ships, depictions of the face of Christ and coats of arms. 

There are also paintings in the sacristy and porch which 

differ to a degree from those painted in the nave. Also 

in Nousiainen it is difficult to draw a comprehensive 

picture of the paint work as in the Middle Ages since 

the paintings on the walls are not visible and those in 

the vaults and pillars are partially fragmented. Regard

less of that, the existing paintings clearly show that the 

decoration of the church was planned and symmetrical. 

Ribs have been emphasised with paint work and floral 

motifs have been painted in the vaults, mainly to the 

high points of arches (Fig. 24). Representational motifs 

have been painted on the pillars, mostly on the east 

and west sides. Tue main motifs are ships, the face of 

Christ, animals, coats of arms and humans ( especially 

in the sacristy). Tue image-making regarded as that 

of the church builders coincided in Nousiainen and 

Pernaja but the in Nousiainen paintings have been exe

cuted in a different manner than in Pernaja and other 

churches of Uusimaa. Similar motifs have nevertheless 

been used in both Nousiainen and in the churches of 

282 A painting in the nave representing a female figure was according to 

Wennervirta 'primitive'. Wennervirta 1937, 53-54. 
283 Hiekkanen 2007, 103. There has also been paintings executed by pro

fessionally trained painters but these werer covered in the mid-sev

enteenth century and only partially survive in tracings. Wennervirta 

1937, 54-57; Riska 1961, 24-25; Perälä 1963, 45-46. 



22 A vine in the sacristy vault of Pohja. 

24 Floral motifs in the second vault of the central aisle in Nousiainen. 

23 Sailing of St. Olav in the sacristy of Pohja. Olav is holding a 
bow in his hands. 
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25 Humans in the sacristy ofNousiainen. 

Uusimaa (mermaid, rosette, ship, animal). lt thus seems 

that these different groups had different visual idioms, 

although the imagery seems to have been partially the 

same. Ari-Pekka Palola has suggested that the master 

mason was ordered from Germany. 284 The paintings 

in the sacristy include mainly different humans, pos

sibly depicting soldiers with swords and banners, men 

on horseback and trees. 285 Stigell has suggested that 

one of them could be St. Lawrence with a gridiron but 

the sword the human is holding does not seem to fit in 

this interpretation. 286 Some of the humans have been 

"outlined" by short strokes (Fig. 25), a visual emphasis 

used elsewhere as well, such as in Korppoo and Maaria. 

The paintings in the porch consist only of geometrical 

paintings on the rib. A floral motif that seems to be a 

simpler version of the motif dominating the vault of 

the nave has been painted in the south vault. 

The motifs are quite conventional and are in close 

connection to contemporary medieval visual culture. 

28
' Palola 1997, 216. 

285 Kiljunen 1968, research report. 
286 Stigell 197 4, 61. 
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The opposing animals, mermaid and the unicorn 

allude to the direction of the fantastic and fabulous, 

familiar both from textual narratives and oral stories. 

In Nousiainen the visualisations of this fable and 

textual lore meet the devotional one (face of Christ). 

Benefactions seem to have played an important part 

in Nousiainen. Coats of arms reveal that members of 

the parish have participated in the construction work 

with benefactions. The majority of coats of arms are 

not identified, save one. The coat of arms in the second 

south pillar might be connected to the family Kirves. 

Some of the motifs seem to derive from profane 

life, festival tradition or the "world outside". These are 

mainly the tournament motifs and ships. The depic

tion of a mermaid in the fifth south pillar facing north, 

although relatively high up, is relatively visible and thus 

possibly intended for the parishioners to see. The tour

nament motif in the east side of the third north pillar 

faced the chancel and thus it is questionable whether it 

first and foremost operates as a morality image of the 

battle of good and evil for the parishioners. However, 

priests could have used both of these motifs as visual 

aids or reminders in their sermons. 



NOUSIAINEN Vault IV 

- rib decoration

Sacrist:x: - floral motifs in the cells)

- rib ornamentation - a large animal (fourth south pillar, facing west)

- a fragmented tree motif (north cell) - the face of Christ, instruments of torture and a

- a riding human character (north cell) cross (fourth south pillar, facing east)

- a human with a bow (?) (north cell) - a small bird (?) (fourth south pillar, facing east)

- a fragmented human (?) (north cell)

- a fragmented paintings with a wheel (north cell) "Vault V" 

- two trees and a bird ( east cell) - rib decoration

- a fragmented painting (a coat of arms?) (east cell) - a flower

- a human with a banner (east cell) - a fragmented painting

- a human with a three-legged object - a circle-motif (sun-wheel) and unidentified motif
( cauldron ?) ( east cell) above it

- two fragmented humans with swords ( east cell)

- two unidentified objects ( east cell) Central aisle 

- a rosette ( east cell) Chancel vault I 

- small human holding a sword above his head - rib decoration
( east cell)

- an animal and a pole with an animal top ( east cell)
Chancel vault II 

- a large human ( east cell) - rib decoration
- a composition of three humans ( west cell) - a floral motif (west cell)
- two trees (west cell)

Vault I 
Porch 

- rib decoration
- rib ornamentation

- floral motifs above the arches
- floral motif (south cell)

- a coat of arms (first south pillar, facing north)

Nave 
- a circle motif divided into three segments

(first north pillar, facing south)

South aisle 
Vault II 

Vault I 
- rib decoration

- rib decoration
- floral motifs in the cells

- floral motifs (above the arch in the cells)

- a rosette, a square-form motif and a floral motif

(first south pillar facing west)
Vault III 

- rib decoration

Vault II 
- floral motifs in the cells

- rib decoration

- floral motifs (above the arches in the cells) Vault IV 

- a ship and a small consecration cross - rib decoration

(second pillar, facing west) - floral motifs in the cells

- unidentified motif ( the instruments of torture?, - a mermaid, below two opposing animals ( the other

Tree of Life?) (second south pillar, facing east) being a unicorn) (fourth south pillar, facing north)

- two opposing animals (horses?)

Vault III (fifth north pillar facing south)

- rib decoration

- floral motifs (above the arches in the cells) Vault V 

- a coat of arms ( of family Kirves?) - rib decoration

(third south pillar, facing west) - floral motif (west cell)

63 



- a human figure(?) (west cell)

- a fragmented motif (west cell)

North aisle 

Vault I 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs (above the arches in the cells)

- the face of Christ (first north pillar, facing west)

Vault II 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs in the cells

- a coat of arms (second north pillar, facing west)

- a tournament motif ( third north pillar, facing east)

Vault III 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs in the cells)

- a fox, a tree and an animal

(third north pillar, facing east)

- two fragmented opposing animals,

below a fox motif (third north pillar, facing west)

Vault IV 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs in the cells

- a fragmented ship (fourth north pillar, facing west)

- the face of Christ (fourth north pillar and the

instruments of torture, below a cross

(fourth north pillar, facing east)

VaultV 

- rib decoration

In Turku Cathedral there are paintings in the three 

easternmost vaults of the central aisle, in the Chancel of 

the Cross and in the Chancel of Magnus II Tavast.287 In 

the Chancel of Magnus II Tavast the paintings consist 

mainly of axes and letters on the east wall. Only the faint 

letters ihs xps are the ones easily identified, as referring 

to Jesus Christ. Other letters, s, m, b, h (?) are more 

difficult to interpret, and so is the text spa in the junc

ture of the east wall and vault. Tue word Laurentius in 

the south wall may be included with the same group as 

the letters and axes (Fig. 26). Whether the word refers 

to the saint is not clear. lt seems that the altar of St. 

287 Edgren 2000b, 121-122; Hiekkanen 2003a, 206; Hiekkanen 2007, 

201-205. 
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Lawrence was elsewhere in the church. 288 There seems 

to be a dedicatory and commemorative aspect with 

the paintings in the east wall. Tue axes could refer to 

carpenters and thus perhaps indicate that the painters 

were carpenters by craft. Tue axes can mean something 

else as well, possibly St. Olav's day (29.7) as in calendars 

the day was often marked by Olav's axe. In Livonia the 

construction workers were members of the guild of St. 

Olav.289 If the construction workers who painted the 

images in the choir were members of St. Olav's guild 

as well then the axe could perhaps also be seen as the 

guild's "emblem''. All these images were later covered 

by a painting executed by a professional painter. 290 Tue 

chancel was built around the 1430s and the 1440s and 

the paintings are most likely from that period. Knut 

Drake has suggested that the master mason could have 

been Hinrich Brunsberg from Germany.291 Perhaps the 

group also executed the paintings. 

In the chancel of the Cross the only painting is a 

crewless ship in the niche of the east wall. 292 Tue paint

ings in the three easternmost vaults are badly frag

mented but seem to consist of rib decoration, floral 

motifs and garlands. Hiekkanen has suggested that 

they may be the work of Petrus de Kymitto who was a 

mason, murator, and his workshop in 1466.293 lt may 

be possible that there have been more similar paintings 

in other vaults of the central aisle. If he and his asso

ciates were responsible for the painting decorations 

in the three easternmost vaults of the said aisle, this 

would give much needed substantiation to the theory 

concerning the church builders. Unfortunately, the 

paintings in the vaults are badly fragmented so it is dif

ficult to make deductions based on their appearance. 

288 Rinne 1942, 41-44. 
289 Mänd 2005, 39. 
290 Hiekkanen 2007, 203. 
291 Drake 2003, 143-148; Hiekkanen 2007; 199. 
292 Helena Edgren has been of the opinion that the painting in the 

chapel of Tigersted-Wallenstierna belongs to the same group of 

image making as the "primitive paintings". She has interpreted the 

image as representing Christ showing his wounds to the kneeling 

Virgin Mary in intercessory prayer for mankind and calls it "clearly 

primitive". Above them the instruments of torture, i.e. cross and 

nails, have been indicatively placed. Wennervirta calls the cross and 

the nails "primitive" and seems to suggest that the motif belongs to 

the same group of other "primitive paintings': as does Edgren. Wen

nervirta 1930, 34; Edgren 1994b, 51-52; Edgren 2000b, 122: Edgren 

2003, 309. The painting could also represent Christ as a Man of 

Sorrows with a praying saint or a kneeling female donor. Hiekkanen 

has suggested that the painting was painted at the beginning of the 

sixteenth century. Hiekkanen 2007, 203. 'föe Man ofSorrows usually 

operated as imago pietatis, or, as a devotional image (Andachtsbild) 

used as an aid for prayer or contemplation. There is also an inscrip

tion in the arch of the vault, and only the text S. Laurentii is legible. lt 
is still somewhat uncertain whether the cross and the nails, and the 

text fragment all relate to this same painting decoration and whether 
they are the work of the same painter. 

293 Hiekkanen 2003a, 206; Hiekkanen 2007, 201-205; REA 576. 



26 Letters and axes in the Chance/ of Magnus II Tavast, east wall, Turku cathedral. 

TURKU CATHEDRAL 

Nave 

Central aisle 

Vaults I, II and III 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs (badly fragmented)

Tue Chancel of the Cross 

- a ship (in the niche of the east wall)

Tue Chancel of Magnus II Tavast 

- letters ihs xps, s, m, b, h (?), text spa, axes

(east wall)

- word Laurentius (south wall)

Tue lilies and simple flowers in the sacristy of 

Kaarina St. Catherine may have been executed in the 

l 440s after the completion of the vaulting works. 294 

Tue paintings in the sacristy are quite elegant and made

with a firm hand (Fig. 27). Tue extent of the paint work

in the church is not known but Riska has suggested that

there may have been motifs in the nave similar to those

in the sacristy.295 

KAARINA ST. CATHERINE 

Sacristy 

- large lilies ( the edges of vaults)

- flower motifs (around the vault top)

294 
Hiekkanen 2007, 146. 

295 
Riska 1974, 23. 
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27 Sacristy vault of Kaarina. 

28 A mermaid in the second vault of the south aisle of Nauvo. 

29 Floral ornaments in the third vault of Nauvo. 
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Tue neighbouring churches of Nauvo and Korppoo 

in Finland Proper were both constructed and deco

rated with paintings between the period of 1430 and 

1450.296 Tue paintings in Nauvo have been preserved 

poorly and they are fragmented and partly destroyed 

in their current-day condition. Apparently the people 

in Nauvo had previously attempted to white-wash 

and even scrape the paintings off. Tue paintings in the 

central aisle were probably first scratched in 1871 and 

then white-washed.297 Tue remaining paintings are 

still visible in all the aisles which clearly shows that the 

paint works were executed systematically and accord

ing to a plan. Tue paintwork has been executed in a 

fairly firm hand. Tue dominating feature in the picto

rial plan is the floral motifs painted growing from the 

top stones to the cells and above the arches in the cells. 

Tue floral motifs mainly consist of different tree-like 

compositions and large bud-like motifs sprouting.298 

Thus, the basic composition for the decoration of the 

vault is mainly the same but the variation in the floral 

motifs makes each vault different from another. In 

many instances the floral motifs have been surrounded 

with <lots. 

There are only some representative motifs in the 

church. These include a hird with a sun in its heak and 

a star painted above the motif in the first vault of the 

south aisle, a mermaid in the second vault of the south 

aisle, a sun-wheel in the fourth vault of the central aisle, 

a motif possibly depicting a key299 and a mark also 

in the fourth vault of the central aisle. There is also a 

fragmented human figure in the west wall of the north 

aisle. Tue sun-wheel is similar to that in the chancel of 

Korppoo and it seems that the same painter(s) have 

operated in both of these churches. Unique is the paint

ing depicting a bird with the sun in its beak and a star 

painted above the motif. lt is possible that the motif 

has its origins in the Bestiary material since the ostrich 

was sometimes depicted in a relatively similar manner 

in Bestiaries. In Nauvo the bird is not clearly an ostrich 

rather than a crane or a stork. Tue referential origin 

for the motif may nevertheless come from the world 

of bestiaries. Also the mermaid seems to derive from 

similar fable lore (Fig. 28). lt is also a motif that appears 

among other coastal churches decorated by the church 

builders. Thus, it seems that the visual plan in Nauvo 

has mainly focused on the embellishment of vaults 

296 Hiekkanen 1994, 219; Hiekkanen 2007, 70-73, 116-119. 
297 "föe paintings in the vaults were revealed by Reino Palmroth in 

1957-1958 and they were restored in 1958 by Veikko Kiljunen. 
Kiljunen 1958; Nikula 1973, 29, 134-135; Nikula 1992, 35; Stigell 
1966, 1-16. 

298 About the restoration of the paintings, see Kiljunen 1958, research 
report. 

299 Stigell has interpreted it as the key of St. Peter. Stigell 1974, 65. 



with large floral motifs and the few depictive motifs 

are mainly those coming from fables and lore (Fig. 29). 

There are no clearly religious motifs in Nauvo, unless 

the key-like motif is regarded as such. 

NAUVO 

Nave 

South aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib decoration

- a flower (west cell)

- a bird with a sun-wheel in its beak (west cell)

- floral motifs above the arches (east and south cells)

Vault II 

- rib decoration

- floral ornaments in vault top

- a mermaid (west cell)

Vault III 

- rib decoration

- a floral motif (west cell)

- a fragment ( east cell)

Vault IV 

- rib decoration

- large bud-motifs in the vault top

- a floral motif above the arch (east cell)

VaultV 

- rib ornamentation

- a fragment in the vault top

Central aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib ornamentation

- fragmented floral ornamentation (north, south,

east cells)

Vault II 

- floral ornaments above arches (north and east

cells) and in vault tops

- rib ornamentation

Vault III 

- rib ornamentation

- fragmented floral ornaments (north, east and west

cells)

Vault IV 

- rib ornamentation

- floral motifs in vault tops

- fragmented floral motifs ( above the arches in the

north and west cells)

- a key and a mark ( east cell)

- a circular sun-wheel (north cell)

VaultV 

- floral motifs in vault tops

- fragmented paintings above the arches ( east and

west cells)

North aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib ornamentation

- fragmented human figure (north wall)

Vault II 

- rib ornamentation

Vault III 

- rib ornamentation

- floral motifs above the arches ( east and north cells)

- a floral motif (south cell)

Vault IV 

- rib ornamentation

- a floral motif (north cell)

Vault V 

- rib decoration

In Korppoo church the dominant motifs are differ

ent humans, animals, and ships painted mainly on the 

vaults and walls of the nave (Fig. 30). Few motifs have 

also been painted on the pilasters. In addition, there are 

a few paintings in the sacristy as well. 300 Garlands and 

floral motifs are in the minority. Tue floral motifs and 

palmettes have mainly been painted as growing from 

the painted ribs to the cells, although this is not entirely 

consistent. Tue paint work is in this sense conventional 

'
00 Nikula 1973, 34. 
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and the architectural elements have been empha

sised. This is also the case with the "transgressions", 

the placement of paintings at different architectural 

junctures such as that of the wall and vault or of arch. 

Such manner of composing images seems to have been 

fairly common among the different workshops. As in 

Maaria, in Korppoo some of the paintings have been 

mainly placed to the juncture of the wall and vault ( the 

praying human figure in the third vault, the ships in the 

fifth vault). An armless human has been painted in a 

particular manner. He has been painted partially under 

the north wall arch in the second vault and partially on 

the south side of the same arch. Tue body of the human 

is thus under the arch and his face is on its south side, 

"looking out" to the nave. 

Some of the motifs are quite unique and do not 

seem to appear in other churches of the Diocese. 

These are for example the human figure with stretched 

hands holding two objects in the south wall of the fifth 

vault, two armless humans, the human figure with the 

cane or a long pipe in the chancel vault and some of 

the ornamental motifs. Tue overall pictorial plan of 

Korppoo is relatively complex. Tue conventionalities in 

image-making have governed the placing of paintings 

but many of the motifs are relatively conventional as 

well, such as the birds with snakes in their beaks and 

the dragon-slaying humans. Tue overall impression is 

somewhat restless and not equally balanced as in some 

other churches but the placing of motifs is nevertheless 

quite systematic. 

Several motifs are typical in the coastal churches 

decorated by the church builders, namely ships, laby

rinths and mermaids. There is a lot of visual repro

duction of motifs, as the ship has been painted seven 

times (both with and without the crew), the laby

rinth twice and the combat motif (humans combating 

humans and animals, animals combating animals and 

humans) at least with ten different combinations. Tue 

duster of combat motifs is evident in the third vault 

and also seems to point to some level of intentional

ity and emphasising some kind of "message". Whether 
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30 A ship with crew on the north wall of the 

tower vault, Korppoo. 

this possible "message" has operated more on a prag

matic level in an apotropaic sense, or in a conceptual 

level (the battle between good and evil, for example), 

is a matter of speculation. An interesting feature is the 

many depictions of ships. Representing the same motif 

several times is not an uncommon feature in the prac

tices of different workshops. In Korppoo some of the 

ships have been connected to the sailing of St. Olav, 

although it is slightly more difficult to conclude which 

ship motifs could possibly depict the sailing.301 

Tue majority of the motifs seem to first and fore

most refer to the secular realm and to things acted or 

experienced. Although many motifs are difficult to 

identify, the human figures seem mainly to connect 

themselves to the activities and experiences of the male 

world. Paintings that could represent a knight ( the fifth 

vault), horn-blower (chancel vault, the second vault, 

the fifth vault) and a hunt (chancel wall) could be 

regarded as such. A few motifs mainly in the chancel 

vault could refer to festival traditions, perhaps Shrove

tide, although their placement in the chancel feels 

somewhat odd. 302 Tue fox, some of the birds and the 

mermaid are the only ones that hint to the direction 

of fables and lore, even to Bestiary imagery. Only few 

motifs are religious. Tue clearest example is the face of 

Christ, painted on the south wall. lt could have pos

sibly been used for devotional purposes. There is also 

a depiction of another face in Korppoo that could rep

resent the face of Christ. 303 Some of the human figures 

have been painted with dotted halo-like compositions 

around their heads and these could depict saints. lt is 

301 Anna Liden has suggested that the two ships with crew in the fifth 
vault could depict St. Olav's sailing. Liden 1999, 116. Knuutila, on the 
other hand, suggests that the ship in the first vault ( on the south wall) 
could be a representation of St. Olav's sailing. Knuutila 2010, 213. 

Palmroth has suggested that the motif on the south wall, depicting a 

ship with five crewmembers, an animal and a tree might be St. Eric's 
voyage. Palmroth 1952, research report. 

302 About Shrovetide celebrations, see Söndergaard 1989. 
303 Vesa Immonen who has catalogued the facies motif in wall paintings 

and in liturgical objects in the Diocese of Turku, does not count the 
face in Korppoo as a face of Christ. Immonen 2005, 72-99. 



31 Human figure on the south wall of the tower vault, 

Korppoo. 

possible that the patron saint of the church, St. Michael 

has been depicted at least in the second vault but since 

feasible attributes are missing this is difficult to say for 

certain. Tue two humans in the second vault slaying 

the dragon could also represent St. George as the birds 

seen in both of the Korppoo paintings, were sometimes 

used in his iconography, although this seems to have 

been relatively rare. Tue horse seen in the close prox -

imity of the saintly figure in the north side of the west 

cell of the second vault could be seen as referring to 

St. George.304 Tue human figure with two objects in 

his hands in the fifth vault has been connected to the 

Mass of St. Gregory but this interpretation seems too 

far-fetched. 305 Tue painting is partially fragmented and 

the objects are not easily identified. lt is probable that 

the human represents Death with a spade and scythe, 

although his appearance is not really skeletal in the 

sense that he is wearing clothes (Fig. 31). 

304 Ana Maria Gruia has suggested that the birds could be due to a com

bining of the image of the saint with that of hunting scenes. Gruia 

2006, 7-48. 
305 Interpretation as the Mass of St. Gregory, Palmroth 1952, research 

report; Stigell 1974, 77-79. 

KORPPOO 

Sacristi 

- four stars ( on the walls)

- a bird (north wall, west form the window)

- a Mary monogram (in a niche above the
window in the north wall)

- a fragmented painting on the south wall

- a hammer (?) on the south wall,
west of the door

Nave 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib ornamentation

- three trees surrounded by <lots

- a bird and a tree surrounded by <lots

- a palmette

- a palmette, with a star and a flower

- a plant motif surrounded by <lots

- small St. Andrew's Cross

- two circular sun-wheels

- a sun-wheel with curved "beams':
surrounded by <lots

- a bird pecking a four-footed animal

- a man with a horn/trumpet and a jester's hap

- a man with a stick

- painting fragment

- a crewless ship

- an ornamental plant (?)

- a mark

- a ship with a person onboard (north wall)

- a man riding on an animal, accompanied by
a four-footed animal (a dog?) (east wall)

- a ship with five crewmembers, an animal and a tree

(south wall, east side of the south window)

Vault II 

- floral ornamentation

- rib ornamentation

- palmettes/floral motifs in the vault growing out of

the ribs

- a face ( the top stone)

- a tournament motif with two men on horseback

and an attacking bird (west cell)

- a man piercing a dragon and two birds attacking

(west cell)

- a man piercing a dragon (west cell)
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- a horse (west cell)

- a large bird attacking a fish (west cell)

- two birds attacking a fish (west cell)

- a large. long-legged bird (west cell)

- a bird with a snail/ snake in its beak

- a bird with a fish in its beak

- a face and two circular motifs surrounded by <lots
( the arch between the II and III vaults)

- a ship with a human onboard (north cell)

- under the ship a man painted partially to the vault,
partially under the arch ( on the north wall)

- a man blowing a wind-instrument (north cell)

- a fragmented ship with crewmembers (north wall)

- a fragmented human (with a candle?) 1 

( west side of the south arch)

- a human bust

- ornament consisting of circles and <lots

- a fragmented human with wings (?)
(the arch on the north wall, facing east)

- a face of Christ and a mark (south wall)

- a small face (south wall)

- a man (a saint?) holding a sword
( the arch between the II and III vaults, facing south)

- a armless man and three marks
( the arch between the vaults II and III, facing north)

Vault III 

- palmettes in the vault top

- rib ornamentation

- a human in a praying position (in the juncture of
the arch and west cell of the vault, facing east)

- a labyrinth (south wall)

- a labyrinth ( west side of the south arch, facing east)

- a ship ( the east side of the south wall window niche)

- fragments (north arch)

VaultIV 

- palmettes/plants in the vault

- rob ornamentation

- a mermaid (above the west wall window)

- a fox ( east side arch)

- a knight blowing a horn (?) (west wall, north side
of the window)

- a fragmented horn-blower (west wall,
south side of the window)

- a man holding two objects in his hands (south wall)

- a bird (left side of the niche)

- two ships with crewmembers, other above the
niche, the other on the west side of the niche
(north wall)

'Palmroth 1952, research report. 
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Tue paintings in Kemiö consist only of floral motifs 
in the sacristy vault. Tue paintings have been executed 
possibly also in the 1470s; Nikula suggests the year 
1469.306 They have been painted in a conventional 
manner as growing from the vault top of the cells. Tue 
motifs have been surrounded with <lots as in Nauvo. 
Hiekkanen has suspected that there may have been 
paintings in the nave, in addition to the consecration 
crosses, that were part of the same painting set as the 
sacristy paintings. They may have been painted over by 
the paintings executed by professional painters, that is, 
the group of Taivassalo. 307 there are no existing con -
secration crosses on the walls which would indicate 
that the plaster could have been hacked down, possibly 
after the fires in 1700 and 1791. 308 If this was the case, 
there undoubtedly was some plan in the execution of 
the paintings in Kemiö but since the only paintings are 
those in the sacristy, any deductions based on this are 
difficult to make. 

KEMIÖ 

Sacristy 
--

- plant ornamentation in the vault tops,
motifs surrounded by <lots

In Sauvo the only existing paintings are painted 
ribs and few floral motifs in the porch vault, painted 
around the 1470s.309 Tue placing is somewhat excep
tional in the sense that the only church with paintings 
in the porch is Nousiainen. Other than that, there is no 
currently visible material in the other porches of other 
churches with paintings attributed to the work church 
builders. Tue floral motif in Sauvo is a palmette or lyre
shaped motif, painted in two cells. 

SAUVO 

Porch 

- rib decoration

- floral motifs growing from the top stone

306 Nikula 1975, 109; Hiekkanen 2006a, 10-30; Hiekkanen 2007, 65-67. 
307 Markus Hiekkanen's information 28.11.2008; Hiekkanen suspects 

that the paintings on the walls of the nave would have been taken 

down after the fires in the church in the eighteenth century since no 

consecration crosses exist anymore. Hiekkanen 2007, 64-67, 116-

119; Hiekkanen 2006b, 173, 176,182 . 
308 Nikula 1975, 109-110; Hiekkanen 2007, 67. 
309 Stigell 197 4, 72; Hiekkanen 2007, 171. 



Tue only painting in the Bridgettine church of 

Naantali that seems to be the work of the construction 

workers is the garland painted in the north vault of the 

first storey of the east sacristy. 310 Hiekkanen has sug

gested that the paintings must have been the work of a 

master builder or his group and been executed straight 

after the building was completed in the 1480s.311 In 

Naantali also the ribs have been emphasised in the con

vergence with paint work in order to create a Cross of 

St. Andrew. lt is possible that other cells have been dec

orated with the same kind of garland motif.312 There is 

also a painting of a human face on the north wall and 

a fragmented garland-like painting. lt is somewhat dif

ficult to conclude whether the paintings on the wall are 

by the same hand as the paintings in the vault.313 

NAANTALI 

Sacristy 

Vault 

- a garland motif

- rib decoration (St. Andrew's Cross)

North wall 

- human face

- a fragmented garland

There are only few paintings in Rymättylä, possi

ble from around the lSlüs.314 These include the con

secration crosses and two ships, one on the north wall 

and one on the south wall (Figs. 32 and 33). Tue north 

wall ship is very small and simple, consisting only of 

the hull, mast with a crow's nest, and a cabin. Tue ship 

in the south wall is painted in a slightly more detailed 

manner. Tue upper part of the mast is fragmented due 

to the enlargement of the south window. Both of these 

ships are crewless. Tue ships are common in coastal 

churches and given the fact that Rymättylä is situated 

in the coast the choice of ship motif is in line with the 

image-making of other workshops. 

3
1

0 Hiekkanen 2003a, 198; Hiekkanen 2007, 197-198; Lilius - Nikula -

Riska 1972, 47-51. 
3

11 Hiekkanen 2003a, 197-198. 
312 Lilius 1969, 97; Lilus - Nikula - Riska 1972, 49-50. 

313 Henrik Lilius has been of the opinion that the paintings on the walls 

might be from the beginning of the sixteenth or even seventeenth 

century, whereas the paintings in the vault would be from around the 

1470s. Lilius 1969, 94-95. 
314 Hiekkanen 2007, 163. Lilius - Nikula - Riska argue that the ship on 

the north wall would be older, belonging to the same painting phase 

as the consecration crosses. Tue south wall ship would belong to a 

younger painting phase. Lilius - Nikula - Riska 1972, 169. 

32 A ship on the north wall of Rymättylä, third vault. 

33 A ship on the south wall of Rymättylä, third vault. 

RYMÄTTYLÄ 

Nave 

Vault III 

- a ship (north wall)

- a ship (south wall)

71 



34 Garlands on the first north pillar of Hattula with a statue of 

St. Lawrence in the niche. 

Häme 

In Hattula the construction workers executed paint

ings in the 1490s, replaced by professional paintings 

in around 1510.315 Any conclusions about the origi

nal pictorial plan are difficult to make since the paint

ings have been preserved only as a fragment on the 

first north pillar (Fig. 34).316 Tue paintings may have 

consisted mainly of garlands but whether other motifs 

were implemented among it, is a matter of mere specu

lation. lt is possible that the garlands could have been 

used as the main visual element and other motifs, even 

human and animals may have been added among the 

foliage. 

315 Knapas 1997, 20-21; Hiekkanen 2007, 34,289. In his article of 1996 

Hiekkanen suggested that the paintings made on the pilasters and 

vaults were similar and coeval to the paintings in the churches ofEast 

Uusimaa, namely Pernaja, Sipoo and Karjaa, i.e. roughly between the 

period of 1440 and 1480. Hiekkanen 1996b, 55-56. Later, Hiekkanen 

dated the church to the period between 1472 and 1490. Hiekkanen 

2007, 285. 
316 Knapas 1997, 20-21. 
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35 Sacristy vault of Akaa. 

Hattula 

Nave 

Eastern pillar of the north aisle, facing west 

- a rosette-like ornamental motif, garlands

Hollola, see chapter 4.4. 

Aland Islands 

Finström, see chapter 4.2. 

3.2 Paintings in the unfinished churches 

Tue paintings in Häme and Satakunta dating mainly 

from the sixteenth century are relatively scarce when 

compared to the churches of Uusimaa and Finland 

Proper. Tue main reason seems to be that the churches 

were unfinished. That would explain why large picto

rial sets were not made to these churches.317 In Häme 

and Satakunta churches were decorated with paintings 

mainly around 1500 and 1510. Tue nowadays visible 

paintings have mostly been preserved on the exte

rior walls. Most of them have been destroyed by the 

damage caused by weather. Tue alteration works on 

outer walls have usually been minimal so paintings 

have thus been preserved much better outside than 

inside the church.318 According to Hiekkanen churches 

were apparently also plastered and then white-washed 

from the outside and not just from the inside. In some 

churches, like in Tyrvää and Pälkäne, there are paint

ings on top of original plaster. 319 There are traces of 

exterior wall paintings in almost twenty churches. This 

seems to imply that they have been more regular than 

exceptional. 

317 Hiekkanen 1998, 88; Hiekkanen 2007, 25, 37-38. 
318 Edgren 2000a, 97. 
319 Hiekkanen 2003a, 37. 



Häme 

In Akaa the only painting is the ornamental motif in 

the sacristy vault, consisting of a four-petaled flower, 

zigzag-outlining and triangle-shaped projections on 

the ribs with small crosses on the end (Fig. 35). A very 

similar motif, although slightly more skilfully executed, 

has been painted on the top stone of the sacristy vault 

in Lempäälä. 

AKAA 

Sacristy 

- round decorative painting on the top stone

In Pälkäne the existing paintings have been pre

served on the west gable. The paintings are mainly 

ornamental ones, emphasising the gable decoration 

and niches, and made by incising the motifs into 

the plaster. Also dividers have been used in order to 

achieve the symmetrical geometrical shapes. There are 

also a few fragments of paint around the window niche. 

This would indicate, as Hiekkanen has pointed out, 

that there may have been a lot more paintings made on 

exterior plaster of churches during the medieval era. 320 

The paintwork is subtle and focused on the emphasis 

of the niches. The motifs are mainly geometrical ones 

but one human figure has been painted inside a painted 

circle in the niche (Fig. 36). Identification is difficult 

due to the scarcity of details.321 He seems to have

been depicted in profile with slightly bent knees. He is 

320 Hiekkanen 2007, 320-321. 
321 See also Nervander's report. Nervander 1903a, 59-60. 

36 West gable of Pälkäne church. 

also wearing a short dress. Both of his hands are wide 

open and he seems to be holding stick-like objects in 

them. This figure is well preserved because the outlines 

have been incised into the plaster, possibly with some 

sharp utensil, a chisel maybe. Emil Nervander found 

the paintings of Pälkäne in 1893 after a stormy night 

which had caused the roof and part of the east gable 

to fall down. According to his description - written as 

a dialogue between him and the drawer - the human 

had "two crooked feet, a child's body, a head and stump 

hands". He was standing on "a triangle''. In his left 

hand he was holding a letter S. Next to his right hand 

there were a vertical stroke and a letter C. Nervander 

interpreted the painting as Christ holding a banner of 

victory and thus the meaning of the motif would be 

Christ's resurrection from the grave.322 Edgren on the

other hand has distinguished a halo and an axe-like 

object in the image and interpreted the character as St. 

Olav. 323 lt is possible that the human represents a saint

as there seems to be a circular composition around 

the head.324 Pälkäne might be dedicated to St. Michael

and if the saintly interpretation is followed, the most 

logical choice would be St. Michael. The objects in the 

human's hand could perhaps be seen as a scale and a 

sword. But since the detailing is so minimal, this is very 

difficult to conclude. Equally possible may be the inter

pretation of the human as a mason and thus as a self

portrait. 32
5 The preserved paintings in the west gable

and in the chancel window may have been the work of 

322 "(. •• ) det är tvä krokiga ben - - ach ser man pä, afvanam den är en 

barnkropp med hufvud ach armstumpar." Nervander 1903a, 59-60.
323 Edgren 2000a, 97-98.
324 Edgren has interpreted the human as St. Olav. Edgren 2000a, 97-98.
325 Hiekkanen 2007, 320-321.
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37 Paintings in the west gable of Sääksmäki. 

a same painter or group and they do not seem to find 

a counterpart in other churches in the Diocese. 326 As 

in Tyrvää and Raisio, some of the paintings have been 
painted on the actual exterior plaster and not just on 

the ornamental niches.327 

PÄLKÄNE 

Nave (exterior) 

West gable 

- circles and arches inside the upper

square-shaped niche, divided into four parts

with double lines
- rib-like vertical decoration and circles

(large square-shaped niche)
- a human figure inside the south side circle

in the niche)
- fragments around the window panes

(west wall)

Tue paintings in Sääksmäki consist of gable decora

tion. There have been consecration crosses in the nave, 
one with the letters ihs painted under the cross, but it 

seems unlikely that other paintings have been made. 328 

Tue round niches have been emphasised with a zigzag

pattern and the long horizontal niche at the lower part 

of the gable has been emphasised with a chequered 
pattern. A small human character on a horseback 

and wearing a large hat has been painted inside the 
north side circle niche (Fig. 37). Tue identification of 

326 Hiekkanen 1995, 74.

327 Hiekkanen 2003a, 37; Hiekkanen 2007, 318-321. 
328 Hiekkanen 1995, 74-74; Hiekkanen 1999, 75-76; Hiekkanen 2007, 

339. 
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38 A human figure on the sacristy wall of Urjala. 

the human is difficult due to its location and the lack 
of details. Tue motif is fairly uncommon among the 

paintings. Only in the Korppoo chancel does the paint
ing in the east wall depicts a human figure riding a 

four-footed animal. 

SÄÄKSMÄKI 

Nave (exterior) 

West gable 

- chequered pattern in the long horizontal niche

below the tiled gable

- zigzag-decoration around two round ornamental

niches

- a human character on a horseback
(inside the round niche, north part of the gable)

Tue paintings in Urjala sacristy consist of simple 
rib decoration in the vault and a human figure on the 
east side of the north wall. Tue motif is relatively enig
matic, showing a human figure about to hit an animal 



or two animals with a sword.329 (Fig. 38) Tue painting 
has been connected to some form of sacrifice. 330 Tue 
paintings in the sacristy most likely fall into the period 
between 1520 and 1540.331 Interpretation of the motif 
is challenging. A somewhat similar motif dating from 
approximately the same time, around the 1520s, has 
been painted in the church of Hald (Diocese of Arhus, 
DK). Here a wild man is depicted about to hit a ram 
with a club. Tue motif has been painted on the chancel 
vault.332 Tue visual analogies between these two char
acters are mainly in the pose and the human in Urjala 
does not seem to depict a wild man. lt is interesting 
that these motifs in both Urjala and Hald have been 
placed to important spaces, in Hald to the chancel and 
in Urjala to the sacristy. In this sense the placing seems 
intentional. lt is possible that the painting in Urjala 
may contain some visual reference to dragon-slaying 
saints such as St. George, St, Michael and St. Margaret. 

URJALA 

Sacristv 
- a man hitting an animal (north wall)
- a decoration in the top stone

329 The animal is curious in the sense that it looks like it has six legs. lt is
also possible that there used to be two animals and only the bottom 
part of the other animal is still visible. Palmroth 1954, research 
report; Niemi 1954, research report; Hiekkanen 1995, 76-77. 

33
0 Niemi 1954, research report. Palmroth has connected the motif 

to the Old Testamental sacrifice of the ram. Palmroth is undoubt
edly referring to the story of Abraham and the sacrificing of the 
ram instead of Abraham's own son Isaac. God tempts Ambraham 
whose faith and obedience is proved in his readiness to sacrifice his 
own son. This act is interupted by God's angel who makes a plea to 
Abraham not to harm his son for he has already proven that he is in 
fear of God. And so Abraham offers the ram instead ofhis son. In the 
Bible text the ram, however, is not slain by a sword but by burning. 
Palmroth 1954, research report. Although the offering of an animal 
has generally been seen as a pagan practice, it could in some cases 
have been connected to devotional practices. Reginald of Durham 
described in his Book of the Wonderful Miracles of Blessed Cuthbert 

how Abbot Ailred of Rievaulx had been scandalized during a visit 
to Kirkcudbright, Galloway, by the ritual sacrifice of a bull which 
was performed by members of the local community. As Carl Watkins 
observes, this incident looks like a classic pagan animal sacrifice 
which were widely condemned by ecclesiastical authorities during 
and immediately after the Christian conversions. But when looking 
closer, the ritual reveals itself to be more complex. Tue orchestrators 
were so-called "scholars" from the religious house of Kirkcudbright 
and the bull was in fact offered to Saint Cuthbert rather than any 
pagan deity. Tue case here seems to be that outward ritual forms 
appear to be pagan when they in fact articulate devotions to a Chris
tian saint. Watkins 2004, 4-6. 

33
1 Hiekkanen 2007, 350-352. 

332 Bolvig 2002, 90. There is also another wild man in Haid, depicted
with a club and holding a wild boar by the tail. 

39 Paintings on the exterior south wall of Huittinen. 

Satakunta 

In Huittinen the painting decoration has remained 
partially visible in the east gable, exterior south wall 
and inside the medieval nave, in the vaults and walls. 
Tue medieval chancel was examined in 1958 but the 
paintings were almost completely destroyed. 333 There 
were paintings inside the church but they were white
washed after Nervander's evaluation.334 Tue exist
ing paintings inside the nave are heavily fragmented, 
consisting of five consecration crosses, a fragment of 
the coat of arms of Magnus Särkilax and a fragmented 
circular motif, perhaps the wheel of St. Catherine, the 
patroness of the church (Fig. 5).335 Wennervirta has 
mentioned other paintings as well; "a dancing human 
figure" and depictions of human faces with wild hair 
and hat in the top stones of the vaults. According to 
him, there was also a mark inside one of the consecra -
tion crosses, possibly that of the painter.336 Due to the 
heavy fragmentation it is difficult to give an adequate 
evaluation of the paintings in the nave. 

In addition, there are existing paintings mainly in 
the east gable, i.e. in the medieval part of the church. 337 

Tue paintings in the gable include mainly tree motifs, 
garlands, and a cross in the niches, a coat of arms 
of Magnus Särkilax, and painted facial features of 
moulded masks. Tue coat of arms of Särkilax was thus 

333 Tue work was executed led by R. Palmroth. Kiljunen 1959a. 
334 Valkeapää 2000, 103; Hiekkanen 2007, 223. 
33

5 Kronqvist 1932, 40; Kronqvist 1948a, 99, 107; Kiljunen 1959a, 
research report; Kiljunen 1959b, research report; Rinne 1952, 223. 

336 Wennervirta connected the paintings to those in Sipoo and espe
cially in Pernaja. Wennervirta 1937, 81-81. 

337 'föe old medieval church went through a series of changes. First, the 
porch and west tower were added in the 1640s and a new sacristy 
was built to replace the old in 1738. The church burned in 1783. 
According to the plans of Georg 'föeodor Höijer the church was 
transformed into a cruciform church by building a northern point. 
This was completed in 1863. Palmroth 1962, 4-10; Viikki 1989, 364. 

75 



painted both inside and outside the church. 338 An 

interesting motif is the cross sprouting as a tree in the 

trefoil niche of the gable in Huittinen. Tue motif seems 

to parallel the cross with the tree, thus evoking con -

nections between trees, the cross and Christ.339 On the 

south wall the trefoil niches have been emphasised with 

paint work and a moulded mask between the niches 

has been emphasised with paint (Fig. 39). Two small 

crosses have been painted on both sides of the mask. 340 

Based on these fragments it is hard to say what may 

have been the extent of the painting decoration of 

Huittinen especially inside the nave. lt seems that the 

position of Bishop Magnus se Särkilax was emphasised 

as his coat of arms seems to have been painted both 

inside the nave and outside in the gable. Tue paintings 

in the gable are mainly different ornamental motifs and 

trees. An interesting motif is the sprouting cross in the 

trefoil niche. On the exterior walls the painting decora

tion has clearly operated to emphasise the gable deco

ration. lt is more difficult to say what the human figure 

inside the nave might have depicted since the remain -

ing tracing is merely suggestive. 

HUITTINEN 

Tue medieval nave (exterior) 

East gable 

Trefoil niche 

- a tree

- a coat of arms of Magnus Särkilax

- a cross

- a tree

Cross-shaped niche 

- fragmented plant ornamentation

338 Nervander had already found the vault-paintings in 1897 and 
copied them. He also interpreted the cross and a star to be the arms 
ofßishop Magnus Särkilax. Kronqvist 1948a, 107. Anna-Lisa Stigell 
has stated that the cross and star, the arms of Magnus Särkilax, might 
refer to his office as Dean since 1466. Stigell 1974, 58-59. According 
to Ahlström-Taavitsainen that is not the case because a coat of arms 
primarily refers to a person who has the highest spiritual power in 
the country, i.e. the Bishop. Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 75. Under 
these circumstances the dating of paintings under the bishopric of 
Magnus Särkilax would be accurate. 

339 Tue motif seems to point in the direction of Christ ( cross) as the 
living tree and thus the source of life. Tue cross as a tree of life con
tinues growing. Tue original tree of life was lost through the Fall, but 
Christ, through his death, is the new tree and life springs through his 
blood. 

340 Also Hiekkanen 1998, 88-89. 
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Shield-shaped niche (left) 

- a tree motif

Shield-shaped niche (right) 

- two trees

South wall 

- two crosses

- the painting decoration around two niches

Tue medieval nave (interior) 

South wall pilaster 

- St. Catharine's wheel (?)

Tue arch in the north wall 

- a fragmented coat of arms (Magnus Särkilax?)

Paintings l?reserved as tracings 1

- a "dancing" human figure

- a consecration cross with a mark

1Wennervirta 1937, 81-82.

40 Human figures in the sacristy gable of Messukylä. 



The paintings in the gable of the sacristy of Mes

sukylä were restored in 1959.341 In Messukylä the 

preserved paintings are in the sacristy gable and in 

the sacristy vault. 342 The motifs in the gable include 

mainly paint work emphasising the niches: crosses and 

rosettes, a few faces343 and two unidentified human 

characters. There are also crosses and wheel-like motifs 

painted on the gable. The paintings in the sacristy vault 

are mainly rib decoration. The paintings are partially 

fragmented and thus inhibit detailed interpretations. lt 

is difficult to say who the human figures are supposed 

to depict (Fig. 40). This is the case with other paintings 

in the Häme and Satakunta region, executed into the 

exterior plastering, that include humans (Sääksmäki, 

Tyrvää and Pälkäne). They are all more or less enig

matic and difficult to interpret. The pictorial plan in 

Messukylä seems to have partially been to emphasise 

the architectural elements. 

MESSUKYLÄ 

Sacristx: (exterior walls) 

North gable 

- painting decoration around the rosette and

arch-shaped niches

- a cross ( above the ventilation window in the upper

part of the sacristy gable)

- two fragmented human figures

(the upper part of ornamental arches)

- a cross

(below the upper part of the ornamental arches)

- two human figures (the eastern part of the arches)

- a sun-wheel (the middle of the rosette)

- a sun-wheel

( the western part of the ornamental arches)

- a cross ( the western part of the ornamental niches)

Nave 

- rid decoration

The paintings in Tyrvää consist of those made in the 

sacristy gable, in the chancel window and in the south 

wall window niches. The painting decoration in Tyrvää 

341 Kiljunen 1959c. 
3

42 See also Hiekkanen 1995, 72-74. 
343 Kronqvist mentions the faces as a special element and compares 

them to the molded masks in Huittinen. He seems to think that the 

painted faces have been made imitating the molded ones. Kronqvist 

1948b, 117. 

41 Exterior south wall of Tyrvää with human busts. 

has thus been extended to the actual exterior plaster, as 

in Pälkäne. The paintings in the sacristy gable empha

sise the niches, and those in the east and south wall 

outline the upper parts of window jambs. There are 

also a few interesting representational motifs: the coat 

of arms of Bishop Magnus Särkilax in the east wall 

window jamb and a face of a human with wild, curly 

hair and possibly a mitre. There are more depictions of 

faces and busts on the south wall (Fig. 41). Two faces 

have been painted on the west side of the window ( west 

of the porch) and one fragmented face on the east side 

of the easternmost window. The two faces of the west 

part of the south wall have been depicted wearing caps 

and the face on the west side has extended his left hand 

to his head, as if in puzzlement.344 The depictions of 

faces are of special interest. The motifs in the chancel 

window jamb, the coat of arms and the "bishop's head" 

seem to refer to Magnus Särkilax and his position in 

the area and in the stone church enterprise of Häme 

and Satakunta. 345 In the case of the other faces, it is 

difficult to conclude whether they are connected to 

for example protective functions or to something else. 

Another question is whether the faces in Tyrvää can be 

seen as masons' portraits. 

344 Katajala-Peltomaa and Toivo have suggested that the motif could be

connected to the puzzlement people sometimes faced when hearing 

a sermon. Katajala-Peltomaa - Toivo 12009, 112. 

345 Hiekkanen 2007, 263. 
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42 Chance/ window (exterior) of Sastamala. 

TYRVÄÄ 

Sacristy 

North gable 

- triangle-shaped decoration in the niches

Nave (exterior) 

East wall 

- bishop's head and the coat of arms of

Magnus Särkilax (east window niche)

- zigzag-decoration around the upper part

of the window pane

South wall 

- two human busts (the left side of the west window)

- a fragmented human face

( the right side of the easternmost window)

- zigzag-patterning around the upper

part of the windows

In Sastamala the paintings only include the rib dec

oration in the sacristy and two swastika-peltas on the 

exterior side of the chancel window niche (Fig. 42).346 

Tue rib decoration and especially the star-like motif in 

the top stone resemble those in Akaa and Lempäälä. 

Tue swastika-peltas (or walrus' hearts), however, have 

not been painted at other churches in the Diocese. 

Their placement in the chancel window seems highly 

34
6 A piece of plaster with a painted consecration cross was found in the 

sacristy but was possibly from the wall of the nave. Hiekkanen 1998. 

89-90; Hiekkanen 2007, 258. 
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intentional and they most likely serve some level of 

protective function. 347 

SASTAMALA 

Sacristy 

- rib decoration

- ornamental motif in the top stone

Nave (exterior) 

- two swastika-like motifs (the so-called walrus

heart) (chancel window, south and north recess)

In Lempäälä the only painting is the ornamental 

motif in the sacristy vault, consisting of a four-petaled 

flower, zigzag-outlining and triangle-shaped projec

tions to the ribs with small crosses in the end. A similar 

motif has been painted on the sacristy vaults of Akaa. 

LEMPÄÄLÄ 

Sacristy 

- round decorative painting in the top stone

Finland Proper 

In Rusko the paintings only consist of six consecra

tion crosses on the walls and painted triangle-shaped 

tile imitations in the pilasters. Tue paintings have pos

sibly been made some time between 1510 and 1530. 348 

RUSKO 

Nave 

- tile imitation on pilasters

3
47 As suggested already by Hiekkanen 1995, 72. 

34
8 Hiekkanen 2007, 156-157. 



4. CASE STUDIES:

FOUR CHURCHES,

FOUR PICTORIAL PLANS

This chapter includes a detailed description of the 

painting in four case study churches, in Pernaja, Fin

ström, Maaria and Hollola. Tue discussion is based 

on chronological order: the paintings in Pernaja were 

made around the 1430s and the 1440s, the paintings in 

Finström around the 1450s, the paintings in Maaria in 

about the 1450s to the 1460s, and finally, the paintings 

in Hollola in the beginning of the sixteenth century. I 

will first list the paintings and then continue with iden

tifications and interpretations. Some contextual con -

cerns are already discussed or suggested at this point. 

Via case study churches and the observations made in 

chapter 2 about the paintings in the Diocese, I outline 

and establish the basics of the image-making of differ

ent workshops and their visual idiom. 

4.1. Pernaja 

The paintings in Pernaja church 

Tue paintings in Pernaja belong to the group of paint

ings executed in other churches of Uusimaa, namely 

those in Porvoo, Sipoo, Karjaa, Pyhtää and Helsinki 

parish. Tue paintings in the vaults were made in the 

1440s, but Hiekkanen has noted that some of the paint

ings on the walls have been partly covered by a later 

constructional element, the vaulting. That would indi

cate that they have been painted earlier, maybe in the 

late 1430s.349 Tue paintings on the walls consist of the 

consecration crosses, of a ship, a labyrinth, a depiction 

of a horse, sleigh and a human, and of two fragmented 

paintings. Tue paintings in the church were revealed 

during the restoration process in 1900 led by Emil 

Nervander and covered again.350 Tue paintings were re

revealed in 1938 under the direction of Erkki Kartano 

as part of the reparation works clone in the church. 351 

I will start listing the paintings from the north aisle 

and move in east-west direction, starting from the first 

vault in the chancel area. Then I will continue to the 

central aisle in a similar order, and finally, to the south 

aisle. Tue intended pictorial plan of the workshop that 

operated in Pernaja is difficult to completely piece 

3
49 Hiek.kanen 2007, 30, 451-453. Also Kartano was of the opinion 

that the paintings on the walls were older than those in the vaults. 

Kartano 1948, 101. Also Riska 1987, 142; Anteil 1956, 419; Utter

ström 1989, 10. 

35
0 Nervander 1900a, research report. Tue paintings were white-washed 

in 1700. Utterström 1989, 10. 

35
1 Kartano 1948, 95. 

together for it seems that the currently visible paint

ings do not offer a complete picture of what the inte

rior looked like in the medieval era. When a modern 

visitor enters the church she notices how the paintings 

are clustered to the south aisle vaults while there are 

only a few vaults in the north and central aisles deco

rated and some fragments or single motifs on the walls 

and vaults. As the south aisle vaults are so meticu

lously painted it would seem logical to think that all 

the vaults in the church were meant to be decorated 

with paintings. A very likely explanation is that there 

might still be paintings under the layers of white-wash 

in the north and central aisles.352 lt is more difficult to 

say whether this actually took place unless new paint

ings are covered under the white-washed vaults. For 

example in Porvoo church the now visible paintings 

are only in the chancel vaults, in the vaults of the north 

aisle and in the sacristy. Here the unequal distribution 

of images can be explained by the fact that these are the 

only medieval vaults still remaining: the other vaults 

had to be re-vaulted after a devastating fire in 1708 lit 

by the landing Russian troops during the Great North

ern War.353 lt is likely that the other vaults in Porvoo 

were also decorated with paintings. Tue churches of 

Uusimaa were designed according to a uniform plan, 

and thus including paintings to this plan seems logical. 

Tue unbalanced distribution is likely to be a result of 

later destruction or white-washing. 

In each vault the painted ribs constitute the minimal 

decoration. Tue ribs have mainly been painted using 

different wedges and imitation brick, stars, wavy 

bands, and vertical colour bands on the rib sides. Tue 

colours are mainly red and some sort of bluish/greyish 

colour. Tue vaults in the south aisle and in the chancel 

are the most decorated ones and the cells are covered 

with garlands, different floral motifs, animals and 

humans. These motifs, placed among the simple yet 

elegant garlands, seem to operate as focal points while 

simultaneously blending in the overall decoration. Tue 

impression that the paintings give inside the interior is 

harmonious. 

There is only rib decoration in the first and second 

vaults of the north aisle (Fig. 43). In the first vault the 

ribs have merely been emphasised with wedge deco

ration, and one of the ribs has been outlined with a 

row of small semi-circular patterns.354 Also in the 

second vault only the ribs have been emphasised with 

wedges. 355 In the third vault the ribs have been deco-

352 As suggested by Utterström. Utterström 1989, 10. 

353 The church had burned already in 1571. Hiekkanen 2006b, 178-179, 

182; Gardberg 1996, 221-222. 

35
4 Similar painting decoration is also in Maaria. 

355 In this vault part of the medieval wooden roof truss construction is 

still visible. 
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rated with wedges and an oblique pattern. Two of the 

ribs are also partly outlined with small semi-circles. Tue 

cells have been covered using the most typical visual ele

ments in Pernaja: the garland, the lyre-shaped embry

onic budding motif sprouting garlands, painted in the 

vault top, and some kind of plant motif with two large 

leaves standing on a tripod-like pedestal and attached 

with a planar ring just above the pedestal, placed above 

the highest point of the arches. In the third vault the gar

lands are simple, with trefoils in the ends. As said, they 

spring from the lyre-shaped embryos that are usually 

depicted with some ldnd of elliptical kernel parts split 

in half. Similar motifs have been used in Pyhtää, Sipoo, 

Porvoo and Helsinki parish, as well as Nauvo, Korppo, 

Sauvo and Nousiainen. In the third vault a stipe of a sort 

grows out of the kernel and ends with two leaf-like pat

terns. Tue garlands sprout from the ends of the leaves. A 

garland has also been painted on the bottom of the arch 

in the north wall. Above the south side arch is a round 

flower-like motif with small trefoils painted between 

the petals. A similar, more detailed figure appears also 

in the first and second vaults of the central aisle. 

Tue paintings in the fourth vault of the north aisle 

consist only of rib decoration. A small crewless ship 

80 

43 North aisle vaults in Pernaja. View from 

east to west. 

resembling a sailing boat has been painted up on the 

north wall. Tue only visible paintings in the fifth vault 

are the ones on the rib. In addition, there are fragments 

of paint on the north wall, on the right side of the 

window. A simple garland has been painted inside the 

window recess. In the sixth vault of the north aisle the 

paintings consist merely of rib decoration. A consecra

tion cross painted on the west wall is partly covered by 

the arch moulding, as is the labyrinth in the south wall 

in the fifth, covered by the vault structure. 

In the central aisle the first two vaults are 28-celled 

stellar vaults. Tue first vault is covered with garlands 

in a manner typical to Pernaja (Fig. 44). A garland has 

been painted on the bottom of the arch in the east wall 

which is also a typical feature and continues in the 

vaults of the south aisle. Tue ribs have been decorated 

with wedges, stars and vertical colour bands on the 

sides. In addition, there is a star-like motif in the key

stone and other round, square or star-shaped motifs in 

the all the junctions of the ribs. Two representational 

motifs appear, both depicting the same thing: two birds 

sitting on a tree. Tue other tree, painted on the north 

side cell ( the one forming one of the points of the star

shape of the vault) has six branches with leaves. Two 



44 Chance[ vault in Pernaja with rib decoration, garlands and rosette-like motifs 

birds facing each other and looking down are sitting 

in the two upmost branches. There is also a top with 

a wavy line protruding upwards. Tue other tree has 

been painted in the west cell ( also forming one point 

of a star). Here there are only two branches on which 

the birds are sitting. They have turned away from each 

other. Tue tree also has a round detail in the lower part 

of the stem and a more oval one in the top. In the south 

cell there is a large flower-like composition, almost 

similar to that in the third vault of the north aisle. Here 

the flower is slightly more detailed and it has a "stem" 

consisting of two pairs of wavy leafs and a sharp oval 

form or leaf at the end, divided in two. This composi

tion loosely resembles, if turned upside-down, a paint

ing in the first south pillar ofNousiainen, where a large 

rosette has been painted above a square, divided in 

four, and a similar plant-like "stem" above it. Another 

flower, similar in composition but differing in detail

ing, has further been painted in the east cell. 

Tue second vault of the central aisle is fairly similar 

in decoration than the first vault. Here again the mean -

dering garlands dominate, and the ribs have been 

emphasised with the usual motifs: wedges, stars, and 

vertical colour bands. In few parts there is a row of 

<lots lining the rib but this is not systematic. Originally 

they might have outlined the rib all the way but some 

of the <lots may very well have disappeared under the 

white-wash. Tue cells have been covered with garlands 

and !arger floral motifs have been placed in the north, 

south, east and west cells, to the points of the star for

mation of the vaulting, as in the first vault. A similar 

flower seen already in the first vault of the central 

aisle and in the third vault of the north aisle has been 

painted on the north cell. Tue detailing is a bit differ

ent here: there are no trefoils between the petals, and 

a flower-like composition has been painted inside the 

flower. Under it is a plant with two wavy leaves. In the 

east and south cells the painter has placed an embry

onic bud-like motif and made variations in detailing. 

In the west cell a plant with two leaves has been placed 

inside a shield-like composition decorated with roun -

dels inside and outside and with three circles around it. 

Hiekkanen has suggested that the motif might be the 

coat of arms of Krister Nilsson Vasa (t 1442), the lord 
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of the castle Viborg. This would indicate that the vaults 

were built before 1445.356 

In the third vault of the central aisle the visible 

paintings are few. The rib decoration consists of 

wedges, vertical colour bands along the ribs, stars and 

zigzag-patterns. The zigzag-pattern continues in the 

cells between the ribs of the 12-celled stellar vault. 

Faint floral motifs have been painted on the cells above 

the high points of the arches. Relatively similar plants 

with two leaves have been painted in the south, east 

and west cells. They are quite simple, consisting of two 

large leaves and a bud on top. The one in the east cell 

is curiously decorated with small circles that line the 

356 Hiekkanen 2006a, 22; Hiekkanen 2007, 453. 
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45 First vault of the south aisle of Pernaja filled 

with garlands. 

46 Second vault of the south aisle in Pernaja. On 

the right, a motif possibly depicting an ape. 

plant. A tree with six branches, all ending in trifoliate 

leaves or flowers, has been painted on the north cell. 

The low part of the stem is decorated with an oval and 

a zigzag-pattern protruding from the top towards the 

keystone of the vault. 

The paintings in the fourth, fifth and sixth vaults 

consist merely of rib decoration. In the fifth vault there 

is a bit more variation to the common wedge, star and 

colour band motifs. Few of the ribs have been deco

rated with a zigzag-pattern, and one of the rib conjunc

tions has been emphasised by encircling it with red 

paint. Also in the sixth vault the conjunctions of ribs 

have been emphasised but with painted squares. The 

moulded top stone of the vault is also a square so the 

painted ones enhance the feeling of consistency. In the 

west wall there is also a fragmented painting that seems 



47 Third vault of the south aisle in Pernaja with a 

mermaid and human figures. 

48 Fourth vault of the south aisle in Pernaja. 

to represent a human figure dressed in a garment 

that has been fastened with a belt. Tue upper body is 

strangely bulged and the colour line brings to mind 

the attempt to represent wings - perhaps the depic

tion could be St. Michael, the patron of the church. But 

since the painting is heavily fragmented this is mere 

speculation. 

Tue south aisle vaults have the richest painting deco

ration. The garlands in the first vault feel dense and this 

may partly be due of the fact that the painter has added 

a lot of trifoliate small flowers and cirri to the garlands 

(Fig. 45). In addition, he has also inserted several small 

<lots among them.357 Tue feeling of denseness may 

357 A similar decorative principle has also been used in Korppoo and 

Nauvo, although there is no extensive garland decoration but merely 

also come from the point that the garlands are filling 

a broader cell space than in the central aisle.358 In the 

east cell there is a large flower at the end of one of the 

garlands. In the south cell a five-petaled flower is in the 

midst of all the vegetation. A garland has been painted 

on the bottom of the arch in the south wall. Tue paint

ings in the vault top are somewhat fragmented but they 

seem to represent a typical Pernaja plant: either the 

embryonic bud or the two-leaved plant. The garlands 

are sprouting from these to cover the entire cells. In the 

cells above the high points of arches the plant motifs 

continue. Tue basic form consists of two large leaves, 

usually sinuous, and a bud. They are also all standing 

different plant motifs. 
35

8 1l1e vaults in the south aisle are cross vaults. 
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49 Fifth vault of the south aisle in Pernaja with a small human 

figure on the left. 

on a triangle-shaped small pedestal. Tue plant in the 

south arch is different, consisting of two bisected ovals 

placed on top of each other. Tue other half of the oval 

is in both cases painted with red. Short garlands sprout 

in a curvilinear manner from the junction of the ovals. 

In the second vault of the south aisle the cells are 

cqually covcrcd with garlands but here the feeling is 

not as dense as in the first vault (Fig. 46). This is mainly 

because there are fewer flowers painted on the garlands. 

Small <lots have been painted here and there among the 

garlands, as in the first vault. Tue paintings in the vault 

top are partly fragmented but they seem to represent 

plants, flowers and garlands. In the east cell the embry

onic bud is standing on a small triangle-shaped pedes

tal and sprouting garlands. A similar motif seems to be 

also in the opposing cell. A flower-like motif has been 

painted in the south cell. There are also motifs painted 

above the high points of arches. They are mainly dif

ferent plants; in the south cell the common two-leaved 

one and a similar one in the east cell. Here it has been 

added with a long twig-like sprout emerging between 

the two leaves.359 Above the plant is a curious, pouch

like composition with sprouting garlands. There might 

have been some kind of plant or flower also in the 

north cell above the arch but this is no longer visible. 

Tue most interesting figure in the vault is the some

what enigmatic creature with two upwards bent limbs 

or tendrils in the west cell. 360 Above it is a triangle with 

<lots in the points. 

In the third vault human figures are introduced to 

the pictorial plan (Fig. 47). Tue garlands cover the cells 

and different plant motifs have been painted on the 

35
9 This type of plant is often seen growing from a pot or a pitcher, it has 

been used for example in Danish wall paintings. 
360 Tue creature resembles a mermaid, a praying person and/or an ape. 
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50 Sixth vault of the south aisle in Pernaja: a bird "taking off ". 

vault top. On the south cell the embryonic bud sprouts 

garlands as usual, in the east and west cells the plant 

motif is more obscure. lt also seems to be completely 

missing from the north vault where only the garlands 

are seen meandering. There is yet another plant on the 

north cell just above the high point of the arch. lt is 

a bud-like composition with a kernel part and some 

kind of fimbriated lines on both sides. In the east cell 

a human figure wearing a knee-length garment and 

some kind of headgear has been depicted blowing a 

horn. In the opposing cell another human, wearing a 

chequered garment is holding a garland. Garlands are 

also sprouting from his/her head. Tue person seems 

to have curiously large ears - unless they are meant to 

depict part of some headgear. In the south cell a figure 

of a mermaid ( or a siren) is seen in a typical pose, 

hands lifted up to her hair. Tue tail is cloven in two and 

seems to have tendrils. There are also garlands and a 

lily-shaped plant sprouting from her head. 

In the fourth vault human, plant and animal motifs 

continue to mingle among the garlands (Fig. 48). A 

variation in rib decoration occurs for one of the ribs 

has been painted using a wavy line on the top of the 

rib while the rib sides have been decorated with a 

circle motif sometimes split in half. Tue cells are again 

covered with garlands and the embryonic bud has been 

painted on the vault top of the south and west cells. In 

the east cell the plant is different: here the bud-part is 

smaller and the leaves larger than in the other two. As 

usual, garlands sprout from these buds. In the north 

cell the vault top is fragmented and the possible plant 

is not visible. A simple plant with a pedestal, a stem 

circle, two leaves and a bud has been painted on the 

south cell above the high point of the arch. On the 

opposing cell there is some kind of an animal with a 

long tail - possibly a fox. There are also three small 



stars below the animal and an unidentifiable pattern 

consisting of small flecks on the left side of the animal. 

A bagpiper, as it seems, in a striped garment and wild 

coiffeur or a headgear has been painted on the east cell. 

More ambiguous as being partly fragmented, is the 

human figure on the west cell. Tue character seems to 

be wearing a garment with either stripes or fringing at 

the hem. In addition, a lily-like plant is sprouting from 

the figure's head. 

In the fifth vault of the south aisle garlands continue 

to cover the cells (Fig. 49). Also here is a small variation 

to the general rib decoration as two of the ribs have 

been covered with garlands and stars. Tue embryonic 

buds have been painted on three cells on the vault top, 

and two of them have been surrounded by circles. In 

the west cell the common two-leaved plant has been 

slightly augmented by adding an extra pair of leaves to 

it. On the north, west and east cells above the aches 

there are different plant motifs; a lily-shaped plant in 

the north cell, a large bud in the east cell and a two

leaved plant with a bud painted with red and greyish 

colour in the west cell. A lily-shaped plant is also on 

the south cell but accompanied by a human figure in a 

striped or a pleated garment and holding his right hand 

up. lt looks as if he is holding some kind of pendant 

object in this hand.361 Below this composition a lab

yrinth motif has been painted on the south wall. Tue 

upper part of the labyrinth has been covered by the 

vault construction. 

In the sixth vault of the south aisle the garlands, 

buds and lily-like plants cover the cells and the vault 

top (Fig. 50). There is the typical lily-like plant motif 

with large leaves above the arch in three cells, all 

slightly different. In the west cell a large bird has been 

depicted as flying or taking off to flight. On the west 

wall a minimalistic, yet expressive painting shows two 

men in a scene containing weapons. Tue man on the 

left is holding a crossbow and the arrow is seen flying 

- but it seems like the man on the right had shot the

arrow although his bow is not seen. Tue composition

seems to be slightly fragmented so the possible bow

may have been destroyed.

There are also some paintings in the sacristy. Tue 

ribs have been painted with red wedges, the junction 

of the ribs in the vault top have been emphasised with 

bluish/greyish paint and the top stone is also painted 

with red. Also the junctions of walls and vaults have 

been emphasised by outlining them with red. In the 

north cell a plant with two leaves and three longish 

strokes protruding between the leaves has been painted 

361 lt brings to mind a censer (thurible). 

at the highest point of the wall outlining. A red star has 

been painted on the west cell. 

Notes on technical aspects concerning the paint

ings should also be made. Motifs are relatively detailed 

and carefully painted. Tue dresses of the humans are 

painted as pleated, striped or chequered. Tue facial 

features have also been painted, as well as fingers and 

hair or headdresses. In this sense the humans are quite 

expressive and also individual in features and general 

appearance. Tue painter(s) of the human figures seems 

to have been relatively skilful. Tue different plants 

and foliage have also been painted with a firm hand. 

There are also a lot of variation in the form of differ

ent flowers and tendrils in the foliage. That gives a 

relatively rich impression. Little details such as small 

flowers, <lots and stars have been painted among the 

foliage in a free-form manner. Also, in some instances 

the painter has managed to achieve a resemblance with 

very little detailing, as can be seen in the trees and the 

birds painted in the chancel vault. Complex depic

tions and the feeling of movement have been equally 

achieved quite efficiently. For example the man, the 

horse and the sleigh can be very easily identified while 

not complicated in paint work. 

The visual plan in Pernaja church 

Tue paintings on the walls constitute the first picto

rial layer in Pernaja as they were most likely painted 

before the vaults. In the south wall of the first vault of 

the south aisle a depiction of a horse, a sleigh is unique 

among the paintings in the Diocese of Turku. There are 

two pentacles (or pentagrams) painted above the man, 

the horse and a sleigh but it is not certain whether they 

are meant to belong to this composition. Tue penta

cles could be seen as apotropaic. Tue motif seems to 

be based on real life observation and if one wants to 

speculate, it could be seen from the point of its con

spicuous nature in the eyes of the makers who maybe 

came to the Diocese abroad. According to William of 

Rubruck (c. 1220 - c. 1293), a Franciscan missionary 

and explorer, one does not paint what one naturally 

sees or what one thinks one knows. 362 This does not 

apply to all image-making but seems to hint that it is 

more tempting for a painter to paint new things. Leon

ardo da Vinci noted in his treatise on painting that the 

mind ( of the painter) is stimulated to new inventions 

by obscure things. Thus the discoveries or inventions 

the painter comes up with are the result of a process 

to make sense of something that is "obscure". 363 In this 

respect, image-making can figure as part of knowledge 

acquisition. 

362 Givens 2005, 80. 
363 van Alphen 2005, 1. 
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lt has been presumed that the makers did not use 

model images rather they used their own imagination, 

or took the subjects of their paintings from things they 

saw around them in everyday life. Edgren has presumed 

that the painters sought the subjects for their images 

from the events and things from everyday life, from 

paintings in other churches and from wooden calen

dars, calendar staffs and parchment calendars. 364 K. K.

Meinander presumed that the motifs for the paintings 

were taken from the surrounding and imaginary world 

of the maker. 365 

Tue notion of painting from life has been long con

nected to the paradigm of "artistic process" where the 

nature-observing and nature-imitating "artist" has 

tended to be elevated above his peers. 366 However,

this notion of painting form "life" has been somewhat 

reluctantly addressed as part of the image-making of 

the medieval painters. They have been seen as mere 

copyists who perpetuated "immutable truths" and 

did not convey "individual observations': as Kessler 

has argued.367 On the other hand, Jean A. Givens has

demonstrated that medieval craftsmen did base part of 

their image-making on observation.368 Lucy Freeman

Sandler has argued in the case of the composed images 

in Omne bonum, an illustrated encyclopedia designed 

in London between 1360 and 1375 by James le Palmer, 

that the artist's chief resource was his pictorial memory. 

This accounted for his ability to produce standard 

images on cue, without needing a pictorial model before 

him. 369 Also, as Mary Carruthers has demonstrated,

craft knowledge especially was mostly based on lore 

that was orally transmitted and retained in memory.370 

In the case of the craft of painting it would seem likely 

that at least part of the tradition - and maybe even the 

most of it - was orally transmitted, requiring thus the 

use of mnemotechnics in distribution of information. 

First-band observation as a guiding rule in medieval 

image-making seems definitely to have been a practice 

used in a lesser degree. N evertheless, the value of visual 

experience was acknowledged in the Middle Ages.371 

An ltalian painter Cennino D'Andrea Cennini advised 

in his notebook that the practicing painter should paint 

constantly from life. 

lt is possible that the makers painted "from life" to a 

degree. lt is possible that in such instances the painter 

had observed something and painted it as seen, but 

364 Edgren 1994a, 128. 
365 Meinander 192 7, 5 7. 
366 Givens 2005, 16-17. 
36

7 Kessler 1988, 182. 
368 Givens 2005. 
369 Freeman Sandler 1989, 558. 
3

7° Carruthers 1998, 28-29. 
3

7
1 Givens 2005, 16, 81. 
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since the actual processes of visual transitions are diffi

cult to verify, it is equally possible that also adaptation, 

combination and recollection must have taken place 

in the painter's mind. Ernst Gombrich has noted that 

not all realistic details in model books were taken from 

life.37
2 Not all "naturalistic" images can be necessarily 

seen as a direct result of the observation of an environ

ment but as a result of a process of things seen, per

ceived, compared and combined and then drawn from 

memory.373 Also, the principal aim of certain images, 

( those possibly taken from life as a result of some form 

of observation) was probably not to act as accurate 

"lifelike" representations rather than to offer adequate 

amount of detail in order to feasibly recognise the 

intended motif. lt seems that it was quite a common 

manner in image-making to incorporate "naturalistic" 

bits or forms probably seen and observed in life. This 

is not to claim that the painters employed some kind of 

empiricist method in observation and image-making. 

Thus, the composed image might be perceived as a fin

ished result of a cognitive process rather than a depic

tion of something "real" or "factual". 

A simple crewless ship has been painted on the north 

wall of the fourth vault of the south aisle. Tue motif is 

typical in both coastal churches and in the visual idiom 

of the workshops operating especially in the fifteenth 

century. Tue group of Pernaja has used the motif also in 

Pyhtää. Other groups working in Nousiainen, Maaria, 

Finström, Korppoo, Pohja and Rymättylä have used the 

motif as well. In the majority of cases the ships have 

been painted on the walls. Tue ship images seem to be 

connected to the makers and their means of transpor

tation and could function mainly from protective point 

of view. 

Tue labyrinth on the south wall of the fifth vault of 

the south aisle is again a typical motif among the paint

ings of coastal churches. Tue Pernaja group has used 

it in Sipoo with an additional human figure. Other 

groups have used the motif in Maaria and Korppoo.374 

In Korppoo the two labyrinths are also in the south 

side of the nave as in Pernaja. Tue labyrinth design 

seems to be complex to construct but in reality it is very 

simple. In the medieval ecclesiastic context the laby

rinth has been addressed with multiple meanings and 

thus the symbolism of the labyrinth is not necessarily 

easily opened up. lt would seem that the labyrinths did 

not have the same operational function as did the floor 

labyrinths in West European cathedrals and thus they 

may not be interpreted from the same starting points. 

372 Gombrich 1999, 98-99. 
373 Camille 2000a, 206-207. 
3

7
4 Stigell has presumed that a fragmented painting on the south wall of 

Nauvo could also represent a labyrinth. Stigell 1974, 85. 



51 Birds sitting in trees in the chancel vault of 

Pernaja, centre and upper left-hand corner. 

lt is also equally difficult to conclude whether the laby

rinths were first and foremost intended to refer to the 

springtime game of Jungfrudans or ludus Troiae, as 

suggested by Stigell.375 Tue labyrinths may have had 

other type of functions. Hiekkanen has suggested that 

labyrinths could operate mainly as mason's marks but 

they could also symbolise kinship or social network. 

Spatial arrangements have sometimes been connected 

to social relations.376 

Tue archery scene in the west wall shows two men 

fighting one another but since the detailing is very 

scarce, further deductions are difficult to make. Tue 

painter has managed to achieve a feeling of motion with 

minor paint work although it is difficult to establish 

whether the scene is in fact a fighting scene or combat 

scene. Visually the motif can be connected to the tra -

dition of different fighting scenes among medieval 

visual media, also in wall paintings.377 Tue workshop 

of Pernaja has used the archer motif also elsewhere, in 

Pyhtää and in Porvoo, but these only show one archer. 

In Porvoo the archer with a crossbow is aiming at a 

bird. Different fighting scenes have tended to be con

nected to the moral allegory of the combat of virtues 

and vices to exemplify spiritual battle that each indi

vidual has to undergo. 378 lt does seem that the motif 

was not first and foremost intended as a morality image 

for the parishioners as it was painted high up in the 

375 Stigell 1974, 82-88. 
376 Hiekkanen 2007, 474; Russe! and Russe! 1991, 84. About labyrinths 

in churches, see for example Wright 2001, 29-100. 

377 For example in Edebo church (Uppland, SW) a man with a longbow 

is aiming his bow at a man threatening with a spear. 111e paintings 

were made by the so-called Tierpsgruppen in the beginning of the 

fifteenth century. lt was relatively typical to depict soldiers, especially 

fighting with each other. 
378 Carruthers 1998, 148. 

west wall of the nave, hidden from most people. Differ

ent combat and fighting scenes might also be assigned 

to some level of talismanic or apotropaic meaning that 

would make them "functionalist" images.379 lt seems 

likely that the motif in Pernaja at least partially plays its 

part as a functioning image. 

Tue fragmented painting on the west wall is diffi

cult to identify but the form seems to imply that the 

painting represents a human. Tue large size compared 

to other paintings in the church gives associations to 

St. Christopher. Tue placement above the west entrance 

is logical in the sense that the motif was often placed 

close to the entrances. Tue fragmentation of the motif, 

however, impedes accurate identification. St. Christo

pher has not been used in any other church by any other 

workshop. Tue motif could also refer to St. Michael, the 

patron of the church, but due to the fragmentation, this 

interpretative possibility must also be left open. 

Tue decoration of vaults is structured according to 

a principle where ribs and cells are emphasised in a 

certain way by paintings. Tue emphasis of the decora

tion in Pernaja is in the simple elegance of the serpen

tine garlands and in the embryonic budding vegeta

tive motifs and lily-like plants generally placed in the 

vault top. Some minor variation with the use of gar

lands can be detected and more so in the case of the 

379 TI1e motif depicting an eagle and a snake seem to have been widely 

acknowledged as talismanic and protective but also other fighting 

scenes may have had similar functions. Wittkower 1939, 309, 318. 

An eagle killing a snake was invested with a wide range of mean

ings in antiquity and the Middle Ages, both religious and political. 

In private contexts it was amuletic; already by the first century A.D. 

the Roman author Pliny spoke of the supposed apotropaic powers 

of gems engraved with eagles. (Naturalis historia 37.124.) Maguire 

1997, 1047; Bland 2000, 9. 
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plants. They do not really seem to be completely identi

cal, although the basic form stays relatively standard. 

Plants and garlands are very consistent in their placing: 

the garlands cover the cells and the plants have been 

placed near to the vault top and to the lower parts of 

the cells above the high points of arches - thus often 

placed as opposing each other in the same cell. This is 

a very conventional manner of placing images in the 

vault. In the medieval treatment of space the garland 

often operated more clearly as a background against 

which things, scenes and actions took place. 380 Tue use 

of decorative motifs to emphasise certain architectural 

parts also present them as representatives of the larger 

structure. Tue aim is not necessarily to communicate 

specific information but to signal a way of perceiving 

the structure it inhabits, a mode of understanding. Tue 

decoration inflects the architectural idiom.381 

Tue figurative motifs in the vaults represent profane 

humans and animals. In the chancel the most interest

ing motifs are two trees with birds sitting in the top 

(Fig. 51). Tue placement in the chancel might indicate 

some kind of intentionality. Birds in trees is in essence 

a naturalistic motif, made recognisable in Pernaja with 

very few details. lt is more difficult to conclude, what is 

the ::ic.t1rnl refrrent of the rnotif. Anna-Lisa Stigell has 

interpreted them as representing the trees of spring 

and winter and thus referring to the days of Tiburtius 

and Calixtus in calendar imagery and to the cycle of 

the year.382 Naturally it is interesting that the trees in 

the chancel vault are different, the one flourishing and 

the other being quite barren. In this sense, some kind 

of summer-winter symbolism is possible. Tue summer 

and winter can be seen as moralising aspects, as the 

example of the palm tree in the Bestiary shows: "the 

cold of winter represents the sluggishness or heedless

ness of a mind that lacks religious zeal. The extreme heat 

of summer represents, on the other hand, the ardour 

of lust, or the flame of wrath or the smouldering .fire of 

covetousness:'383 Bestiary imagery includes descrip

tions of trees. In congruence with the general moral

ising theme of the Bestiary, the palm tree, the cedar 

tree and the Peridexion (or Perindens) seem to be of 

most importance. Usually doves are seen perching on 

the branches. In all these cases the tree generally sym

bolises either God, Christ or some aspects of Christ or 

a way to understand Christ. Tue doves can represent 

380 Sometimes this has been interpreted as the medieval expression of 

horror vacui - fear of empty spaces, meaning the filling of the entire 

surface with detail. For example Stigell 1974, 70. 
381 Kavaler 2000, 227,243. 
382 Stigell 1974, 31, 58-63. 
383 Frigus hyemis, est torpor vel negligentia refrigerate mentis. Nimius 

calor estatis, est ardor libidinis, vel iracunde flamma seu incendium 

cupiditatis. The Aberdeen Bestiary, Fol. 32v. 
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preachers, or faithful Christians. Tue symbolism of 

the tree of life would fit well with the chancel area but 

the simplicity of the trees make identifications chal

lenging. Tue tree of life was is some instances depicted 

as a simple tree. These motifs might also indicate the 

passing of the year or seasonal cycles as part of nature's 

progressing. 

There is another bird in the sixth vault of the south 

aisle, about to take wing. There is nothing in the image 

that could give clues to interpretation. Suggesting that 

the motif depicts the eagle of John is perhaps pushing 

it a little bit, since none of the other apostle symbols 

have been used. 

A painting in the fourth vault of the south aisle 

depicts an animal, perhaps a fox. lt was a popular 

animal in medieval visual media but also a protagonist 

in different fables and folk tales. Tue fox also appears 

in bestiaries but the animal seems to have been much 

more illustrious in the accounts of oral culture. Animals 

are often considered as carrying a symbolic meaning in 

the Middle Ages and were thought to have been created 

in order to teach mankind. Nature on a more general 

level also taught men whose central concern in life was 

to aspire everlasting life. Nature in the form of animals 

and plants was there to aid men in their aspiration. 

Animals could be seen having both positive and nega

tive sides and it was up to the spectator to discover and 

decide which aspects were worthy of imitation. 384 

Tue workshop of Pernaja has also used the fox in 

Sipoo where the animal is running after a long-legged 

bird, possibly a crane or a stork. Another workshop in 

Maaria has also combined the fox with other animals, a 

long-legged bird and a fish. In Korppoo the workshop 

has painted a fox in a similar manner as in Pernaja, 

without any companion. 

Two depictions in the south aisle of Pernaja seem 

to represent humans with wind-instruments. They 

have been placed systematically in sequential vaults, 

the third and fourth vault of the south aisle. In addi

tion, they are both in the east cell of the vault. Tue 

appearance of these musicians differs from each other. 

Tue human in the third vault has been painted in a 

frontal position holding a trumpet-like instrument in 

his right hand.385 A distinctive facial feature is the sig

nificantly large nose. Further, the character is wearing 

some kind of a headgear that could be a hat of a sort. 

Tue painter has sketched a zigzag pattern that slightly 

38
4 den Hartog 1996, 57-60. 

38
5 The typical knee-length garment fastened from the waist has been 

called a Russian-type coat, and the pointed footwear as "pieksut" (a 

kind of Finnish traditional boot). The horn has been presumed to 

depict those made out ofbirch bark. Wennervirta 1937, 71-72; also 

Nervander 1900a, research report. 



52 A man with a "bagpipe" in Pernaja, fourth vault of the 

south aisle. 

gives the impression of a crown.386 Tue other human 

in the fourth vault has been depicted in profile. 387 His 

left hand is turned upwards to his mouth as if he were 

holding a mouth-piece of a bapipe-like instrument 

(Fig. 52). He is holding the rest of the instrument at 

the middle with his right hand. His feet are bent back

wards from the knee. Tue bagpipe has been painted in 

an interesting manner but it nevertheless bears strong 

visual analogies to medieval bagpipes. Seeing the 

object as a bagpipe is also relatively logical in the sense 

that various bagpipers appear frequently in differing 

visual media. Bagpipes were usually seen by the hands 

of shepherds, peasants, minstrels, but also devils and 

different animals, such as pigs, apes and asses.388 In real 

life settings, bagpipes were used as equally as the other 

wind instruments in various processions and festivals. 

Sometimes minstrels with bagpipes were represented 

386 According to Stigell, the horn-blower in Pernaja has a headdress that 

might be a misinterpretation of a halo and thus the human could 

represent St. Michael. Stigell 1974, 77. 
387 Nervander sees traces of paint under the image and presumes that 

the first painting had possibly gone wrong and the painter made a 

new one. Nervander 1900a, 7-8. 
388 Some of the animal musicians can be connected to proverbial sayings 

or other oral formulations. 

as wearing a fanciful headdress, as seems to be the case 

in Pernaja. 

Tue iconography of lay mus1cians in ecclesiastic 

context and in the service of religious cults has in some 

cases been seen as a profound interpretative problem, 

for the Church has been understood as having an 

ambivalent attitude towards music. lt was acceptable to 

praise God's glory with music but this approval did not 

usually extend to secular music. There are cases where 

lay music did take place inside the church. 389 Music was 

also present at different processions and festivals that 

took place during the year. Musicians were often hired 

for these events. Sometimes charitable organizations, 

such as confraternities of carpenters, butchers and 

masons, had practices of music patronage.390 In medi

eval wall paintings, images depicting humans blowing 

a horn or a trumpet are varied and can have multi

ple meanings, connected to both sacred and secular 

realms.391 Tue musician can be a holy person392
, an evil 

person393
, a secular person or even an animal. Women 

are hardly ever depicted as blowing a horn. Tue con

notations of bagpipes and their playing refer mainly to 

a secular realm, although there are exceptions ( as the 

angels playing bagpipes). As the instrument is often 

seen in the hands of monstrous, ridiculous, devilish or 

otherwise dubious characters, it has been easily associ

ated with vices and seen from the moralising point of 

view.394 

Tue wind-instrumentalists in the Diocese of Turku 

have often been regarded as representing St. Hubert.395 

389 Werckmeister 2002, 135-136. 
390 This practice took place at least in southern Europe. Peters 2000, 206. 
391 Tue horn can have biblical meanings: the tuba was already men-

tioned in the Old Testament, there are implications to the Last Judg

ment, seen as the instrument of saints. In the secular realm the horn 

can allude to the theme of hunt, or be used in the context of calendar 

imagery (to where the hunt is also connected). lt can be connected 

also to the Last Judgment, to specific saints, to hunt and hunting, to 

fools, to vices, etc. 
3

92 Such as angels and especially Archangel Gabriel. 
393 Mainly devils. 
394 In Vrangstrup (Roskilde, OK) a man is seen in the midst of gar

lands and blowing a bagpipe. TI1ere are also garlands growing out 

of the drone. Bolvig interprets this as being a kind of visualisation of 

music. According to him the man is dancing a morris dance which 

was popular in the fifteenth century. He then continues that the 

painting might be a moralisation against the pernicious influence of 

dancing. Bolvig 2002, 216. Tue musicians are an important part of 

the iconography of Luxuria as she is sometimes depicted dancing, 

accompanied with musicians, and tempting men to debauchery. For 

example in Psychomachia by Prudentius. British Library Add. 24199, 

f.18. Malcolm Jones connects the bagpipe most readily to fool-phal

licism. Jones 2002, 109.
395 Wennervirta 1937, 62; Wennervirta 1930, 77; Riska 1964, 72. Also

some riding figures, for example in Sääksmäki and Korppoo, have

been thought to represent St. Hubert. TI1e Sääksmäki rider is called

St. Hubert by the locals. Tue Korppoo hunting scene is interpreted 

by Stigell as a possible "barbaric representation'' of St. Hubert. Stigell 

1974, 75. About St. Hubert and the liturgical literature in the diocese 

ofTurku, see Taitto 2000, 127-133. 
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53 A Panotian in the third vault of the south aisle of Pernaja. 

He is usually depicted as a hunter or a bishop, and his 

common attributes are a hunting horn and a stag with a 

crucifix between its antlers.396 Louis Reau has pointed 

out that the iconography of St. Hubert dates back to 

the fifteenth century; previous representations would 

thus all depict St. Eustace.397 Images of St. Hubert in 

Nordic countries are rare throughout, although it has 

been argued that he was a popular saint in the Diocese 

396 The vita of St. Hubert was apparently compiled during the fifteenth 
century. Reau 19586, 659; Bertrand 1995, 8. TI1e central part of the 
legend is the conversio Sancti Huberti, his conversion from pagan
ism to Christianity. lt happened on a Good Friday when Hubert 
was hunting that the crucified Christ appeared to him between the 
antlers of a <leer he had been following. Christ spoke to Hubert and 
announced that it was time to start hunting him instead of the beasts. 
Hubert took a fright, abandoned his old gods and promised to obey, 
believe and serve Christ. Christ then ordered Hubert to become a 
student of Lambert, the bishop of Maastricht, so that Hubert would 
learn from him and know what to do in order to earn eternal life. 
Acta Sanctorum 1887, 834. 

397 Reau 19586, 661. Tue legend of Eustace is told in Legenda Aurea 

by Jacobus de Voragine. St. Hubert can sometimes be mixed with 
St. Eustace and their representations can be so similar that distinc
tions are difficult to make. TI1e crucifix appearing in the vision of 
St. Eustace was mingled into the legend St. Hubert which explains 
the similarities between these two. TI1is apparently happened during 
the fifteenth century. TI1e legend united biblical themes (such as the 
conversion of St. Paul) and elements that were part of the universal 
folklore. Taitto 2000, 129; Aubert 1967, 6; Reau 1958a, 469. Of these 
two, St. Eustace seems to have been slightly more popular image. 
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54 Mermaid in the south aisle vault in Pernaja. 

of Turku.398 Although the conversion of Hubert was 

a common motif in late medieval visual culture, it is 

almost completely missing in the Diocese of Turku.399 

This can naturally be interpreted so that the makers, 

who came here possibly from the southern regions of 

398 For example Harva 1941, 162-163. Hubert is possibly depicted in 
an altar piece in Västra Ingelstad (Skäne, SW), dating back to the 
beginning of the sixteenth century. He is seen as a young soldier with 
a bow and three arrows. lt is also possible that this painting does not 
represent Hubert but some other saint. St. Eustace on the other hand 
appears more frequently. His legend is depicted on a font in Östra 
Kärrstorp (Skäne, SW, the beginning of thirteenth century) and in 
two painting series, the one being in Kumlaby (Smäland, SW, the 
last quarter of fifteenth century) and Södra Räda (Värmland, SW, 
1493, image 46). His images can also be found in Russby (Smäland, 
SW, ironwork), Ösmo (Södermanland, SW, embroidery, late fifteenth 
century), Broddetorp (Västergötland, SW, relief?, twelfth century), 
Västeräs cathedral (Västmanland, SW, a statue, 15th century) and 
Östra Eneby (Östergötland, SW, painting, fifteenthcentury). Pegelow 
2006, 287. 

399 Often the wrought ironwork in the porch door of Hollola, possibly 
from the fifteenth century, has been seen as a representation of the 
hunt ofSt. Hubert. Here a hunting scene with a horn-blowing man, 
birds, quadrupeds, lilies and plants is depicted. Nordman 1980, 
43-45; Riska 1985, 123-124; Riska 1987, 230-231. Other similar 
ironworks can be found e.g. in Sweden. TI1ere they have usually been 
interpreted as the conversion part of the legend of St. Eustace as in 
Edeby, Rogslösa, Ryssby and Rydaholm, although Lennart Karlsson 
has been of the opinion that these horn-blowing hunters have no 
attributes or other characteristics that would connect them to St. 
Eustace or any other real or mythical figure. He also states that the 
person certainly was, however, a well-known one, though his iden
tity has been lost. Barth Magnus & Kjellström 1993, 120-121. See
also Karlsson 1988, 315, 338.



55 Mermaid and a unicorn on the south pillar ofNousiainen. 

the Baltic Sea, mainly from Northern Europe, were 

familiar with the motif and brought it to the Diocese 

of Turku. Still I would say that the identification of the 

trumpeters and the like as a representation of a par

ticular saint is very difficult and problematic, to say the 

least. lt cannot with certainty be linked to other saints, 

such as St. Michael or St. Blase, although St. Michael 

would be a logical person to depict since he is the 

patron saint of Pernaja. 400 

Tue human with some kind of wind-instrument 

has been a fairly common motif used by the differ

ent workshops. A painting in the west wall of the fifth 

vault in the north aisle of Pyhtää represents a small 

figure painted almost in a similar pose as the Pernaja 

human, wearing a knee-length garment and a crown, 

and blowing a radically curved horn. There are simi

larities, but also differences in the appearances of the 

figures in Pernaja and Pyhtää, so it is difficult to say 

whether they are meant to represent the same, possibly 

some allusion to hunting or the royal hunt. Apart from 

Pernaja and Pyhtää, the workshop of Pernaja has also 

used the motif in Sipoo where the character's two-col

oured red and blue dress bears visual analogies to fools 

and minstrels. A wind-instrumentalist has also been 

used by the groups working in Maaria and Korppoo. 

In Korppoo the figure resembles a fool or a minstrel. 

A human figure in the third vault of the south aisle has 

been depicted with large ears and the foliage growing 

out of his head (Fig. 53). Tue motif probably refers to 

Panotii, a monstrous race of Plinian origin believed to 

400 Stigell 197 4, 77. 

have lived in the cold regions of far north. Tue distinc

tive feature is the large ears, an anatomical deformity 

that is distinctive to all the monstrous races.401 A Pano

tian very similar to the Pernaja motif appears in the 

Rutland Psalter (England, c. 1260) where he has been 

depicted with large ears, wavy hair, dressed in a loin 

cloth and holding a plant in his left band and a twig or 

a branch in his right band. There are visual similari

ties between the Panotian and the human in Pernaja. In 

Pernaja the human's ears are not quite as big but never

theless quite emphasised. Tue hair has been painted in 

a similar manner. However, in Pernaja the painter has 

depicted the "Panotian" as wearing a garment and not 

a loin cloth. He has been rendered as being part of or 

occupying the garlands. lt was typical to represent the 

monstrous races in wild landscapes as they were seen 

as having a direct relationship to it.402 Tue Panotian in 

Pernaja is connected to an extremely long visual tra

dition of the monstrous races. According to Rudolph 

Wittkower such motifs of classical origin reached "the 

Middle Ages through different channels: the maps of the 

world, the monster treatises, the illustrated Solinus and 

probably the illustrated Isidore. It is this visual material 

which, together with the literary transmission, impressed 

itself an the minds of the people and proved so influential 

in many branches of mediaeval thought." Tue marvels 

of the East and the monstrous races were also incorpo

rated into Bestiaries that might have very well been the 

primary source for craftsmen. 403 

Tue mermaid in the same vault is depicted the same 

way as the "Panotian", and she is equally painted as part 

of the foliage (Fig. 54, see also fig. 55). Tue mermaid 

or siren, a mythical aquatic creature has a long visual 

continuity and iconography that was already relatively 

stable in the Middle Ages. Tue principal literary tradi

tion concerning the siren during the Middle Ages was 

Physiologus, and different scriptural and patristic texts. 

Early Christian writers combined mythology404 and 

Vulgate texts, and "created" a siren that "caused eternal 

401 T11e ears were actually "borrowed" from another monstrous race 

called the Pandae mentioned by Ctesias. lt seems to have been rela
tively common that new races were being created by slightly altering 

the "monstrous" attributes. Friedman 1981, 23. 
40

' Friedman 1981, 141-162. 
403 Wittkower 1942, 176-177. 
404 In Greek mythology, the Sirens (J:nptvac;) are creatures with the 

head of a female and the body of a bird. T11ey lived on an island 

(Sirenum Scopuli) and with the irresistible charm of their song they 

lured mariners to their destruction on the rocks surrounding their 

island. Homer says nothing of the semi-bird shape of the Sirens, 
thus leaving us to infer that they were purely human. From the 

seventh century onwards the fish-tailed mermaid gradually began 

to dominate in the popular imagery. Tue first - and possibly also 
best-known - literal reference concerning the sirens is in Homer's 

Odyssey (12, 39). T11e poem is commonly dated circa 700 BC. 
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death by luring men into the false pleasures of lust".405 

Tue siren in Pernaja greatly resembles the archetypical 

mermaid with hands up to her long hair. Here she has 

been depicted with a cloven tail but that is not excep

tional. A common way of depicting the mermaid was 

to show her holding a mirror and a comb. Tue mirror 

often represented human vanity, especially female 

pride, and more generally sin and spiritual <langer. 

Tue women's interest in 'vanities' mostly concerned 

the ecclesiastics who addressed a great deal of critique 

towards the feminine fascination in adornments. Tue 

siren could be examined as an example of mulier mala, 

a strongly misogynous discourse of a figure of an adul

terous seductress. Thus the siren has been regarded as 

the symbol of vanitas but also luxuria.406 Perhaps the 

wind-instrumentalist in the same vault could be con

nected to the mermaid. Tue musicians were an impor

tant part of the iconography of the Luxuria as she is 

sometimes depicted dancing, accompanied with musi

cians, and tempting men to debauchery.407 In ecclesias

tic context the mermaids have often been interpreted to 

a large degree as morality images. 408 A mermaid was a 

fairly common motif used by the different workshops. 

lt appears among the motifs of the coastal churches of 

N,111vo, Korppoo and Nousiainen which seems tobe in 

relation with the motif's reference to the sea. Tue pro

fessionally trained painters have not used the motif to 

the same extent in the Diocese, apart from early six

teenth-century Lohja church.409 

In the second vault of the south aisle an enigmatic 

figure is equally seen as part of the meandering gar

lands, holding them. lt has in some cases been inter

preted as a praying figure with heavenwards hands,410 

or as a siren. 411 If the figure is a depiction of a mermaid 

then it has been composed in a different manner than 

the mermaid in the third vault. This could be explained 

in that the figure represents a merman. He is some-

405 Travis 2002, 39. 1heologically the semi-human siren could have 

been interpreted thus, as it had a human head it therefore supposedly 

had the capacity for advanced reasoning. 1he half-animal nature of 

the siren, on the other hand, could suggest that their behaviour is 

ultimately governed by their baser physical instincts. Brown 1999, 

55-60; See also Hassig 1999, 79-82. 
406 Hassig 1999, 80.
407 For example in Psychomachia by Prudentius. British Library Add. 

24199, f.18. 
408 For example Hernfjäll sees that such motifs evoked laughter which 

made their pedagogical purposes more effective. Beauty could

also become more "beautiful" when contrasted with the ugly. Such 

images could also according to her operate as warnings of all the 

evil that threatened humans outside the church walls. Hernfjäll 1993,
137-139.

409 In Swedish wall paintings the mermaid is sometimes depicted as part

of the motif representing St. Olav's sea voyage.
410 She also gives an explanation for the triangle-shape which she thinks 

could be a symbol of Trinity. 1he <lots might also according to her

mean a holy mark. Stigell 1974, 75-77, 92-93.
411 Wennervirta 1937, 71.
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56 '�n ape", a mermaid or a praying.figure in the second vault 

of the south aisle of Pernaja 

times seen paired with a mermaid in scenes depicting 

the Creation. In this context the couple is among the 

fish of the sea, as creations of God. Above the head is a 

triangle-shape figure with balls in each point (Fig. 56). 

Four red <lots can be detected directly above the top 

of his head leading thoughts to Korppoo saints. Are 

these details thus supposed to hint in the direction of 

the holy or are they some kind of decorative practice? 

There is something slightly simian in the appearance 

of the creature, mainly in the shape of the head with its 

large spherical ears. In different medieval visual media 

apes appear relatively often and occasionally also in 

wall paintings in the Nordic countries.412 A decisive 

result concerning the identity of the "ape" or mermaid 

is quite difficult to reach. There are visual features that 

412 Simians are especially common in manuscript art where the ape 

seems to play a more prominent part than any other animal. H. W. 

Janson has classified the vast manuscript material and divided the 

simian images into four main groups: apes parodying human actions 

(apes riding on various animals, the chivalric ape, the literary ape, 

apes playing chess, apes parodying the rituals of the Church, etc.), 

performances by trained apes (the ape as a trained animal rather 

than in a human role, practicing music, dancing and acrobatics), 

fables and anecdotes involving apes ( deriving from the zoological 

lore of the Bestiaries and encyclopedias), and apes versus birds (the 
ape trying to catch or to light the bird, or as a friend and a compan

ion ofthe bird). Janson 1952, 165-186. 



could be seen as simian-like but also features that 

could be interpreted as connoting a mermaid or even a 

praying person. If seen as an ape the pathway to medie

val thought and its visual implications in the Diocese of 

Turku widens up. Apes do not seem to appear among 

medieval images and objects in the Diocese of Turku. 

Tue only possible example could be the somewhat sim

ian -like character on the south wall of Maaria church. 

lt is depicted with a tail with a right hand raised in a 

salutative gesture. Tue character could be human or 

animal but further interpretations are difficult to estab

lish for it is depicted without any clothing and in a sim

plistic manner. Apes were not usually depicted with 

long tails, as mentioned above, so the identification of 

the creature as one is thus problematic. No fingers or 

toes can be detected. Tue appearance of the character 

is somewhat semi-human but simian connections are 

fairly difficult to plausibly establish. 

Quasi-human qualities of apes had raised several 

pre- and extra-scientific questions and theories 

throughout the Middle Ages for the animal was seen 

quam similis nobis, as a resemblance of man. 413 Tue ape

was thus perceived a semi-human which also made it 

a grotesque caricature and a deformed image of man. 

Christianity added diabolic connotations to the ape 

and it was seen as a symbol of the devil, figura diabo

li.414 Tue ape was also sometimes connected to the five 

senses.415 Tue growing visual familiarity, as well as the

many literal references, increased from the eleventh 

century onwards, created new conceptions of the ape. 

lt was now seen in the context of animal fables and 

4
13 TI1e füll saying by Ennius goes "simia quam similis turpissima bestia 

nobis" which is quoted by Cicero in De natura deorum (!, 35, 97). 
TI1is resemblance had already been acknowledged by the Greeks 
and Romans and the Early Christian tradition, such as Isidore of 

Seville, Physiologus and other bestiaries further developed the idea. 
Janson 1952. About Isidore's etymological approach see for example 
Jacques Andre's edition Isidore de Seville: Etymologiae. Livre XII. 
Des Animaux. Texte etabli, traduit et commente par Jacques Andre. 
Collection A.L.M.A. Paris 1986. About Physiologus see for example: 
Physiologus. Translated by Michael ). Curley Austin and London 
1979. About bestiaries, see for example Baxter, Ran 1998. Bestiaries 

and Their users in the Middle Ages. 1111'upp, Stroud, Cloucestershire; 
Hassig, Debra 1995. Medieval Bestiaries. Text, Image, Ideology. Cam
bridge; Beasts and Birds of the Middle Ages - The Bestiary and its 

Legacy 1989. Edited by Willene B. Clark and Meredith T. McMunn. 
Philadelphia; The Mark of the Beast - The Medieval Bestiary in Art, 

Life and Literature 1999. Edited by Debra Hassig. New York and 
London. 

414 TI1e lack of the tail achieved metaphysical significance and it was 
regarded as against nature for any animal to be without a tail. TI1e 
11011-existing tail at best represented the ape's unfavourable hybris 

and divine disfavour. TI1e tail was lost when the ape "fell from grace", 
similar to the devil according to the notion of De bestiis by Pseudo
Hugh ofSaint Victor. Janson 1952, 16-19. 

415 TI1e senses could further be seen as instruments of sin. See for 
example Nordenfalk 1985. Nordenfalk, Carl 1985. TI1e Five Senses 
in Late Medieval and Renaissance Art, 1-22. Journal of the Warburg 

and Courtauld Institutes, Val. 48/1985. 

exempla and theological-moralistic interpretations 

gained ground. Now the ape was more of a victim of 

the devil than the devil himself.416 

Different monsters and fabulous animals were part 

of the medieval imagination, intellectual as well as 

visual world. They were regarded as part of the world 

and God's creation and in Pernaja the Panotian, the 

siren and the "ape" seem to be part of nature along with 

the other motifs. Tue interpretation of such motifs 

has often centred on their possible symbolic content, 

seen mainly as carriers of some moralising aspect.417 

Whether the mermaid, the "ape", the Panotian and pos

sibly also the trumpeter in the south aisle of Pernaja 

were intended as some kind of visual exempla is dif

ficult to conclude. Tue sinful connotations and the 

close position of the motifs to each other may indicate 

that the use of these established motifs was intentional. 

Nevertheless, there still seems to be much complexity 

behind these motifs and their position in the whole 

visual plan of Pernaja. 

In addition, these figures, along with the frag

mented human figure with large ears in the third 

vault of the south aisle holding a garland in his hand 

seem to "interact" with the foliage by being physically 

part of it and not just merely surrounded by it. Motifs 

intertwined with foliage and ornaments - often semi

human or monstrous - appear in different medieval 

visual media and in wall paintings, such as among 

the paintings in Vaksala church (Uppland, SW, late

fifteenth century) and Vrangstrup church (Roskilde, 

DK, c.1471).418 Sometimes foliage or flowers can grow

416 The importance of the ape in the Romanesque era is clearly demon
strated by its introduction into architectural sculpture. Janson 1952, 
30-45. See also Debidour, V.H. 1961. Le Bestiaire Sculpte du Mayen

Age en France. Grandes Etudes d'Art et d'Archeologie, No 2. Arthaud.
4

17 According to TI1omas A. Dale the monstrous creatures functioned 
as conventional examples of corporeal deformity, which "manifest 

in visible form the spiritual deformities, inner desires, and phantasms 

that perturbed the collective imagination of the monastic community". 

Dale 2001, 402-436; also Dale 2005, 12-27. 
4

18 Traditionally it has been common to refer to motifs such as these 
"grotesques" or "drolleries''. Geoffrey Harpham has felicitously 
remarked how the grotesque can be regarded as "the slipperiest 
of aesthetic categories''. Harpham 1976, 461. Tirns the ward has 
been quite loosely used to categorise many "difficult" and "bizarre" 
figures, seen as aesthetic anomalies, meaning that such motifs that 
have been regarded as challenging to interpret. Often their appear
ance is regarded as "ugly", distorted, idiosyncratic, and/or 111011-
strous, playing for example with the human-animal combinations 
and bestial features. Not only does the grotesque depend on physical 
conditions (mainly some kind of deformity), but also on our conven
tions and prejudices. Harpham 1976, 462-463. Gombrich has sug
gested that the "point" of different fantasy-full hybrid compositions, 
for example, may have been that there was no "point". Gombrich 
1979, 276. In a medieval context the ward "grotesque" is slightly 
misleading, although its first uses in the late fifteenth century were 
to refer to Roman murals found around 1480 in which human and 
animal figures were intertwined with foliage. TI1e term has widened 
since to designate an innumerable range of motifs, not just in visual 
arts. 
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57 A Labyrinth and a human figure in the fifth vault of the 

south aisle of Pernaja. 

58 Archers on the west wall of Pernaja. 

out of the mouths of humans. In the image-making of 

the workshop something similar has also been used in 

Porvoo. A small face painted in the second vault of the 

north aisle of Porvoo has a flower growing out of its 

head. There are also examples of painted human heads 

or masks depicted with a large flower growing from the 

head.419 Michael Camille has argued that such motifs

can be examined as a repository of meanings and atti

tudes that reveal something of the medieval conscious

ness. 420 This visual transgression between the physical

human or humanised body and the foliage may also 

419 I have seen examples of this especially in Danish churches, such as 
Helsing0r Sankt Maria (Roskilde, DK, late fifteenth century). 

"
2° Camille 1985, 142. Camille has also been "accused" of being too 

postmodern in his interpretations of the manuscript marginalia. As 
pushing the limits of interpretations can be seen as a novel and fresh 
approach to the art historical research, it is not completely safe. Liepe 
2006, 8-9. 
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aim to emphasise the idea how touching the nature 

(and being part of it) was the way to know it.421 

A small human figure has been painted in the fifth 

vault (Fig. 57). lt is difficult to identify due to the lack of 

adequate detailing. Thus it is almost impossible to say 

much more about the human. lt would seem, though, 

that there may be, or might have been, a halo around 

the person's head. Tue visual effect that the plaster 

creates around the person's head makes a halo-like 

shape. If this is so, then the human could be seen as 

a saint. lt also seems as if the human is holding some 

kind of pendant object in his right hand. If this is seen 

as a saintly attribute then the possible saint could be 

Stephen who was sometimes depicted with a censer. 

There are two pictorial layers in Pernaja, the one 

consisting of the paintings on the walls and executed 

possibly in the 1430s, and the paintings in the vaults, 

painted in the 1440s. Tue stylistic differences between 

these two layers are not remarkable so it would be fea

sible to suggest that the painters were members of the 

same group, that of the designer of Pernaja church. Tue 

paintings on the walls have been painted on the south, 

west and north walls, the east wall being an exception. 

Tue ship and the labyrinth could perhaps be seen as 

having protective meanings, partly guided by conven -

tional aspects (generally painted at coastal churches. In 

addition, they are the standard motifs used by the work

shop. lt seems that the ship and the labyrinth have been 

meaningful motifs for the makers due to their repeated 

use and could thus be seen in the context of their tradi

tions in image making. Tue scene with the archers and 

with the man, horse and sleigh provide a more chal

lenging interpretative problem (Fig. 58). Tue pentacle 

in connection with the latter could again emphasise a 

protective role of the motif, although it seems that the 

motif has a more complex meanings ascribed to it. Tue 

archery scene, if interpreted as a combat scene, could 

perhaps also be seen in the context of apotropaia. 

Tue evaluation of the paintings in the vaults is chal

lenging as only about half the vaults still have existing 

paintings and it is not certain whether the vaults were 

completely decorated in the medieval era. Thus it is 

impossible to know how they would have been struc

tured. Perhaps the guiding principle was largely the 

same as in the vaults of the south aisle with garlands 

and different floral motifs, humans and animals. 

Tue paintings in the vaults show richness of texture 

and complexity of form which is visually arresting 

and rich but also intellectually relatively complex. Tue 

421 Friedman 1981, 141. 



overall idea of the paintings in the vaults with the empha -

sis on garlands and floral motifs seems to magnify the 

importance of nature. Everything is God's creation: the 

flowers, plants and trees, the birds and animals, men 

and even fabulous creatures or monstrous races. Tue 

foliage can also give viewers a paradisiacal impression. 

Theophilus writes in his De diversis artibus how "you 

have embellished the ceilings or walls with varied work 

in different colours and have, in some measure, shown to 

the beholders the paradise of God, glowing with varied 

flowers, verdant with herbs and foliage (---J:'422 Tue 

associative value of the foliage in church vaults might 

have been fully known by the painters who probably 

knew that in order to achieve this impression they had 

to use certain recognisable elements but not necessarily 

"realistic" per se. Tue painters had to provide enough 

visible cues in order to make a resemblance but this 

resemblance did not have to be perfect. 

James Trilling has argued that the appreciation of 

physical "beauty" also in secular pieces of work and 

ornament can be a step to the path of God. There is 

necessarily no need for symbolism, images can be 

taken as they are, as part of a contemplation process 

initiated by visual elements and cues.423 Tue meander

ing garlands and the motifs placed among them could 

also perhaps offer a powerful meditative and contem

plative "tool", not just for the viewers but also for the 

painters. Mary Carruthers has argued that the medieval 

public memory worked processionally, as a way among 

sites.424 Tue viewers can move within and through a 

visual piece at their own pace, making their own routes, 

stop and proceed. Tue human and animal motifs might 

have been there to catch the attention and orientate 

cogitative procedures, working as sites for invention. In 

a familiar place images can be inventively very fruitful 

over time.425 The possible mnemonic aspect still likely 

represents only one facet in the complex network of 

meanings assigned to such pictorial wholes and cannot 

be regarded as the most important one. 

Tue guiding principle in the vaults seems to coil 

around that of the decorative with the intent to empha

sise and structure architectural space. Tue foliage plays 

its role in the whole structure and provides the frame

work for the other motifs to blend in. Nature has been 

used as a backdrop. Single images seem to belong to 

a broader structure where motifs do not necessar

ily operate on their own. Tue interpretation requires 

understanding the whole. The painters have combined 

"real" motifs and images with not-so-real ones and 

422 Dodwell 1983, 63. 
423 Trilling 1995, 61.

424 Carruthers 1998, 116-117.

425 Carruthers 1998, 178. 

morphed this complex visual cornucopia of flora, fauna 

and homines into a harmonious ensemble. This manner 

of composing pictorial and visual wholes, combining 

fabulous and more natural motifs in the same space, 

was a visual practice widely used in other media. Many 

of the motifs in the vaults of Pernaja, especially those 

human, are quite ambiguous and can be seen, viewed 

and interpreted from different angles. Their meaning 

might have been dependent on the whole decoration. lt 

was a common visual practice - in calendar images and 

in the labours of the months, for example - to combine 

recognisable motifs from the immediate environment 

with less recognisable ones. These became linked to the 

recognisable motifs, thus creating the framework for 

the interpretation. 

Some of the motifs in the south aisle, such as the 

mermaid, the man with a wind-instrument, the "Pano

tian" and the "ape", are traditionally interpreted in the 

moralistic context so perhaps a moralistic innuendo 

might have been intentional. lt is more difficult to say 

whether such moralistic emphasis was the central idea 

of the decoration. Tue fox and the depictions of birds 

could have connections to fablic traditions, of which 

the mermaid and the "Panotian'' are also representa

tives. Tue mermaid and the "Panotian" also reveal 

the textual side of the imagery that remains relatively 

subtle but nevertheless is there, functioning behind 

these motifs. These motifs were also widely used in 

medieval visual media and their iconography was rela

tively conventional. Tue use of conventional motifs 

among the image-making of the workshops seems to 

implicate that they were familiar with them and were 

capable of implementing them recognisably as part of 

their visual idiom. Michael Camille has argued that dif

ferent monstrous beasts and the like served to protect 

the building so possibly some level of protective power 

could be assigned to some of the motifs in the vaults 

as well.426 In general, the motifs do not appear to be 

fabricated or invented; rather they are representatives 

of relatively conventional image-types painted accord

ing to the painters talents. Some motifs may have been 

drawn from life to a degree. These aspects would impli

cate that the painters used some kind of visual models 

in their image-making. These models could have been 

portable or drawn mainly from memory. Robert W. 

Scheller has noted that most medieval sketches were 

probably made on wax tablets, on thin, hollowed slabs 

that were filled with beeswax that formed the surface 

for writing - or drawing. Tue wax could be used over 

and over again after smoothing the surface. These wax 

slabs were also quite small and thus easily portable. 

42
6 Camille 2000b, 16. 
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Other easily portable forms of artistic transmission -
images used as models - have consisted e.g. from illu
minated manuscripts, ivories or coins. Also pieces of 
bone may have been used for this purpose, as well as 
birch bark. 427 

Tue paintings in the church give a relatively uniform 
impression and stylistic differences do not seem to be 
too great. If all the vaults in the church were painted 
almost full, as are the vaults where visible paintings still 
exist, the job would have been quite extensive. Thus it 
would be logical to think that there have been at least a 
few painters at the job. If this is the case, they must have 
collaborated since the work is very uniform in design. 
Tue paintings on the walls, being executed earlier than 
those in the vaults, may be the hand of one painter. 
Since few of the paintings are fragmented, it is diffi
cult to say what their stylistic features may have been. 
All in all, the painters seem to have definitely been 
skilful to certain level for the work is relatively detailed 
and somewhat meticulous. Tue systematic placement 
of many of the images with a counter-image and the 
overall design that is so aware of conventions shows 
that the painters definitely knew what they were doing. 
Tue whole decoration seems to have been quite care
fully planned. Behind the planned execution must be a 
system and some level of organisation. lt is likely that 
leading figures in the parish and in the construction 
process of the church likely approved the paintings. 
Tue coat of arms in the second vault of the south aisle 
seems to indicate that a prominent person was involved 
in the decoration of the church, or at least accepted 
that the paintings be made. How the actual pictorial 
plan was really constructed is a matter of speculation. 
Perhaps the choice of motifs was based solely on the 
choices of the master. Tue moralising aspect of some of 
the images could perhaps imply that the parish priest 
could have had a word or two, or that he had made sug
gestion about possible motifs. 

PERNAJA 

Sacristv 

- rib decoration

- floral motif
(above the arch in the north cell)

427 Scheller 1995, 2-4, 28. Medieval birch bark manuscripts apparently 

from the first half of the thirteenth century have been found from 

Novgorod. See Yanin 1990, 89. In Russia, birch bark was commonly 

used as a material for different types of documents and letters from 

the eleventh century onwards. These were mainly textual documents. 

Franklin 2002, 123-124. 
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- a star (west cell)

Nave 

South aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering all the cells

- floral motifs (above the arches in all the cells)

- a man, a horse and a sleigh, a pentagram
( upper part of the south wall)

Vault II 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering all the cells

- floral motifs
( above the arches in east, north and south cells)

- a creature among the garlands, above a small
triangle (above the arch in the west cell)

- floral motifs in the vault top (partially fragmented)

Vault III 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering all the cells

- floral motifs in the vault top

- a horn-blower (above the arch in the east cell)

- a mermaid (above the arch in the south cell)

- a human holding a garland
(above the arch in the west cell)

- floral motif (above the arch in the north cell)

Vault IV 

- rib decoration

- garlands in all the cells

- floral motifs in the vault top (partially fragmented)

- floral motif (above the arch in the south cell)

- a man with a bag pipe (?)
(above the arch in the east cell)

- a fragmented human
(above the arch in the west cell)

- fox ( above the arch in the north cell)

Vault V 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the vaults

- floral motifs in the vault top

- floral motifs (above the arches in each cells)

- a labyrinth (south wall)

- a small human (south cell)

VaultVI 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the vaults

- floral motifs in the vault top



- floral motifs
( above the arches in north, south and east cells)

- a bird (above the arch in the west cell)
- two archers (west wall)

Central aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib decoration
- garlands covering all the cells
- a rosette ( above the arch in the south cell)
- floral motif (above the arch in the east cell)
- two birds in a leafy tree

(above the arch in the north cell)
- two birds in a leafless tree

(above the arch in the west cell)

Vault II 

- rib decoration
- garlands covering all the cells
- a coat of arms ( of the family Vasa ?)

( above the arch in the west cell)
- floral motifs

( above the arches in the east and south cells)
- a rosette (north cell)

Vault III 

- rib decoration
- wavy decorative lines growing form the top

stone to the cells
- floral motifs ( above the arches in west,

east and south cells)
- a tree (above the arch in the north cell)

Vault IV 

- rib decoration

VaultV 

- rib decoration

VaultVI 

- rib decoration
- a fragmented human figure (west wall)

Nor th aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib decoration
Vault II 

- rib decoration

Vault III 

- rib decoration

- garlands covering the vaults
- floral motifs in the vault top
- floral motifs ( above the arches in east,

west and north cells)
- a rosette (above the arch in the south cell)
Vault IV 

- rib decoration
- a ship (north wall)

VaultV 

- rib decoration
- garland (window niche)
- a fragment (north wall)

VaultVI 

- rib decoration

4.2. Finström church 

The paintings in Finström church 

There are four different medieval painting series in the 
church of Finström.428 Tue first group of paintings, 
attributed to the work of church builders, was probably 
made around 1450, mainly in the vaults.429 Few paint
ings have also been painted on walls. According to 
Veikko Kiljunen the oldest paintings in the vaults and 
on the east and west walls have been painted immedi
ately after the plastering work had been completed. 430 

Although there are different pictorial layers inside 
the church all of them have clearly been made after a 
deliberate planning. Hiekkanen has suggested that the 
members of the Äland nobility (frälse ), along with the 
parish community, participated in the construction of 
the church by donations.431 

I will list the paintings on the walls and the move 
to the vaults where the order is from the fifth to the 
chancel vault. Tue paintings on the walls may have been 

428 1l1e stratigraphy of the paintings in Finström church has been dis
cussed by Hiekkanen. According to him, all the paintings in the 
church have been executed between 1450 and 1480. lt is also note
worthy that there is no huge temporal gap between the first group of 
paintings and those in the chancel and on the north wall (group B) 
and apostles and saints on the pillars (group C). Hiekkanen 2003, 
220; Hiekkanen 2007, 369. 

429 Hiekkanen 2007, 369. 1l1e paintings in the vaults were revealed in 
1925 to 1927 by a team lead by Juhani Rinne. 1l1e paintings in the 
pilasters and part of the wall paintings had already been revealed by 
Carl Frankenhaeuser in 1905. Kiljunen 1965, report; Kiljunen 1970, 
research report; Kiljunen 1971, 20-23; Also Rinne 1925. A letter to 
the National Board of Antiquities 1.6.1925; Rinne 1925 (Äbo Under
berättelser 15.11.1925). 

43° Kiljunen 1970, research report. 
"" Hiekkanen 2003a, 220. 
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59 Fifth vault of Finström with trefoils and rib decoration. 

made slightly earlier than those in the vaults but this is 

not definite. A ship with crew has been painted on the 

north-west side of the sacristy door and a depiction of 

the Last Judgement up in the chancel wall south of the 

window. lt is partly fragmented for it was covered and 

painted over by the painter who painted the second 

and slightly younger depiction of the Last Judgement 

partly ovcr thc first onc, as Kiljuncn has obscrvcd.432 

The paintings on the walls also include consecration 

crosses. According to Kiljunen, a fragmented paint

ing depicting a face on the chancel wall, between the 

images of St. Peter and St. Paul 433
, and below the conse

cration cross, also belang to the "oldest" series of paint

ings. As a technical aspect, it should be noted that the 

consecration crosses and this face have all been incised 

into the plaster.434 

The paintings in the vaults give a relatively harmo

nious and elegant impression. Tue ribs are decorated 

with wedge-shaped, crosswise painted colour bands 

using mainly reddish and bluish paint. Tue ribs are 

432 Kijunen 1970, research report. The chancel paintings are usually 
dated to the l 450- l 460s due to the coat of arms painted in the 
chancel wall, north of the window. lt has been interpreted as belong
ing to Bishop Olaus Magni (Olof Magnusson) whose bishopric falls 
between 1450 and 1460. Wennervirta 1930, 80-81; Wennervirta 
1937, 87-90; Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 24-26; Ringbom 1995, 
278; Hiekkanen 200a3, 220; Hiekkanen 2007, 369. According to 
Elina Räsänen the style of the chancel paintings (especially St. Anne) 
hints more to the direction of the 1470s or even later. She has also 
pointed out that the coat of arms is identical with the seal of Arch 
Dean Magnus Laurenti from 1486 but this has usually been disre
garded as an unlikely dating since the chancel paintings have been 
regarded as older because of the coat of arms. 'föis is, as Räsänen 
points out, circular reasoning. Räsänen 2009, 90, 160fn; Ahlström
Taavitsainen 1984, 24-26; 

433 'föis painting is very badly fragmented so definite identification is 
difficult. Wennervirta interprets the saint as Apostle Paul by the 
sword. Wennervirta 1930, 81. Apostles Peter and Paul were also often 
paired. 

434 Kiljunen 1970, research report; Hiekkanen 2003a, 46.
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60 Fourth vault nf Finstriim. 

61 1hird vault of Finström. 

also outlined by <lots. In the fifth and fourth vaults the 

painter has used the combination of wedges and <lots 

so that in the fifth vault, being a special form of the 

cross vault, the ribs of north-south and east-west direc

tion forming a cross seem to have been painted with 

bluish paint and outlined with red paint and a line of 

<lots (Fig. 59). Another longitudinal line of <lots has 



been painted in the middle of the rib.435 In the fourth 

vault the composition is similar but here the dot-dec

orated ribs are the ones joined from the ends of the 

diagonal ribs, thus forming an additional diamond

shape (Fig. 60). This diamond-shape is emphasised by 

reddish paint and here also the ribs have been outlined 

with <lots and decorated with a longitudinal line of <lots 

in the middle of the ribs. Furth er, the dominant motif in 

the fifth and fourth vaults is the large trefoil. In the fifth 

vault it is quite simple, painted on each cell mainly with 

bluish paint and outlined with red. One of the trefoils 

has curiously been "enlarged" as a pentafoil by adding 

two petals. In the fourth vault the trefoil and quatrefoil 

appear in different sizes and detailing. Even one eight

petaled flower can be seen. In some cells they appear in 

pairs, or with groups of three or four. Here they are not 

filled with colour but merely outlined with bluish and 

reddish paint. Some of them have been additionally 

decorated by painting a dot inside each petal. The new 

added motif in the fourth vault is the garland, painted 

on four cells. Here the garland is usually depicted with 

small trefoil flowers and tendrils. 

In the third vault the large trefoil and quatrefoil 

motif disappear and the garland motifs take over 

(Fig. 61). Also the large star-like rosette motif is intro

duced as part of the cell decoration. The rib decoration 

consists of wedge-shaped colour bands and outlining 

<lots. Now the edges of the penetration vaults have been 

more elaborately decorated; on the north a trefoil band 

is painted on both sides of the edges with a garland 

growing from a flower in each cell, and on the south 

the decoration once again imitates the ribs. lt was not 

an uncommon visual feature to merely paint the ribs 

in order to give an impression of actual ribs.436 Also 

here are two garlands on each cell. The garlands are the 

same as in the fourth vault with trefoils and tendrils, 

painted as though growing from the keystone on six 

cells. Only one of the garlands is painted as growing 

from a triangular-shaped pedestal. The trefoil flowers 

are either outlined with reddish paint and filled with 

blue or vice versa. Some of the flowers are not filled at 

all. The rosette replaces the garland in two opposing 

cells. Five of the points of the rosette are endowed with 

a stemmed trefoil flower. 

In the second vault yet again new motifs are being 

introduced to the whole (Fig. 62). The painter has 

placed a bird with a bristling tail and striped body, 

and a depiction of a human face with bust among the 

4
35 In Finström, all five vaults of the nave were built as eight-celled 

cross-vaults with penetration vaults fitted with ribs in their crowns 
extending into the side walls. 'föe ends of the transverse ribs in vaults 
four and five are joined by auxiliary ribs. Hiekkanen 1994, 142. 

436 For example in the churches of Klinte and Anga (Gotland, SW), just
to name a couple, the ribs have been painted. 

62 Second vault of Finström with garlands, rosettes, a 

bird and a human bust. 

63 Chance/ vault of Finström. 

garlands and rosettes. The rosette motif has here mul

tiplied so that there are two of them in the keystone 

and five in the cells with varying sizes. The garlands are 

also slightly richer in their appearance, each growing 

from a different type of a small pedestal. Here it would 

seem that the painter has played with the small details 

in order to achieve more variation without compro

mising the otherwise relatively uniform appearance of 

the vault decoration. The paintings in the penetration 

vaults are similar to those in the third vault, consist-
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64 Birds in the second vault of Finström. 

65 The Last Judgement on the chancel (east) wall, 
Finström. The head of Christ from the other Last Judgment 

scene painted /ater (group B paintings) can also be seen in 
the image. 

ing of the lines of trefoils in the vault edges. Two quite 

elaborate garlands have been painted on both cells in 

the southern penetration vault while the northern one 

lacks similar motifs. There is also a garland with mere 

tendrils in the vault of the south passageway. 

Tue paintings in the chancel vault are yet again 

slightly different but the same motifs still appear here as 

in the other vaults ( ). Here the ribs are only imitational 

and painted using the wedge-shape and outlining row 

of <lots. Tue rib decoration makes up a 12-celled vault. 

Tue edges of the penetration vaults have also been 

painted in order to imitate ribs. Tue garland is now 

the dominant motif and its appearance is a bit more 

refined, consisting merely of trefoil flowers outlined 

with bluish paint and filled with red. There are tendrils 
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in one garland growing from a heart-shaped pedestal. 

Another garland grows from the beak of a small bird. 

In each vault the motif painted on the keystone is a 

large rosette. Only in the second vault have two smaller 

ones been painted instead of a large one. Tue same 

motif also appears painted in the middle of the arches 

between the vaults 1, 2, 3 and 4 and in the cells of the 

vaults 2 and 3. Tue technical execution of this rosette 

varies slightly but the central motif is in every case an 

eight-petaled flower with a star-shape painted around 

it. In the fourth vault and in the arch between the third 

and the fourth vault the motif is decorated with small 

<lots painted inside of it. 

Tue wide arches between the first to fourth vaults 

have been decorated with an imitation rib painted lon

gitudinally in the middle of the arches. Tue paintwork 

is the same as in the vaults; wedge-shaped colour bands 

outlined with <lots. Tue triumphal arch has been empha

sised by painting two such "ribs". Tue large rosette has 

been painted in the high point of the arches, as men

tioned earlier. When painting the rosette in the arch 

between the third and the fourth vaults, the painter has 

made a technical blunder and the star-shape has been 

left slightly incomplete. 

Tue edges of arches and the architectural elements 

in the nave in general have been emphasised by out

lining them with different types of bands, such as the 

herringbone pattern-type band, a line of interlinked 

trefoils, lines of sequential <lots, and a zigzag-patterned 

band. Sometimes different ornamental bands can be 

connected, as in the third vault where the inner part 

of the arch (facing west) is painted using the wedge

shaped band, the interlinked trefoils and the zigzag 

pattern. In some instances these inner parts of arches 

are decorated with a more figural detail. In the fourth 

vault a small tree has been painted on the high point 

of the arch on the inner side, facing east. In the third 

vault a human face has been painted at the high point 

of the arch, facing east, along with another, smaller 

smiling face. In the triumphal arch and facing west, a 

large long-necked bird is seen with a long wonn or a 

snake in its beak. A human face has been painted on 

the left side of the bird. A single garland with tendrils 

and a trefoil also grows from the end of the rib of the 

second vault. 

There are also different bird and animal motifs 

in the lower parts of the arches (Fig. 64). In the arch 

between the third and the fourth vault a human (male) 

figure with a striped and belted garment facing north, 

and holding something that looks like a bird, has been 

painted on the right side of the imitation rib. Respec

tively, on the same arch and facing south is a pecu

liar plant-like motif with roots, some sort of seeds or 

berries and some kind of top growth painted using 



slightly curved lines. lt resembles draba muralis, Wall 

Whitlowgrass. In the arch between the second and the 

third vaults the combination of humans and animals 

continue. On the lower part of the arch facing north, a 

simple human figure with a striped and belted garment 

and a halo has been painted on the right side of the 

imitation rib. On its left side a large bird is seen without 

any identifiable detailing except for a flecked body. In 

the opposing part of the arch, facing south and painted 

higher up, is another bird with a striped body and a tail. 

In the triumphal arch a ship with crew - three people 

on deck and possibly three in a crow's nest - has been 

painted with red on the lower part of the arch and on 

the other imitation rib, facing north. Tue ship is seen 

sailing westwards with the anchor thrown. 

All the figures in the southern part of the nave have 

been placed at about the same level. On the northern 

part the bird in the arch between the second and the 

third vaults has been painted approximately at the same 

level as the bird painted in the second vault: Perhaps 

this placement has been intentionally planned. Tue 

painter or painters have thus seemed to aim at sym -

metry and harmonious placement of different motifs. 

The visual plan of Finström church 

As an overall observation, the painting decoration in 

the vaults seems to "evolve" toward the chancel area, 

although the most elaborate decoration seems to be in 

the second vault. Tue chancel area seems to be empha

sised by slightly differing painting work. Tue decora

tion in the fifth and fourth vault seems to especially 

have been made according to a decorative guiding rule 

but the painter/painters have still executed the detail

ing fairly freely, allowing small variation. This applies 

to the vault decoration on the whole as well. They seem 

to constitute one pictorial layer and the differences 

between the paintings on the walls and vaults are not 

considerable. Tue dominant motifs in the decoration 

are the garland, the rosette motif, human figures and 

human masks, birds and ships, along with the various 

decorative bands. 

Tue Last Judgement in the chancel wall is conven

tional in both form and content so the notion of the use 

of model images is not out of the question.437 In Fin-

437 Here Christ is depicted with lily and a sword. In the Diocese ofTurku
the Last Judgement appears at least in Espoo (first vault of the north 
aisle), Hattula (first vault of the north aisle and east wall), Hollola 
(porch), Inkoo (first vault of the north aisle, north wall), Kumlinge 
(west wall), Laitila (first vault of the south aisle, east wall), Lohja (first 
vault of the north aisle, continues to east wall), Rymättylä ( east wall), 
Siuntio (second vault of the north aisle) and Taivassalo (third vault 
of the south aisle, south wall). In the majority of cases the motif has 
been painted in the chancel area. These churches are all late fifteenth 
or early sixteenth century churches, the oldest being the paintings in 
Taivassalo (around 1470) and Siuntio (1483). 

ström it has been painted as depicting a Christ sitting 

on a rainbow with a lily and a sword coming out of his 

mouth. Tue stigmata in his hands and the side wound 

are also visible (Fig. 65). Tue motif had been covered 

and painted over by the painter who painted the rest 

of the chancel wall so it is not certain how large the 

image was originally and did it perhaps also contain 

the Virgin, John the Baptist and the dead rising from 

the graves.438 Tue Last Judgment was an important and 

powerful image, not just visually but conceptually and 

theologically as well. lt focused on the final and eternal 

judgment of all mankind by God when each soul is res

urrected from the dead and summoned to judgment. 

Depending upon the state of the person's soul, it goes 

either to heaven, purgatory or hell. Tue fate of those in 

purgatory can be affected by the actions of the living 

but also by the practice of indulgences. Prayers for the 

dead and indulgences were seen as means to decrease 

the "duration" of time souls spend in purgatory. Usually 

painted in a monumental size in a visible place detail

ing the horrors of Hell and the joys of the blessed, the 

motif acted as a constant reminder for the parishion -

ers of what awaited them, prompting them to ponder 

their own salvation and their actions on this earth. lt 

functioned as a reminded of collective judgement. Tue 

placing of the motif in the close proximity to the altar 

is logical for there the transmutation of the terrestrial 

and the divine was enacted through the sacrifice of the 

Eucharist. Tue sacrifice of Christ repeated itself during 

every mass and the visible wounds in the Last Judg

ment motif emphasise this sacrifice. 

Tue rib decoration and floral ornaments in the 

vaults are clearly conventional. An important feature is 

the large star-like rosette motif. Different rosette motifs 

were used among the professionally trained painters 

as well but the star-like shape is fairly unique in the 

Diocese. Stars and rosettes have been painted at the 

Chapel ofJohn the Baptist, possibly around the 1450s 

or the 1460s, by a professionally trained painter that 

resemble the Finström rosette to a degree. In Turku 

the star motif has been used in a more logical manner 

than in Finström, and also the motif itself is different in 

these churches. Although both the rosettes in Finström 

and Turku are quite rare among medieval wall paint

ings in the Diocese of Turku, they undoubtedly follow 

a particular and possibly very conventional medieval 

decorative principle.439 Rosettes have been in some 

438 Kiljunen 1970, research report. TI1ere is also some kind of frag
mented lining or a frame still visible that Stigell has interpreted as 
the Vernicle. Stigell 1974, 106. 

439 TI1ey have been used in wall paintings in Sweden and Denmark, for
example in Enköpings-Näs (Uppland, SW, mid-fifteenth century), 
Auning (Ärhus, DK, 1560s). In Kirke Säby (Roskilde, DK, c. 1525) 
there are stars painted in the cells, as in Allerslev (Roskilde, DK, 
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cases interpreted as protective.440 Tue distribution of 

the Finström rosettes has been interpreted as some 

kind of cosmological system by Valdemar Nyman, 

representing the history of the world from the Creation 

to the Last Judgement.441 According to Patrick Reuter

swärd, the star-like medallions painted in the cells can 

be interpreted as the cosmic sphere, and in general, the 

greenery, the stars and rosettes painted on the vaults 

form "a whole that makes sense only in the terms of a 

Celestial Paradise". 442 

lt is possible that the star-rosettes could operate as 

cognitive representations of the cosmos, or constitute 

a system representing certain stellar compositions. 

Here a portion of an object - the rosette - is under

stood as representing the entire object or concept.443 

Tue rosettes would thus be meaningful only in their 

relation to others. Perhaps the rosette motifs could be 

some sort of cosmic symbol or denote the effect exerted 

by the rotation of the constellations upon the earth 

and things contained within it. lt was believed that the 

rotation of the planets influenced the material condi-

1450-1475), just to name a few. They have usually been painted onto 
the cells, onto the keystones or in some cases, to the intersections of 
ribs. A rosette can also be painted in the high point of the arch as in 
the murermesterbemalinger in Stege St. Hans (Roskilde, OK, 1494). 

440 S0ndergaard 1999, 205. In Ulla Haastrup's opinion, the rosettes are 
mainly to be regarded as symbols for the sun and Christ. U. Haastrup 
1999, 293. 

441 Nyman has been of the opinion that the vaults represent the universe 
with sun and stars. According to him the star/rosette motifs repre
sent the Morningstar (representing Christ), the Betlehem star, the 
Belt of Orion, the Plough with the North Star, etc. In addition, he 
has argued that the trefoils further represent the Holy Trinity which 
would further elaborate the cosmological and theological aspect 
of the vault decoration. Nyman 1964, 70-71; Nyman 1980, 82-84; 
Nyman 1988, 194-195. 

442 Reuterswärd 1986, 110-112; Stigell 1974, 50-52. In some churches 
the key-stone of the vault was sometimes decorated with the motif 
of a sun, sometimes depicted as having a human face (as in Äspinge, 
Skäne, SW): here Reuterswärd has suggested that the vault represents 
some kind of celestial sphere. Reuterswärd 1986, 113. 

44
3 According to Mary Carruthers, the figural compositions of the con

stellations, used in the Middle Ages in both visual and literary arts, 
form a sort of "stellar inventory" that is easily reconstructable. The 
purpose for organising stars into constellation patterns is not "rep
resentation", but to aid human beings to locate stars by means of a 
recognisable pattern retrieved from their own memories. TI1e con
stellation patterns are also embedded in stories, narratives that attach 
the patterns together or embed characteristics about the particular 
constellations. TI1is manner of "locating" things to be remembered 
in a story is an elementary mnemonic principle. Such "locating" 
would seem to be specifically helpful when speculating the cogni
tive functioning of mythic and visionary stories. Such stories - and 
similar pedagogical ones, for example Physiologus or Aesop's fables, 
are in a way devised to help make an inventory of elementary learn
ing but also relate an amount of information in "a readily stored and 
retrievable web''. Carruthers has further noted that medieval cogni
tive pattern-making "located" knowledge especially within and in 
relation to other "things". TI1ese locational networks are devices for 
thinking and constructing patterns within which things are caught 
and into which they are gathered and re-gathered in various ways. 
Carruthers 1998, 24-35, 73 
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tions of the earth.444 The use of the rosette may imply 

the cosmic sphere but not necessarily a cosmic system 

since there is variance in the placement and use of the 

motif. Other clearly cosmic or astrological symbols and 

motifs have not been used in Finström either, unless -

of course - the Last Judgement is regarded as such. lt 

was the one scene in Christian theology where Heaven, 

Earth and Hell were depicted together. In Finström 

Christ is positioned at the top of the pictorial space of 

the chancel wall as if resonating the hierarchic order of 

the universe in a more metaphoric level, and shown as 

the essence of, and in union with, the cosmic order.445 

From this point of view, the trefoils painted in the 

vaults ( especially in the fifth and fourth vault) could be 

seen as referring to the Holy Trinity and the vaults and 

the chancel would thus constitute a refined theological

cosmological program that could equally operate in a 

protective and decorative way. 

A special feature for the whole decoration seems to 

be the recurrence of the bird motif and the subtle inter

action between humans and birds. Birds are placed 

among the garlands high up in the vaults as in order to 

reflect their natural abode up in the trees. In different 

medieval visual media it was typical to place different 

bird and animal figures among garlands and other flora 

in wall paintings446 but also in manuscripts.447 Tue 

paintings in the vault thus exist in a similar spatial and 

perhaps even narrative environment as the marginal 

motifs.448 Stigell has suggested that the bird motifs in 

the vaults seem to have been taken from such sources 

as calendars, manuscripts and their marginal images, 

or bestiaries.449 In calendar imagery a single bird can 

444 Nicklies 1995, 120. 
445 Shrimplin-Evangelidis 1990, 612-613; Nicklies 1995, 121. 
446 For example in the sacristy ofKalanti several birds have been painted 

among the garlands. TI1ey are seen sitting on the garlands, flying, in 
pairs or holding plants in their beaks. 

447 In the manuscript marginalia single birds can sometimes be deco
rative but sometimes they refer to the adjacent text and/or other 
images in the page. In manuscripts the interaction between word and 
image is always much more complex and not always separable. 

44
8 Wolff 1982, 589. 

449 She has interpreted especially the bird in the second vault as a cal
endar image, perhaps indicating St. Martin's goose and thus refer
ring to the day of St. Martin. Stigell 1974, 73, 75. In parchment and 
tree calendars, and calendar staffs St. Martin's day (11. 11) is often 
marked with a bird. For example in the Pustertal calendar, first 
quarter of the 16th century. Stigell 1974, 34-35; Pegelow 1988, 54. 
Tue goose was only first mentioned in the fifteenth century but origi
nal source for the goose in St. Martin's vita is not known. TI1e oldest 
image representing Martin and the goose is a thirteenth century seal 
belonging to the Dean of Tours. Ingalill Pegelow is of the opinion 
that the most probable explanation for the connection between St. 
Martin and a goose is that the feast of St. Martin was usually held 
at the time when geese were at their fattest and were about to be 
slaughtered. There is no clear evidence, though, that geese were actu
ally eaten during Martinmas, i.e. St. Martin's feast. Pegelow 1988, 55. 
Vilkuna states that during the Middle Ages eating goose in the day 
of St. Martin was a custom mostly practiced in Western Europe but 



also connote other days, such as Philippi et Jacobi ap. 

(duplex fest), the first of May.450 However, since the 

birds in Finström are simple and without ostensible 

detail, it is difficult to establish a specific relation to cal

endar imagery. Tue exception is the small bird in the 

chancel vault with a garland in its beak.451 Nevertheless, 

some sort of system has governed especially the placing 

of the birds, at least to a degree, for all the birds are 

either in or near the chancel area. When single images, 

they are painted high up in the vault. Tue exceptions 

are the human-bird combinations. 

Tue long-legged bird with a worm or a snake in its 

beak in the triumphal arch finds counterparts in the 

conventional eagle/bird - snake imagery that was 

already used in the Antiquity. In the Middle Ages such 

motifs were common in both pictorial and textual 

accounts, in bestiaries and in fables. There is a deep 

mythological tradition concerning the eagle and the 

also in Denmark. This custom apparently reached Sweden only in 
the eighteenth century. In Finland this happened even later. Vilkuna 
1983, 304-305. Representations of St. Martin with the goose are, 
however, rare. Pegelow sees that the only certain image is a fifteenth 
century rune calendar where a goose stands for St. Martin's day. 
Much more uncertain is a thirteenth century baptismal font from 
Voxtorp church (Södermanland, SW) depicting a bishop and a bird 
which could be a goose although Pegelow is doubtful whether it is 
truly possible that a later additional part of the legend could have 
occurred so early in Sweden. Another explanation is that the font 
is of a later date, perhaps from the fifteenth century. Pegelow 1988, 
178-179.

4
50 TI1ere is variation in the motifs and the May first can also be marked

with a tree or a flower. Stigell 1974, 30-31, 34. A bird connoting 
spring in the calendars can refer to the days of St. Valborg or Marcus. 
Both Valborg (Eng. Walburgis, Fin. Valpuri) and Marcus have been 
said to come "käki kainalossa", a cuckoo under arm. Generally Val

borg's day (1.5.) is marked with a flower or a tree in calendar staffs 

but occasionally with a bird. TI1e Conflictus veris et hiemis, the battle 
between summer and winter, was a tourney held around Europe 
on that day. TI1is popular custom vivified the contrast between the 
dormant powers of vegetation in winter and their awakening vitality 
in spring with the form of a dramatic contest between actors who 
played the parts of Winter and Summer. According to Frazer in the 
towns of Sweden two troops of young men on horseback used to 
meet in combat on May Day. One of them was led by a representa
tive of Winter clad in furs and the other troop was commanded by 

a representative of Summer covered with fresh leaves and flowers. 

In the sham fight the party of Summer came off victorious. Frazer 
1922, 316-317. Conflictus veris et hiemis was also a poem by Alcuin 

ofYork (or Flaccus Albinus Alcuinus, c. 735-804), constructed as a 
Latin poetical debate, conflictus, between Ver and Hiems. TI1is type 
of poem consists of logical arguments among several persons or per
sonified abstractions. See for example Nye Hedberg 1944, 47. Frazer 
1922, 316-317. The day of St. Mark (25.4.) was typically marked 
with his lion in the calendar symbolism but sometimes the lion has 

curiously metamorphosed into a bird-looking creature. Stigell sus
pects that this bird has first been interpreted as a cuckoo which has 
then deliberately been formed as such. The cuckoo was apparently 
perceived as a "messenger of spring", and they can arrive to South
ern Scandinavia as early as April. Stigell 1974, 30,33. In connection 
with the seasonal cycle the day of St. Mark was an important one for 
summer was about to come and fields were ready to be ploughed. 

451 For example in Gryta (Uppland, SW). In Romanesque art it was rela
tively typical to depict birds with a flower or some other garland
type plant in their beaks. 

66 Faces in Finström, the arch between second and third 

vaults, facing east. 

snake and it is not useful to represent here all the 

aspects and the migration of the motif.452 In bestiar

ies the stork was often represented as the enemy of the 

snake who was associated with the evil.453 Tue place

ment of the motif in the triumphal arch seems inten

tional. lt may be seen as the conventional "good versus 

evil" representation where Satan is identified with the 

snake/worm, but the meaning might also be seen as 

apotropaic or amuletic. Wittkower has already paid 

attention to the talismanic and protective functions of 

the eagle and snake motif.454 Tue chancel as the most 

important part of the church undoubtedly needed 

all the protection there was. TI1e human head in this 

context is much more difficult to interpret but it could 

also be seen from the apotropaic point of view. 455 

Perhaps the three different human heads or masks 

painted in the third and second vault could also be seen 

as protective. Two of them - bust images with round of 

face and curly short hair - greatly resemble each other 

and seem to be the hand of the same painter. Tue third 

face painted on the inner side of the arch of the third 

vault is different to the two (Fig. 66). Tue faces have 

4
52 TI1e basic and probably the best know research of the eagle and 

serpent is that of Rudolf Wittkower, published in 1939. Wittkower 
1939, 293-325. 

4
53 Serpentes sunt perverse cogitationes, seu perversi fratres, quos ciconia 

rostro percutit, dum iustus pravas cogitationes restringit, vel perver

sos fratres perungenti [PL, pungenti] invectione reprehendit. (Snakes 
are evil thoughts or evil brothers; the stork strikes snakes with its 
bill, as the righteous check evil thoughts or reprimand their wicked 
brothers with penetrating rebukes. Taken from the Aberdeen Besti

ary, Aberdeen University Library MS 24, fol. 48v-49v). TI1e bestiary 
also knows that the storks are heralds of spring and share a sense of 
community (Hee veris nuntie, societatis comites). 

45
4 Maguire 1997, 1047; Also Wittkower 1939, 309,318. 

455 Kiljunen suspected that the bird-snake-combination might be a 
representation of original sin and the face would thus indicate Eve. 
Kiljunen 1970, research report. 
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67 "St. Michael" and a bird, the arch between the second and 

the third vaults of Finström. 

sometimes been interpreted as "memory points" for the 

preacher to help to remember the sermon better, or as 

memory images of a certain story.456 This requires that 

the paintings were in places to be seen but in Finström 

the faces are quite small and in a relatively covert loca

tion so this memory aspect of the images seems less 

likely. Leif S0ndergaard has assigned a protective func

tion to different mask and face motifs.457 lt is thus pos

sible that the faces in Finström primarily refer to some 

concept of extended power and protection. 458 The head 

was also the most symbolic part of the body and it gov

erned the rest of the body, equally as God governed 

the whole Creation above in heaven. 459 lt could also 

be possible to see the faces as painters' portraits as this 

seems to have been clone in few instances.460 The faces 

could also emphasise the idea of connection or rela

tionship. Charles Nicklies has suggested that they were 

added to the medieval ideal of the mundus to reveal the 

innate relationship between man and the universe.46 1 

A human figure in the arch between the second and 

the third vaults is challenging to identify and interpret 

due to the simple appearance and minimal detailing 

(Fig. 67). The human has a halo around the head which 

clearly shows that a saintly interpretation could come 

to mind. Round lines beginning from the mid-section 

456 U. Haastrup 1991, 46. TI1e mask motif, vrcengemask, in Danish mur

ermesterbemalinger is pronounced and can have many variants.

Often it is seen painted around the ventilation holes so that the hole 

operates as the mouth. Niels Haastrup has also suggested that some 

of the masks may have perhaps been morality images, or have had 

a political meaning, maybe even worked as a form of mockery. N.

Haastrup 1991, 116-119.
4

57 S0ndergaard 1999, 190-192. 
4

58 Sütterlin 1989, 66-71. 
4

59 Higgs Strickland 2003, 47. 
460 Possibly in Karjaa and Porvoo. 
461 Nicklies 1995, 122. 
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68 A human with a bird, the arch between third and fourth 

vaults, Finström. 

of the sides of the upper body and bending down to the 

waist could perhaps be interpreted as wings. Since the 

patron saint of Finström church is St. Michael, it would 

be feasible to suggest that the saintly figure represents 

him. The painting is in a visible place and relatively 

close to the chancel area. More easily identifiable St. 

Michael by the professional painters has been painted 

on the west side of the second southern pillar (group 

C paintings), onto the same pillar as the "Michael" by 

the first group working in the church. The placing thus 

seems highly intentional and emphasises the impor

tance of the patron of the church. There seems to be an 

intended interplay between different pictorial layers in 

the church since two different depictions of the same 

saint have been painted onto the same pillar. The pillar 

is in the proximity of the porch door so both of the 

saints were most likely observed by the parishioners 

when passing by. 

Thematically, St. Michael is often connected with the 

Last Judgement due to his position as the weigher of 

souls. As a guardian of the souls of the dead Michael 

operated as the intercessor between humans and the 

divine. Prayers were to be said for the dying to St. 

Michael, among others, in the moment the soul left 

the body, for Michael had once fought and triumphed 

over the dragon so he would be the one to fight for the 



soul of the recently deceased. A "St. Michael" was also 

a functioning image. Conventional pictorial type, Psy

chostasis, represents Michael weighing souls and thus 

accounting for their deeds and merits. Tue importance 

of a "good death'' and the hopes for eternal salvation 

were so important themes in the Middle Ages that 

there was even a literary genre, ars moriendi, dealing 

with these issues.462 In this respect, he was an impor

tant saint for the salvific aspirations of the parishioners. 

Separated from the Last Judgment scene, St. Michael 

is in connection with the growing importance of indi

vidual judgement and its meditation by individuals. In 

this respect, both the Last Judgment and possible St. 

Michael would have initiated emotional response from 

the viewers, concerned about the salvation of their 

souls. Such images were extremely important for the 

whole community, as weil as each individual, because 

they participated in the construction of the commu

nity, identity, subjectivity, social control, and human 

existence. These images become part of the social 

reality of the community.
463 

lt is somewhat obscure whether the large bird in the 

left side of the saint has been painted there in order 

to specifically juxtapose it with the saint. Tue composi

tion of the bird is based almost solely on contour line, 

and the body is decorated with flecks. Tue bird brings 

to mind some of the birds in bestiary imagery, such as 

the ostrich. In the bestiary, the ostrich could mean a 

person who is a hypocrite and pretends piety and holi

ness without any holy behaviour. Also, the huge body of 

the ostrich weighs it down just like the bad deeds of the 

hypocrite weigh him/her down.464 Tue saints, on the 

other hand, do not pretend to be holy, they definitely 

are holy, embodying a solid virtue. Thus by juxtapos

ing the holy (the saint) and those merely pretending 

to be saintly, these two images could be seen in tenns 

of conveying a morality message. lt is equally possible 

that these two paintings have no thematic connection 

between them. 

Tue large human figure with a bird located in the 

arch between the third and the fourth vaults has been 

painted in a more detailed manner, if compared to "St. 

462 Tue Ars Moriendi, or "art of dying;' provided practical guidance for 
the dying and those attending them. These manuals informed the 
dying about what to expect, and prescribed prayers, actions, and atti
tudes that would lead to a good death and salvation. Duclow 1999, 
379-396.

463 Mitchell 1995, 541-544.
464 Ita sunt nimirum omnes ypocrite qui dum bonorum vitam simulant, 

imitationem sancte visionis habent, sed veritatem sancte actionis non 

habent. (- -) et immani corpore gravatu1; \ ut et si volare appetat ipsa 
pen[n]arum paucitas molem tanti\ corporis in aere non suspendat. (

-) At contra ypocrita et siqua facit pauca que\ e/event, perpetrat multa 

que gravent. The Aberdeen Bestiary. Aberdeen University Library MS
24, Fol. 41 v-42r. 

Michael". Tue head and facial features find resemblance 

especially to those human figures in the two ships, 

but also to the small masks painted in the vaults. Tue 

pleated knee-length dress tied from the waist with a belt 

is quite carefully drawn. Tue man seems to be holding 

the bird right under his arm (Fig. 68). Any identifica

tion of the bird is impossible for only the legs and body 

are painted relatively distinctively.
465 Tue beak and tail 

can also possibly be seen in the image, although they 

have been painted in a more suggestive manner. 

Tue motif has in some instances been interpreted as 

Apostle Peter's denial of Christ (Matt. 26:69-75)466
, or 

as a depiction of a hunt.467 Tue man with the bird does 

not easily bend itself to the Peter's denial interpreta

tion since the visual similarities with the similar exist

ing images are scarce. 468 If the motif is a depiction of a 

hunt, it has been created in an unconventional manner. 

In the hunt scenes the hunting falcon was not usually 

held under arm, as seems to be the case in Finström, 

however the falconer wore a tough glove so that the bird 

could perch on his wrist. Sometimes only the falconer 

with the falcon perched on the wrist is shown in these 

May images so the man in Finström could nevertheless 

be connected to the theme of a hunt.469 Or, the motif 

could be a representation of a duck hunt, for example. 

In the Stuttgarter Kartenspiel470
, a set of playing cards 

46
5 Rinne suggests that the bird may be a rooster, Veikko Kiljunen 

depicts it as a chicken and Nyman sees a plucked chicken. He also 
presumes that the painter has not attended a hawking due to the 
faulty appearance of the bird. Rinne 1925. Kiljunen 1970, research 
report; Nyman 1964, 69; Nyman 1988, 195. 

466 Rinne 1925. All four canonical gospels recount that, during the Last 
Supper, Jesus foretold that Peter would deny association with him 
three times that same night. In Matthew 26: 34, this is reported as: 
Jesus said unto him, "Verily I say unto thee, that this night, before the 

cock crow, thou shalt deny me thrice" (in the Vulgate: 'J\.it illi Jesus 

amen dico tibi quia in hac nocte antequam gallus cantet ter me 

negabis." 
467 Nyman has described that the image is a child-like and clumsy rep

resentation of the noble rider in Jomala which represents a more 
traditional hunting scene with noble-looking riders, horses, hunting 
falcons and dogs. Nyman 1980, 84. Stigell has suspected that the man 
with the bird could represent hawking and thus represent a Labors of 
the Month -motif. Stigell 1974, 73. 

468 In wallpaintings this image appears seldom but for example in 
Bromma (Uppland, SW) Peter's denial is depicted side by side with 
flagellatio Christi but no rooster is seen in the image. Nilsen 1986, 34, 
58, 343. In Astrup (Odense, DK) a rooster is placed above Peter in 
the crucifixion scene as a sign of his denial. In Täby (Uppland, SW) 
and Roslagsbro (Uppland, SW) a rooster is depicted as one of the 
instruments of Christ's torture. 

469 As for example in a thirteenth century Flemish Psalter, 1250-1270 
(Pierpoint Morgan Library MS M.0106, fol. 003r; in a French 
Psalter-Hours, 1228-1234, (Pierpoint Morgan Library MS M.0153, 
fol. 005v.; In the late-fifteenth century Book of Hours (Cambridge, 
Harvard University, Houghton Library MS Lai 257); in thirteenth 
century French Psalter (Cambridge, Harvard University, Houghton 
Library MS Typ 0311). 

4
7

0 T11e so-called Stuttgarter Kartenspiel dates from about 1430 and it 
is probably the oldest German pack of cards. lt contains four suite 
that are represented by four different animals: ducks, hawks, stags, 
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illustrating a royal bunt, a stylishly dressed man is 

holding a duck in his raised band. This is apparently 

representing the knave of ducks. He is very elegantly 

dressed in a fashionable short garment and does not 

thus resemble the Finström human in appearance. Tue 

visual fulcrum in these images is the manner in which 

the bird is held. In the Stuttgarter Kartenspiel the man 

is holding it by the neck. In the case of the Finström 

image this detail is obscured but the attempt may have 

been to show the man holding the bird by the neck. 

Also, another set of playing cards by the so-called 

Master of Playing cards, usually dated between 

the 1430s and the 1450s, represents the Unter of Birds 

(or, the Lower Knave ofBirds).471 Here a man dressed 

in a fifteenth century knee-length garment fastened 

with a belt is standing with a bird next to his right leg. A 

halo-like composition, perhaps representing a hat of a 

sort, has been painted around his head. This depiction 

especially brings to mind the "St. Michael" character, 

although in a more elaborate form. Tue biggest differ

ence between these two images is the bird and its place

ment and composition. There have been attempts to 

identify playing card motifs from manuscript imagery, 

and especially the similarities between animals and 

birds in playing cards and in m;:in11sc:ripts. Some of the 

designs of the border images in manuscripts appar

ently originate from engraved playing cards. There is 

evidence that engravings (not just engraved playing 

cards) worked as an intermediary medium and the 

engraving as patterns for makers in various media was 

a widespread custom. lt may perhaps be questionable 

to draw direct influence from the playing card; rather 

the visual similarities between the human figures in 

these two media show how the painter in Finström has 

succeeded in representing a period outfit with a very 

little detailing.472 Tue human figure with a halo-like 

composition around his head is more logically inter

preted as St. Michael, the patron saint of the church. 

and dogs. Each of the four suits consists of 13 cards. TI1ese are king, 

knight, and knave for the ducks and hawks; the female counterparts 

for the stags and dogs; and for each the banner and nine numbered 

cards. TI1e pack of cards originally contained 52 cards from which 49 

cards have been preserved. Richter-Härlin 1976, 18. 
4

71 TI1e Master of the Playing Cards was a German or Swiss engraver, and 

probably also a painter. He was active in south-western Germany 

from the 1430s to the 1450s. TI1e cards have five suits in total: suits of 

flowers, birds, <leer, beasts of prey and wild men. TI1e playing cards of 

the Master of the Playing Cards have been seen as one of the earliest 

instances of the widespread use of engravings as patterns for artists 

working in other media. Motifs from these engravings crop up in a 

wide range of media during the fifteenth century. TI1e new medium 

of engraving seems to have functioned here as an important source 

for artists who needed decorative designs. Wolff 1982, 587. 
472 For example the Harley Hours has been seen as a primary document

of the relationship between manuscript illumination and printmak

ing in the Rhenish Lowlands. Marrow 1978, 593. See also van Buren 

- Edmunds 1974, 12-30; Wolff 1982, 587-600.
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Since the other large human figure in Finström can 

be connected to a saintly interpretation, it could be 

taken into consideration that the man with a bird is 

similarly a representation of a saint. Clear visual indi

cators, namely the halo, are missing, unless the wavy 

hair-like head-ornament is interpreted as such.473 In 

this case it does seem exceptional if the painter indeed 

had chosen to depict such an unconventional halo 

when paired with the more conventional halo of "St. 

Michael". In this case the difference can be explained 

so that these two human figures seem to have been 

painted by different painters, although there are many 

visual similarities. lt almost looks like as if the "St. 

Michael" would be a simpler adaptation from the man 

with the bird that has richer detailing. Interestingly 

also, both of these humans are juxtaposed with birds 

but in a differing manner. 

Stigell has suggested that both of the human figures 

in the arches have been adapted from calendar imagery 

and she makes a special reference to the Pustertal 

calendar with its saint and apostle images. However, 

Stigell does not aim at giving any further identifica

tions or interpretations.474 If the calendar aspect is 

speculated a bit, then the "St. Michael" motif could 

be seen as the representation of the saint and thus it 

would refer to the 29th of September. If the birds and/ 

or man and bird images are to be seen referring to, say, 

St. Mark, the 25th of April, these two days would tra

ditionally refer to the beginning of spring and autumn, 

i.e. the changing seasons in the Northern agrarian

society. If the birds are seen as mainly calendar images

then they could have a strong reference to spring. So

the day of St. Michael, or Michaelmas, falls around the

equinox marking the beginnings of natural seasons

(i.e. autumn). Tue possible calendar function of the St.

Michael would seem to be relatively logical whereas

in the case of other motifs this interpretation is much

more dubious. The man with the bird is thus diffi.cult

to interpret in a satisfying way as the suggestive and

idiosyncratic composition evades accurate identifica

tions. Tue motif can operate as a calendar image or it

can have specificity in the agrarian context. Perhaps a

connotation with hunting is not completely out of the

question. But, as the birds appear frequently among

the decoration of Finström, it would seem that the bird

4
73 TI1e same type of"hair" appears for example in some of the humans 

in the Picatix manuscript (Manuscript K. Krakow). TI1e page dis

playing the forms of Moon (Formae Lunae, MS 793, p. 384) shows 

a woman in a long dress and the same type of curly hair or other 

head-ornament. Her arms are even bent in a slightly similar manner 

as in the Finström painting, although the motif is not the same. See: 

Picatrix. The Latin version of the Ghäyat Al-Hakim. Edited by David 

Pingree. Tue Warburg lnstitute.University ofLondon. London 1986. 
474 Stigell 1974, 73.



69 Ship on the north wall of Finström, representing possibly the 

sea voyage of St. Olav. 

motifs in connection with the human figures are sig

nificant in some way or another. 

The ships have been painted in a fairly similar 

manner and they resemble a cog-type ship with their 

single masts and square-rigged single sails. The hulls 

are painted as if planked. The hull of the ship on the 

north wall is further embellished with small circles, 

possibly standing for the nail heads. The anchors of 

both ships have been thrown and the vessels are both 

"gliding" towards west. There is a crew in both of the 

ships. In the north wall ship three men are seen stand

ing on the deck, one in the shrouds and a few heads are 

seen in the crow's nest (Fig. 69). The large human in the 

stern is wearing a striped garment typical to the other 

humans painted in the church and represented with an 

axe and possibly a crown. The hull of the ship is painted 

as curiously transparent, revealing the bodies of the 

two men standing on the deck. There is no similar 

visual effect used with the ship on the triumphal arch 

(Fig. 70). Here there are two men on the deck; the one 

standing on the stern is quite fragmented but it seems 

as if he was waving or had raised his band in a saluta -

tion. A third man is seen in the shrouds. There seems 

to be men also in the crow's nest. 

Anne Liden has connected the ship images in Fin

ström to the legend of St. Olav and especially to his sea 

voyage.475 St. Olav was the patron saint of the North

but his cult was influential and widespread not only 

in Scandinavia but other countries as well, mainly in 

the British Isles, the Netherlands, Germany, Poland 

and the Baltic countries. The many textual accounts 

( e.g. liturgical texts, chronicles, legal texts, poems, 

songs and sagas) circulated around Northern Europe 

475 Also the ship images in Korppoo, Maaria and Pohja are connected to 

this in Liden's opinion. Liden 1999, 116. 'föe same interpretation has 

already been made by Anna-Lisa Stigell. Stigell 1974, 99-101. 

70. Ship on the triumphal arch of Finström.

and these texts were familiar in both ecclesiastic and 

secular milieu. The medieval Diocese of Turku held 

Olav in great honour and the visual material depicting 

his legend is relatively protean.476 The voyage is part of

the legend ofSt. Olav and it finds many representations 

in medieval material. According to Liden the narra

tive sailing motif first occurred in an altarpiece of Salo 

around 1430 but the visual representation of the sailing 

motif is older.477 lt does seem that the narrative sailing

motif was utilised in the Diocese relatively soon. 

There was a strong oral tradition concerning St. 

Olav and according to Jyrki Knuutila, the sailing motif 

was based on oral tradition without any liturgical back

ground.478 Thus the legend ofSt. Olav was undoubtedly

rooted in the popular mind.479 Liden has suggested that

the lack of verifiable sources for the sailing theme may 

indicate that the painters interpreted and formed the 

sailing theme into visual form more inventively. The 

sailing motif binds together different elements from 

examples and reality and that is transformed into the 

reality of the congregation. Liden concludes that the 

extent of visual representations of the sailing theme in 

wall paintings show how the same motif was the main 

theme in many homilies that also circulated in the oral 

form, from mouth to mouth, in the popular speech as 

well.480 Around the day of St. Olav (29.7) accounts of

his life and death were told as part of the liturgy. 481

476 Liden 1999, 19-23. In the Diocese of Turku there are over 80 still 

existing objects and images connected to St. Olav. These include 

statues, retable/reredos statues, reliefs, engravings, wall paintings, 

panel paintings and glasswork. Knuutila 1997, 91. 
4

77 The sailing motif also existed in a painted panel on a saint cabinet of 

Ulvila, now disappeared. Liden 1999, 89-104. 
478 Knuutila 1997, 111. 
479 Liden 1999, 61; Stigell 1974, 101. 
480 Liden 1999, 247,282,288; Nilsen 1996, 14-31. 
481 Liden 1999, 249-253. 
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I would say that the ship in the north wall of Fin

ström can definitely be a depiction of St. Olav's voyage 

and could be thus explained by the prominence of St. 

Olav's wide and influential cult. St. Olav's typical attrib

ute is the axe and in Finström the human standing in 

the stern of the ship in the north wall is actually seen 

holding one. Tue painting is fragmented but he might 

be wearing a crown, as Liden suggests. Tue voyage is 

part of a narrative and thus "active" and expressive in 

a sense, creating almost the illusion that the event is 

taking place within the interior of the church.482 In 

general, paintings depicting some part of Olav's legend 

were seldom placed on the north wall as in Finström 

but there was variation in placing. lt seems to have 

been more common to paint the Olav images on the 

south side of the nave. 483 Tue motif may have been 

popular for both the makers as well as the parishioners 

who all could have easily associated with his dangerous 

and eventful sailing. 

Tue other ship image in the triumphal arch cannot 

necessarily be connected to a saintly voyage. Tue human 

figures show little detailing and the large man standing 

on the stern is fragmented. Stigell has connected the 

ship images to calendar imagery and to several feast 

days.484 Perhaps in the case of crewless ships (e.g. in 

Maaria, Korppoo, Pernaja, Pyhtää) the calendar con

nection can be taken into account more explicitly 

than in the case of the Finström ships with crew. Ship 

images are in some cases interpreted as votive images 

but the possible votive function of the ship images in 

Finström is not clear.485 In the coastal areas, the impor

tance of ships and the things connected to them were 

of great importance.486 Seafaring was naturally a dan

gerous deed and something that the painters and the 

locals had to endeavour as a means of transportation. 

Thus, donating a votive painting of a ship after a safe 

return may not be completely out of the question. Both 

of the ships in Finström have been painted with skill 

and knowledge and the placing of the other ship in the 

triumphal arch in the chancel area seems especially 

intentional. A ship's image was also familiar to the 

482 Also Liden has differentiated the representational image and the nar

rative image of a saint. Liden 1999, 248. 
483 According to Liden the placing is similar to Danish sailing images 

which she interprets as a result ofDanish influence. Liden 1999, 116, 

339-342. 
484 Stigell 1974, 101-104.
485 For example Helena Edgren has been inclined to see the ships among

the paintings as votive images. Edgren 2003, 315; also Stigell 1974,

96-97, 101. Viola Pritchard has also suggested that the grafliti ships

in English churches could have been substitutes for votive models.

Pritchard 1967, 133.
486 'föere is a long visual tradition of ship images in Northern Europe in 

various media. Already in rock art the many depictions of ships are 

mainly in the coastal area or in places where they could have been 

viewed from water. 
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parishioners, reminding them of their common source 

of livelihood and the constant dangers connected to 

seafaring. Can the ships be seen as representations of 

real voyages or real ships, is another question. 

Tue sailing theme has a multiform symbolic 

meaning and thus it can be interpreted in many ways. 

lt could be regarded as representing life as a danger

ous sea voyage, or from a more dogmatic point of view, 

redemption as a voyage. And, of course, the ship as a 

standard topos for Church had been established by the 

late fifteen century. 487 These ship images are connected 

to long-distance exchange networks in symbolic, con

ceptual and visual thinking but at the same time they 

seem to have a more local significance. 

As a conclusion, I try to draw some kind of overall 

impression of the visual idiom of the Finström painters 

and note how they have used the different visual ele

ments. Tue painters have utilised mainly six different 

motifs: garland, trefoil, rosette, bird, human faces and 

ship. In addition to these, they have also utilised dif

ferent rib and vault decorations in order to emphasise 

and visually structure the interior architectural space. 

Tue vault decoration with its garl:rn<ls an<l trefoils is 

relatively conventional since such vegetal motifs were 

often painted in the vaults as if to allude to the heavenly 

arbour. When comparing Finström to other churches 

with extensive floral decorations in the vaults (such as 

Pernaja or Sipoo ), the general impression is different 

due to a somewhat individual approach. In Finström 

the foliage atmosphere is most evident in the three 

easternmost vaults. 

Tue visual idiom of the painters in Finström seems 

to consist of three main elements: the garlands and 

other decoration structures the architecture in the 

vaults, religious imagery (Last Judgement and the 

saints) is connected to ritual and devotion, and some of 

the motifs (faces, the bird and the snake, possibly also 

rosettes) are connected to protection. Tue decoration 

seems to be a very thoughtful and planned entity and 

fulfils the requirements for a system. There seems to be 

some kind of "hierarchy" in the placing of motifs: Tue 

Last Judgement is very logically placed in the chancel 

where the transmutation of the terrestrial and the 

divine took place, the "earthly" images of humans and 

ships are just above eye-level and the birds have been 

painted up in the vaults. Tue paintings in the church 

could be seen as juxtaposing the worldly, temporal 

nature of the earth and humanity with the spiritual, 

eternal essence of Christian salvation.488 

487 Scribner 1981, 107-108. 
488 Nicklies 1995, 122. 



lt seems that many of the motifs used in Finström 

can be assigned a protective value. These are the faces 

in the vaults, the bird and the snake in the triumphal 

arch and possibly also the rosettes in the vaults. The 

human face occurs among the image-making in the 

Diocese in both the fifteenth and the sixteenth centu

ries and in this respect it seems to have been relatively 

meaningful motif for the church builders, although its 

precise meaning is difficult to establish. According to 

Camille, the apotropaic function of the human face 

was acknowledged widely in pre-modern culture.489 

The group working in Finström has largely relied on 

similar motifs used by other workshops in the Diocese 

around 1450s. The bird and snake has been used in 

Korppoo church, as well as ships and human figures 

in pleated garments. There are visual similarities 

between the paintings in Finström and Korppoo but 

it is somewhat difficult to conclude whether members 

of the same workshop might have worked in these 

churches. The ship motif has been used by the work

shop of Pernaja and those of Maaria and Nousiainen. 

The Last Judgement is, however, exceptional in this 

sense, as it has not been used by any other workshop 

in the Diocese. The use of the Last Judgement motif 

also seems to indicate that the painters have had some 

kind of model in their use as the motif is conventional. 

Whether the motif was chosen due to the instruction of 

some theological advisor, a parish priest for example, 

is difficult to conclude. Also in the case of the voyage 

of St. Olav, the painters have either used some kind of 

model or been aware of the pictorial conventions relat

ing to the image. Here St. Olav's voyage could perhaps 

be examined in connection with the influence of orally 

transmitted stories. These were probably purely oral 

stories told locally and maybe among the church build

ers. Some of them could have been based on textual 

accounts that were then passed on orally. St. Olav's 

voyage has been most likely depicted also in Maaria, 

Pohja and possibly also Korppoo.490 

The amount of painters is slightly difficult to con

clude exactly but it would seem that there have been 

at least two or three painters at work, perhaps even 

more. The painter responsible for the decoration of 

the chancel vault seems also to have painted the Last 

Judgement on the chancel wall and perhaps also the 

ship image in the triumphal arch. Perhaps another 

painter has painted the human with a bird and the ship 

in the north wall, maybe also the ship in the triumphal 

489 Camille 1992, 7 2; Camille 19986, 141-14 2. 
490 TI1e same interpretation has already been made by Anna-Lisa Stigell. 

Stigell 197 4, 99-101. In Pohja a man with a halo standing on the 

stern is seen holding a crossbow. TI1is depiction is in congruence 

with St. Olav's iconography. Liden 1999, 96-97, 115-116. 

arch. The treatment of the human figures especially 

in these two ships is slightly varied but with similari

ties and it is equally possible that they have all been 

made by the same hand. lt also seems that the painter 

responsible for the decoration in the fourth and fifth 

vault has been one and the same. lt is more difficult to 

say whether the painter of the second and third vaults 

has been the same as in the chancel vault, or has there 

perhaps been several painters working on all the vaults 

since the same elements recur vault after vault with 

small variation. 

FINSTRÖM 

Nave 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib and floral/plant decoration

- small bird with a garland growing out of the beak

- small heart-shaped motif with a garland

growing out

- a ship with (at least) three crew members

(in the arch between the chancel vault and

the second vault, facing north)

Vault II 

- rib and floral/plant decoration

- two stars/rosettes in the top stone

- three large and two smaller stars/rosettes in the

vault

- a bird

- human bust

- a bird with a snake in its beak, a human face

(the triumphal arch between the I and II vaults,

facing west)

- a star/rosette on the top of the triumphal arch

- garlands (southern penetration vault)

- a human bust and a smiling human face

(the arch between the II and III vaults, facing east)

Vault III 

- rib and floral/plant decoration

- two large stars/rosettes with tendrils

- a human figure (possibly St. Michael?)

( the arch between the II and III vaults, facing north)

- a large bird ( the arch between the II and III vaults,

facing north)

- a bird ( the arch between the II and III vaults,

facing south)

109 



- a star/rosette

( the top of the arch between the II and III vaults)

- a tree ( the arch between the III and IV vaults,

facing east)

- a ship with four crew members ( the sailing of St.

Olav) (notth wall on the left side of the sacristy door)

VaultIV 

- rib ornamentation, trefoil motifs, garlands

- a star/rosette

( the top of the arch between the III and IV vaults

- a human figure holding a bird in right band

( the arch between the III and IV vaults, facing north)

- an unidentified plant ( the arch between the III

and IV vaults, facing south)

VaultV 

- rib ornamentation, trefoils

4.3. Maaria church 

The paintings in Maaria church 

Maaria church has been richly decorated with differ

ent motifs, mainly humans, animals, crosses, ships 

and labyrinths. Floral and vegetal decoration is mostly 

absent. Tue distribution of paintings is space-accentu

ating so that the motifs have been painted in the third 

to fifth vaults of the three-aisled nave. There are very 

few paintings in the eastern part of the nave and in 

the chancel area, of which some are additional eight

eenth century work. Hiekkanen has suggested that the 

medieval chancel area extended from the north wall to 

the south wall and included the first and second vaults 

of all aisles. Tue chancel vaults are also higher than 

the vaults in the rest of the nave. This, along with the 

minimal painting decoration in the chancel vaults, may 

have been an intentional design aimed at emphasising 

the role of the chancel area.491 Tue paintings, including 

those painted in 1763, were revealed and restored in 

1908-1909 under the direction of architect Carl Frank

enhaeuser. Some of the paintings were covered again 

mainly due to their "inappropriate" appearance.492 All 

the paintings were revealed in the restoration works of 

1983. Tue paintings have traditionally been dated to the 

1450-1460493 due to the coat of arms of Bishop Olaus 

491 Hiekkanen 2007, 93; Hiekkanen 1994, 147-148. 
492 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 9-15. 
493 For example Frankenhaeuser 1910, 9; Wennervirta 1930, 72; Wen

nervirta 1937, 59, 63; Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 20-21. likka 

Kartano dated the paintings to the l 430s for he was of the opinion 
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71 A painting of a friar in the fifth vault of Maaria, west wall. 

Magni but Hiekkanen has suggested that they could be 

slightly earlier; painted in the 1440s or in the begin

ning of the 1450s at the latest. He also proposes that the 

decoration of the church was funded by the congrega

tion and possibly also by the Bishop himself. 494 

I will start the listing of the paintings from the fifth 

vault of the south aisle and then move to the vaults four 

and three. I will then move to the corresponding vaults 

in the central and north aisles. I shall thus first describe 

the most decorated vaults, pillars and walls and then 

describe the paintings in the two easternmost vaults 

of the south, north and central aisles. Also, on a more 

general note, the rib decorations are relatively multi

form and freely executed so there is quite a lot of vari

ation in the patterning. This is also why it is difficult 

to single out all of the detailing for description. I will, 

however, give selected examples. 

In the fifth vault of the south aisle the paintings 

are mainly on the walls (Fig. 71). Tue ribs have been 

painted with red stripes and outlined with an undula

tory band of small conjoined hemispheres. Tue arches 

have been mainly outlined with the same design. Tue 

keystone has been emphasised with a square-form geo-

that they were so "primitive" that the Bishop could not have had any

thing to do with them personally. Kartano 1951, 108-109. 
494 Hiekkanen 2007, 91. 



72 Paintings in the fourth vault of the south aisle of Maaria. 

Letter M for Virgin Mary in the key stone. 

metrical motif. There is also a small cross motif in the 

cell close to the keystone. In the east-side cell above the 

arch and facing west is a long-legged, ostrich-like red 

bird next to a rosette resembling a consecration cross. A 

swastika-pelta has been painted on the south wall close 

to the junction of the wall and vault. A more elaborate 

and narrative-like motif is in the west wall just below 

the junction of the wall and vault. Here a simple build

ing with a tower, two windows, stairs and roof detailing 

is depicted along with a friar, generally interpreted as a 

Dominican, who is seen standing with a cross.495 The 

friar is detailed in a simple but identifiable manner; he 

has a tonsure and a hooded cloak painted with greyish/ 

bluish colour and outlined with red paint. In the cell 

above the image is a large ornamental cross in a striped 

pedestal. There is a circle in each of the cross arms 

and the cross is outlined with undulating band. In the 

pillar between the south and central aisles two horned 

animals have been painted on both sides of a twig-like 

tree with needled branches and some kind of pedes

tal. There also seems to be a large letter, perhaps an I, 

on the left side of the tree. On the opposing pillar is a 

curious ornamental motif, typical to Maaria. lt is com-

495 Wennervirta 1930, 78; Edgren 1990, 11-16. 

73 Two human figures, a ship and a text on the south wall of 

Maaria, fourth vault of the south aisle. 

posed of a round base with some kind of floral motif as 

if on a pot or a vase inside of it. Two cross-shaped parts 

rise upwards on a slant from the sides of the roundel 

and a spiral wreath from the top of it. 

The fourth vault of the south aisle has in some con

nections been referred to as the vault of St. Mary due to 

the texts and initials connected to the Virgin Mary.496 

(Fig. 72) The ribs are striped with mainly red paint and 

partly outlined with undulating band. The keystone is 

emphasised with a majuscule M, standing for Mary. 

A prayer devoted to the Virgin Mary begins from the 

east cell with the words Maria (before it fragmented 

letters possibly make up the word ave) painted partly 

on the ribs, and the letter M is emphasised with a cross. 

The text continues above the south window where the 

words Sancta Mar[ia] have been painted in the junc

tion of the wall and vault. Above the arch of the north 

cell the prayer continues with the words ora pro nobis. 

A garland with leaves has been painted after the text. 

There are few paintings on the south wall: a crew

less ship in the left window jamb. On the left side of 

the window there is an interesting motif that recurs 

throughout the paintings in Maaria, namely a cheq

uered shield-like motif where the checks have been 

divided into triangles. These idiosyncratic motifs have 

been interpreted mainly as some kind of shields. 497 On 

the right side of the window there are two male figures, 

the one larger and painted in profile, the other smaller 

and holding an object, usually interpreted either as a 

496 Edgren, 1989a, 116-117. lt has usually been thought that the altar 

dedicated to the Virgin Mary was situated here. Frankenhaeuser 

1910, II; Wennervirta 1937, 63; Kartano 1951, 102. 
497 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 13-14. Stigell, on the other hand, has drawn 

connections with a Lappish board game dablot prejjesne. Stigell 1974, 

88-89.
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74 Third vault of the south aisle of Maaria, south wall. 

75 Fifth vault of the central aisle of Maaria. A human figure 

and a cross. 

candle or a trowel (Fig. 73).498 A composition on the 

west cell represents a friar and a devil with a large cross 

between them. There are also paintings on the pillars 

between the south and the central aisles. Another 

chequered shield-like motif with a crowned creature 

holding a sword or a spear, lurking behind the shield 

is on the east pillar facing west. Immediately under the 

image is a triskele-like motif. On the opposing pillar 

(the fourth pillar), facing east, is a smaller chequered 

shield and under it a curious ornamental figure, typical 

to the painting decoration of Maaria. lt is composed of 

almost a semi-circular base with some kind of squig

gly ornament inside of it. Two cross-shaped parts rise 

upwards on a slant from the sides of the semi-circle, 

and a spiral wreath from the top of the semi-circle. In 

4
98 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 11; Riska 1964, 72; Edgren 1989a, 116-121; 

Hiekkanen 2007, 92. 
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76 Fourth vault of the central aisle of Maaria. 

addition, there is also very simple ornamental decora

tion in the cells, mainly between the lower parts of the 

ribs. 

The richest painting duster of the third vault of the 

south aisle is in the south wall (Fig. 74). A ship with 

five crewmembers is painted at the top of the wall and 

partly to the cell. Under it is a tournament motif rep

resenting two men with lances, on horseback. On its 

right is an obscure creature. Next to it is vaguely visible 

motif, possibly also some kind of creature or a human. 

Further right is a small ape-like creature with a tail and 

a hand or a paw raised up as if in a salutation. Very few 

images have been painted in the vaults; on the west cell 

two clutter-like entanglements, and on the east cell a 

large ornamental cross on a chequered pedestal. Some 

kind of fragmented plant-like ornament is painted with 

red and yellow between the lower parts of the ribs in 

the west cell. The ribs in this vault are striped and out

lined with an undulating band. On the second pillar, 

between the south and central aisles, there is an idi

osyncratic geometrical motif divided into three parts, 

each decorated. Under the motif is some kind of simple 

wavy ornament. On the opposing third pillar, facing 

east, is a St. John's Arms ( or a woggle) and an interlaced 

rosette-like motif. 

The cross is the dominant motif of the fifth vault of 

the central aisle (Fig. 75). An ornate cross standing on 



77 Third vault of the central aisle of Maaria. 

a large striped pedestal is accompanied by two birds, 

possibly cranes, standing on both of its side. lt has been 

painted on the west cell above the window. There is also 

a small cross exactly above the window on the west 

wall. Another cross is painted on the east cell. This one 

also stands on a pedestal-like triangle and by appear

ance it diverges from the large and quite robust form of 

the general Maaria cross. This type of cross is painted 

on the south cell. Now the motif is further augmented 

with a human figure represented in a praying posi

tion on the foot of the cross. Tue head and the hands 

have been painted inside the large pedestal on which 

the cross is standing. There are distinctive ornamen

tal motifs in the vault top, growing from the keystone. 

There are also few paintings in the west wall and in the 

window jambs. A pine- or spruce-like tree is painted 

on the left side of the window, and two simple, frag

mented garlands on the left and on the right window 

jambs. Some kind of floral ornament consisting of two 

spiky spirals is on the fourth pillar between the central 

and north aisles. A curious, partly geometrical, partly 

floral motif is painted in the opposing arch. This motif 

consists of three parts where the middle part is divided 

into triangles. Two simple garlands are on both of its 

sides. Tue motif somehow brings to mind wood carv

ings. Perhaps this has been the painter's idea or he 

might have even been someone more accustomed to 

working with wood - a carpenter perhaps. Also in this 

vault the ribs are mainly striped and in parts outlined 

with short wavy strokes and semi-circles that slightly 

vary in size. 

Tue ornate cross is a dominant motif in the fourth 

vault of the central aisle (Fig. 76). Three crosses have 

been painted on the east, west and north cells while the 

only exception with this otherwise harmonious com

position is the south cell with its St. John's Arms. Each 

cross is also slightly different in appearance and the 

one in the west cell is depicted with a rooster standing 

on its left cross arm. Tue ribs are again merely striped 

and outlined with semi-circles. There is some kind of 

wavy garland imitation between the lower parts of the 

ribs. On the fourth pillar between the central and north 

aisles there is yet another chequered shield-like motif 

and under it a motif interpreted at some occasions as 

113 



78 Fifth vault of the north aisle of Maaria, north wall. Paintings depict a ship, possibly the sea voyage of St. Olav, a tree, a face of 

Christ above a chalice, and a fox. 

coats of arms. 499 On the opposing pillar, namely the

third pillar, is another ornamental motif composed 

of a rounded shield-like base with some kind of floral 

motif inside of it. Two cross-like small extensions rise 

upwards on a slant from the sides of the "shield", and a 

spiral wreath from the top of it. A small cross is on the 

top of the spiral. There are also letters B and A painted 

into the south side of the same pillar, next to the rib. 

Tue decoration in the third vault of the central aisle 

is more varied (Fig. 77). There are some kinds of cross

and floral-like motifs in the vault top. Tue one on the 

west cell resembles a cross and there are small crosses 

painted on the points of the motif. Tue ribs are yet again 

striped and outlined with semi-circles. Tue arches have 

been emphasised with differing small cross-like orna

ments. An ornate cross on a small striped pedestal is 

painted on the south cell, as is a small labyrinth that 

has been "attached" to the decorative band of the arch. 

A quite carefully detailed crewless ship is in the east 

cell; above it on the left side is a hammer and some 

499 Wennervirta interprets both of the pillar images as coats of arms. 

Wennervirta 1937, 61. Also Riska 1964, 72. 
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other tool, perhaps pincers, dividers or even nip

pers. 500 There is also a St. John's Arms on the right side 

of the ship. A large human figure with a halberd or a 

spear is painted on the north cell with a large labyrinth 

on his right. From a technical aspect, the painter has 

made a mistake and painted the labyrinth without an 

entrance hole. An eight-petaled rosette inside a circle 

has been painted on the right side of the labyrinth. A 

curious little detail is the "mount" painted almost on 

the high point of the arch. A man wearing a hat and a 

knee-length garment is seen blowing a long horn in the 

west cell. An ornamental motif composed of a circle 

with some kind of tree motif inside of it and two spiral 

wreaths growing from its top is painted on the second 

pillar between the central and the north aisles. On the 

arch between the second and the third pillar the painter 

has used three different garland motifs. 

In the fifth vault of the north aisle the paintings have 

been directed to the vaults and on the wall (Fig. 78). 

'
00 Wennervirta says that the tools are a hammer and pincers. Wennerv

irta 1930, 76. Riska interprets the tools as Arma Christi. Riska 1964, 

72; Riska 1987, 137. 



79 Fourth vault of the north aisle of Maaria. 

Two crosses have been painted on the south cell; the 

one being large and ornate on a striped pedestal and 

the other smaller and slimmer. A vaguely visible spiral 

motif is on the east cell. A wheel-like circle on a trian

gle-shape pedestal has been painted on the north cell, 

just above the arch with decorative semi-circle lining. 

An ornate cross has been painted on the west cell. A 

depiction of a long-legged bird, possibly a crane with 

a fox attached to its tail is under the cross on the west 

wall. Another fox has been painted on the right side 

of the north wall. There is some kind of animal, a bird 

or a fish clinging on to its tail. Tue largest motif in the 

north wall is a ship. There are at least seven men on the 

deck, some of them depicted holding different tools or 

weapons. Tue ship has a rowing boat next to it. A tree 

has been painted next to the ship. On the right side of 

the ship is a facies Christi motif above a chalice. There 

also seems to be a fragmented motif, perhaps a laby

rinth, on the right side of the face and chalice. Tue 

ribs in the vaults are striped and plaited, and partly 

outlined with semi-circles and short wavy strokes. 

In the east cell a few outlining semi-circles are only 

painted close to the keystone, and above one of the 

semi-circles there is a small swastika painted above it. 

A four-petaled rosette inside a double circle is painted 

on the keystone. 

In the fourth vault of the north aisle the most impres

sive composition has been painted on the north wall 

and partly onto the vault (Fig. 79). Here a large care

fully drawn man wearing a crown and holding some 

kind of a twig or a sprig is painted partly onto the wall 

and partly onto the vault above the north wall window. 

He has usually been interpreted as a king or martyr 

saint with a palm leaf.501 A crewless ship, resembling 

the ship painted on the fifth vault of the north aisle, 

has been painted on the wall to the left of the window 

and a large labyrinth to the right of the window. A 

four-petaled rosette surrounded by a decorated circle 

and a small cross on top of it has been painted on the 

west cell. A cross with a circle in each cross arm, and 

a smaller cross on top, standing on a striped pedestal 

is on the south cell. In the intersection of the ribs and 

so, Frankenhaeuser 1910, 13; Wennervirta 1930, 78. Riska sees that 
the human could represent St. Eric as does Edgren. Riska 1964, 73; 
Edgren 1990, 12; also Stigell 1974, 77. 
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80 1hird vault of the north aisle of Maaria. 

next to the keystone is a small laughing face. In the east 

cell the painter has depicted a similar face of Christ as 

on the north wall of the fifth vault. Tue arch is outlined 

with a line consisting of a stick figure -like pattern, and 

on the high point of the arch a symbol resembling the 

sun replaces the "head" of one of these stick figures. 

A curious detail in the lower part of the rib is a small 

motif that looks like a human figure with some kind of 

triple-pointed headgear, "climbing" up the rib. All in 

all, the ribs are striped, plaided and outlined with semi

circles. Tue conjunction of the north wall and vault is 

emphasised with a line of small crosses. Tue south side 

arch is outlined with a simple garland motif. 

In the third vault of the north aisle the most striking 

figure is the large (human?) figure with two objects in 

its hands painted on the south cell (Fig. 80). Tue objects 

have been interpreted as a whip and a purse and the 

creature most commonly as a representation of the 

devil. 502 A large ornate cross on a pedestal is painted 

on the east cell, and another cross on the west cell. In 

502 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 13; Wennervirta 1930, 75-76; Riska 1964, 73. 

116 

the left side of the east cell there is a doodle-like uni

dentified motif. There is also a labyrinth painted in the 

vault top, squeezed between the ribs. Otherwise the 

vault top is decorated with simple small crosses painted 

protruding from the keystone to the south, north and 

west cells. Tue keystone is decorated with a circle motif. 

Tue ribs are again striped and chequered and outlined 

with varied patterns, with semi-circles, zigzag pattern 

and short wavy strokes. A feeling of incompleteness is 

present in the eastern arch where the striping is only 

partly clone. In both sides of the rib between the east 

and south cells the painter has filled the lower parts 

between the rib and the arches with ornamental mark

ings. lt seems like there is some kind of letter among 

this ornamental motif on the right side of the rib. A 

coat of arms, usually interpreted as belonging to the 

Bishop Olaus Magni, is painted on the north cell. In the 

north wall the window seems to have partly destroyed 

the painting set. On the left side of the window the 

most prominent depiction is that of a saint, com -

monly interpreted as St. Lawrence due to the gridiron

like attribute. Below him is an unidentifiable pattern. 

A small four-petaled rosette and two stars have been 



81 Fourth and third vaults of the north aisle of Maaria. 

painted on the right side of the saint. Further right is a 

curious interlaced motif and next to the window a St. 

John's Arms. On the right side of the window there is 

a star and a large interlaced rosette, similar to that in 

the third southern pillar. There is also another set of 

partly fragmented ornamental decorations, apparently 

destroyed when the north window was widened (Fig. 

81). Riska has suggested that this may have taken place 

in 1859. The exact date for the widening of the north 

window is not known but this may have taken place 

earlier. 503 The motif resembles those painted on the 

west cell of the third vault of the south aisle. 

The paintings in the chancel area are, as stated, 

minimal. The first vault of the central aisle is a 28-celled 

stellar vault and the ribs are vertically divided into two 

parts and striped with red and bluish black so that the 

other vertical part of the rib is red and the other bluish. 

The second vault of the central aisle is also a 28-celled 

503 A drawing from the 1790s shows no windows on the north wall but 

Riska is of the opinion that this image should not be taken as reliable 

evidence. Riska 1964, 60, 64-65, 71. About north wall windows, see 

also Hiekkanen 1994, 60-61. 

stellar vault that is decorated in an elegant manner (Fig. 

82). The ribs are painted in a similar manner than in 

the first vault. A simple heart-shaped motif has been 

painted in each of the eight innermost cells. In addi

tion, there are four hearts, one in the south-east cell 

and three in the two north-east cells. 

The paintings in the first vault of the south aisle 

consist mainly of rib decoration, i.e. stripes with red 

paint (Fig. 83). The keystone is emphasised by a circle 

divided into seven parts and surrounded by a star-like 

design. There is also a small cross on the east cell just 

above the wall. The second vault of the south aisle is 

similar in decoration but here the star-shape of the key

stone is a bit more amorphous. The paintings in the first 

vault of the north aisle are also very simple and mainly 

consist of red and bluish stripes on the ribs. There are 

also few eighteenth century paintings in the south cell 

and arch. 504 A circle divided into four parts has been 

504 There are a few simple motifs in the south cell, St. John's Arms and 

a small circle divided into four parts. There are also some kind of 
dates, initials or names and dates. In the arch there are two names 

written in two different shades of red. lt seems that the motif and 
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82 Second vault of the central aisle of Maaria. 

83 First and second vault of the south aisle of Maaria. 
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84 A cross in the third vault of the north aisle 

of Maaria. 

painted just above the arch of the west cell. Tue paint

ings in the second vault of the north aisle consist of red 

stripes on the ribs and a similar circle divided into four 

parts, painted above the arch of the east cell. 

There are only few paintings in the sacristy. These 

are mainly rib decorations and two flower-like motifs 

in the west and east cells. Tue appearance of the sac

risty paintings is slightly different than those in the 

nave, possibly due them being executed by a different 

painter, but they seem to belong to the same pictorial 

plan as the paintings in the nave. 505 

date in the western corner of the south cell, as well as the upper name 
(Danielsson?) might be from the eighteenth century, as the date 1758 

(?) indicates. The other painting layer might be from the twentieth 
century, for the other date in the east corner of the south aisle seems 
tobe 1938. 

505 Similar observation can also be done in some other churches. lt 
seems that in these cases different members of the same team have 
worked in different parts of the church, i.e. the person who painted 

the sacristy might not have executed paintings in the nave. See also 
Hiekkanen 2007, 92,461,474. 

The visual plan of Maaria church 

Tue dominant motif of the nave is the large ornamen

tal cross that appears in slightly varying form in every 

vault except in the so-called Mary vault, i.e. the fourth 

vault of the south aisle, and in the chancel area. Tue 

crosses have all been painted on the lower parts of the 

cells, standing on the arch. There are no crosses on the 

walls. Tue crosses are very ornate and detailed in an 

original way. Tue cross usually stands on a square-form 

pedestal (Fig. 84). lt is often either striped or cheq

uered and further divided into triangles, similarly as 

in the shield-like motifs in the pillars. Tue size of the 

pedestal varies. Tue ends of the cross arms are embel

lished with a circle consisting of two or more nested 

circles. In some cases top of the cross is endowed with 

a triangle-shaped part that is usually divided into tri

angles. Tue whole cross, and in a few instances also the 

pedestal, is generally outlined by semi-circles as in the 

instances of the ribs and arches. There are few crosses 

that deviate from this generic form. Tue cross in the 

fifth vault of the central aisle, east cell, is standing on 

a triangle-form pedestal. Tue cross is relatively simple, 
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with a circle-form in the junction of the cross arms and 

a triangle-shape in the ends of the two horizontal cross 

arms. There are also two small crosses protruding hori

zontally from the upper part of the vertical cross arm. 

Different is the cross in the fourth vault of the north 

aisle, painted on the south cell. lt is a stripped-down 

version of the generic Maaria cross with a striped ped

estal and circled cross arm ends. Here the intersection 

of the arms is a circle divided into nine pieces. A small 

cross is also painted on the top of the cross. A cross 

in the fiflh vaull of the north aisle is painted on the 

west cell. Tue composition of the cross, four transver

sal cross arms joined in the intersection of the cross 

arms and the utilisation of the circle in the decoration, 

bears some kind of visual connection to forged or met

alworked crosses. In addition, there is another smaller 

cross in the same vault, on the south cell, which looks 

like a simpler adaptation of the west cell cross. lt also 

has a circle in the intersection of the cross arms and 

short barb-like projections on the body. As the crosses 

are consistently detailed, the painters have clearly 

painted them carefully. 

Tue Maaria cross seems relatively unique in appear

ance and use in the Diocese of Turku. 506 Usually the 

cross stands alone as a single figure but in the fifth 

vault of the north aisle two crosses have been depicted 

together in the south cell. Tue large ornate cross on a 

striped pedestal is combined with a smaller one. Tue 

placing of the cross is also relatively systematic. Apart 

from the chancel area the cross motif has in a way been 

used to mark out the rest of the chancel area in the west 

and in the east. There is a cross in all of the west cells of 

the fifth vault in each aisle. Tue cross is also painted in 

the east cells of the third vault of the north and south 

aisles. As the cross had talismanic and apotropaic func

tions, the placing of the crosses somehow outlining 

the nave could perhaps imply some kind of protective 

function. Tue dominant use of the cross motif might 

also imply that the conceptual framework in which the 

cross operated extended beyond mere apotropaia. In 

addition, the cross motif is embedded in a small scale 

to many other motifs such as the curious ornamental 

motifs in the pillars. A small cross can also appear in 

the vault tops, at the ends of the stylised floral motifs 

in the vault tops in the central aisle, in the arch decora

tion, on the ribs, and on the lowest parts of the ribs. 

In this sense the cross theme in Maaria is both pro

nounced and discreet. 

506 The same types of crosses have been used in Danish wall paintings. 
In the vault of S0ften church (Diocese of Arhus, DK, between 1475 
and 1500) the basic form of the cross is very much the same as in 
Maaria while being less detailed. In S0ften the cross-arms end in a 
circle form as in Maaria. Tue cross also stands on a small pedestal. 
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Tue symbolism of the cross in the ecclesiastic 

context is naturally self-evident. Tue cross encapsulates 

the most important event in Christian history, Christ's 

death and resurrection and salvation thereof that takes 

place through the cross. Tue cross thus simultane

ously signifies both suffering and triumph. Accord

ing to Achim Timmerman, the instrument of Christ's 

torture, activated by his self-sacrifice, morphs into a 

cross-shaped machinery of Salvation and Judgment. 507 

Tue cross could be seen as a transcendental signifier. 508 

Tue cross could also havc cosmological and Christo

logical aspects and it can stand as a synonym for the 

Tree of Life.509 Tue Easter liturgy and especially the 

Good Friday Adoratio encouraged a sacramental par

ticipation in the mystery of the Redemption, and the 

position of the cross in this liturgy was especially pro

nounced. 510 In Maaria this visual adoration of the cross

seems to imply deliberate emphasis on the veneration 

of the cross and the experience of its grandeur. Bishop 

Magnus ordered that during canonical hours, extra 

texts should be read from the Hours of the Cross and 

the Passion of Christ, possibly from the series of texts 

called Patris sapientia, veritas divina that spread during 

the fifteenth century and was still used in the Diocese 

in the sixteenth century.511 Whether the emphasis on

the cross in Maaria has anything to do with this is a 

matter of speculation but as the veneration aspect of 

the cross motif is so emphasised, some aspect con

nected to the contemplation of the Holy Cross and the 

Passion might be intended. Tue crosses seem to add to 

the visual dimension of ritual inside the church, phras

ing Eric Palazzo, while simultaneously functioning in 

the framework ritual.512 

There are a few instances where the cross in Maaria 

is not depicted alone but accompanied by either an 

animal or a human (Fig. 85). In the fifth vault of the 

central aisle a figure is seen at the foot of the cross in 

the south cell in a praying position. In two instances 

the cross is combined with a bird: in the fifth vault of 

the central aisle two long-legged birds are seen stand

ing on both sides of a cross as a visual variant of the 

common tree of life composition. In the fourth vault 

of the central aisle a cock or a rooster is painted stand

ing on the cross-arm of a cross on the west cell. Here 

the placing of these cross-bird -combinations seems 

to have consistency as they have been painted "succes

sively". Tue rooster is sometimes depicted among arma 

507 Timmermann 2001, 152. 
508 Hahn 2000, 175. 
509 The True Cross of Golgotha stood in the center of the universe. See 

for example Werner 1990. 
510 Werner 1990, 216fn; Pirinen 2000, 12; Björkman 1957, 113-131. 
511 Palola 1997, 246. 
512 Palazzo 2010, 31-74. 



85 Rooster on a cross in the fourth vault of the central aisle of Maaria. 

Christi513 and thus operates as a Passion symbol. In this 

case the bird could have a reference to the sacrifice of 

Christ which is further repeated with the shape of the 

cross. Tue rooster-cross and the orant-cross combina

tions thus seem to have a thematic connection with the 

message conveyed by the cross motif in Maaria. 

On the north wall of the fifth vault the face of 

Christ has been painted above a chalice (Fig. 87, see 

also image 86). Originally, the facies Christi motif was 

a testimony of the divinity and victorious nature of 

Jesus, and especially the Vernicle or Veronica, began to 

transform itself into a Passion image. Tue Vernicle also 

provided proof of the historicity and corporeal actual

ity of Christ. Tue facies Christi motif generally operated 

as an image of indulgence and the cult was promoted 

by late medieval mysticism that emphasised personal 

devotion. Tue medieval system of indulgence made the 

meditation in front of facies Christi a popular devo

tional act. 514 Tue Passion devotion especially had a 

513 As in Täby church (Uppland, SW) from around 1500. 
5

1
4 As summed up by Immonen 2005, 75-77. 

strong emotional quality where the suffering of Christ 

was required to stir up passion for love.515 

Perhaps the facies in connection with the chalice 

might show some reflections on the medieval blood 

devotion and reverence of blood, and glimpses of late 

medieval blood mysticism, as well as reflections on 

the Passion. Tue painting could accentuate the idea of 

Eucharistie blood. 516 Vesa Immonen has suggested that 

the chalice may be a possible reference to the corpo

real presence of Christ during communion that would 

further emphasise the idea of Eucharistie blood.517 In 

the images of the Mass of St. Gregory the blood is actu

ally seen flowing from Christ's wounds into a chalice. 

Also, some Eucharistie images depicting Christ as the 

Man of Sorrows show Christ collecting the blood from 

his side wound into a chalice.518 This devotion seems to 

stress the blood in its original form, as Caroline Walker 

515 Clark 2007, 170-171. She has especially dealt with the Veronica and 
late medieval passion piety connected to the motif. 

516 Walker Bunym 2002, 691. 
517 Immonen 2005, 79.
518 For example in Skivholme (Arhus, DK). See also Kaspersen 2004, 

202-203; Bolvig 1999, 160. 
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86 Facies Christi (face of Christ) in the fourth vault of the north 
aisle of Maaria. 

87 Facies Christi and a chalice in the fifth vault of the north 
aisle of Maaria. 
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Bunym has argued.519 In Maaria, though, the Eucharis

tie connection between the altar and the actual image is 

far from being close and immediate. Also, if seen as an 

image of indulgence, the placing is more or less incon -

venient as it was not easily accessible. Tue facies could 

also have some connections with the feast of Corpus 

Christi. Tue feast of Corpus Christi that honours the 

Eucharist became established by the beginning of four

teenth century.520 New pictorial motifs became associ

ated with the feast, such as arma Christi. Tue Veronica 

was added to the arma Christi in the beginning of the 

fourteenth century. 521 

Tue other facies motif is in a slightly more visible 

place; in the fourth vault of the north aisle and in its 

east cell. Here it is in a visible place and painted above 

so that in order to gaze upon the divine face the viewers 

must lift their eyes, as to the heavens. Tue faces in 

Maaria raise a question whether the faces were first and 

foremost intended for the congregation. 

In addition to the devotional and mystical func

tion of the facies Christi motif, it has been speculated 

that its meaning was connected to magical and apo

tropaic functions as well. Tove Riska has suggested that 

in the Bridgettine Convent Church of Vadstena the 

facies Christi motif had a special task in protecting the 

convent from misfortune. Thus the face motif would in 

fact operate more similarly as the image of St. Chris

topher, and thus it would have been vital to place such 

protective image in places where it was easily seen.522 

Tue human figure praying in front of a cross may be 

added to the cross theme in Maaria (Fig. 75). Praying 

was a corporal act and instructions about proper posi

tions were provided in treatises.523 Tue praying human 

51
9 Walker Bunym 2002, 691-692. 

520 The feast of Corpus Christi developed much earlier than that of the 
Holy Blood and was much more popular; elevation of the cup at mass 

never attained the ritual importance of the Elevation of the Host. The 

relationship of blood veneration to the Eucharistie devotion in the 
high Middle Ages was complex and highly problematic. Blood was 
both closely connected to Eucharist and yet had a devotional life of 

its own. Walker Bunym 2002, 688-689. Any form of Christ's blood -

Eucharistie, historical, or miraculous - provided a powerful stimulus 
for devotion. Heinlen 1998, 60. 

521 Belting 1994, 221; also Pirinen 2000, 5-30. 
522 Riska 1978, 240. Immonen has also demonstrated the same magical 

usage offacies Christi rings. Immonen 2005, 86-91 
523 A theologian Pierre Le Chantre presented seven different praying 

positions in his treatise De oratione et partibus eius (after 1220). Here 
the first three positions consisted of an upright body. These were 

elevatio manuum(Standing upright with joined hands raised verti
cally up over the head), expandi (body in a standing position with 

hands stretched wide open so the whole body models after a cross), 
and Deus propitus esto (the body is in a standing position and the 
hands are positioned before eyes as though the person is reading). 

Two positions are basically genuflexiones for the person praying is 

kneeling. The first position is the common one where the praying 
person is kneeling with hands joined together. Tue second is Domine 

exaudi where the knees and elbows touch the ground. Tue two last 

positions include the prostratio and a position where the upper body 



88 A friar and a devil in the fourth vault of the south aisle of Maaria. 

in Maaria is simulating a praying position with hands 

wide open, simulating the position of Christ as he hung 

on the cross and praying in this position could be thus 

perceived as imitatio Christi. 524 Is the motif in Maaria 

thus meant to be an "instruction" of the proper venera

tion of the cross? Tue motif is quite hidden, painted in 

the fifth vault of the central aisle, to be aimed directly 

at the parishioners. Equally ambiguous is the question 

inclines towards the ground. Schmitt 1990, 304-308. Another trea
tise describing corporal praying positions was De modo orandi cor

poraliter sancti Dominici between 1280 and 1288 by an anonymous 
Bolognese author. This was especially a Dominican praying manual 
which linked the purpose of each gesture to a specific Domini
can manner or mode of prayer. Tue De modo orandi rested on the 
belief that specific states of mystical consciousness can be stimu
lated by deliberately assuming bodily postures. In order to achieve 
the various states of spirit through which Saint Dominic prepared 
himself to preach, the friar was encouraged to imitate the saint's ges
tures as he was praying. Hood 1986, 198; Schmitt 1990, 309-314. 

524 'föis had been formulated already by Tertullian (Quintus Septimius 
Florens Tertullianus, c. 160-235) in his De oratione: "We not only lift 

up our hands, but spread them out, modelling them after the Lords 

passion:' (Nos vero non attol/imus tantum sed etiam expandimus, et 

dominica passione modulantes, et orantes confitemur Christo.) Tertul
lian, De oratione. 14,5. 

whether the praying figure can be connected to Corpus 

Christi devotion because he has not been placed in 

connection with a motif that emphasises the passion 

or suffering of Christ. 525 Had the praying figure been 

placed for example next to the facies Christi and the 

chalice, this connection would have been more easily 

established. 

Two images of Dominican friars have been painted 

on the two westernmost vaults of the south aisle, the 

friar in front of the building on the west wall of the 

fifth vault, and the friar, the cross and the devil on the 

west cell of the fourth vault. Tue friars in both vaults 

are also combined with the cross, although in a differ

ent manner. In the west wall the friar is holding a cross, 

and a large ornate cross has also been painted above 

the motif in the west cell of the fifth vault. In the fourth 

vault the friar is seen standing next to a large cross. 

Here also the diabolic is introduced to the picture in 

the form of a devil standing on the opposing side of the 

525 See for example Pirinen 2000, 5-30. 
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cross. lt seems that these friar motifs may have a differ

ent meaning. (Fig. 88) 

Of these friar images only the friar in front of a 

church has been a target of more nuanced interpreta

tion. Helena Edgren has interpreted the image of the 

friar an<l the church as an eyewitness picture for what 

people might have seen actually happening in the 

church yard: a Dominican friar preaching God's word. 

Tue Dominican order (ordo fratrum praedicatorum, 

founded in 1215) was an influential one in Finland. 

Dominican convents were founded in Turku (1249)526 

and Viipuri (1392)527
. Tue whole liturgy was also based 

on the Dominican model in the Diocese. 528 Tue fratres 

were a common sight, especially in the Turku region 

where the order was very influential. 529 Tue central part 

of action of the order was preaching ad populum, to the 

people, ranging from the bourgeoisie to the peasants, 

mainly in the convent church but also in the surround

ing areas. This preaching sometimes took place from 

the exterior pulpits, and the language they used was 

vernacular. 530 Tue image would thus be the only picto

rial evidence we have of the activity of the order in the 

Diocese. 531 Tue observable nature of some of the paint

ings has already been suggested, as in the case of Perna-

526 The convent ofTurku has usually been thought to have been founded 
in 1249 according to the annals of Sigtuna. SS Rer. Sve. Tom. III, 1,4. 
The Finnish medieval documents from this year only mentions that 
a convent came to Finland, "MCCXLIX venit conuentus Finlan

diam", and that the information has been received from the annals 
of Sigtuna. FMU 98. The name of the convent, conventus Aboensis, 
was in use since 1329 at the latest, but appears in the source mate
rial in already 1309. FMU 259. Still in 1328 the convent's lector was 
said to be the lector of the Finnish friars, lector fratrem predicatorum 

Finlandie. FMU 357. 
527 The convent of Viipuri was founded after a confirmation from the 

Pope Boniface IX. FMU 1005. 
528 Here it was taken into use in the early fourteenth century by Bishop 

Benedicus, and Bishop Olaus Magnus further reinforced it with the 
pope in mid-fifteenth century. Along with the Teutonic order, the 
Diocese was the only one to follow the Dominican liturgy. Kari 2004, 
130; Pernler 2003, 26-27. In 1396 Bishop Bero Balk found festum 

reliquarum, the feast of the relics, following the model ofRome. This 
feast included circulating all the important ecclesiastical buildings of 
the region, and it started from Turku cathedral the day after the feast 
of St. Henrik (19.1). In the following days the route then continued 
to Kaarina church, then back to the cathedral, then the hospital, the 
house of the Holy Spirit, the Dominican convent (claustrum fratrum 

predicatorum) and Maaria church. The Archbishop of Uppsala and 
the Bishop of Turku both granted 40 days' alms for those who par
ticipated on the round. REA 279, 280. 

529 Palola 1997, 268-270. 
53° Kari 2004, 130; Pernler 2003, 27. 
531 Edgren 1990, 14-15. Edgren is also of the opinion that the Domini

can on the west wall and the compositions in the fourth vault of the 
south aisle, all clearly differ from the other paintings in the church 
and they must therefore be younger than the rest, probably painted 
in the late fifteenth century during !arge repairing works. Edgren 
1990, 12-13. Edgren's argument is not probable for most of the !arge 
human characters in the church depicted en face (the friars, the 
"master builder" in the fourth vault of the south aisle, St. Lawrence 
in the third vault of the north aisle and the king in the fourth vault of 
the north aisle, the "master builder" and the king being slightly more 
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ja.532 Jean. A. Givens has shown that medieval image

makers at times worked from fi.rst-hand knowledge 

and in this their goal seems to have been information 

rather than imitation.533 Anna Nilsen has argued that 

an image of the founder of the religious order among 

the pictorial programme is not a result of a dircct influ -

ence of the order in question but rather of their liturgi

cal position. 534 In the case of Maaria the paintings of 

the friars could be seen as a result, direct or indirect, 

of both the influence and visibility of a religious com

munity, as well as the importance of liturgy. Even still, 

it is difficult to say with certainty whether the image 

of a friar and a church is based purely on the observa

tion of the painter or is it perhaps influenced by some 

advisor or even a donor. 535 Bishop Magnus II Tavast 

keenly promoted vernacular preaching in the Diocese 

so the image is nevertheless interesting in the sense 

that it also seems to allude to the Bishop's practice. 

Tue friar in the fourth vault of the south aisle, slightly 

different in treatment to the friar in front of the church, 

stands on the left side of the cross (from the viewer's 

standpoint) and is looking "out" of the painting. Tue 

hand sticking out from the pleats of his robe is partly 

fragmented but it would seem as if he was pointing his 

finger toward the cross. Tue devil is standing on the 

right side of the cross, painted in profile. His arm is 

fragmented. 536 

Again, there seems to be different ways to inter

pret the motif. lt could be seen as antithetical, juxta

posing good and evil, holy and unholy, or blessed and 

wicked. Tue motif could be seen in the connection with 

the legend of the Holy Cross ( as told in the Legen da 

Aurea) where it says that the devil can be expelled by 

the sign of the cross. At the same time the cross also 

denotes the Passion and the suffering of Christ on the 

cross and alludes to the everlasting bliss of the afterlife 

that those deserving may be a part of. Consequently, 

the motif can thus be linked to the cross theme of 

Maaria. Formal pictorial devices have been used in the 

detailed) have been composed in a fairly similar fashion. I would say 
that they are all the work of one or two painters. 

532 Edgren 1994a, 128. 
533 Givens 2005, 80-81. 
534 Nilsen 1986, 434.
535 I have not found a completely similar image depicting a friar and a

church. Images of single friars do appear in Danish and Swedish wall 
paintings, as weil as single images of church buildings. In Sweden, 
though, the monk images usually appear as part of a narrative, such 
as in the depiction ofSt. Francis and three monks. In Arboga Trefal
dighetskyrkan (Västmanland, SW). A monk has also been painted in 
Östra Herrestad (Lund, DK). Another pictorial narrative visualises 
the story of St. Catherine of Alexandria and the monk as in Gökhem 
(Västergötland, SW). 

536 Only a few researchers have briefly dealt with the motif but nobody 
has tried to offer interpretations or explanations for the motif. Frank
enhaeuser 1910, 11-13; Wennervirta 1930, 73-74; Wennervirta 
1937, 63; Riska 1964, 72; Edgren 1990. 



composition as the friar is seen frontal and the devil 

in profile. This manner of coupling could be used in 

order to denote opposed qualities in the same work. 

As Camille has pointed out, such visual signs "convey 

meaning through arbitrary and conventional units that 

are used in combination''.537 Here again, it seems, the 

makers have used conventional visual effects in their 

compositions. 

Tue painting could thus offer the information that 

even holy men were prone to the temptations of the 

devil but with the aid of their faith and God - maybe 

crystallised here in the shape of the cross - they were 

able to resist these temptings. 538 Tue devil here could 

also be seen as the enemy of religious life. Tue monk 

could stand for as symbolic representation of the reli

gious life, and the enemy of that life in the form of the 

devil is conspiring to bring about the monk's downfall. 

Tue cross is thus a refuge and a help. Saints were often 

tempted by devils and the congregation could imitate 

the actions of the saints accordingly and also resist the 

devil's allurements. 

To sum up, the friars in Maaria seem to represent 

Dominicans. 539 Tue ultimate function of these two 

depictions of friars is difficult to conclusively estab-

537 Camille 1985, 139. This type of opposition was first discussed by 

Mayer Schapiro. Schapiro 1973, 43-47 . 
538 A different image shows how high ecclesiastic authorities were 

no less prone to the tempting of devils. In the sacristy of Lohja a 

devil disguised as a woman is tempting a bishop but this attempt is 

impeded by St. Andrew's intervention. Tue painting is connected to 

the legend of St. Andrew. In Bollerup church (Lund, SW) a painting 

from 1472 depicts a monk and a devil. Here a grinning devil armed 

with a spiked cudgel is dragging the hood of a fleeing monk. 
539 Edgren has proposed whether the Dominican friar on the west wall 

could depict St. Dominic himself. Edgren 1990, 14-15. Clear icono

graphical indicators pointing in that direction are missing and the 

cross that appears in both of these images cannot be interpreted 

as a feasible attribute. Tue halos are also missing in the images. St. 

Dominic is in some cases depicted with a model of a church indicat

ing his position as the founder of the order, but in the west wall of 

Maaria the church has been used in a completely different manner, 

as part of the landscape into which the friar has been placed. There 

is no clear case of St. Dominic in the wall paintings of the Diocese of 

Turku. St. Brandanus of Hattula has sometimes been interpreted as 

such, as has the friar with a staff in Finström. Hattula: Nygren 1945, 

158-159; Interpretation as St. Brandanus, for example Edgren 1997,

85. Tue saint in Hattula is wearing a black frock, a "doctor's hat" as 

Nygren puts it, and he is holding a torch. Nygren is of the opinion

that the torch is an atypical attribute of St. Dominic but the image

still represents a Dominican saint or very likely Dominic himself.

Nygren 1945, 159-160. Finström: Wennervirta 1937, 87; Nygren

1945, 158. Tue saint in Fintröm is hardly Dominic, although his dress

follows the typical form of a Dominican frock, but the staff is a bish

op's crosier. Almost the same crosier is seen in the hand of bishop 

Henry, also in Finström, but Dominic himself or any other friar of

the order were usually not depicted with such an attribute. Valdemar

Nyman is of the opinion that he depicts St. Bernard of Clairvaux.

Nyman 1980, 89. Few Dominican saints do appear for certain in the

churches of the Diocese, such as St. Peter the Martyr and Catherine

of Siena. Peter is painted on the west side of the third pillar of the
south aisle in Finström. Nygren 1945, 160-161; Hiekkanen 2003b,

95. Tue painting of Catherine is on the east wall, north side of the 

89 St. Lawrence on the north wall, in the third vault of the 

north aisle of Maaria. 

lish and they can be interpreted in various ways. Tue 

placing of the friar and devil image in the so-called 

Virgin Mary vault may be intentional and perhaps even 

the result of a donation. Some kind of intentionality 

can also be speculated from the point that both of the 

friar motifs have been painted in two sequential vaults. 

Maybe these images can be seen, as Edgren has sug

gested, as a "proof" of the prominence of the Domini

can order in the area or of the liturgical influence of the 

order. Thus especially the friar and the church could be 

based on some level of real life observation or on things 

seen in the immediate environment. If for example the 

cross, the friars, the faces of Christ and the praying 

figure are seen working together, they might emphasise 

some aspect of Dominican spirituality or devotion. 

There are other clearly religious paintings in Maaria 

still. Tue depiction of St. Lawrence in the north wall 

( the third vault of the north aisle) is naturally self-evi

dent in the ecclesiastic context but some notes are to be 

made regardless (Fig. 89). Here Lawrence can be iden

tified by the visual marker of identity - the gridiron. 540 

chancel window in Kaarina church (Turku). Nygren 1945, 161-162; 

Hiekkanen 20036, 95. 

54
0 Sarah Stanbury has noted that the saintly attributes operated in the 

iconic sense as signs of the absent story of torture and torment. Stan-
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In Maaria St. Lawrence is the only clear saintly figure, 

although the king in the next vault has been connected 

to St. Eric or St. Olav and the ship in the south wall 

(in the third vault of the south aisle) to the voyage of 

St. Olav. I will be returning to these identifications a 

bit later. St. Lawrence was an important saint in the 

North during the medieval era and the different work

shops have implemented him among the paintwork of 

Maaria, Karjaa and possibly Turku Cathedral. 541 

Tue painting in Maaria may be interpreted through 

the general importance of St. Lawrence, performing 

the general functions of saintly images. lt might have 

had devotional aspects, since on the north wall it was 

fairly visible to the congregation. In meditating in 

front of the saint, the viewers were able to learn prayer, 

patience, courage and humility but through viewing 

they were given the opportunity to try to model their 

own bodies on the courageous body of the saint.542 

As bis feast day, the tenth of August, was honoured as 

festum fori, a holiday, it also bad a high liturgical value. 

Tue officium of Lawrence used in the Diocese of Turku 

was crystallised in Missale Aboense. Almost all the texts 

in the missale followed the Dominican order. 543 Both

Bishop Magnus II Tavast and Olaus Magni promoted 

several cults of saints in the Diocese, and the cult of St. 

Lawrence was one of them. 544 St. Lawrence in Maaria 

could thus be viewed from this perspective as well. 

Other saints have been venerated as well. Tue might

iest protector and the patroness of Maaria, the Virgin 

Mary is honoured inside the church also in wall paint-

bury also sees the gridiron as an oxymoron. In part, it operates to 

remind people how the object itself has no lasting power over the 
saint's body that is resurrected intact after death. In another part the 
presence of the very object is a reminder that the saint is signed and 
deterrnined by this relationship with object. Further, it is the object 

that invites us to see the saint as victorious over corporeality. Such an 
image of a saint seems to represent the paradox between the material 

and the spiritual where the material or corporeal object is the one 

that defines the saint's spirit, the immaterial. Stanbury 2008, 68-75. 
541 In Karjaa St. Lawrence's gridiron has been painted in the arch of 

the north pillar above the place where an altar dedicated to the 

saint might have situated. Tue gridiron is combined with a rosette. 

Kartano 1951, 20-22. af Hällström 1957, 27; Cleve 1979, 5. There 
is also the mono gram of the Virgin Mary in the next arch. In Turku 

Cathedral the word Laurentius, most likely referencing the saint, is 
among the paintings regarded as the work of church builders. There 
are also images of St. Lawrence and/or his martyrdom in profes

sionally made wall paintings in the churches of Kalanti, Taivassalo, 
Hattula, Lohja and Sauvo. 

542 Sin manifested itself in the form of physical deformity and disease 
so the way to spiritual perfection involved mortification of the flesh. 

Martyr stories remained the foundation of the saints' lives for they 
recreated the sacrifice of Christ. Whipping and flagellation modelled 

directly on the life of Christ and it was thus the clearest case of imi

tatio Christi. Martyrdom also provided evidence of the most unshak
able faith. Thus the supreme spiritual type, the saint, was never more 
saintly than when he/she sacrificed his body to martyrdom. Hahn 
2001, 59, 89; Le Goff 1985, 84. 

543 Parvio 1990, 297. 
544 Palola 1997249. 
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ings, possibly painted above the altar dedicated to her 

(Fig. 137.1-3). lt also seems that a powerful Nordic 

saint, St. Olav, has been depicted among the wall paint

ings. Although this is a matter of disputation, the elab

orate bearded and crowned human on the north wall 

(in the fourth vault of the north aisle) may represent St. 

Olav545
, as has been suggested, although other inter

pretations have been made in the past. 546 In addition,

some of the ship images have been connected to St. 

Olav or to his sailing. These include two ships on the 

walls; one on the south wall and the other on the north 

wall.547 If all these images are to be seen as representa

tions of St. Olav and his legend, it is interesting how the 

painters have used different visual cues and practices in 

composing these images. In the sailing images the con

nection to narrative is conventional. In the case of the 

human figure the clear saintly attributes are missing, 

unless the ship painted on the wall below the human is 

seen as such. This also shows in an interesting manner 

how the makers have used different visual cues in order 

to identify the human figure if the composition on the 

north wall can be interpreted in this manner. However, 

it is more challenging to see how the labyrinth, also on 

the north wall below the saint, should be seen from this 

perspective. Is it perhaps a symbolic representation of 

the dangerous and labyrinthine voyage that twists and 

turns, or a symbol of life in general? Problems with the 

interpretation still remain for a ship was not used as 

Olav's attribute separately. Also, the human has no halo 

although he has been painted in a relatively detailed 

manner. St. Lawrence is endowed with a halo so here 

ignoring the saintly rank would seem a bit illogical. 

According to Knuutila, St. Olav was considered as a 

king saint in the Diocese ofTurku so perhaps the image 

has the strongest reference to that. 548 Tue crowned

human figure is quite effective, though, since he has 

been painted at a relatively !arge scale in the junction of 

the wall and vault. 549 Maybe this effectiveness has been

intentional, aimed at seducing one's gaze to the figure. 

Tue sailing image in the north wall and the faces of 

Christ with the chalice can also be interpreted - with 

reservations, though, as consolidating each other and 

545 Mainly Knuutila 2010. 
546 As St. Eric by Riska and Frankenhaeuser. Riska 1964, 73. Franken

haeuser interpreted the twig as a martyr's palm and calls this char

acter a king saint. Frankenhaeuser 1910, 13. Wennervirta noted that 
the crowned saint has not been able to be identified. Wennervirta 
1930, 78. 

547 Liden 1999, 115-116, 305; Edgren 2003, 306; Knuutila 2010. Accord

ing to Liden, only the ship on the north wall depicts St. Olav's voyage. 
548 Knuutila 2010, 392. 
549 lt is unclear whether this type of placing could have had anything to 

do with some of the cosmological representations that show man in 

the middle of cosmos and thus imply the union between heaven and 
earth. Caviness 1983, 109. 



90 A "soldier" in the third vault of the central aisle of Maaria. 

"telling the same story", for the chalice was in some 

cases used as St. Olav's attribute (Fig. 78). As Knuutila 

has pointed out, this adding of consecrated objects to 

the image enhanced the notion of Olav's most impor

tant spiritual task - resisting evil. In order to do so, 

Olav had the most powerful might in his hands, the 

blood and body of Christ. These further emphasised 

Olav's position as a prominent saint.550 Also, the sailing 

image in the adjacent vault has also in some cases been 

interpreted as the depiction of the voyage of St. Olav. 

For example Liden sees the motif of a tree next to the 

ship in connection with the saint for the tree of Life is 

one of Olav's attributes. 551 

As Knuutila has shown, the cult of St. Olav was pro

moted by the Dominicans and in a broader context it is 

connected to the Christianisation process in the North 

from the point of the formation of parish and Dioc

esan structure. 552 As there seems to be some level of 

Dominican influence in the decoration of Maaria, the 

55° Knuutila 2010, 295. 
5

51 Liden 1999, 340. 
552 Knuutila 2010, 383-384. 

many depictions of St. Olav could also be interpreted 

from this point. Thus, it seems that the many images of 

St. Olav can be interpreted from the point of the estab

lished cult of the saint, practiced and venerated in the 

Diocese of Turku. lt may be possible that St. Olav was 

an even more than usually special saint for the church 

builders.553 Tue images seem to reveal the complexity 

and influence of the cult not only in a political and reli

gious sense but also in communal and perhaps private 

as well. 

Among the most "difficult" images in Maaria are the 

two human figures, the one painted in the third vault of 

the central aisle, and the other in the third vault of the 

north aisle (Figs. 90 and 91). Tue character in the third 

vault of the central aisle mostly resembles a warrior 

with a helmet and a spear or a halberd. Tue manner of 

composing the visual features of the character is quite 

553 In medieval Reval the construction workers belonged to a guild of 

St. Olav. Mänd 2005, 38-39. Whether church builders that worked in 

the Diocese ofTurku belonged to this particular guild or to a similar 
one with the same name, is a matter of speculation. In general, guilds 

used the veneration of saints in order to ensure the group's interests. 

Knuutila 2010, 394. 
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91 A human-like creature in the third vault of the north aisle of Maaria. 

interesting. 554 Tue character seems to be wearing a 

helmet with a nasal, and on the top of his head there are 

short s-shaped curves that could imitate hair. Tue crea

ture has almond-shaped eyes and small ears, an open 

mouth with something that might depict a tongue stick

ing out. Tue upper lip is decorated with small strokes 

that might imitate a moustache. He also has a large 

beard. His body is square-shaped and smaller than the 

head which is painted as being slightly detached from 

the rest of the body. He has spread his right arm out 

and his left hand is bent at from the elbow to the left. 

His feet are stylised lines without resemblance to any 

footwear. A simple decoration runs through his body 

from up to down and the central straight line belong-

554 For example Wennervirta 1930, 76. Tue halberd, also referred to as 

the halbard and the halber!. Used across Europe from the thirteenth 
century forward, the halberd is probably the most famous and rec

ognisable weapon of the pole arm group. The halberd was used most 

extensively in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and was the most 

versatile pole arm ever developed. lt incorporated an axe blade, a 
spear point, and a pick/hammer beak. lt could be used to hook an 

enemy to the ground, even off horseback. lt could be thrusted or 

used for chopping as weil. Tue use of halberds in combat training 
was fairly extensive as they could be used lethally or non-lethally. 
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ing to this decoration continues over the edge of the 

body between his legs almost like a small phallus. Tue 

spear or halberd is painted on his right side. There is a 

feeling of motion especially around the head in what 

I have termed the "hair" and "beard". He has usually 

been interpreted as a devil, a pagan or a giant. 555 K. 

K. Meinander called the character as "a rough soldier

with a wildly grimacing mouth, hair an the head, arms

stretched and all fingers spread out, and a head as big as

the rest of the body'' already by 1908.556 Stigell has sug

gested that he represents evil's armed power. 557 

Perhaps the interpretation of the human character 

as some kind of a soldier is not out of the question. 

In this respect it could operate as a martial metaphor 

of spiritual battle where the helmet was to protect and 

halberd to defend the faithful in their every-day fight 

against the evil. Nevertheless, the character's appear

ance is relatively menacing and the grimace with 

555 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 13; Wennervirta 1937, 62; Riska 1964, 72; 
Riska 1987, 137; Edgren 2003, 308. 

55
6 Meinander 1908, 167. 

557 Stigell 1974, 89. 



the tongue sticking out gives other implication than 

instructive ones. Tue tongue sticking out has been 

usually regarded as derision, or an obscene or blasphe

mous gesture, and paralleled with mouth-pulling and 

other such gesticulations.558 Tue tongue can be inter

preted in both profane and sacred contexts. Tue tongue 

is stuck out when insulting people. At the same time, 

the tongue is sacred because it is the producer of lan

guage. 55
9 Tue tongue sticking out might perhaps impli

cate the evils of the tongue, such as blasphemy and 

gossip that one has to avoid. 560 Maybe the gesture and

thus the whole image could be understood as operating 

in an apotropaic sense as a form of derision towards the 

devil. There are still a lot of idiosyncrasies in the image, 

especially the detached head, the truncated body and 

the belligerent appearance. An equivalent form to this 

character is hard to come by.561 

Tue other character in the third vault of the north 

aisle is even more enigmatic. lt either represents a 

human or some human-like character, depicted pos

sibly naked and holding two objects in his hand, 

interpreted as a whip and a purse. Tue nakedness of 

the human body was essentially connected to sin 

and bears associations to idolatry, carnal worship 

and carnal desire. Nakedness was thus connected to 

uncontrolled sexual desire. 562 Tue Maaria figure does

not really convey other signs of nakedness, apart from 

the sexual organs displayed. Also here the visual fea

tures of the figure are quite unique. Tue creature has 

a turban-shaped headdress with a narrow extension 

flowing down from the left side of the headdress. lt 

558 For example Jones 2002, 115. 

559 Stanbury 2008, 154. 
56

° Camille 2002, 81. 
561 In Chalgrave church (Bedfordshire, UK) in a form of a graffito. In 

a scene with various human figures two humans lacking almost all 

details are drawn with quadrangle body and stick-like hands bent 
at from the elbow to the side. A third character is somewhat similar 

but less angular and his hands are more widely open. He also has a 

staff or maybe a crosier in his right hand that makes a resemblance 

to the Maaria characters. The fourth human figure in the scene is 
a soldier with a sword and a shield. V. Pritchard suggests that this 

group depicts some scene in a liturgical play although she states that 

any interpretation can only be pure speculation. 'föe present church 

has been dated as follows: north arcade of nave and south doorway, 

c. 1230; chancel and south arcade, c. 1330. Pritchard 1967, 3-5.
562 Edgren 2003, 319. Camille 1989, 87-101; Stanbury 2008, 57. But, as 

Carotine Walker Bunym has argued, genitality, the exposed genitals 

did not necessarily directly equate with sexuality and the medieval

viewers did not necessarily see them first and foremost as erotic.

Walker Bunym 1991, 85. As opposed to representing characters of
sinful or lustful connotations naked, saints and Christ were some

times depicted nude. The soul is represented as a small naked figure. 
In these instances nudity can be associated with virtue, goodness,
and recognition of faith. Liepe 2003a, 57-58. Camille has argued

that even though the medieval culture seems to have been terrified
of the "potential perversity of the physical body", it nevertheless rep

resented it as a subject so often. Camille 1989, 94-98. 

resembles the chaperon turban hats with liripipe563 or 

other turban-like headgear that were a la mode in the 

fifteenth century. His eyes are large and bulging and 

his small mouth is closed. lt is encircled with an oval 

line that might indicate a beard and a moustache. His 

right hand is bent at from the elbow and sticking out 

and upwards. In this hand he holds something that is 

usually interpreted as a whip. lt consists of two slightly 

curving lines which are decorated with prickles. His 

left hand is also bent at from the elbow to the left and 

in this hand he is holding a purse-like object decorated 

with eight braids. Two lines each side of his body are 

painted flowing down from the shoulders and they 

could possibly mean a vestment of sort. His knees are 

bent and the feet are turned away from each other. He 

seems to be wearing peculiar footwear or his feet could 

just be meant to be hairy. He also seems to have a penis 

between his legs. Tue painting was covered in 1908-09 

during the renovation of the paintings in Maaria for it 

was considered obscene.564 Usually the motif has been

interpreted as some kind of a monster or a devil. 565 

Helena Edgren has been inclined to see the motif 

as a representation of the devil and considered it to 

have "undoubtedly been included as a warning against 

the greatest temptations of the male world: the exces

sive craving for money and sexual pleasures''. 566 Perhaps 

such implications are not completely out of the ques- . 

tion and the motif is to be understood as some kind 
' 

of embodiment of a social vice. In the medieval era 

money was often depicted in a negative form and the 

worship of money was a target for satiric attacks on 

the hideousness of worldly wealth and even seen as a 

form of idolatry. Also in visual culture Avarice began 

to be represented as the root of all evil in representa

tions of the seven deadly sins from the fourteenth 

century onwards. 567 Camille has remarked that as

soon as money became an every-day object from the 

object of status and luxury, it also became the "shit of 

563 'föe chaperone was constructed from the hood by placing a hood 

face opening over forehead as a headband and the cape was gathered 

and pleated in the form of a fan. A liripipe was twisted around the 

pleated cape to hold it in place. 
564 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 13. 
565 Riska 1964, 73; Edgren 2003, 319. Wennervirta's depiction of the 

soldier and the character with a whip and a purse goes as follows: "Of 

these images, that are now both covered, the other depicted a human 
monster /10lding a whip in his other hand, apparently a purse in the 

othe1; in an unabashed manner characteristic of the art of the negros or 
other wild people. The other character had an unproportionately la1ge 
head and in the side a weapon that resembled a spear or a halberd. As 
the several images of crosses, pentagram, hexagram and other marks in 
Maaria church, the meaning of these monsters may be the opposition of 
evil spirits and powers,for it is one of the mains rules in magic to evict 
evil with evil, Satan with Beelzebub:' Wennervirta 1930, 75-76; also 
Wennervirta 1937, 62. 

566 Edgren 2003, 319. 
567 Camille 1989, 258-259. 
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the monkeys" in the margins of the manuscripts and 

spewed out by monster heads. 568 There is indeed some

thing slightly menacing and monstrous in the appear

ance of the human-like character and given such mor

alistic and condemning accounts on the vileness of 

money, depicting it in connection with such a person -

age would have just been stating the point. 

Tue image could also be regarded as having pro

tective powers. Again, according to Camille, obscene 

and scatological images may have operated in this way. 

He writes: "The distorted body of fantasy, the gargoyle 

and the chimera, thus could serve to protect the hause, 

just as it did the cathedral. Similarly one finds obscene 

or scatological images on houses or boundary markings. 

A wooden carving of a man 'mooning' passers-by did 

not give his name to the hause in Angers where he per

forms his rude self-display, but he was part of the erotic 

dynamic of urban life that was also visible in Paris." 569 

Camille's example is thus situated in a different context, 

mainly in the streets of the cities but it could very well 

apply to ecclesiastic context as well for the display of 

sexual organs is generally seen as apotropaic gesture. 

Madeline H. Caviness has also noted how displays of 

male potency were meant to ward of the enemy. 570 

In the case of these two figures, it could be argued 

that the form is productive for imagination. "Weird" 

images can set up a sort of a cognitive play and get one 

started on the path to productive thinking, remember

ing, meditating, etc.571 They catch ones attention and 

orientate cogitative procedures. Cynthia Hahn has sim

ilarly noted that memory is assisted by "bizarreness''. 572 

Perhaps assigning specific mnemonic functions to 

these two images is saying too much but it is neverthe

less possible that the viewers might have found these 

motifs interesting because of the way they look. In 

Holly's and Hamburger's words, these images can be 

also regarded as "active" in the sense that they seem to 

compel the viewers to look and respond to them.573 A

question still remains whether these figures are to be 

understood as serving a similar function or not. Also 

the "soldier" in the third vault of the central aisle seems 

to have been depicted with a reference to sexual organs, 

although if this would be the case, they are highly 

reduced to a mere line. But, as noted already above, the 

displays of male potency were meant to ward off the 

enemy. Thus the "soldier" with his aggressive grimace, 

display of sexual organs and his belligerent appearance 

would be designed to ward off the enemy, the devil. 

568 Camille 1989, 262. 
569 Camille 2000b, 16. 
57° Caviness 1998, 165-166. 
571 Carruthers 1998, 28-29, 117,155, 161-165. 
572 Hahn 2001, 50; also Camille 2000a, 203. 
573 Holly 1996, 10-12, Hamburger 1994, 383-394. 
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In the same vault as the "soldier" a man is seen 
blowing an extremely long and slightly curving horn. 574

Tue representations of musicians were common motifs 

by different workshops in the Diocese and thus it 

seems that they had specific meanings. Tue musician 

in Maaria may have secular functions, perhaps refer
ring to festival and carnival traditions. lt could also be a 

representation of a shepherd. Tue short outer-garment 

and a brim hat are fairly usual in depictions of shep

herds. 575 Shepherds were the first ones alerted of the

birth of Jesus and they were among the first to visit 

the Holy Family. In Maaria the shepherd as a herald of 

Christ's advent would have proclamatory connotations 

whereas the cross in the same vault would proclaim 

Christ's victory over death. 

In addition to the variety of human figures there are 

also different animal motifs in Maaria, placed mainly 

in the fifth vaults. There are few exceptions, such as the 

rooster in the fourth vault of the central aisle. Tue motif 

could perhaps be seen in Christological context, pos

sibly referring to Peter's denial. In the context of the 

cross this feels relatively logical. Two interesting depic

tions show the fox as a protagonist in the fifth vault of 

the north aisle. On the north wall the fox is depicted 

with a bird or a fish dangling on its tail and in the west 

wall a fox is seen attacking a long-legged bird (Figs. 92 

and 93). 

Tue fox is a popular protagonist in medieval animal 

fahles and fable imagery and appears frequently in 

diverse visual media throughout the Middle Ages, also 

in wall paintings. Many of the fahles achieved a prover

bial status early on. Tue motif depicting the fox-friar 

preaching to the geese and the reciprocal invitation 
of fox and stork were especially popular in wall paint

ings. In the animal tales the fox often uses guile and 

cunning to tempt other animals to fall into traps and 

induces them to be careless or dupes them so that they 

are caught. Tue fox embodies the clever being, who 

deceives !arger and stronger as well as defeated and 

weaker animals, and who knows a way out of tricky and 

dangerous situations. One of the best-known vulpine 

beast epics in the Middle Ages was the Latin Ysengri

mus (written around 1148-1150) starring Reynard the 

Fox and the French Roman de Renart (written about 

1170).576 

574 Wennervirta and Riska both suspect that this trumpeter might 
represent St. Hubert. Wennervirta 1937, 62; Wennervirta 1930, 77; 
Riska 1964, 72. Wennervirta also makes a parallel between the trum
peter in Maaria and similar images in Pernaja and the alleged legend 
ofSt. Hubert or St. Eustace in the door ofHollola. Wennervirta 1930, 
77; Taitto 2000, 127-133; Riska 1985, 124. 

575 As in a manuscript ofVirgil's Opera Omnia (c. 1450-1475) depicting 
scenes with shepherds playing flutes. 

57
6 Uther 2006, 143. Lilian Randall has connected many of the fox motifs 

to exempla and the fable of the fox's dinner invitation to the stork was 



92 A fish or a bird (?) biting the tail of a fox, in the fifth vault of the north aisle of Maaria, north wall. 

lt is possible that the images in Maaria have their 

origin in this type of oral fable tradition, although it is 

difficult to conclusively establish. Is, for example, the 

fox with the fish/bird in its tail a representation of the 

story of a Tail Fisher?
577 If this would be the case then 

there is some inconsistency between the visual execu

tion of the motif and the narrative part of the story for 

it is usually either a bear or a wolf that the fox tricks to 

fish with the tail. In Maaria it seems that it is the fox 

recited to caution merchants in their business affairs. Randall 1957, 

100-104.

577 In Södra Räda church (Värmland, SW, painted by Amund in 1494)

there are depictions of different animals with !arge fish swallow

ing their tails. One of the animals is seen vomiting up a fish. These 

animals have been depicted along with "fabulous creatures", such

as the mermaid, the centaur and the blemmya. Viola Hernfjäll has
studied the paintings but does not really offer satisfying interpre

tations for these images. She has taken them mainly as some kind

of monsters and interpreted them in a moralising and pedagogic
context. As the appearance of these monsters made people laugh,

their educational or instructive effect was thus powerful. TI1ey were

meant to warn people of all the evil that threatened them outside the
church. Hernfjäll 1993, 134-138. A similar interpretation in the case
of Maaria is more difficult since the placing of the animal paintings

is in the back of the church.

with the fish or a bird clinging to the tail. The other 

fox motif where the animal is seen with the long-leg

ged bird might refer to the interactions between the fox 

and the crane or the stork and it could be connected to 

the medieval genre of beast epic. There seems to be no 

clear equivalent of a fox attacking a long-legged bird 

among the Nordic wall paintings. 

These beast epics were hugely popular in the medi

eval era and their visual realisations were undoubtedly 

of great interest - not only to the congregation but also 

to the clergy. They were entertaining but could also 

offer a moral instruction. 578 Thus, it is not surprising 

to see such motifs among the image-making of the 

church builders. The fox appears among the paintings 

also in the churches of Sipoo, Korppoo, Pernaja and 

Nousiainen. On the south wall of Sipoo a fox is seen 

chasing a long-legged bird, possibly a crane. In Pernaja 

and Korppoo the fox is depicted alone. Another 

animal that could represent a fox in the chancel vault 

of Korppoo is here attacked by a large bird. lt seems 

57
8 Jones 2002, 194-195. 
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93 Fox and a stork ( or a crane) in the fifth vault of the north aisle of Maaria, west wall. 

relatively likely that the influence of orally transmitted 

popular fable lore has been the "source" for the images. 

Tue other animal motifs in the fifth vaults of Maaria 

include two long-legged birds on both sides of a cross 

in the central aisle, another long-legged bird next to a 

rosette in the south aisle, and two horned animals on 

both sides of a tree on the pillar between the south and 

central aisles. Tue two birds on both sides of a cross 

can be paralleled with the horned animals on both 

sides of a tree. This composition is highly conventional 

and most likely based on the Islamic motif of opposing 

animals and a tree of life. Opposing animals have been 

used by the workshop that worked in Nousiainen. In 

some cases only one horned animal, usually a <leer is 

seen next to a tree ( of life). Tue identification of the 

horned animals in Maaria is somewhat difficult but 

they could represent either <leer or ram. In wall paint

ings two rams on the opposing sides of a tree are quite 

rare but more common for example in manuscripts. 

Sometimes the zodiac sign Aries was depicted this way 

in manuscripts. Tue birds and animals can be seen in 

connection with popular animal lore in both visual and 

literal form. 
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There are five different ships painted in the nave, four 

of them on the walls (Figs. 73, 77, 78 and 80). Three of 

them have already been discussed in the connection of 

St. Olav's sailing. A ship with a crew on the north wall 

in the fifth vault of the north aisle is very similar to the 

crewless ship on the north wall in the fourth vault of 

the north aisle. A different ship with a crew is on the 

upper part of the south wall and partly on the cell in 

the third vault of the south aisle. When comparing this 

ship to the other ship with crew members, the latter 

is much static. Tue south wall ship is more expressive 

with a feeling of speed. A fourth crewless ship is in 

the south window jamb and the fifth ship in the third 

vault of the central aisle, on the east cell. Tue tools, a 

hammer and some other tool, perhaps pincers, dividers 

or nippers, painted just above the ship are clearly made 

by the same band. Hammer and pincers were part of 

the arma Christi but placing them in connection with 

a ship image seems unconventional. They could also 

refer to the tools of the builders, along with the ship 

that could also be seen as their "tool" for transporta

tion. Tue dividers refer to the craft of masonry and 



94 A /abyrinth in the third vault of the north aisle of Maaria. 

master masons were in some cases depicted with the 

tool as their emblem. 

Tue three single ships are challenging to interpret, 

although I have tried to speculate earlier in this chapter 

whether the ship on the north wall could be seen in 

connection with St. Olav's sailing. Stigell has con

nected the crewless ships to calendar symbolism and 

made connections to several feast days. She has con -

nected the ship on the north wall, in the fourth vault 

of the north aisle, to St. Simon day's (28.10) calendar 

symbol.579 Tue calendar symbolism may not be com

pletely out of the question although there are interpre

tative problems with this option. Are they supposed 

to depict the same calendar day or is each depicting a 

different day, for example? As mentioned, ships were 

commonly used by the different workshops working 

in the Diocese especially in the fifteenth century. Tue 

crewless ships most likely encapsulate multiple mean

ings and in Maaria they could partly function as pro

tective and possibly also votive. 

579 Stigell 1974, 101-104. 

There are four different labyrinths in the nave, all 

painted in different manner (Figs. 77, 79 and 94). There 

are two labyrinths in the third vault of the central aisle, 

a small one painted in among the arch decoration of the 

south cell, and a larger one - without a proper entrance 

due to the painter's blunder, it seems - on the north 

cell. A labyrinth is seen pressed between the ribs of the 

third vault of the north aisle, and a large labyrinth, free 

from this kind of restraining, is on the north wall of the 

fourth vault of the north aisle (Fig. 94). Thus all except 

one have been painted on the vaults. Three of the laby

rinths are so-called angle-type labyrinths, while the 

fourth small labyrinth in among the arch decoration is 

painted as a spiral. Tue angle-type labyrinth was quite 

easy to draw if one knew the technique. 

Tue labyrinth represents a motif with complex con

ceptual progression. Lars S0ndergaard has suggested 

that the labyrinths could operate mainly as protections 

against the devil. 580 lt is naturally interesting to specu

late the protective functions of labyrinths since they 

580 S011dergaard 1999, 204. S0ndergaard's interpretations are very "mag

ically" charged and should thus be taken with some caution, and he 
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95 Tournament scene on the south wall in Maaria, third vault of the south aisle. 

appear quite frequently especially between the period 

of 1430 and 1460. I would not see this as being com

pletely out of the question. For example the labyrinth 

between the ribs of the third vault of the north aisle, 

accompanied by three simple crosses painted in each 

cell might serve some protective function. Tue ques

tion remains, though, whether the different labyrinths 

in l\1aaria should be understood as serving the same 

purpose or do some of them have different intended 

meanings in relation to the placing? Tue labyrinth in 

the third vault of the north aisle and the small labyrinth 

in the third vault of the central aisle might perhaps 

operate on a protective level whereas the labyrinth on 

the north wall could be seen in connection with the 

ship and the human figure. However, it cannot feasibly 

be established that this labyrinth might not have some 

other function. Also the large labyrinth in the third 

vault of the central aisle proves challenging to inter

pret. Should it perhaps be seen as having a connection 

with the human figure in the same cell or are these two 

connects many of the murermesterbemalinger to "popular Christian 

magic''. 
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motifs completely separate? Should they perhaps be 

understood in the context of an eternal combat myth 

where the warrior will defeat the forces of evil that lurk 

inside the labyrinth? Or should the labyrinth perhaps 

be seen from a cosmic perspective? Tue labyrinth 

seemed to have some level of astrological significance 

and in manuscripts it was often placed next to calendar 

lists and zodiacal charts. Tue rosette, also painted onto 

the same vault, was a motif often endowed with cosmic 

symbolism and it could thus emphasise the meaning of 

the labyrinth if this cosmic perspective is regarded as 

valid. lt is also possible that the labyrinths ( or some of 

them) were intended to refer to Easter rituals in which 

Christ's resurrection was celebrated. 581 If this was so, 

the labyrinths in Maaria could be seen in connection 

with the cross. 

When it comes to the other small labyrinths, they 

seem to have something to do with the typical decora

tive strategy used in Maaria with the different inser

tions protruding from the general rib decoration. This 

581 Wright 2001, 155-156. 



different use of the labyrinth motif, in one part as a 

single motif with an individual character, in another 

as part of the rib decoration, is very interesting and 

reveals the ways the painter has utilised the motif. 

As shown, it is difficult to pin-point a specific func

tion to the labyrinths in Maaria, or in other coastal 

churches in the Diocese of Turku. As the conceptual 

and symbolic network of the labyrinth motif is intricate 

and interlaced, so are the possibilities for interpreting 

the motif. lt seems clear that the placing of the motif at 

coastal churches is intentional. Tue meaning and use 

of the motif seems to have been in motion regarding 

of the era and also of geographical location. lt is pos

sible that the stone labyrinths in the Gulf of Bothnia 

and the Gulf of Finland were connected to the organi

sation of the maritime pilot system in the Middle Ages. 

They were located in the nodes of old sailing routes 

and helped in navigation. Thus the labyrinth motif in 

churches could have been based on this practical use of 

the labyrinth. In this sense, the placing of the motif in 

coastal churches feels relatively logical. 

A small tournament or joust scene has been painted 

on the south wall showing two men on horseback (Fig. 

95). Tue painting is quite scarce in detailing but the 

depiction nevertheless becomes clear. A tournament 

motif also appears in Nousiainen and Korppoo. In the 

medieval era tournaments or jousts were events that 

took place especially during different festivals. Stigell 

has connected these tournament scenes mainly to sea

sonal festivals, especially to the May Count Festival, 

where a figure personifying summer or the month of 

May played a major role, always associated with earthly 

rulers. 582 Anu Mänd has demonstrated how jousts 

were an essential part of this spring-time popular fes

tival in which different entertainers such as musicians 

performed. Everybody seems to have been attending 

them, from peasants to clerics and nobility. 583 Tue 

582 Stigell 1974, 82-84; Mänd 2005, 143. Mänd has noted that the joust

ing tradition seems to have been relatively strong in Prussia and 

among the Livonian merchant's associations but there is very little 

evidence of similar practice in the cities of North Germany. lt seems 

that there it was the nobility that mainly practiced jousting. Mänd 

2005, 245. 
583 The election of the May Count (or a similar figure) belongs to the 

customs associated with the arrival of summer. 'föe earliest refer

ences to this custom originale from the first half of the thirteenth 

century; form ltaly, England, and France. Tue characteristic features 

of the May festival included processions with greenery, dancing, and 

other open-air celebrations. lt seems that the custom was gradually 

adopted by different social groups in northern Europe so that first it 

was the nobility and merchant dass in the beginning of the fifteenth 

century that performed the custom. Then it spread among artisans in 

the latter part of the fifteenth century, and from about 1500 and later 

the custom was adapted by peasants, students, and so forth. Tue situ

ation seems to have been different in Livonian cities, though. There it 

seems that the merchants' associations were the ones to elect the May 

Count, and not for example artisans. Mänd 2005, 142-159. Gerward 

1996, 190. 

tournament motif was also usable as a morality image 

underlining the concept of the battle between good 

and evil. In the Maaria scene, however, it is difficult to 

say which of the combatants is "virtue" and which is 

"vice", if the image is seen in the context of the battle of 

good and evil. Franc;:ois Besson has argued that images 

of equally armed combatants, a recurring theme in 

medieval image-making, often served as symbols of 

social violence within the universal order. 584 Perhaps 

it is more probable, though, that the motif was primar

ily based on festival traditions and therefore on things 

possibly or actually witnessed. 

An attempt for a coherent interpretation concerning 

the paintings in the so-called Mary vault, mainly the 

two human figures in the south wall, has been made 

by Helena Edgren. She has suggested that the "two 

human figures are clearly benefactor portraits. They are 

probably the master builder and his assistant who have 

placed themselves under the perpetual protection of the 

Holy Virgin."585 Thus, according to her theory, these 

two human figures belong to a same image and should 

be interpreted together and in the context of the whole 

decoration in the vault (Fig. 73). Tue two masons 

would have paid for the paintings in the fourth vault of 

the south aisle and as a memory of their donation, let 

themselves be depicted among the paintings. 586 Edgren 

has argued that the human and textual compositions 

in the fourth vault of the south aisle, 587 including an 

image of a Dominican friar in the west wall, differ from 

the rest of the paintings in the church by the manner of 

their technique so they must be younger than the rest 

of the paintings in the church.588 She has connected 

- without grounds, according to Hiekkanen589 
- the

paintings to a later construction phase that would have

taken place in the late fifteenth century. 590 

Edgren's theory works in some parts and fails in 

others. Tue identification of the smaller man as the 

mason is quite workable but, as Hiekkanen has noted, 

584 Besson's visual sampling only includes images from France and 

Spain. Besson 1987, 113-126. 
585 Edgren 2003, 318; Edgren 1989a, 116; Edgren 1990, 12. 
586 Edgren has argued that the masons paid for the color band on the 

ribs and newly painted consecration cross. Edgren 1989a, 116; 

Edgren 1990, 12-13. 
587 T11e text compositions in the vault are Ave Maria, Sancta Ma[ia] and 

part of a prayer Ora pro nobis. 
588 Edgren 1990, 12-13. 
589 Hiekkanen 1994, 147-148, 165, 180-181, 222; Hiekkanen 2007, 89 .. 

59
0 In Maaria church there seems to be a contradiction in vault design: 

the chancel vaults are 28-celled stellar vaults and the rest of the 

vaults are cross-vaults with St. Andrew's Cross design. lt has been 

presumed that the earlier chancel vaults were replaced by new ones 

and the vaulting has thus been done in two different stages. This can 

be explained in the difference between the painted ornaments in the 

St. Andrew's Cross vault and the chancel vaults. Edgren has con

nected the paintings in the Mary vault to this "new" chancel vaulting. 

Edgren 1989a, 116. Riska 1964, 61-71. 
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the idea that only the paintings in the Mary vault are 

based on a donation, does not sound equally proba

ble.591 The whole interpretation is almost completely 

concentrated on the smaller person and based on the 

identification of the object in his hand which in itself 

is problematic to say the least. Usually it has been seen 

as a candle592 but Edgren has interpreted it as a trowel 

that operates as the emblem of the mason's guild. 593 lt

is difficult to say whether the object is supposed to be a 

trowel, a candle or perhaps something else. Edgren has 

dealt with the two humans as belonging to a same image 

but the question is should they be treated separately or 

together. Edgren has presumed that the two men both 

belong to the same image, although their manner of 

execution is very different. This is most likely due to 

two different painters. lt is also unclear who the larger 

human is supposed to depict but one possibility is to 

connect him to horn-blowers due to visual similarities 

in gesture and posing. But, since the object in his hand 

is more suggestive than well-defined, all interpretative 

attempts remain on a suggestive level. 

The identification of the smaller human figure as a 

church builder, painter and a benefactor would reveal 

valuable aspects not only about the self-esteem and 

self-assertion of the church builders but also about 

their manners of work. They clearly wanted to make 

their activity in the church known and simultaneously 

emphasise their position as devout persons. Sarah 

Stanbury has aptly remarked how the uses of donor 

images with saints for self-commemoration can be 

regarded as an act of purchase of prayers where the 

image of a saint is a kind of "visual receipt" that tags 

the transaction. 594 Furth er, if the paintings in Maaria

are seen as donor images, then the dedications to the 

Virgin Mary seem intentional. In this sense, the texts 

dedicated to the Virgin could perhaps be seen as a form 

of self-commemoration, maybe of individuals but also 

of the whole community. The texts could also be votive 

591 Hiekkanen 2007, 559fn. Edgren has also connected the paintings 

in the vault to the construction works in which allegedly the new 

chancel vault was built. Edgren 1989a, 116. Riska 1964. Hiekkanen 

has contradicted this view. Hiekkanen 1994, 147-148, 165, 180-181, 

222; Hiekkanen 2007, 93 
592 Frankenhaeuser has presumed that the smaller man is holding a 

candle in his hand and that the image would thus be a reminder of 
the day of Mary's visitation of the church, i.e. Candlemas when the 

candles were consecrated. Frankenhaeuser 1910, 11. Tue interpreta

tion of the object as candle also in Wennervirta 1930, 78; Riska 1964, 

72; Stigell 1974, 77. The meaning of the motif has also been con

nected to apotropaia, warding off evil spirits with the cleansing light 

of a candle. Wennervirta 1930, 78; S0ndergaard 1999, 171; Duffy 

1992, 16-17. In Drake's opinion the man represents someone attend

ing an ecclesiastical candle procession. Drake 1985, 208. 
593 Edgren 1989a, 117-118. Benefactor portraits were usually depicted 

so that the benefactor was represented in his/hers contemporary 

garment and could be identified via coats of arms. 
594 Stanbury 2008, 28-29. 
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in nature and donated by some other individual or 

group in the parish. Nevertheless, the texts would have 

been in accord with the interests of individual donors 

but also of every parishioner, connected to the ritual 

activity and piety on an everyday level. lt is equally pos

sible that the church builders did not make any per

sonal donations to the church since visual analogies to 

other typical donor images are hard to draw, but merely 

chose to paint a representation of their member under 

the auspices of the Holy Virgin. According to Hiek

kanen it does not seem probable that the church build

ers donated only the paintings in one vault.595

Another interpretative possibility is that the smaller 

human is holding a candle and the motif could thus 

refer to Candlemas, to the Purification of the Virgin. 

The day was celebrated in the second day of February 

and it was celebrated for the purification of the Virgin 

from the uncleanness of puerperium and presentation 

of Jesus at the temple. During Purification the parish

ioners took part in a liturgical procession holding 

candles. The candles were often burned in front of the 

image in the Virgin.596 According to Eamon Duffy the

Candlemas ceremonies help to emphasise features in 

late-medieval liturgy that "stressed the spiritual value 

of vivid mental imagination of the events of the l�fe of 

Christ" and especially his Passion. Processions such 

as these encouraged the development of representa

tional elements in the liturgy and set the laity looking 

for these elements. Such participatory "acting out" was 

a dramatic dimension in the liturgy while at the same 

time it facilitated personal devotion. 597 If the human is

interpreted as a participant in a Candlemas procession, 

the placing of the motif into the "Mary vault" operates 

as a visual bridge to the event. lt would also be in line 

with the Passion emphasis of Maaria but at the same 

time it could perhaps reveal a facet of liturgical and 

parochial practices in Maaria. Naturally, this is wholly 

dependent on the way the human is interpreted. 

There are different shield-like square-form motifs 

divided into triangles painted mainly on the pillars; 

and one on the south wall in the "Mary vault". All the 

shields are relatively close to each other; one is on the 

fourth north pillar, another on the fourth south pillar, a 

third on the opposing third south pillar, and the fourth 

is on the south wall of the fourth vault. Perhaps there 

has been some guiding rule behind the paintings due 

to their close proximity. They differ in size; the small

est has been divided into 3 x 2 squares, the next into 3 

x 4 squares, the third into 5 x 5 squares and the fourth 

into 5 x 6 squares. Frankenhaeuser has interpreted 

595 Hiekkanen 2007, 91, 559fn. 
596 About the Purification in medieval England, see Duffy 1992, 15-22. 
597 Duffy 1992, 15-17. 



96 ':4. board game" or a shield and triskele in Maaria, third 
south pillar, facing west. 

them as imitating actual memorial shields.598 Erkki 

Kartano referred to some of the paintings in Maaria as 

imitational coats of arms but it is not made clear in the 

text whether he meant these shields. 599 If they are to be 

understood as coats of arms then they could perhaps 

be connected to lay persons somehow part of the build

ing process of the church. Thus they could be seen as 

representing donors' arms, although relatively generic 

in form. In Nousiainen the coat of arms have equally 

been placed on the pillars but otherwise there seems to 

be no specific guiding rule in the image-making that 

would implicate that the coat of arms were especially 

placed on the pillars. lt seems equally possible that 

these images operated as some kind of geometrical 

templates or were connected to some quadratic tech

nique. 

Tue shield divided into Sx6 squares in the fourth 

south pillar has been augmented with a crowned crea

ture peeping from behind it and holding a sword or a 

598 Frankenhaeuser 1910, 13. 
599 Kartano presumed that the imitational coats of arms were donated 

by people who were not members of the nobility. He also notes the 
coat of arms of Olaus Magni but concludes that the Bishop did not 

have anything to do with the "primitive" paintings personally but 
merely acted as a donor. Kartano 1951, 108-109. 

spear (Fig. 96). Is this too to be seen as a coat of arms 

or something else? Stigell has connected the motif to a 

Lappish board game, dablot prejjesne and the creature 

as the devil. Thus the motif would operate as a warning 

against gambling. 600 According to Mänd, gambling was 

a popular pastime festival activity and in Livonia the 

most popular game seems to have been dobbelen or 

doppelspil, a kind of a dice game.601 Tue motif could 

refer to gambling in general. Gambling was consid

ered as a great vice and there were heavy punishments 

directed towards those who practiced it. In medi

eval imagery such moralities were usually shown in a 

straightforward manner.602 Chequered board games 

were played in the medieval era all over Europe and 

elsewhere and the visual representations of different 

games were quite common especially in manuscripts 

but also occasionally in wall paintings and tapestries.603 

Thus, it is uncertain whether the Maaria painting could 

be seen as referring to this pastime game from a mor

alistic point of view. If the chequered motif with the 

lurking creature is to be seen as some kind of morality 

image, then it would find a counterpart in the creature 

holding a "whip" and a "purse", interpreted by Edgren 

as a devil warning against the pleasures of the male 

world: craving for money and sexual pleasures.604 

Still, questions remain. Tue visual similarities 

between the shield motifs and the "board game" are 

substantial. Are they thus all supposed to depict the 

same thing? Are they perhaps to be seen as some kind 

of diagrammatic designs or systems, painted in order 

to "teach'' or embody some sort of abstract or maybe 

temporal categories? Usually such ideas were repre

sented in an easily understandable visual form, such as 

a tree or a wheel. 605 

A knot-work -like rosette motif has been painted 

twice, onto the east side of the third south pillar under 

a St. John's Arms and onto the north wall of the third 

vault. Here it appears close to a star and an unidentifi

able painting fragment partly destroyed by the window 

opening. A St. John's Arms or a woggle has been painted 

inside the rosette. lt seems interesting that these two 

motifs appear together. On the third south pillar both 

motifs have been painted close to each other. There 

might be intentionality behind the use of these motifs 

600 Stigell 197 4 .  
601 lt seems that doppelen was only played with dice and not with a board 

but there may have been differing practices. Mänd 2005, 235-236. 
602 As in the Taymouth Hours (c. 1325-1335) where two men are 

depicted gaming in Hell and being devoured by the flames. British 

Library, Yates Thompson 13, fol. 149v. 
603 Nordic examples include for example a depiction of playing with 

dice in Estuna church (Uppland, SW, 1463) and a chess game with 
death in Täby church (Uppland, SW, 1480s, by Albertus Pictor). 

604 Edgren 2003, 308. 
605 For example Camille 1985, 137. 
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97 Interlaced motif and a St. John's arms in Maaria, second 

south pillar, facing east. 

together; perhaps they in a way strengthen each other. 

St. John's Arms is usually regarded as a protective mark. 

Tue interlacing was a practice used widely in the 

image-making of Northern Europe, especially in 

wood and stone carvings but also in mainly insular 

manuscripts (Fig. 97). In Maaria, the composition of 

the rosette seems relatively complex and undoubt

edly required some level of concentration and a firm 

hand but also knowledge on how to construct such an 

image. Tue precise meaning of the motif is more dif

ficult to establish but perhaps it could be seen as having 

some kind of a protective function. As pointed out in 

connection with Finström church, rosettes have been 

interpreted as cosmic symbols but such a meaning in 

this particular instance in unknown. 606 Some level 

of cosmic symbolism is easier to attach to the other 

rosettes with petals in Maaria. An eight-petaled rosette 

inside a decorative circle has been painted on the 

third vault of the central aisle, close to a labyrinth and 

a human-like bellicose character.607 Another, simple 

four-petaled rosette has been painted on the right 

606 Reuterswärd 1986; Ulla Haastrup is of the opinion that the rosettes 

are mainly to be regarded as symbols for the sun and Christ. Haas

trup 1999, 293. 
607 Stigell sees the rosette as a symbol oflove. Stigell 1974, 89. 
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side of St. Lawrence on the north wall. There are two 

stars next to the rosette. A four-petaled rosette inside 

a decorated circle, likening to a consecration cross and 

endowed with a cross has been painted above the arch 

of the fourth vault of the north aisle, facing east. Yet 

another four-petaled rosette, now partially fragmented, 

has been painted in the fifth vault of the south aisle, 

to the immediate proximity of a long-legged bird. A 

four-petaled rosette has been painted on the keystone 

of the fifth vault of the north aisle. Since there seems 

to be no other clear cosmic or astrological symbols 

close to the rosettes, perhaps the cosmic interpretation 

does not apply in this instance. Only the rosette close 

to St. Lawrence might be seen as having some kind of 

cosmic significance, along with the two stars. These 

motifs could denote the celestial realm to which the 

saint belonged to, if the separate motifs are interpreted 

this way, as having meanings in connection with other 

motifs. Thus the rosette and the stars would emphasise 

the saint's status. In Karjaa St. Lawrence's gridiron has 

also been depicted next to a rosette so perhaps there 

was some kind of connection between St. Lawrence 

and a rosette. Tue rest of the rosettes in Maaria could 

first and foremost be seen as protective marks. 

Tue St. John's Arms could probably be interpreted as 

a protective mark as well. In Maaria the motif appears 

on four occasions. Two rosettes are in the vaults of the 

central aisle, one in the south cell of the fourth vault 

as a single motif, and the other in the east cell of the 

third vault, here painted next to a ship. lt is not certain 

whether there is any intentionality or connection 

between the two motifs. Tue third St. John's Arms is 

in the arch of the third pillar between the south and 

central aisles, facing east and accompanied with an 

interlaced rosette. Tue fourth motif has been painted 

on the north wall close to St. Lawrence and a !arge 

interlaced motif. Tue St. John's Arms in the south cell of 

the fourth vault of the central aisle is alone in the cell, 

and the other paintings in the vault are !arge ornate 

crosses. Here it seems as if the St. John's Arms is almost 

likened to a cross and its position nevertheless seems to 

imply a fairly significant function. 

lt seems that the extensive use of different crosses in 

Maaria also have a protective function on top of other 

functions. Tue crosses appear everywhere; protruding 

from mainly geometrical forms, outlining and decorat

ing ribs and rib-ends. Perhaps also the swastika-pelta, 

painted on the south wall of the fifth vault of the south 

aisle, could be seen from this protective point of view. 

Tue meaning of the triskele motif on the third pillar of 

the south aisle, facing west is obscure. Usually the motif 

denotes rotation and the concept of three equal entities 

in the Christian context naturally leads thoughts to the 

Trinity. In Maaria the motif has been painted imme-



diately below the large divided shield with a crowned 

peeping creature. Stigell has connected the motif to 

calendar imagery and argued that it was related to the 

beginning of the year. 608 Perhaps the motif has some 

connections to notions of continuation but it can also 

have other meanings. 

There are a few paintings that are difficult to inter

pret. Letters B and A have been painted in the fourth 

vault of the central aisle, at the lower part of the vault. 

lt is difficult to say what they could refer to; are they 

perhaps to be seen as the painter's initials? In addition, 

there are a few unidentified characters painted on the 

south wall of the third vault. One depicts a smallish 

creature with a tail and waving its hand as if in a saluta

tion. Tue head is somewhat humane but the rest of the 

body bestial. Perhaps the creature is meant to depict 

an ape or a monkey. Sometimes these animals were 

depicted with tails, sometimes without. Other pecu

liar characters in the same wall are the two fragmented 

figures that seem to represent some kind of human 

figures. Tue other painting is very poorly visible and 

only something that could be a body and legs can be 

detected. Tue creature on the left side is relatively mon -

strous, showing a head, legs and arms that seem to pro

trude directly out of the character's head. Tue meaning 

of this character is very difficult to conclude due to the 

obscure appearance and partial fragmentation. 

There are also two clutter-like entanglements on the 

west cell of the same vault. A somewhat similar entan -

glement is also partly visible on the north wall of the 

third vault of the north aisle where it has been partly 

destroyed by the window opening. lt seems that the 

painter has had some kind of an idea in his mind since 

a similar form - interlocking and deformed circles or 

ovals - appear in both of these paintings. Perhaps these 

paintings were meant to operate as some kind of orna

mental motifs. Tue idiosyncratic ornamental motifs 

with either a round or a shield-like base and a coiling 

wreath on the top of it, painted mainly on the pillars, 

does not seem to find a counterpart among wall paint

ings that I have come by (Fig. 98). Consequently, its 

precise meaning is difficult to establish but perhaps it 

is mainly to be seen as a decorative motif. Equally diffi

cult are the two geometrical motifs, the one in the fifth 

vault and the other on the second south pillar facing 

west. Tue motif in the fifth vault seems to imitate wood 

carvings and the motif on the pillar coats of arms but 

anything very conclusive cannot really be deduced 

from their appearance. 

•
0

• Stigell 1974, 26-27.

98 Ornamental motif and a shield-like geometrical motif on 

the third south pillar of Maaria, facing east. 

Tue general impression of the paintings in Maaria 

can at first hand be somewhat chaotic due to the variety 

of different motifs and detailing. Tue rib paintings are 

especially detailed and varied as it seems that some

times the painters have just painted as they went and 

invented ornamental patterns and small details while 

painting. This gives the feeling of some level of incom

pleteness to the work. More disciplined rib work is seen 

in the chancel area and for example in Finström and 

Hollola. Tue pictorial programme of the church seems 

planned. Tue placing of the motifs is harmonious and 

conventional, with most of the images painted on the 

lower parts of the cells and having an opposing image, 

or on the arches and walls. There also seems to have 

been some kind of an idea or a guiding rule behind the 

placing of certain motifs as the imagery in the church 

clearly implies a visual system. In the north aisle the 

paintings are in the south cells of the vaults but not in 

the north cells. Tue exceptions are the large king that 

has been painted on both wall and vault in the fourth 

vault, the coat of arms in the third vault and a small 

roundel in the fifth vault. In the south aisle the paint

ings are mainly in the east and west cells but in the 

third vault also in the north cell. In the central aisle all 

the cells in the vaults have generally been decorated. 
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99 Decoration in Maaria between the ribs in the fourth vault of 

the south aisle. 

Paintings in the pillars have been painted in the east
west direction. 

Furthermore, some motifs seem to have been 
grouped in a close proximity with each other. For 
example almost all animal motifs are in the fifth vault, 
with the exception of the rooster in the fourth vault of 
the central aisle. Tue saints and motifs that could be 
seen as representations of saints of their legend (St. 
Olav) are mainly on the north wall. Paintings referring 
to the Virgin Mary are in the fourth vault of the south 
aisle. Tue faces of Christ are in the north aisle. Tue geo
metrical shields have been painted relatively close to 
each other, mainly onto the pillars facing the fourth 
vaults. One of the shields has been painted on the south 
wall but also it is in the fourth vault. Tue idiosyncratic 
decorative motifs with a coiling wreath growing from 
a round or a shield-like base are mainly on the north 
pillars facing west and on the two westernmost south 
pillars facing east. lt seems that the placing of motifs 
was relatively logical and in some cases followed some 
principal. 

Many of the images are carefully drawn and painted 
with a firm hand. Some of the motifs are very detailed 
and the painter has clearly known what he has been 
doing. This would also imply strongly to some inten-

140 

tionality. Tue painters have used conventional images 
and compositions so they must have been aware of at 
least some of the period's visual practices. Stages of 
skill can also be detected since some of the motifs are 
quite well made. Tue "visual wit" of some of the images 
in Maaria could be seen as intrinsic to their power to 
disturb and distract. Their power partly consisted of 
that they were seen, and not heard.609 This would espe
cially be the case with some of the human-like charac
ters such as the creature with the "whip and a purse" 
and the "soldier". Different compositional elements 
have been used in the sense that there are clearly "nar
rative" motifs (representing scenes with friars, animals, 
tournaments, and those deriving from saints' legends) 
and "iconic" motifs (the cross, the face of Christ). Some 
of the motifs might be connected to different con -
ceptual frameworks (possibly labyrinths, the divided 
shield-like motifs). 

There is a lot "going on" in the images and the differ
ing detailing is so rich that a detailed account of every
thing is very challenging to make. Many of the details 
also escape attention when first observed and only 
reveal themselves after a series of viewings. Tue rib 
decoration is especially very varied and far from being 
monotonous. An interesting feature are the "doodles" 
between ribs but this manner of executing decorative 
painting in not unique (Fig. 99). For example in Vissing 
church (Arhus, DK, 1500) the rib decoration is in parts 
somewhat similar and growing out as "doodles". 

Tue central, visual theme of the decoration in 
Maaria seems to be the cross that has been used in both 
impressive and discreet manner. Tue cross denotes the 
Passion of Christ although in Maaria this seems to have 
been expressed in a conceptual manner. Tue Passion is 
also promoted by the use of facies Christi in the north 
aisle. Tue face of Christ as a Passion image was hugely 
popular in the fifteenth century. Tue veneration of the 
face was also an important feature in Bridgettine ico
nography. 610 Bishop Magnus II Tavast favoured the
cult of Corpus Christi and was greatly influenced by 
the Bridgettine movement - even so than he intended 
to retire as a monk in the Bridgettine convent of Naan
tali.611 As it seems that the construction of the church
of Maaria had begun under the era of Bishop Magnus 
II Tavast, it would be possible that his personal devo
tional preferences would have influenced on the motifs 
chosen in Maaria. St. Lawrence and the texts dedicated 
to the Virgin Mary may also be in connection with the 

609 Hamburger 1993, 324. 
610 Parvio 1984. 177-198; Nordman 1956, 571-572. See also Immonen 

2005. 
6

11 Juusten 1988, 45; Maliniemi 1943, 80-82; Pirinen 2000, 9; Hiek

kanen 2007, 200; Räsänen 2009, 116-117. 



promotion of the cult, initiated by Bishop Magnus II 

Tavast and continued by Olaus Magni. As the coat of 

arms of Bishop Olaus Magni has been painted in the 

church, it would perhaps imply that he was in concord 

with the theological accentuation. Vesa Immonen has 

reached the conclusion that the face of Christ motif in 

the medieval Diocese of Turku seems to have been in 

close connection with the church, clergy and the upper 

strata of society.612 Thus this seems to have been the 

case also in Maaria. 

lt seems that Maaria church has been put under an 

extremely prominent might of saintly patronage. The 

paintings venerate the cross, St. Lawrence, St. Olav 

and the Virgin Mary and are thus connected to the 

religious and devotional practices of the time. Even 

if the king on the north wall is interpreted as St. Eric 

or some other king saint and not St. Olav, the amount 

of powerful protection would still be equally high. As 

the images of saints are in connection with the broader 

and universal cult of saints, they were equally used in 

personal devotion. In addition, there may have been 

political or communal aspirations in the visible display 

of certain saints. The preferences, propagandist inten

tions or ratifications of a certain "message" in the Dioc

esan or parish level may have influenced which saints 

were ultimately selected for depiction. lt would also 

seem that some of the images were chosen because 

of their connection with the personal devotion of the 

painters, such as those in the "Mary vault". Some of the 

motifs may have been influenced by the Dominicans 

or Dominican liturgy. Thus, the imagery seems to be 

closely connected to late medieval devotional practices 

on a general level with the slight emphasis on Passion 

imagery. 

The church has been protected in another way. 

Several images can be interpreted as protective, namely 

the cross, the rosette, the woggle or St. John's Arms, 

and the small face in the fourth vault of the north aisle. 

These motifs seem to be slightly more protective than 

others but protective functions have been addressed 

also to the faces of Christ, faces, combat scenes, and 

ornamentation, all used in Maaria.613 The dedicatory

inscription to the Virgin Mary in Maaria could be seen 

in the same context. lt was a dedicatory and devotional 

one but possibly at the same time also a protective 

one. The protective function may also be extended to 

other images of saints. Possibly also the two paintings 

in Maaria, depicting creatures with fairly identifiable 

sexual organs visible could be seen from the perspec-

612 !mmonen 2005, 92-93. 
613 David Freedberg has argued that ornamental motif can work in a

talismanic or apotropaic ways and not just be decorative. Freedberg 
1989, 59-60.

tive of apotropaia. The displays of (male) potency have 

generally been regarded as protective but this function 

has been assigned to different monsters and monstrous 

beings.614 Pictures of something "ugly" could serve a 

repellent function.615 Many of these motifs seem to 

operate on various levels and the protective one was 

just one of them. 

Some of the motifs in Maaria may derive from the 

immediate environment of the makers and parishion

ers, and the practices and tradition of medieval urban 

culture. Some of the motifs may have been influenced 

by carnival and festival traditions, the actions that took 

place or the people connected to these events. Mainly 

the depictions of musicians and jousts could have been 

those observed during different festive occasions. Many 

of the public ceremonies were connected to seasonal 

chance, both calendrical and agricultural, but festivals 

and ceremonies also defined social relations within and 

among the communities, and served a number of other 

social, political, economic and religious goals. Car

nival seems to have been a major seasonal festival in 

northern Europe.616 These carnival and festival events 

may have been important to the makers as their guilds 

probably participated in them but they were equally 

important for the parishioners. Thus these events and 

festivities divided their year into periods and operated 

as culmination points in the passing of the year. These 

reminded everyone of the continual rotation of the 

year and the passing of time. 

When speculating further the possible visual "obser

vation-based" material in connection with annual 

feasts, events and festivals, the humans in the so-called 

Mary vault could also be included into this. If one 

human is seen holding a candle and the other is per

ceived with some kind of instrument the humans could 

in this sense be also connected to different festivities 

and processions. Candles (and torches) were widely 

used in different processions and events, and minstrels 

were also part of them. 

Some of the motifs seem to derive from oral culture, 

and from the world of animal lore. Perhaps they were 

first and foremost connected to the stories that circu -

lated among the builders but bestiary and fable tra

dition enjoyed huge popularity during the medieval 

era so it is equally possible that they were "common 

knowledge", also in a visual form. On the other hand, 

614 Caviness 1998, 166; Camille 2000b, 16; Gombrich 1979, 276. Gom
brich's view has been shared by scholars such as Peter Dinzelbacher 
and Ruth Mellinkoff. 

615 Camille 1989, 98. 
616 Craft guilds also celebrated festivals of their own, but naturally 

attended the major festivals as well. According to Mänd, the partici
pation in the Corpus Christi procession was of great importance for 
urban guilds. Mänd 2005, 52, 70-71. 

141 



there are motifs that seem to come from unidentified 

visual sources (mainly the character with the "whip" 

and the "purse, and the "soldier"). 

The paintings in Maaria are connected to the visual 

culture and image-making of the other church builder 

groups that worked in the Diocese between 1430 and 

1460. The imagery used in Maaria is clearly based on 

a similar visual tradition possessed by the other work

shops active during that time. Motifs such as the ships 

and labyrinths were common in other coastal churches. 

Depictions of saints and most notably of St. Olav have 

been painted on other churches such as Pohja and Fin

ström. St. Lawrence and Virgin Mary have also been 

venerated in Karjaa. The face of Christ finds counter

parts from Hollola, Korppoo and Nousiainen. Foxes 

have been used by the workshop of Pernaja in Sipoo 

and Pernaja, and another group in Korppoo. Musicians 

are part of the visual idiom of the workshop of Pernaja 

(Sipoo, Pernaja, Pyhtää), and the workshop ofKorppoo 

lt seems that the parish and the leading figures have 

participated in the whole construction process of the 

church by donations and the construction and deco

ration has been under the auspices of two Bishops. lt 

seems that possibly the lay members of the community 

have been involved in some way but possibly also the 

builders themselves have made donations to the newly 

built church. lt speaks about the communal effort and 

importance addressed in the enterprise - an enterprise 

that equally imbued the actual workers to active per

sonal contributions. The images may have been, at least 

partially influenced by an advisor or advisors and/or 

religious orders and confraternities. lt is difficult to say 

whether and how much the expectations and wishes of 

the donors may have influenced in the painting deco

ration and how the whole was planned in respecting 

these possible different wishes. 

The painting style is quite original and the work

shop does not seem to have worked in other churches 

in the Diocese ofTurku.617 The exact amount of paint

ers is difficult to conclude but it seems evident that 

there were several of them due to the amplitude of the 

painting work. The paintings in the sacristy seem to be 

by a different painter than the paintings in the nave. 

lt seems that in the nave one painter has executed the 

majority of paintings, at least in the fourth vaults of 

all aisles (also walls), possibly also in the third vault of 

the central aisle and also painted some of the motifs 

in the fifth vault of the north aisle, mainly on the wall, 

and the paintings in the fifth vault of the central aisle. 

617 Riska has suggested that one of the painters in Maaria may have 

worked in Hollola. She has drawn the conclusion from the heart 

motif that appears in both of these churches. This deduction does 

not seem valid. Riska 1985, 125-126. 
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Perhaps he also painted the chancel vaults or some of 

them. Another painter has joined him in the fourth 

vault of the south aisle. lt also seems that the Mary

texts in the same vault are by the hand of two different 

painters that indicates towards planning and dividing 

the paintwork but perhaps towards shared dedicatory 

efforts. Another painter seems to have executed images 

in the vaults and pillars of the third vaults but it seems 

that the painters on the south and north wall are dif

ferent. There seems to have been two different painters 

working on the south wall of the third vault. Thus, it 

would seem that maybe three different painters partici

pated in the painting of the third vaults of all aisles. The 

painter who assisted the "leading" painter may have 

worked in the fifth vaults as well. lt is more difficult to 

establish whether this painter was also responsible for 

the paintings in the third vault and wall of the north 

aisle or was the third vault painter a different one. 

Another painter may have worked in the fifth vaults as 

well. In conclusion, at least three but maybe even as 

many as five or six painters seems to have worked in 

Maaria. 

MAARIA 

Sacristi 

- plant/flower ornamentation in the high point

of arches

Nave 

South aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib ornamentation

- a small cross in the east cell

Vault II 

- rib ornamentation

Vault III 

- rib ornamentation

- a large cross (east cell)

- two entanglements (west cell)

- a ship with five crewmembers

(south wall, partially on the south cell)

- a tournament motif (south wall

- two fragmented characters (south wall)

- a tailed creature (south wall)



- St. John's Arms and a large interlaced rosette - a cross, small labyrinth (south cell)

(third south pillar facing east) - a decorative motif (second north pillar, facing west)

- a divided shield-like motif and an unidentified - floral/plant ornamentation (the arch between the
wavy motif (second south pillar facing west) second and third north pillars)

Vault IV Vault IV 

- rib ornamentation - rib ornamentation

- a monk, a devil and a cross (west cell) - a cross (east cell)

- text ora pro nobis (north cell) - letters Band A (?) (east cell)

- text [ave] Maria (east cell) - a cross and a rooster (west cell)

- text Sancta Mar[ia] - a cross (north cell)

(south wall, partially in the south cell) - a cross and a St. John's Arms (south cell)

- two human characters - a divided shield-like motif and a coat of arms (?)

(south wall, west side of the window) (fourth north pillar, facing east)

- a divided shield-like motif - a decorative motif (fourth north pillar, facing west)

(south wall, east side of the window)

- a ship ( east window niche, south wall) Vault V 

- letter M (top stone) - plant motifs in the vault top

- a divided shield-like motif and a decorative motif
- rib ornamentation

(the fourth south pillar, facing east) - a cross (east cell)

- a divided shield-like motif with a creature lurking - a cross and two long-legged birds (east cell)

behind it, and a triskele - fragmented tree (west wall)

(the third south pillar, facing west) - plant/floral ornament

(south window niche, west wall window)

Vault V 
- plant/floral ornament

- rib ornamentation
(north window niche, west wall window)

- a cross (west cell)

- a monk and a building (west wall)

- swastika-pelta (south wall)

- a long-legged bird and a rosette (east cell)

- a cross ( the top of the west wall window niche)

- a cross and a man in a praying position (south cell)

- ornamental motif (fifth north "pillar", facing east)

- a decorative motif (fourth north pillar, facing west)

- a decorative motif (fifth south "pillar", facing east)
North aisle 

- a tree and two horned animals, a letter I (?) Chancel vault/Vault I 

(fourth south pillar, facing west) - rib decoration

- small circle divided into four parts (west cell)
Central aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I Vault II 

- rib ornamentation - rib ornamentation

- small circle divided into four parts ( east cell)

Vault II 

- rib ornamentation Vault III 

- heart motifs - rib decoration

Vault III - small crosses in the vault top

- ornamental motifs in the vault top - a cross (east cell)

- a ship, tools or instruments ( east cell) - a small labyrinth ( east cell, close to the top stone)

- St. john's Arms (east cell) - a fragment ( east cell)

- a man playing a long wind-instrument (west cell) - a cross (west cell)

- a soldier (?), a labyrinth and a rosette (north cell) - a coat of arms of Olaus Magni (north cell)
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- a human character with two objects

(a whip and a purse?) in his hands (south cell)

- St. Lawrence, a rosette, two stars

(north window, on the west side of the window)

- an interlaced motif

(north wall, west side of the window)

- a fragment (north wall, west side of the window)

- an interlaced rosette, a fragmented entanglement,

a slar (north wall, east side of the window)

Vault IV 

- rib ornamentation

- a small smiling face

(south cell, close to the top stone)

- a face of Christ ( east cell)

- a small circular motif (east cell)

- a rosette (west cell)

- a cross (south cell)

- a crowned human

(north wall, partially on the north cell)

- a ship (north wall, west side of the window)

- a labyrinth

(north wall, east side of the north window)

VaultV 

- rib ornamentation

- a decorative circular motif (east cell)

- a cross (west cell)

- a circle motif (north cell)

- two crosses (south cell)

- a ship with 5-7 crewmembers (north wall)

- a tree (north wall)

- the face of Christ and a chalice (north wall)

- a fox with a bird/fish attached to its tail (north wall)

- a labyrinth-like fragment (north wall)

- a long-legged bird and a fox attached to its tail

(west wall)

4.4. Hollola church 

The paintings in Hollola church 

Tue church of Hollola has been dated to the period 

of between 1495 and 1510 and the construction may 

have been based on a votive promise.618 There are two

618 Hiekkanen 1994, 76; 2007, 297. Ake Göransson Tott speaks of a new 
church in Hollola in his letter dated the ninth of February 1516. 
FMU 5871. Sinisalo 1985, 93-95; Pirinen 2000, 14-15. 
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medieval painting series in the church. They were pos

sibly white-washed in the 165Os, in 1764 and in the 

184Os, and revealed and restored in 1908. Tue church 

was repaired completely in 1934 and the paintings 

were again revealed and restored.619 Tue first paintings

(group A) were made in the nave after the vaulting in 

the beginning of the sixteenth century by a group of 

church builders.620 Tue next set of paintings (group B)

was executed maybe a decade or so later by a group 

of professionally trained painters, possibly between 

1510 and 1520, or a bit later, mainly in the porch but 

also in the nave. These paintings in the nave consist 

of a fragmented painting above the sacristy door and 

another fragmented painting in the exterior recess of 

the south wall.621 There are additional paintings in the

porch among the group B paintings that consist mainly 

of garlands and a painted date 1568, maybe pointing 

to the time of the execution of the additional paint 

work.622

Tue paintings in the nave consist of consecration 

crosses, simple crosses and human faces in the consoles, 

and paintings in the chancel vaults. Tue majority of the 

painting was directed to the chancel that covers the 

first and second vaults of the south and north aisle. All 

the vaults are 16-celled ring-star vaults. In the chancel 

area the vaults are mainly decorated with painted rib 

and arch work, and the consoles with different human 

faces and masks. Tue consoles in the rest of the nave 

have been added with simple crosses that slightly vary 

in shape. They have been painted with red paint. Tue 

overall decoration is relatively scarce but elegant and 

the emphasis of the chancel is evident. 

Tue arches between the third and second vaults of the 

south and north aisle and the second and first vaults of 

the south and north aisles have been emphasised with 

diagonal colour bands. Tue colours in the current day 

condition are mainly light red, blackish grey and light 

grey. Tue ribs in the chancel vaults have been painted 

with varying oblique and chequered colour bands. Tue 

white parts of the chequered ribs are further decorated 

with small <lots in the middle. Tue arches between the 

south and north aisle are equally painted with oblique 

pattern but in a slightly different manner. In these 

619 Frankenhaeuser 1911, l; Riska 1985, 124-125; Kronqvist 1937, 68, 
72. About the paintings in the porch, Mattila 1984, 16-30.

620 Hiekkanen 2007, 297-298. In his article of 1911, Frankenhaeuser
speculated that some of the paintings in the nave, especially those
painted in the consoles, were not skilful enough to be the work of a
trained painter rather than a common construction worker. Frank
enhaeuser 1911, 3-4.

621 The painting above the sacristy door depicts two angels with a mon
strance, and the painting in the exterior recess shows a star and a 
halo. 

622 Hiekkanen has seen stylistic similarities between the group B paint
ings and those in Jnkoo, Hattula and Rauma. Hiekkanen 2007, 298.



100 The second vault of the south aisle of Hollola. 

arches the oblique colour bands outline the arches. Tue 

junction of the walls and vaults is emphasised with red 

paint. 

A depiction of a face has been painted above the 

arch between the third and the second vaults of the 

south aisle facing west. Tue composition is simple, 

yet interesting. lt consists merely of a round head, 

two round eyes, a thin nose and a small mouth that is 

open. Tue cheeks have been emphasised with red paint. 

Tue neck and shoulders have been painted by using a 

triangle-shape. Furth er, there are two pointy exten -

sions protruding from the character's head that most 

likely are meant to imply horns. Thus the figure would 

be seen as a representation of a devil eyeing the con -

gregation. Another facial depiction has been painted 

above the arch between the third and the second vaults 

of the north aisle facing west. Here the painting con -

sists only of a face that is also painted round. Tue facial 

features are slightly more detailed and composed of 

the main elements: eyes, nose, mouth and cheeks. Tue 

ears seem to have been also painted. Tue whole face 

has been circled with red paint that gives a halo-like 

impression. Thus the motif could represent a saint but 

there are no identifying details or attributes to tel1 any 

more. Tue face of Christ has been painted above the 

arch between the second and first vaults facing west. 

Tue facial features consist of almond-shaped eyes, eye

brows, an elegant nose and almond-shaped mouth. Tue 

chin is somewhat curiously divided into two parts that 

possibly is meant to indicate the beard. Tue halo is the 

typical cross halo of Christ. 

In the second vault of the south aisle the paintings 

consist mainly of rib decoration (Fig. 100). In addition, 

a simple curlicue has been painted in the high points 

of arches on both sides of the rib. In the east cell two 

faces have been painted inside each curlicue. Tue faces 

are almost identical and executed with very little detail

ing. Tue head is tear-shaped and the chin is pointy. 

Eyes, nose, mouth and cheeks have only been painted. 

A small detail in one of the south-east ribs includes a 

small square-shaped colour field that has been painted 

as extending from the rib to the cell. A similar detail 

is also in the second vault of the north aisle and in the 

first vault of the south aisle. 
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101 Details in the first vault of the south aisle of Hollola. Letter O for omega inside the bottom left-hand ring. 

Tue five rings in the ribs have been painted consist

ently. Astar motif has been painted in the inner part of 

the ring and "outlined" symmetrically with six heart

shaped motifs and small dots between them. Tue inner 

part of the top stone ring has been painted in a slightly 

varying manner using a motif that looks like a simple 

human face. lt has also been surrounded by the hearts 

that continue to seven of the eight ribs. Tue hearts have 

been placed in pairs on the sides of the ribs and the top 

parts of the ribs have been painted with either one or 

two simple longitudinal paint lines. In a few instances 

the hearts extend slightly to the cell. 

Tue first vault of the south aisle has been painted in 

a similar manner (Fig. 101). A small mask with round 

eyes, eyebrows, nose, mouth and a beard has been 

painted in the lowest part of the outermost rib in the 

south wall (Fig. 102). Tue high points of arches have 

been emphasised with the curlicue pattern seen already 

in the second vault. Tue rings in the ribs of the first 

vault are here all slightly different. Tue inner part of 

the ring in the top of the vault has been decorated with 

a letter O and the ring itself with a chequered pattern 

and dots. A small heart has been painted in the junc-
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ture of the ribs and the ring and every other heart has 

been embellished with a dot. A small depiction of a 

face has been painted inside the south side ring. Tue 

facial features consist of big eyes, a nose and possibly a 

beard. Tue mouth seems to have been composed using 

the hole inside the ring in a similar manner to many 

of the painted faces around ventilation holes in other 

Nordic countries and West Europe. Tue chin is painted 

as cloven in two, similar to the facies Christi motif. 

Further, the inside of the ring has been decorated with 

a chequered pattern and rest of the ring with a slightly 

elongated wedge pattern. Tue inner part of the ring on 

the opposing side is decorated with four diamonds that 

together make up a cross-shape pattern. Tue ring has 

been decorated with wedges and a heart that has been 

added to the junction of the north side rib and the ring. 

A star-shaped motif with <lots between the points is in 

the inner part of the east ring, decorated with elongated 

wedges. A small heart has been outlined but not filled 

with paint on the junction of the east side rib and the 

ring. Tue inner part of the west ring has been divided 

into four parts and each part has been decorated with a 

small heart. Tue ring itself has been painted using both 



102 Ribs in the south wall of Hollola with a cross and a face. 

103 First vault of the north aisle of Hollola. 
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104 Second vault of the north aisle of Hollola. 

the chequered pattern and the wedge pattern. Here a 

small heart has been painted on the juncture of the 

west side rib and the ring. In addition, a greyish colour 

band has been painted between two ribs in the south

west corner of the vault. 

Tue first vault of the north aisle is consistently painted 

(Fig. 103). Here also the high points of arches have been 

decorated with the simple curlicue pattern. Two carica

tured faces in profile have been added inside the pattern 

in the east cell (Fig. 110). Tue inner part of the central 

ring of the vault has been decorated with the initial A. 

Tue ring has been decorated with a chequered pattern 

with six small hearts on the inner side of the ring and a 

chequered pattern on the outer side of the ring as well. 

Inside the north ring is a simple six-pointed star. Tue 

inner part of the ring has been outlined with a thin 

striped pattern, and the whole ring has further been 

painted with stripes. A six-pointed star is also inside 

the opposing south ring but here small <lots have been 

painted above each point. An additional heart-shape 

seems to have been painted inside the ring and the rest 

of the ring is striped. A small heart has been painted 

on the juncture of the south rib and the ring. Here the 

heart is merely outlined and not filled with paint. A 

six-pointed star has been painted on the east ring and 

short strokes have been added between the points. Tue 

star has been encircled with the striped pattern, and 
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the whole ring has also been decorated with stripes. A 

similar star has been painted on the opposing ring. Here 

the inner part of the ring is also encircled with a cheq

uered pattern and <lots while the ring itself has been 

striped. 

There are also three faces painted on the lowest part 

of the ribs on the north wall, in the north-west corner. 

These grinning faces are quite simple yet expressive. 

Tue facial features have been composed with round 

eyes and a nose that is mainly a stroke of colour. Tue 

cheeks have been emphasised with red. Tue mouths 

have been painted as turning heavily downwards and 

also teeth seem to have been painted. All the faces are 

further depicted with a beard, as it seems. 

In the second vault of the north aisle the painting 

work continues mainly in the same way with small 

detailing (Fig. 104). Again the high points of arches 

have been decorated with the curlicue pattern. Tue 

inner part of the central ring has been decorated with 

a star and outlined so that the composition turns itself 

to a flower-like motif. Tue spaces between the petals 

have been used in order to compose a heart-shape that 

continues to the inside part of the ring. Tue top of the 

ring has been painted with a zigzag that emphasises the 

star-shape. Dots have been painted between the points. 

Tue heart used in the inner part also continues to two 

of the ribs where the hearts have been painted in pairs 

on the sides of the north and south side ribs in a similar 

manner to in the second vault of the south aisle. Tue 

inner parts of the four other rings in the vaults have 

been decorated with simple stars and strokes between 

the points. Tue inner parts have been further encir

cled with a zigzag-patterned band. All the rings are 

also striped. In this vault, in the south-west corner, a 

square-shaped colour band has been painted extending 

from the rib on the cell. This manner of "painting over 

the architecture" is the same seen also in the first and 

second vaults of the south aisle. 

There are different faces painted on the east pillar 

(Figs. 107 and 108). There is only one face on the lowest 

part of the rib in the south side. Tue head is oval

shaped and quite heavily contoured. Tue facial features 

are composed of round eyes, emphasised cheeks, a 

nose that seems to be an extension of the contour of the 

head, and a mouth. There are more faces painted on the 

other side of the pillar, four altogether. They have been 

painted on the lowest parts of the rib and one on the rib 

console. Two of the faces have been painted in profile, 

and two from the front. Starting from left, the first 

face is depicted from the front and it consists of round 

head, eyebrows, almond-shaped eyes and a mouth. An 

interesting feature is the two horn-like extensions that 

protrude from the head. Tue treatment of the facial fea

tures is very much the same as in the faces of Christ 



105 Letter Hin the sacristy vault of Hollola. 

and in the small face inside the ring in the first ring 

vault of the south aisle. 

Tue second face from the left has been painted 

in profile and is quite caricature-like. lt consists of a 

heavily emphasised forehead, an eye, a pointy nose, a 

chin, and a tongue sticking out. There is also a heart 

painted under the profile. Tue third face from the left 

has also been painted in profile. lt also consists of an 

emphasised forehead, an eye, a longish nose, lips, and 

a chin. Tue fourth face on the rib console has been 

painted from the front. Tue shape of the head is round, 

and the facial features consist of small eyes, a nose, and 

a mouth that seems to be wide open. Tue cheeks have 

been emphasised with paint. Tue entire head has been 

outlined with strokes that could imply hair. Some of 

the strokes have been painted under the mouth, thus 

giving the impression of a beard. But, the strokes could 

also be seen as representing rays. There is also a cross 

with a cross-line painted in each arm under the motif. 

Tue porch vault has been painted in a similar 

manner as the vaults in the nave. Painted chequered 

pattern, wedges and stripes emphasise the ribs. Tue 

inside of the ring in the vault top has been decorated 

with a letter H. Tue ring itself is striped with small <lots 

on the unpainted stripes. Tue heart motif can also be 

seen here, and small hearts have been painted on the 

juncture of each rib and the ring (Fig. 105). 

The visual plan in Hollola church 

Tue general impression of the paintings in the nave 

of Hollola is congruent and harmonious. Tue overall 

decoration feels relatively disciplined although some 

variation has been achieved with small detailing. In 

this respect, each painted vault seems to look the same 

at first glance but turns out to be slightly different from 

the rest. Tue paintwork is careful and the emphasis 

seems to be in the details. Tue painting decoration 

seems planned with the emphasis on the accentuation 

of the chancel area. There is also a very subtle differ

ence between the first vaults and the second vaults of 

both aisles. Tue decoration of the rings in the second 

vault of the south aisle is also a bit different from the 

rings in the other vaults. lt seems that the painters 

have worked in order to create a whole since the vault 
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106 Facies Christi (Jace of Christ) in Hollola, above the arch in the second vault of the north aisle. 

in the porch has also been painted. The paintings have 

mainly been executed in the context of the architec

ture. Still, in a few instances the architecture has been 

"transgressed''. so to speak. This applies mainly to those 

few paint strokes that extend from the ribs to the cells. 

In some cases the decoration on the ribs also extends 

slightly to the cells. This manner of "painting over" the 

rib has also been used in Karjaa church where blue 

paint stroke extends from the rib to the west cell of the 

first vault of the north aisle. 

The paintings in Hollola consist mainly of empha

sised ribs and arches, the curlicue motif on the high 

points of arches, of small stars and hearts in the rings 

in the vaults, crosses on the rib consoles, and different 

faces painted in varying places. The face is most varied 

in its use: it has been painted above the arches, inside 

the ring in the vault, in the lowest part of the ribs or in 

the cells inside the curlicue motif. The ribs, the rings, 

the arches and the high points of arches have been 

emphasised in a conventional manner in the chancel 

vaults. The curlicue pattern above the highest points 

of the arches is very simple and possibly some kind of 

"adaptation" of a lily motif that has been reduced to 
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mere leaves. The curlicue pattern appears frequently in 

wall paintings. There is variation in its form and usage; 

the motif mainly appears painted on the both sides of 

the ribs at the highest points of arches. Sometimes the 

motif has been used several times in order to "outline" 

the ribs. 623 

The dominant motif in Hollola is the face, painted 

onto the vaults, walls and pillars. The most recognis

able face is that of Christ, facies Christ, painted above 

the arch between the first and second vaults of the 

north aisle. The face of Christ was often painted in a 

place where it was easily seen and this seems to be the 

case in Hollola as well, although the image itself is not 

very big in size (Fig. 106). The face of Christ could still 

operate as an image of indulgence, although it does 

not necessarily invite the viewer to look on in a direct 

manner.624 There is a distance between the image and 

the viewer that could also be strategic. In Hollola, 

623 This type of rib decoration appears often in the Danish murermes

terbemalinger. 
624 Edgren sees the facies Christi in Hollola mainly as an image of indul

gence. Edgren 2000a, 96. 



it seems, the placing of the motif in the chancel area 

may have also been due to the association with the 

Eucharist. Thus the image is close to the altar where the 

Eucharistie transubstantiation took place. Tue groups 

working in the fifteenth century have used the face of 

Christ in Korppoo, Maaria and Nousiainen but the face 

in Hollola seems to be the only one among the image

making of the workshops of the sixteenth century. Tue 

face of Christ appears among the paintings made by 

professionally trained painters around 1500 and 1510 

in Hattula, Kumlinge, Naantali and Pyhtää and in this 

respect seems to be conventional in its use in Hollo

la.625 Hanna Pirinen has highlighted the Eucharistie

connections in the interior design of Hollola but in 

the case of the painting decoration this possibility is 

far from explicit.626 Tue face of Christ above the arch

of the second vault of the north aisle can naturally be 

examined in the Eucharistie context and in the context 

of the late medieval tendencies of stressing the visual 

experience of the divine. 627

Tue other faces in Hollola are more multiform. 

Tue faces on the ribs of Hollola follow a conventional 

formula because it was quite typical to place depictions 

of different faces on the ribs. 628 Tue first face on the

rib of the east pillar is depicted with two thin exten -

sions protruding from the head. Tue composition of 

the image slightly resembles some of the depictions of 

a fool or a jester with the typical fool's headgear - the 

ears of an ass. In the case of Hollola it is not easy to say 

whether the extensions in the head are meant to depict 

the fool's headgear or horns. 

Tue fourth mask on the rib consoles somehow 

seems to imitate those painted around ventilation 

holes for the mouth has been painted gaping open. 

lt is difficult to say whether the face was intended to 

depict something specific and whether such strokes are 

merely meant to depict facial hair, such as the beard 

and hair (Fig. 107). Tue strokes or rays painted around 

the face seem to have been a relatively typical visual 

feature especially in the faces among the Danish wall 

paintings. 629 Some of the fifteenth century paintings in

625 Immonen 2005, 80. 
626 Pirinen 2000, 22. 
627 Clark 2007, 167-168. Also, the motif above the sacristy door is 

Eucharistie in its content but belongs to a different painting group 
(group B paintings) than the other paintings in the nave. 

628 In Karjaa two small faces have been painted on the rib consoles. 
Similar faces appear for example in Hedemora church (Dalarna, 
SW) from around 1500. A different depiction in Skerike church 
(Västmanland, SW), also from around 1500, shows a man in profile 
pinching his nose. The motif has been painted on the rib console. In 
Ebeltoft church (Arhus, DK, 1512) the lowest parts of the ribs have 
been decorated with simple facial features. 

629 For example in Stege St. Hans (Roskilde, DK, c. 1495) several differ
ent faces with short ray-like strokes have been painted in the vaults. 

107 A face on the north side of the first pillar of Hollola. 

Nousiainen and Korppoo have also been outlined in a 

similar fashion. 

Tue second face on the rib of the east pillar has 

been painted in profile and with a tongue sticking out. 

Similar caricatured faces painted in profile have been 

used among wall paintings but also in manuscripts, 

often as part of the text. Tue tongue sticking out is com -

monly associated with derision, blasphemy and the 

obscene, although it can have other meanings assigned 

to it as well. Tue tongue sticking out might perhaps 

imply the evils of the tongue, such as blasphemy and 

gossip that one has to avoid.630 Since its placement

was in the chancel area it was probably not seen by the 

parishioners and thus it did not operate in a moralis

ing manner for them. Maybe the image operated in 

an apotropaic sense as a form of derision towards the 

devil. An interesting detail is the small heart painted 

under the face. Is it meant to be understood in the same 

context as the hearts in the vaults, implying something 

specific, and placed specifically under a certain face? 

Tue other face in profile is not gesticulating but the 

facial features are nevertheless relatively exaggerated. 

Tue nose is long and the jutting lips have been empha-

630 Jones 2002, 115; Stanbury 2008, 154; Camille 2002, 81. 
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108 A face in the south side rib of the first pillar, Hollola. 

sised with red paint. There are also two similar faces in 

profile in the first vault of the north aisle, painted inside 

the curlicue pattern just above the junction of the east 

wall and vault. 

Tue face in the south side rib of the east pillar resem

bles a soldier's head (Fig. 108). lt is more static com

pared to the other, expressive faces on the other side of 

the pillar. Tue faces in the north wall have a somewhat 

similar grimace - the corners of the mouths turned 

down. Their appearance is expressive, almost fierce. 

Their manner of execution is somewhat different to 

those painted on the ribs, perhaps due to a different 

painter. There is some resemblance with the "soldier's" 

head in the east pillar, although it has been painted in a 

more robust manner using both red and greenish/dark 

greyish paint while the three faces on the north wall 

have been painted merely using red paint. Tue brush 

work is more slender. Tue bearded face in the south 

wall rib is likewise expressive. lt also seems to be gri

macing. 

There is a face painted above the arch between the 

second and the third vault of the north aisle. Tue face is 
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looking west, towards the congregation. lt is difficult to 

say if the face is supposed to depict someone specific, 

a saint for example (Fig. 109). Tue halo-like composi

tion painted around the head would indicate that. In 

a sense the placing of the face in a similar place as the 

face of Christ and the devil might have something to do 

with showing a rank, so to speak. But, since there are 

no attributes or other identifying details, conclusions 

concerning the possible identity of the face are difficult 

to make. According to Vesa Immonen the face could 

also be a depiction of facies Christi.631 This would not 

be exceptional since also in Maaria two faces of Christ 

have been painted in sequential vaults. But in Hollola 

the halo is different and not the typical cross-halo of 

Christ. 

631 There are also objects found from Hollola church with the facies 

motif. The face appears eight times in the chalice from the 1490s. 

The wooden inlay of the choir stalls (1490-1500) shows the face of 

Christ inside a medallion. Immonen 2005, 80-81; Nordman 1980, 
19-21.



109 A face above the arch between the second and the third vault of the north aisle, Hollola. 

A small face has been painted inside the ring of the 

second vault of the south aisle. lt seems that the hole 

inside the ring was the hole for the bell rope and the face 

has been painted around it. In Danish research similar 

faces are usually called vrcengemasker and they have 

most commonly been painted around ventilation holes. 

As their mouths have usually been composed around 

the ventilation hole, the typical feature of vrcenge

masker is the open mouth, even in the cases when they 

are not painted around actual holes. Entrances could 

be seen as dangerous intersections between the inner 

and outer and thus they had to be protected somehow. 

Vrcengemasker have also been seen as connoting some

thing obscene, blasphemous or devilish for "decent" 

people were not usually depicted with their mouths 

open.632 Tue mouth was a powerful but also danger

ous liminal zone, "a hole in the crucial barrier between 

6
3

2 TI1ere are exceptions though. In Vallensved church (DK) at least a 

monk, a bishop and a king have been painted around the ventilation 

holes so that the hole becomes their mouths that are thus open. 

inside and outside".633 Thus the faces painted around 

such holes would "scare away" anything that could try 

to penetrate inside the church through these holes.634 

In general, the faces have been painted as "outlin -

ing" the chancel area so the function may be to protect 

it (Fig. 111). As mentioned in the connection of Fin

ström, the faces have generally been associated with 

protection and apotropaia. There is also consistency in 

the execution of the faces but also variation mainly in 

the appearance of the individual faces. 

Tue horned figure in the third vault of the south aisle 

is most likely a depiction of a devil in a simple, yet fairly 

recognisable form (Fig. 112). In Hollola the little devil 

has been painted just outside the chancel area and it 

seems to be observing the congregation. Tue placing 

seems intentional; the congregation was undoubtedly 

able to see the motif and react to its presence. 

Tue heart motif, although late medieval in its use, 

is fairly rare among wall paintings in the Diocese of 

6
33 Camille 1994c, 70. 

6
34 S0ndergaard 1999, 172-173, 189-197. 
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110 Faces in the ribs in Hollola, north wa/1. 

Turku. 635 lt has been used in the second vault in the 

central aisle of Maaria but the manner of executing 

the hearts is not really similar in terms of form and 

placing.636 Tue heart in its most common use can be 

connected to Passion symbolism. Sometimes the heart 

symbolised the heart of Jesus and as such it was com

monly depicted with the instruments of torture or 

Christ in the Mass of St. Gregory. Occasionally the suf 

fering of Christ was represented with a heart placed 

inside a crown of thorns and pierced by a lance. 637 

6
35 Lars Pettersson has presumed that the heart-motif used in Hollola 

resembles the coat of arms of the regent Sten Sture who resided in 
Häme in 1484 and 1504. The coat of arms consists of three water-lily 
leaves. Pettersson suspects that the deliberate enhancement of the 
hearts in Hollola might be meant to represent the water-lilies in Sten 
Sture's arms. Pettersson continues that the hearts in Salo and Hollola 
could be decorative motifs of the coats of arms without the shield. 
Pettersson implies that the water-lilies/hearts in Hollola and Salo 
would be a kind of elegant enhancement of the position of Sten Sture 
in the affairs of undertaking and financing the church of Hollola 
and the re-building of Salo. FMU 3988; FMU 4949. Pettersson 1987, 
391-393. This interpretation is, however, wholly dependent on the
interpretation of the hearts as water-lilies. 

636 In the late-medieval wooden church of Salo a heart is carved on the
eastern console of the east-south pillar. The church was possibly 
built soon after 1496 and the incised console images were made by 
the builders. Pettersson 1987, 396-404.

637 In Stege St. Hans (Diocese of Roskilde, DK) one of the human char
acters is depicted with a heart-ornate lance and S0ndergaard has
suggested that the motif could refer to one of the tortures of Christ.
S0ndergaard 1999, 199. 
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Also the wounds in his hands and feet could have been 

painted and the motif thus referred to the fi.ve wounds 

of Christ. Tue fi.ve wounds of Christ was a Eucharis

tie motif but it is unclear whether the hearts in Hollola 

bear any similar symbolism. Robert Smalley has sug

gested in the case of the heart motif in Danish churches 

that it could be based on their personal devotion, that 

they have "given their hearts to God".638 Tue heart can 

also be a purely decorative motif in Hollola. Heart

shaped leaves have been often used in different medi

eval visual media and in wall paintings. Its usage in this 

respect seems to have been somewhat popular in the 

North in the early sixteenth century.639 

Tue letters A and O in the rings of the chancel vaults 

most likely refer to alfa and omega, meaning the begin

ning and the end, declaring the eternal nature of Christ 

and God, and often seen in connection with Majestas 

Domini. Thus the letters would have Christological 

signifi.cance. Usually the O is in its Greek form, w, but 

in Hollola in Latin form. However, this was not com -

pletely exceptional. Also the placing of the letters in 

the chancel is quite conventional. Tue letter H has been 

interpreted as the fi.rst letter of the Swedish word hjälp, 

help, and in this sense it could perhaps be seen as a 

part of a prayer.640 Or, then the paintings could also 

have a votive nature. Tue letter can naturally refer to 

something else. 

*** 

Tue visual idiom of the workshop operating in Hollola 

seem to put emphasis on the decorative aspects, on 

nuancing and protecting the chancel and underline in 

a very subtle way the position of Christ. Tue paint

work is very disciplined, structured, and cohesive and 

in this respect it has a connection with the degree of 

completion of the church building, since in the major-

638 TI1is is the case for example in Lomborg, N0rre Lern, Dybe, T0rring, 
Ferring and Hygum. Robert Smalley classifies the painters as local 
handicraft painters and it is slightly unsure whether these paintings 
should be seen as mu,-ermesterbemalinger. Smalley 1992, 148-149. 

639 Tue heart-shape has been used in several occasions in Danish wall 
paintings, and also among murermeste,-bemalinger. In Ryslinge 
church (Odense, DK) hearts or heart-shaped leaves have been 
painted onto the junctures of the ribs and the ring in the vault top. 
In Hjerm church (Ribe, DK) a heart motif has been painted onto the 
ribs and in the cells between the ribs of the keystone. In some of the 
Danish churches, painted around 1500 apparently by some level of 
handicraft painters, the heart motif has been painted in the chancel 
area. The heart motif has also been used in the vault of Skive Gamle 
Kirke (Viborg, DK, 1522). TI1e heart-shaped motif appears also in 
Sweden. For example in Hagebyhöga (Östergötland, SW, the first half 
of the fifteenth century) a leaf motif used in the vaults and top stones 
resembles a heart. 

64
0 Riska 1985, 127-128. Such texts in painted form were not uncom

mon and the word "help" has been painted for example in Ryslinge 
church (Odense, DK, c. 1479) under the word IESVS. 



111 Faces in the first vault of the south aisle of Hol/ola. 

ity of cases the completed churches were also those 

decorated with a cohesive set of paintings. Tue picto

rial plan has been to emphasise the chancel while the 

only paintings in the nave are the crosses painted on 

the south and north walls. Tue porch vault seems to 

have been painted by the same workshop. Tue empha

sis is on structuring the architecture. Tue paintings in 

the chancel have subtle but theological implications. 

Tue alpha and the omega seem to refer to the eternal 

nature of Christ (and God). Whether the hearts in 

the vaults should be seen as referring to the heart and 

thus the Passion of Christ, seems to be an interpreta

tion slightly too bold. Tue facies motif, however, is a 

Passion motif with some connections to the Eucha

rist as the placement in the immediate proximity 

to the chancel would seem to imply. Hanna Pirinen 

has noted that there are many aspects in the inte

rior of Hollola that refer to Corpus Christi devotion. 

Tue two dominant figures in the crux of the whole 

process seem to have been Magnus Särkilax (Maunu 

III Särkilahti) and Knut Posse who apparently was the 

main financier of the church. There undoubtedly were 

other persons or communities involved in the financ

ing and the different chancel furnishings in Hollola 

may have especially been a result of a planned dona

tion politics.641 This raises questions whether the 

paintings in the chancel area could also be seen as a 

result of a donation. 642 Pirinen has further suggested 

that religious matters seem to have been of great 

importance in Knut Posse's personal life. His reli

gious interest may have been highly influenced by the 

Bridgettine devotion.643 Knut Posse was also a member 

in the guild of Corpus Christi in Stockholm. 644 Thus, 

6
41 Sinisalo 1985, 93-95; Pirinen 2000, 14-22. 

642 lt has been occasionally suggested that the minimal and "primitive"

decoration in the nave is a result of the lost interest of the leading 

figures in the construction process of the church. For example Tove 

Riska has implied that this is the only way to explain the paintings. 

She has also suggested that the paintings in the nave could also have 

been some kind of temporary decoration executed by local men 

during a respite from the construction works, or a solution to the 

economic situation. She still acknowledged the idea of theological 

advisors in the composition of the paintings. Riska 1985, 126; Riska 

1987, 178. 
643 Pirinen 2000, 16, 27.
644 Pirinen 2000, 14-22; FMU 6725. 
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112 A devil in Hollola, above the arch in the third vault of the south aisle. 

it could be possible that the facies motif in Hollola, as 

being popular among the Bridgettines, had something 

to do with Knut Posse's personal devotion and its visual 

manifestation in Hollola. 

Tue small devil in above the arch in the south aisle 

is interesting as the workshops have used devil motifs 

very rarely in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries; 

only in Hollola and Maaria. In Hollola the use of the 

motif may be in connection with the increase of dia

bolic imagery among wall paintings made by profes

sionally trained painters in the beginning of the six

teenth century in the Diocese.645 Late medieval dia

bolic imagery stressed the active role of the devil in the 

everyday goings of humans, such as milking or horse 

marketing. Thus the devil did not even Jet the parishio

ers be inside the church. In Hollola the devil's face has 

been placed closed to the entrance to porch. Thus the 

6
45 Tue only paintings depicting devils in the Diocese in the fifteenth 

century are in the churches of Maaria, Kalanti and Taivassalo. 
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devil was there observing the congregation when they 

came in and when they went out. Tue image would thus 

play its part in the social control of the community and 

behaviour in the public sphere. 

Tue face has been a popular motif in the visual 

idiom of the different workshops, used relatively often 

in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Of the six -

teenth century groups the workshop that operated in 

Tyrvää and Messukylä has used the motif in both of 

these churches. lt would seem that in Hollola it has 

mainly functioned in a protective manner. 

Tue amount of painters in Hollola is difficult to deci

sively say. lt is possible that the work is clone by one 

painter since no clear stylistic or skill-based differences 

stand out. There is some variation in the faces painted 

so it is possible that there has been more than one 

painter executing them. But, as the differences are not 

very distinctive, it is equally possible that one painter 

has made all the masks. 



HOLLOLA 

Nave 

South aisle 

Chancel vault/Vault I 

- rib ornamentation

- star- and flower-like motifs inside the rings

in the ribs

- a small face inside a ring in the rib

- a letter O in the too ring stone

- a face and a cross in the lower part of the ribs

(south wall)

- a face in the rib of the first eastern pillar

(facing south)

Vault II 

- rib ornamentations

- star- and heart-like motifs inside the rings in the

ribs, heart-like motifs on the ribs

- two small faces inside a curlicue pattern (above

the arch between the I and II vaults, facing west)

Vault III 

- a face of a small devil (above the arch between the

II and III vaults, facing west)

North aisle 

Chancel vault/vault I 

- rib ornamentation

- star-like motifs inside the rings in the ribs

- a letter A in the top ring stone

- two profile faces inside a curlicue pattern

(the lower part of the rib, above the east wall)

- three faces and a cross

(in the lower parts of the ribs, north wall)

- four faces in the ribs of the first eastern pillar

(facing north)

Vault II 

- rib ornamentation

- star- and flower-like motifs inside the rings

in the ribs

- the face of Christ

(the arch between the I and II vaults, facing west)

Vault III 

- a face with a halo (the arch between the II and the

III vaults, facing west)

Sacristv 

- rib ornamentation

- letter H in the top stone

5. SEEING A SYSTEM

Based on chapters 3 and 4, this section aims to discuss 

the different workshops and their image-making in the 

Diocese of Turku in the fifteenth and sixteenth centu

ries. With this I hope to outline the constituent parts of 

the visual idiom of the makers. 

5.1. Workshops and visual idioms in the 
Diocese of Turku 

Finished churches 

Uusimaa 

Tue most consistent work being made was at the 

churches of Uusimaa by the workshops of Pernaja 

(Pernaja, Porvoo, Sipoo, Helsinki parish and Pyhtää) 

and Karjaa between the 1430s and the 1470s. Tue paint

ing series were executed in completely finished churches 

according to a plan. Tue workshop of Pernaja seemed to 

have largely relied on the same stock of visual material 

but used them in varying ways depending on the church 

and on the maker. Tue main motifs are the embryonic 

bud-like palmette, the garland, different humans and 

animals, ships and labyrinths. A distinctive feature to 

the paintings in Pernaja and to the whole workshop is 

that clearly Christian religious motifs - saints, face of 
Christ, crosses, etc. - have not been used. This is not a 

strict rule, since in Porvoo a human figure in the vault 

of the north aisle has been depicted with a halo. Tue 

emphasis on garlands and floral motifs is not excep

tional and among many professionally made paintings 

in the Diocese the emphasis is equally on the garlands 

and other plants, as in Hammarland (1470s).646 

Tue visual idiom of the group can be best examined 

in the churches of Pernaja and Sipoo as here the paint

ings are least fragmented. Tue image-making of the 

group seems to have been relatively similar in Pernaja 

and Sipoo but due to the differences in style, it seems 

that the painter has not been the same. Tue majority 

of the vaults in these two churches have been painted, 

that would imply that the plan in paintwork has been 

to decorate the vaults completely. This may have been 

the plan in all the churches. In Sipoo the humans and 

animals are small and some of them are not easily 

detectable from the vegetation. In some instances small 

animals have been placed inside the lyre-shaped and 

sun-like motifs. In Pernaja the figures, on the other 

hand, are much larger and done in a detailed manner. 

In both churches the different visual parts especially in 

the vaults seem to constitute a visual whole. Tue general 

646 
Hiekkanen 2007, 383. 
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impression of the paintwork in these two churches 

is clearly different. In Porvoo the painters have also 

used garlands especially in the chancel and other floral 

motifs in the vault but the manner of compiling the 

vault decoration is only similar to Pernaja and Sipoo in 

the chancel vault. Otherwise in Porvoo the floral motifs 

do not cover the vault in a similar manner to Pernaja 

and Sipoo. lt nevertheless seems that all the vaults may 

have been painted. This may have taken place in Hel

sinki parish as weil, although here the destruction of 

the paintings obstructs conclusive analysis. Perhaps 

the decoration in the nave has resembled that in Sipoo 

with !arge lyre-shaped motifs and slender garlands 

covering the vaults. lt is not known whether there has 

been human or animal motifs included among the 

foliage and if so, how would this have this been done. lt 

could have been done in a very subtle way as in Sipoo 

since no fragments of human figures appear among the 

tracings. lt is also possible that humans and animals, 

and other such motifs, were not included to the visual 

scheme in the first place. The situation in Pyhtää is not 

as clear as there are paintings only on the walls and not 

on vaults, except in the sacristy. Tue paintings in the 

vaults of the nave were either part of the pictorial plan 

but not executed, or they were executed but were later 

destroyed or replaced. Or, the group did not include 

the paintings in their plan to begin with. Pyhtää seems 

to have been the last church the group decorated but 

whether this had anything to do with the matter is dif

ficult to say. 

Tue workshop has been fond of human figures 

(Porvoo, Pernaja, Sipoo and Pyhtää), animals and birds 

(Pernaja, Sipoo), and ships (Pernaja and Pyhtää). Tue 

human figures used by the group seem to be mainly 

connected to the secular realm as they depict musi

cians and archers. In Sipoo a small human figure possi

bly represents a bell-ringer and in Porvoo a fragmented 

human could be a representation of a saint. Otherwise 

the humans are difficult to identify especially in Sipoo. 

Labyrinths have been painted in Pernaja, Pyhtää and 

Sipoo. A pentacle has been used in both Sipoo and 

Pernaja. Faces have been used only in Porvoo. Tue 

paintings in the nave of Pyhtää are very detailed and do 

not directly resemble other ships and humans painted 

in the churches designed by the leading master of the 

workshop of Pernaja.647 However, the enigmatic horn

blower with a crown does resemble the horn-blower in 

Pernaja to a degree, although the painting in Pernaja 

has been painted in a slightly more "relaxed" manner. 

647 Hiekkanen has been of the opinion that the few paintings in Pyhtää 

resemble most those in the naves Pernaja and Porvoo. Hiekkanen 

2000, 83 fn. 

158 

113 Sacristy vault of Porvoo 

Tue paintings in the sacristies of Sipoo, Porvoo and 

Pyhtää are very similar in execution but the Pyhtää 

sacristy paintings also resemble those in the nave 

of Sipoo and in the sacristy of Porvoo (Fig. 113). In 

Pyhtää sacristy also the structure of the vault, being a 

12-celled star vault, has provided the opportunity to

execute a different kind of painted whole in contrast to

Sipoo and Porvoo. There are similarities between the

motifs in the naves of Porvoo and Sipoo. Tue paint

ings in the sacristy of Pernaja have not been executed

in a similar manner and the only paintings are the rib

decorations, a lily and a star. Tue embryonic bud that

sprouts garlands (a palmette or a lyre motif) seems

to be the dominant motif in the churches of Pernaja,

Porvoo, Pyhtää and Sipoo. There are striking similari

ties between the palmette motif in the nave of Porvoo

and Sipoo. A similar palmette motif has also been

painted in the sacristy ofKarjaa. Analogous embryonic

buds, highly resembling those in the sacristy of Sipoo,

were painted in the vaults of the south aisle of Helsinki

parish but they can be compared only with the help of

Nervander's tracings. Thus a certain caution must be

applied in the interpretative attempts based on visual

similarities. In addition, a similar rosette-like motif

with a square-form centre has been painted onto the

sacristies of Porvoo and Karjaa, but with a slightly dif

fering detailing. A similar motif has been painted onto

the chancel of Porvoo as weil. Here it seems that the

basic idea for the motif is the same but the execution

and composition is different.

Defining the exact amount of painters in the work

shop of Pernaja is difficult but some suggestions can 

still be made. lt seems that there may have been at least 

two painters working in Pernaja, and maybe two in 

Pyhtää. lt would seem that the painters in Pyhtää did 

not necessarily work in Pernaja but this is not definite. 

Hiekkanen has seen similarities between the paintings 

in Pyhtää and the paintings in the naves of Pernaja 



and Porvoo but this may not necessarily point in the 

direction of the same painter rather to a shared stock 

of images and motifs (Figs. 116 and 117). Further, it 

seems that one of the same painters worked in the sac

risties of Sipoo and Porvoo, and maybe also in Helsinki 

parish. lt is more difficult to conclusively say whether 

the same painter painted something in the naves of 

these churches. Since there are differences between the 

paintings in the nave and the sacristy of Sipoo, I would 

say that there have been at least two different painters. 

lt is more difficult to conclude, however, whether in 

Sipoo one painter has been responsible for the exten

sive vegetal ornamentation and another painter for 

the humans and animals (Figs. 114 and 115). lt is also 

possible that a third painter in Sipoo may have been 

mainly responsible for the human and animal figures 

on the walls and among the garlands, lyre and floral 

motifs. In Porvoo the paintings in the nave are different 

to those in the sacristy indicating two different paint

ers. Thus, there may have easily been at least seven dif

ferent painters in these five churches but the amount 

may have been even higher. In the case of Helsinki 

parish conclusions are very difficult to draw since the 

paintings do not exist anymore and deductions must 

be based on tracings. lt seems that the emphasis of the 

decoration has been on the different floral and vegetal 

motifs and not so much on animal and human figures 

as in other churches of the workshop of Pernaja. 648 

Tue workshop of Karjaa seems to have painted only 

the church of Karjaa. Tue visual idiom of the group has 

consisted of different star-, floral- and rosette motifs 

painted onto the vaults above the arches, some to the 

arches and some on the walls. Tue chancel vault has 

been emphasised with garlands. Tue decoration has 

aimed to emphasise and structure the architecture and 

liturgical spaces such as the chancel and side altars. 

Representational motifs have not been used apart the 

gridiron of St. Lawrence and the letter M referring to 

Virgin Mary. Tue completion of the work has been 

made known, as the text anno domini 1470 (ao dni : m: 

cd : lxx : ?unt) in the west wall indicates. 

There are some similarities with the paintings in 

Porvoo and Karjaa (Figs. 118 and 119). In both of these 

churches some of the floral motifs are very similar 

and also the paintings have been placed in a similar 

manner: the chancel vaults have been decorated with 

garlands, rosettes and other floral motifs and the vaults 

in the nave have been decorated with different floral 

motifs. In Porvoo they have been painted onto the 

cells and to the high points of the arches, and in Karjaa 

mainly to the high points of arches. lt might be pos-

648 Nervander 1894, research report. Also Edgren 1994a, 121-136. 

sible that there was some level of interaction between 

the workshops of Pernaja and Karjaa or they may have 

been members of the same team. The workshop of 

Pernaja operated around the 1430s to the 1460s and the 

workshop of Karjaa in the 1470s so the age-difference 

can also be slightly too big for this to have actually hap

pened. lt is possible that the master in the workshop 

of Karjaa could have been an apprentice of the master 

of the workshop of Pernaja. Similarities in image-mak

ing can also be explained so that the starting points in 

image-making of the church building groups on both 

sides of the 1450s was largely based on similar prac

tices. Tue workshop ofKarjaa built the church of Pohja 

as weil but the paintings seem to be different in style. In 

Pohja the paintings are only in the sacristy, represent

ing a ship, possibly referring to the voyage of St. Olav, 

and a garland. Tue garland is different in treatment 

than the garlands in the sacristy and chancel vaults of 

Karjaa and thus it seems that the painter has not been 

the same. lt is possible that a member of the workshop 

of Karjaa has worked in Pohja. 

Tue visual idioms of the workshops of Pernaja and 

Karjaa seem to have been based on similar starting 

points where the decoration of the church is composed 

around the garlands or other floral motifs in the vaults. 

Tue working plan of both of these groups seems to have 

been to decorate all the vaults in the nave and sacristy. 

lt has been common to place some of the motifs onto 

walls as weil. lt seems that the paintworks were thus 

structured and required planning and organisation. 

Tue groups have emphasised liturgical spaces mainly 

by using slightly different decoration in the chancel 

area. This seems to have been the case in Pernaja, Sipoo, 

Porvoo and Karjaa. In Karjaa the interaction between 

paintwork and space is evident in the north aisle where 

paintings in connection with saints have been painted 

above the altars of the saints in question. lt is also pos

sible that the painters of both of these groups have 

depicted themselves among the paintings. In the second 

vault of the north aisle of Porvoo a floral ornament is 

composed of a rosette as a central motif and four circles 

surrounding it. Four similar human faces have been 

painted inside the four circles. These faces consist of 

locks of hair curling at the end, almond-shaped eyes, a 

nose and a small mouth. In Knutby church (Uppland, 

SW) faces have been depicted either inside the project

ing parts of the swastika-pelta or between them. Anna 

Nilsen has suggested that the motif represents the 

members of the workshop who were responsible for 

the construction and painting of the church.649 Perhaps 

the painting in Porvoo could be also a depiction of the 

649 Nilsen 1986, 478. 
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114 The first vault of the south aisle of Sipoo. 

115 Human in the fourth vault of the north aisle of Sipoo. 

Notice the small holes above the hands. 

workshop but this hypothesis is naturally mere specu

lation. lt is equally possible that the painted faces might 

represent something else, maybe the four evangelists. 

In Karjaa two faces have been painted on the con

soles of the second and third south pillars in the nave 

(Figs. 120 and 121). Hiekkanen has interpreted these 

160 

116 An archery scene in the fourth vault of the north aisle of 

Porvoo. 

117 Human in the third vault of the south aisle of Pernaja. 

as possible masons' portraits. 650 There is also a paint

ing in the north arch of the third vault of the south 

aisle that seems to consist of two marks. Perhaps these 

650 
Hiekkanen 2007, 437-438. 



118 A rosette in the third vault of the north aisle of Porvoo. 

could be the painters "signatures"? Their location close 
to the depiction of faces seems to enhance the notion of 
the signature-nature of the painting. In addition, there 
is a painted mark among the garlands in the sacristy; 
perhaps that of the painter. This would possibly also 
imply that the painter of the sacristy was different to 
those in the nave, making it a total of three painters 
for Karjaa. In the north wall of Sipoo a human char
acter has been painted inside a large labyrinth. Hiek
kanen has suggested that the human could represent 
the master mason that designed and lead the construc
tion works of the church.651 (Fig. 122) This suggestion 
follows the notion of the architects of Gothic cathedrals 
using a labyrinth as their emblem. Since the Sipoo lab
yrinth is quite faded the possible details of the human 
character are difficult to distinguish. In the case of the 
Sipoo labyrinth it is difficult to say where specifically 
it refers to. lt is possible that it operated as the masons 
"emblem" and thus it would reveal that the masons of 
Sipoo were aware of the practice of using a labyrinth 
as an emblem. lt is equally possible that the labyrinth 
stands for something else. 652 

Finland Proper and Aland Islands 

In Finland Proper and Aland Islands the groups 
working have been more numerous than in Uusimaa 
and thus the visual idioms are more diverse. Tue 
visual idiom of one group also has to be based on the 
examination of the decoration in one or two churches 

6
51 Hiekkanen 2007, 474. 

652 Stigell has connected the motif to Jungfrudans, a labyrinth dance 

that generally took place inside stone and turf-labyrinths. Stigell 
1974, 85-86.The labyrinth can also refer to a ritual, either connected 

to Easter, dancing, or to something else, for example to some specific 
spatial pattern or social network. Greene 2001, 1430-1431; Russe! -

Russe! 1991, 83-84. 

119 A rosette in the fourth vault of the south aisle of Karjaa, 

south wall. 

since none of the groups in Finland Proper or Aland 
Islands have worked in several churches. Perhaps the 
clearest similarities in paintwork are in the churches 
of Korppoo and Nauvo, generally acknowledged in 
earlier research (Figs. 123 and 124).653 Korppoo and 
Nauvo were built between 1430 and 1450 and they 
were apparently designed by the same master. 654 lt 
would seem likely that the painters were members of 
the same team, along with the painter of the sacristy 
at Kemiö. Tue paintings in Kemiö were made in about 
the 1460s and the church was designed by the so-called 
"Master of Kemiö" who also designed the church of 
Sauvo.655 Thus two different groups were responsi
ble for the construction of these four churches and 
there seems to have been interaction with the paint
ers as well. Whether they were members of the group 
mainly responsible for the construction and decoration 
of Korppoo and Nauvo, is difficult to piece together. 
There are similarities in all of these churches but since 

653 Nikula 1973, 35, 135; also suggested by Kiljunen 1958, research 
report: and Stigell 1966, 7. 

6
54 Hiekkanen 2007, 72-74, 116-119; Markus Hiekkanen's information 

28.11.2008. 
6

55 As named by Hiekkanen. He also designed the churches of Perniö, 

Sauvo and Tenhola. Hiekkanen 2006a, 26; Hiekkanen 1994, 176,219. 
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120 Aface (mason's portrait?) on the third south pillar,facing 
south, Ka,jaa. 

in Kemiö and Sauvo the paintings are minimal, further 

deductions are difficult to make. 

Tue use of the embryonic bud-like palmette and 

trees, and the use of <lots as the surrounding element 

seem to draw the paintings of Korppoo and Nauvo 

together. Tue overall impression of the paintwork in the 

chancel of Korppoo seems to indicate that the painter 

may have been responsible for the paintings in Nauvo 

(Fig. 125). A similar sun-wheel to that in the chancel of 

Korppoo has been used in Nauvo. Tue overall pictorial 

plan in these churches is different, though, emphasis

ing different elements and motifs. Tue peculiar use of 

<lots as a surrounding element of the floral ornaments 

in the vaults of Nauvo finds counterpart in the paint

ings in the sacristy of Kemiö where the trees in each 

cell have been surrounded with <lots. Thus, it might be 

possible that the same painter who worked in Nauvo 

also painted the sacristy of Kemiö. lt is possible that 

there were paintings also in the nave. 656 If this was so, 

the decoration could have been partially similar to that 

in Nauvo, emphasising floral motifs in the vault top. 

Tue use of <lots as a surrounding element is a typical 

656 Nikula 1975, 109; Hiekkanen 2007, 67. 
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121 Aface (mason's portrait?) on the second south pillar,facing 
south, Karjaa. 

feature in Korppoo as weil. Tue floral motifs in the 

porch of Sauvo slightly resemble those in Korppoo 

and Nauvo.657 In Sauvo the motifs have equally been 

surrounded with <lots, as in Korppoo and Nauvo. lt is 

possible that the painter is a member of the same work

shop. 

In Korppoo the painter of the chancel vault was dif

ferent from the painter in the other vaults, as already 

suggested. This notion is mostly due to the different sty

listic treatment of the chancel paintings - they seem like 

the work of a different hand than that responsible for 

the paintings in the nave. Tue paintings in the chancel 

seem to have been made in a slightly more steady hand. 

Perhaps there have been at least two different painters 

working in the church and the one with more experi

ence may have been responsible for the decoration of 

the chancel. There also seems to be a mark that could 

6
57 The paintings in the nave of Sauvo are the work of the Taivassalo 

group, or the "Master of Sauvo': executed in 1472 according to the 
inscription in the chancel wall: ana : vera: domini: mcd: lxxll: hec 

: ecc(lesi)a edijicata fuit: et depicta: in ha(na )re(m): s(an)cti: clem

entis (in the true year of the Lord 1472 was this church built and 
painted in the honor ofSt. Clemens). Kiljunen 1971, research report; 
Pitkäranta 2004, 466; Hiekkanen 1994, 214; Hiekkanen 2007, 171. 
About the "Master ofSauvo", see Aaltonen 1999, 16-17. 



122 A labyrinth with a human inside in Sipoo, chancel ( east) 
wall). 

124 A tree in the third vault of the north aisle of Nauvo. 

be the painter's mark. lt is possible that more than two 

painters worked in Korppoo, maybe three. 

In Korppoo the visual idiom is structured on single 

images placed on the cells, walls, arches and pilas

ters. Tue emphasis is not on garlands or floral motifs, 

although the lyre-shaped embryonic bud has been used 

here as well. Common motifs used by other workshops 

123 Trees (and humans, animals, and ships) in the chancel 
vault of Korppoo. 

125 Humans in the chancel vault of Korppoo. Ihe human on 
the left could be a representation of a jester. 

are ships and animals, mainly birds that are often seen 

attacking fish or snakes. Rosettes have been used espe

cially in the chancel vault. lt seems that the workshop 

has used these motifs in a protective manner. Religious 

imagery is in the majority, although some of the human 

figures seem to represent saints. A face of Christ has 

also been painted on the south wall. In Maaria the use 

of the facies Christi in the pictorial plan seems to have 

been in connection with the upper strata of clergy but 

whether this was the case in Korppoo, remains unde

cided. 

In Korppoo there are concrete remains of the medi

eval builders, also in a visual form. Palmroth has made 

a remark in his research report from 1952 that there is 

a hand mark in the east wall of the tower vault (vault 

IV) and concluded that the plasterer quite likely over

balanced and placed his hand on the wet plaster. 658 

658 Palmroth 1952, research report. 
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Beside this "identification'' a painting in the nave could 

be interpreted in connection with the persons respon

sible for the paint work in the church. A simply drawn 

armless human with a halo composed of <lots has been 

painted on the south arch between the second and 

the third vaults of the nave. Additional painted marks 

appear in and outside the body; two of them have been 

painted inside the body, and the third on the left side of 

the body. 659 If the human is regarded as a saintly figure 

then the placing of the "signature" marks inside and 

next to him would have been an intentional and pow

erful act. lt seems possible that these marks operated as 

signatures, perhaps those of the makers. There is also 

a mark in the chancel vault that could be the painter's 

mark. lt is different to those painted inside and next 

to the armless human. In conclusion, it is thus diffi

cult to say whether the marks are to be considered as 

"signatures" or whether there is some other function -

perhaps devotional, behind them. 

Tue pictorial plan in Nauvo is somewhat different 

to that in Korppoo. As the paintings are quite heavily 

fragmented, it is laborious to establish the extent of the 

paintwork in the church. In Nauvo the emphasis is on 

the floral ornamentation placed on the cells and above 

the arc.hes. Thus the visual idiom seems to be largely 

based on similar premises as in the groups working in 

Uusimaa. Tue bird and the mermaid motif have been 

used by the workshop of Pernaja as weil. I would be 

inclined to think that the original plan has been to 

paint all the vaults. This has happened in Korppoo and 

in the churches of Uusimaa which would imply that the 

manner of image-making of the different groups in and 

around the 1450s was based on the systematic deco

ration of churches. When comparing the paintings to 

Korppoo, the visual whole - even with the fragmenta

tion - is more harmonious and structured. Tue visual 

idiom in Kemiö is more difficult to establish 

There are similarities between the paintings of 

Korppoo and Finström, mainly in the treatment of 

human characters (Figs. 126, 67, 68). In both churches 

two large human figures have been painted in the lower 

parts of the arches, but in Korppoo the placing is differ

ent from Finström.660 Tue humans have been depicted 

wearing striped garments with a belt, and the shape of 

their heads and the facial features are very alike. In both 

6
5

9 Stigell has suggested that their meaning might be to labe! this sche
matically drawn character but they could also operate as signatures. 
She does not suggest whose signature it could be or what the charac
ter's name would be. Stigell 1974, 77. 

660 In Korppoo two !arge human figures have been painted on the arch 
between the second and the third vaults but on a lower level than in 

Finström. Tue humans are on opposing sides facing each other so 
that the more diligently painted human is on the north side and the 
human without arms is on the south side of the nave. 
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of the churches the other human can be interpreted as 

St. Michael, with some reservations. In Finström the 

saintly interpretation is more likely than in Korppoo, 

although in Korppoo St. Michael may have been 

depicted in the second vault slaying a dragon. In this 

case St. George could also be an option. In Finström 

the birds are in many cases detailed with stripes and 

the counterpart for the motif depicting a bird holding 

a snake/worm in its beak is also in Korppoo. Tue ship 

motif also appears frequently in Korppoo. These simi

larities could indicate that the same painters worked in 

both of these churches at least to some extent.661 Tue 

overall impression of the paintwork and the brushwork 

of the painters in these churches is different, though. 662 

Tue visual idiom of the workshop in Finström has been 

to emphasise the vaults with garlands and to augment 

the vaults with single figures, mainly humans and 

animals in order to create a decorative whole. In this 

respect, the image-making has largely followed the 

same principles as with the groups working in Uusi

maa. 663 

Tue visual idiom of the group working in Maaria is 

unique in the Diocese and the group has not worked in 

any other church.664 Tue distinctive feature is the use 

of single motifs and the minor use of floral motifs. In 

this respect the visual idiom is largely the same as in 

Korppoo. In the fifteenth century this type of image

making seems to have been in the minority in the 

Diocese as it was in general, the groups have put more 

emphasis on garlands and floral motifs. Thus, the plan 

in decoration has been somewhat different but both in 

Korppoo and Maaria the use of the same motifs con -

nects them to other groups of the fifteenth century. 

These are the ships, labyrinths, musicians, and animal 

motifs. 

Tue paintings in the nave of Vehmaa have been 

connected to those in Maaria but it is difficult to say 

anything for certain as the Vehmaa paintings had been 

661 Suggested already by Riska. Riska 1987, 140-141. 
662 Hiekkanen has suggested that the painter was the same in both Fin

ström and Korppoo. Hiekkanen 1998, 95; Hiekkanen 2007, 59lfn. 
Also Riska 1987, 13 7. 

663 Such as Korppoo, Maaria, Nauvo, Nousiainen, and Karjaa, Pernaja, 
Pohja, Porvoo, Sipoo and Vehmaa. Hiekkanen 1994, 176,220; Hiek
kanen 2003a, 220; Hiekkanen 2007, 369. 

664 Tove Riska has argued that there are similarities between the paint
ings in Maaria and Hollola. In her opinion, the paintings in these 
churches resemble each other, and especially the heart-shaped orna
ment, which appears in the vaults of both churches, is very similar. 
Riska has speculated that perhaps the painter could have been a 
mere apprentice in Maaria and then worked as a master in charge 
of the paintings later in Hollola. Riska 1987, 138. Tue age difference 
between the execution of the paintings in Maaria and Hollola is rela
tively big, 50-60 years, so Riska's speculation does not seem valid. 
Besides the heart-ornament the paintings in Hollola and Maaria are 
clearly different in style. 



mostly destroyed.665 I would be hesitant to connect the 

paintings in Vehmaa and Maaria together. Tue lilies, 

leaves and circles in the central vault bring more to 

mind the sacristy of Kaarina in regard of the composi

tion but the style of the paintings in these two churches 

is different. lt seems that different groups worked in 

Vehmaa and Kaarina. Tue extent of the paintwork in 

these churches in not known but in Vehmaa there were 

paintings in the vaults of the central aisle that would 

perhaps imply to a planned entity. Tue case may have 

been the same in Kaarina but this is not known. As the 

groups working before the 1450s in the Diocese have 

mainly executed planned and more or less compre

hensive painting decoration in Uusimaa and Finland 

Proper, it could imply that the groups working in 

Vehmaa and Kaarina may have shared similar prem

ises in their image-making and thus would have aimed 

at compiling wide-ranging paintwork. In the case of 

Kaarina, it is equally possible that the group only made 

paintings in the sacristy for one reason or another. 

One group has worked in Nousiainen and executed 

consistent paintwork. Tue visual plan has been to direct 

floral motifs to the vaults above the arches and other 

motifs, such as coat of arms, animals, faces or Christ 

and ships to the pillars. There have been paintings on 

the walls as well but these are not visible anymore. Thus 

it is difficult to say what the pictorial plan might have 

been and what kind of motifs were used on the walls. 

Tue imagery used is largely the same as in other groups 

working in Uusimaa and Finland Proper around the 

mid-fifteenth century. Tue paintings in the porch and 

sacristy are slightly different to those in the nave but 

they may nevertheless be the work of the same group 

(Fig. 127). In the sacristy some of the human figures 

have been "surrounded" by short strokes. In the nave of 

Korppoo some of the birds have also been surrounded 

in a similar manner. 

lt is possible that the same group that worked in 

Nousiainen also worked in Mynämäki but since visual 

analogies can only be made through tracings since 

the paintings in Mynämäki were white-washed in the 

seventeenth century; clear parallels are difficult to 

make.666 Tue paintings in the sacristy are challenging 

665 Wennervirta 1937, 64. Also Riska 1959, 24. 
666 Nervander revealed the paintings in 1897 but covered them again. 

He also made tracings but the accurate form of the different motifs is 

difficult to distinguished based on these. Wennervirta 1930, 68-71; 

Wennervirta 1937, 53-54; Perälä 1963, 45-46; Riska 1961, 25. Hiek

kanen 2007, 103; Hiekkanen 2011, e-publication. There had been 

paintings executed by professionally trained painters but these were 

also covered in the mid-seventeenth century and only partially 

survive in tracings. Wennervirta also mentioned the paintings in 
Maaria in the same connection, although he presumed that those in 

Nousiainen were still quite unique in stylistic respect. Wennervirta 
1930, 49; Wennervirta 1937, 52. 

126 A human in Korppoo, the arch between 

the second and third vaults, facing south). 

to identify and interpret as they only exist in tracings, 

but the paintwork in the nave consisted of lilies above 

the arches in each vault. This would imply that that the 

paintwork was more or less consistent. 

Two different groups seem to have been working in 

Turku cathedral, the first in and around the 1440s and 

the second in 1466. One group painted the images in 

the Chancel of Magnus II Tavast and they do not seem 

to find a match among other fifteenth century paint

ings. lt is also uncertain whether the ship in the Chapel 

of the Cross is the work of this group or another one. 

Tue paintings in the three easternmost vaults of the 

central aisle are badly fragmented but the floral motifs 

give a relatively cohesive impression. As these vaults 

were built higher in 1466, it is possible that only these 

vaults were painted. Tue emphasis on the floral motifs 

further seems to imply that the image-making of the 

group followed same premises in decoration as did 

other groups with extensive painted flora. 

Tue paintings in the upper floor of the nun sac

risty of Naantali are difficult to connect to works of 

other groups. Tue vine in one of the cells has in some 

instances been connected to the vine in the sacristy of 

Pohja but the visual similarities are more evident with 

the garlands in the vaults of Finström, especially in the 

fourth vault.667 Tue age difference of about thirty years 

between works seems to imply that the painter may 

have not been the same. lt is possible that there was 

667 af Hällström 1964, 24; Hiekkanen 2007, 112, 197-198; Lilius -

Nikula - Riska 1972, 47-51. 
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127 Paintings in the sacristy of Nousiainen. 

a vine painted onto all the cells and thus the impres

sion may have been somewhat similar to the vaults in 

Finström. 

Hiekkanen has suggested that the designer of 

Rymättylä may have been one of those who worked 

in Häme region between 1490 and 1530, either from 

the workshop of Huittinen or Lempäälä. Thus it can be 

possible that the painter of Rymättylä was a member of 

this group. He has also suggested that Rymättylä may 

have been one of those churches where the paintings 

were covered by the professional paintings for the most 

parts. 668 If this was so, the paintings were most likely 

painted on the vaults. Tue still existing paintings in 

Rymättylä consist only of two ships in the north and 

south wall of the nave. 

Häme 

Tue paint work in Hattula seems to have been fairly 

similar to that in the churches of Uusimaa, largely con -

668 Hiekkanen 1994, 234; Hiekkanen 2007, 160-163; Markus Hiek
kanen's information 28.11.2008; Nilsen 1984, 5-43. 
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sisting of foliage covering the surfaces. However, since 

the remaining visual material in Hattula is minimal, 

it is difficult to establish the extent of similarities and 

similar elements. A four-petaled flower-like motif with 

garlands on the first north pillar of Hattula is very 

analogous to the similar motif in the second vault of 

the north aisle in Porvoo. Tue same kind of motif is 

also in Karjaa, Helsinki parish and Sipoo. 669 Tue gar

lands with clover-like leaves or flowers are very similar 

in both Karjaa and Hattula. Same kind of garland 

is also in Pernaja and Porvoo. However, the Hattula 

painting has possibly been painted in the early 1490s 

at the latest, while the paintings in Porvoo have been 

executed around the 1450s and those in Karjaa in the 

1470s. Perhaps the painter in Hattula also worked in 

Karjaa. Tue age-difference between the paintings in 

these churches is about twenty years so this would not 

be completely out of the question. lt is also possible 

that the visual tradition to which the painter in Hattula 

669 Stigell 1974, 68-69. 



relied was largely the same as that of the workshops 
of Pernaja and Karjaa. This would imply that the con
tinuity in pictorial and visual tradition of the makers 
remained relatively unbroken from the 1430s to the 
1490s. Even still, one must be cautious with deduc
tions since the Hattula paintings only reveal a fragment 
of what there may have been painted in the church. 
Further, the group working in Hollola has executed 
a clear pictorial plan. Tue paintwork is consistent in 
both sacristy and nave, emphasising architectural ele
ments, mainly the ribs and arches. Tue paintings have 
been directed to the chancel with a clear intentionality. 
Tue theological emphasis is coherent and motifs refer 
to Christ. This might be in connection with the pref
erences of the leading figures in the building process. 
lt seems that the workshop in Hollola has still fol
lowed similar principles in image-making as the other, 
earlier workshops when executing paintings to fin
ished church buildings. lt seems clear that consistent 
pictorial wholes were an essential part of a completed 
church building. 

To sum up, two groups worked in the churches of 
Uusimaa, the workshops of Pernaja and Karjaa. Pohja 
was possibly also painted by a member of the workshop 
of Karjaa, although the paintwork is different to that in 
Karjaa. One group has clearly worked in Nousiainen, 
another in Maaria and a third in Finström. One work
shop has possibly also worked in Vehmaa, another in 
Kaarina and third in Mynämäki. Two workshops seem 
to have worked in Turku Cathedral but it is unclear 
whether they have worked in any other church. Tue 
same painters seem to have been working to some 
extent in Nauvo, Korppoo and Kemiö, possibly also 
in Sauvo. lt seems that Nauvo and Korppoo were built 
by different groups than Kemiö and Sauvo, so perhaps 
there was interaction with these groups as well. One 
group may have also worked in Finström, although 
the features of the church are very similar to those in 
Uusimaa and Finland Proper As there are also some 
visual similarities between the paintings in Finström 
and Korppoo it is possible that the groups working 
in these churches had some interaction. Tue vine in 
Naantali is also similar to the garlands in Finström but 
it is difficult to conclude whether they were the work of 
the same group. Tue same problem is with the paint
ings in Hattula, resembling those of the workshops of 
Pernaja and Karjaa. As the age-difference in consider
able, it would seem more logical to presume that the 
visual tradition and practices in image-making used 
in Hattula were similar to those of the workshops of 
Pernaja and Karjaa. This would imply that the visual 
tradition to which the Hattula group relied on was 
still being used at the very end of the fifteenth century. 
Tue workshop of Hollola in the beginning of the six-

teenth century also seems to show that the visual prac
tices used by church builders continued well after the 
fifteenth century. lt seems that about sixteen groups 
worked in finished churches in the Diocese ofTurku in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth century. 

The most extensive painting series were made around 
the mid-fifteenth century, namely to the churches of 
Uusimaa and Finland Proper, especially to Pernaja, 
Porvoo, Sipoo, and Maaria, Nauvo, Nousiainen, 
Korppoo, Karjaa and Finström in the Aland Islands. lt 
also seems that the most active period of the execu
tion of the paintings falls in the period between 1430 
and 1480 when about 20 churches were painted. Tue 
image-making between different makers and groups 
was largely based on similar elements, with slightly dif
ferent emphasis. Although regional variation occurs to 
a degree, one group has tended to work in the same 
area. 

Tue paintworks executed have been relatively con
sistent. In the majority of cases the decoration has been 
based on flora; of different garlands, rosettes, flowers 
and other floral motifs painted onto the vaults. Tue 
decoration has mainly aimed at emphasising and struc
turing the architecture and liturgical spaces, such as the 
chancel and side altars. Tue decoration in the vaults 
mainly follows five main principles. Tue vaults were 
painted with floral ornaments placed above the high 
points of arches as in Vehmaa, Mynämäki, Nousiainen 
and Karjaa. In addition, floral ornaments were also 
placed in the cells, "growing" from the keystone as in
Nauvo and Porvoo. Floral decoration could have been 
placed mainly into the vault top as in Kemiö and Sauvo. 
Vaults were covered with garlands and additional 
floral, rosette, human animal motifs such as in Pernaja, 
Sipoo, Porvoo, Karjaa and Finström. Vaults could also 
have been filled with mainly human and animal motifs 
as in Maaria and Korppoo. Single images tended to be 
placed on walls and pilasters. Tue imagery used all over 
the Diocese in the fifteenth century has mainly relied 
on the same stock of visual material and motifs, used in 
a varying way. Tue craft tradition of the workshops in 
the fifteenth century seems relatively stable and stand
ard, based on similar premises in image-making. 

Tue paintwork seems to function in many instances 
mainly in the decorative sense. Several motifs seem 
to be connected to protection either in form or place
ment. Rosettes, faces, pentacles and swastika-pelts have 
been placed in the vaults and walls and sometimes the 
placement close to the chancel seems to indicate a pro
tective function. Some of the motifs seem to be visual 
material inherent to the makers, such as ships and 
labyrinths, but they also have a place-bound specificity. 
Tue ships and labyrinths seem otherwise meaningful 
as in some instances the ships may function as protec-
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tive or votive. Different human and animal motifs have 

been used to a great extent and it seems clear that they 

have held meaning for the painters. Tue majority of the 

humans are connected to the secular realm, although 

in many instances the identification of the humans 

and thus interpretation falls short due to fragmenta

tion or lack of details. Many of the humans seem to 

be those engaged in activities of the male world: musi

cians, knights, archers and friars. Representations of 

women seem to be completely absent from the image

world. Animals have been favoured too and they might 

be first and foremost connected to the sphere of lore. 

Perhaps this is in connection with oral culture and its 

importance among the groups of builders. 

Christian religious or theological motifs are in 

the majority. Saints have been represented relatively 

often, although in some cases the identification of a 

human figure as a saint is uncertain due to minimal 

detailing. Tue saints depicted in one way or another 

are St. Lawrence, the Virgin Mary, St. Olav, and pos

sibly St. Michael. lt is interesting that the representa

tions of saints after the 1450s among the paintings 

made by professionally trained painters are considera

ble. 670 Maybe the workshops of builders only chose to 

depict the most important saints for some reason or 

another. Tue Last Judgement in Finström is unique in 

the sense that the motif has not been used by any other 

workshop. Tue face of Christ also stands out. In many 

instances the use of saints is connected to the parish 

level and the face of Christ to the influence of clergy. 

This would imply that there was some level of commu

nication between the painters and the people commis

sioning the work. 

Unfinished churches 

Tue paintworks in the sixteenth century are much more 

fragmented that in the previous century and thus a 

coherent picture of the extent and nature of the image

making is more difficult to compile. In Häme and 

Satakunta one workshop has clearly executed paintings 

at more than just one church. Tue so-called "Master of 

Huittinen'' designed the churches of Huittinen, Mes

sukylä, Sastamala (nave) and Tyrvää.671 Tue painting

decorations in the gables of Huittinen and Messukylä 

have traditionally been linked together and the painter 

67° For example among the paintings of the Taivassalo group, that exe
cuted paintings from the 1460s to the 1480s. 

671 In Satakunta the Franciscan church of Rauma was most likely 
designed by the "Master of Huittinen" (a name given by Hiekkanen) 
and it seems to have been the only completely finished church in the 
area. This might be the reason why Rauma is the only church in the 
area with paintings done by professionally trained painters. These 
were made sometime between 1510 and 1522. Hiekkanen 1997b; 
Hiekkanen 2001, 207-208; Hiekkanen 2003a, 228; Hiekkanen 2007, 
221, 247-250. 
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may have been one and the same, perhaps the mason 

of the building team. 672 Tue paintings in Tyrvää have

been connected as belonging to this same group.673 In 

Tyrvää a painting depicting the head of a man wearing 

possibly a mitre has been painted close to a cross and a 

star combination that is similar to that in Huittinen.674 

Unfortunately the fragmentation of the paintings due 

to being exposed to the weather conditions causes 

problems for adequate evaluation and deeper interpre

tative analysis. lt is likely that a member of the building 

team of the workshop of Huittinen was responsible for 

the paintings in the window jamb of Sastamala as well. 

In Huittinen there were paintings both inside and 

outside the nave that would imply that the paintwork 

was systematic, at least to a degree. Outside the nave, in 

the gable, the decoration has clearly aimed at empha

sising the gable architecture and motifs have consisted 

of trees and garlands inside ornamental niches. Inside 

the nave the motifs seem to have consisted of humans 

and faces but due to the destruction of the paintings, 

this is difficult to conclude (Figs. 128). In Messukylä 

the paintings have been preserved in the sacristy vault 

and exterior gable but there is no information whether 

there were paintings in the nave as well (Fig. 129). In 

Tyrvää the paintings are equally located on the exterior 

plaster but in a broader scale as in Huittinen and Mes

sukylä (Fig. 130). Tue paintings have been made to the 

sacristy gable, east window jamb and on the south wall. 

In Sastamala the paintings are also in the east window 

jamb. Based on this fragmented material, it seems that 

the group working in these churches executed paint

ings both inside and outside churches, and especially 

on the exterior plaster the paintwork has been rela

tively extensive. lt is more difficult to conclude whether 

all the churches were painted both inside and outside 

and if so, to what extent. Tue motifs the group have 

preferred have mainly consisted of human figures and 

faces and trees. Tue coat of Bishop Magnus Särkilax 

has been painted onto each church, implying the 

involvement of the Bishop in the construction process 

(Fig. 131). 

Tue "Master of Lempäälä' ', a name given by Hiek

kanen, designed the sacristies of Akaa, Lempäälä and 

the second sacristy of Sastamala.675 In all these sac

risties there are similar ornamental paintings on the 

keystone of the vault and on the ribs. Thus the painter 

was most likely a member of the same group of build-

6
72 Kronqvist 1948a, 107; Kiljunen 1959b, research report; Kiljunen 

1959c, research report; Edgren 2000a, 97; Hiekkanen 1995, 73-74; 
Hiekkanen 2007, 223, 241. 

6
73 Kronqvist 1948a, 107; Hiekkanen 2007, 223. 

674 Kronqvist 1948a, 107; Hiekkanen 2007, 265.
6

75 Hiekkanen 2001, 204-205; Hiekkanen 2003a, 235. About the dating
of the church in Sastamala, see also Zetterberg 1998, 133-145. 



128 East gable of Huittinen. 
Paintings in the trefoil niche 
represent a tree (above), the 
coat of arms of Bishop Magnus 
Särkilax (left) and a cross 

(right). 

ers.676 In Lempäälä and Akaa the central motif of the 

ornamental painting resembles a consecration cross, 

whereas in Sastamala the shape is more like a star. Tue 

paintings on the ribs in the sacristy of Urjala have been 

painted in a similar manner to Akaa, Sastamala and 

Messukylä. Hiekkanen has drawn constructional simi

larities between Urjala and Sastamala.677 Tue depiction 

of the human on the north wall of the sacristy of Urjala 

is more difficult to connect to the paintings in other 

churches. 

In Pälkäne and Sääksmäki the paintings are in the 

west gable. In Sääksmäki the consecration crosses have 

been painted inside the nave but it is likely that these 

were the only paintings made by the group inside the 

nave. Tue visual idiom of the groups working in Pälkäne 

and Sääksmäki is somewhat similar, as the paintings 

mainly consist of enigmatic human figure in the niche 

and geometrical motifs. In Rusko (Finland Proper) the 

paintwork is minimal and consists of tile imitation in 

the lower parts of arches and consecration crosses. 

There have been at least five groups working in 

Häme and Satakunta, in addition to one workshop in 

Finland Proper (Rusko). Two distinct groups worked 

in Satakunta and Häme between the period of 149 5 and 

1540, the workshops of Huittinen and Lempäälä. Tue 

paintings by the workshop of Huittinen were mainly 

directed to the ribs and to exterior walls, and those 

by the workshop of Lempäälä mainly to the ribs. One 

group seems to have worked in Pälkäne, and another in 

676 Hiekkanen 1998, 95; Hiekkanen 2001, 204-205; Hiekkanen 2007,

235,279. 
677 Hiekkanen 1995, 78-80; Hiekkanen 2007, 350-351.

129 East gable of Messukylä. 

Sääksmäki. lt is more difficult to establish the position 

of the paintings in Urjala; the church has construc

tional similarities with the churches of the workshop 

of Huittinen. Tue painter could have been a member 

of this team but it is equally possible that the work was 

being clone by some other workshop. 

Tue manner of image-making of the groups working 

in the unfinished churches of the early sixteenth 

century is different to that of groups working in the fin -

ished churches in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 

One of the reasons undoubtedly is that the churches 

were left unfinished and thus the paintings were not 

necessarily the last phase of the construction. Current 

evaluation must also rely on fragmented material. 

Tue premises for the paint work are relatively similar 

in all the churches, focusing on emphasising the key

stones and ribs as in the sacristies of Akaa, Sastamala, 
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131 Afragmented coat of arms of Särkilax (?) in the nave 

of Huittinen. 

Lempäälä and Urjala. Some of the paintings have been 

directed to the walls of the nave but the extent of the 

decoration is in the majority of cases impossible to 

establish. lt seems that in Huittinen the paintings in 

the nave consisted of other motifs besides consecration 

crosses. Tue majority of still visible paintings are on the 

exterior walls. Tue motifs used mainly consist of differ

ent humans and faces, floral and geometrical motifs. 

Tue aim has mainly been to emphasise and structure 

the architecture. Some motifs can be seen as protective, 

such as the paintings in the chancel window jamb in 

Sastamala. Tue faces would seem to be operating first 

and foremost as protective, as in the fifteenth century 

churches. Human motifs are more or less enigmatic 

but they seem to be connected to the secular realm. In 

Messukylä two human figures might be holding swords 
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130 Bast gable of Tyrvää, a coat of arms of 

Särkilax and a bishop's head. 

and in Sääksmäki a human figure is seen on horseback. 

Due to the minimal amount of detail the identification 

of the human figures is challenging. Religious motifs 

are in the minority, mainly representing crosses and 

possibly some depictions of saints as in Pälkäne but 

this is highly uncertain. Tue bishop's head in Tyrvää is 

also interesting and might refer to Magnus Särkilax. 

Although the existing material is fragmented, it 

seems that the groups working in the sixteenth century 

had a relatively similar image-making and selection 

of motifs. lt is difficult to conclude whether the work

shops ultimately aimed at painting the entire church 

and whether they had the possibility to do that. lt nev

ertheless seems that the plans in the sixteenth century 

churches were not by far as extensive as in the fifteenth 

century. Tue main reason for scarce paintwork seems 

to have been that the churches were largely left unfin -

ished. After 1520 churches were not really decorated 

with paintings, but on the other hand, there were no 

churches being built either. Tue only example seems to 

be the sacristy of Urjala but the dating is more or less 

flexible. 

5.2. Practices in image-making 

Based on the examination of the painting works exe

cuted in the Diocese of Turku between 1430 and 1540 

the image-making was informed by certain practices 

and principles that aimed to create a visual system in 

each church. Visual practices can be seen as signify

ing particular aspects of the craft practice in general. 

Different patterns, codes and practices governed the 

making and composing of the images. As Gabrielle 

M. Spiegel has suggested, practice implies system and

according to Keith Moxey, images operate as parts of



this system.678 The paintings themselves exist as visual 

evidence for the practices of the makers. 

Painting an entire church was clearly a work based 

on commission. lt required planning, coordination 

and collaboration. The work may have been divided 

between different makers but the desired aim was nev

ertheless a uniform impression. The different painters 

worked as a collective. In many churches it seems clear 

that more than one painter must have participated 

on the panting job. This was the case for example in 

Maaria, Korppoo and Pernaja. In some churches the 

different makers can be detected by the difference 

between the paintings in the nave and sacristy, as in 

Maaria, Nousiainen and Sipoo. Hiekkanen has sug

gested that the skill-based variance could be due to a 

deliberate spatial division between different workers. 679 

There are also similarities between works of different 

groups and in many instances it is difficult to establish 

what might have been the relationships between paint

ings and groups. lt is possible that in some instances 

groups could have had a degree of interaction with 

each other. Perhaps some form of subcontracting, or 

instances where one craftsman was contracted to work 

for another in order to expedite a commission, could 

have taken place between different groups.680 

Due to the lade of period literary sources it is dif

ficult to form a coherent picture of how the medieval 

church builders actually worked on the building site 

executing paintings. If the painting work was a con

tinuation of the actual construction then it would have 

been easy to paint the vault using the existing scaffold

ing. The painting work was sometimes simultaneous 

with the construction works. This would indicate that 

the building of a church and decorating it with paint

ings was truly a process or a plan designed beforehand 

where different stages of the construction process were 

down. Visual evidence indicates that in Pernaja church 

the painting decoration was already on the way before 

the church had been completed. The paintings on the 

walls preceded the paintings on the vaults. The clear

est evidence of this order of events can be seen in the 

fifth vault of the south aisle where a labyrinth has been 

painted near the conjunction of the wall and vault. The 

upper part of the labyrinth has been covered by the arch 

of the vaulting. A similar case is visible on the west wall 

where a consecration cross has been partly covered by 

the vault structure.681 Alf Härdelin has argued that in 

general, new constructional elements required paint-

678 Spiegel 2005, 20-21; Moxey 1994, 1994b, 106-107 .. 
679 Hiekkanen 2007, 34; also Kartano 1951, 30; afHällström 1957, 37. 
680 Rosser 1997, 15. 
681 Hiekkanen 2007, 30, 452-453. 

ing decoration. 682 This seems to have been the case also 

in the Diocese. For example in Turku Cathedral, the 

Chapel of Magnus II Tavast, built around the 1430s and 

1440s, was augmented with paintwork by the builders. 

This seems to have been the case also with the three 

easternmost vaults in the central aisle, built higher in 

1466.683 In several churches the paintings have been 

painted on the original plaster of the walls and vaults. 

This practice would indicate that the paintings were 

a continuation for the plastering works. This was the 

case for example in Finström.684 The exterior was also 

in some instances decorated with paintings. In Tyrvää 

and Pälkäne some of the paintings have been painted 

on the exterior plaster, not just on the plaster in the 

niches. In Raisio a red cross has been painted on the 

west gable and Hiekkanen has speculated whether 

there have been more paintings clone this way. 685 

The making of wall paintings began by choosing 

what was to be painted. I have tried to argue that in 

the Diocese of Turku the overall painting decora

tion was planned and thus a visual plan of a sort was 

created in the majority of cases. lt is not clear whether 

the makers had some sort of preliminary sketches of 

what to paint or where but this probably would have 

helped to structure and organise the undertaking. John 

Harvey has argued that the master mason did not in 

general provide sketches with his own hand but rather 

this was the responsibility of "individual" painters.686 

This might have been different with the church build

ers, though, and the master - ifhe did not have specific 

sketches to offer, at least had some kind of plan of the 

decoration that was negotiable with other members of 

the group. lt is equally unclear whether some kind of 

working order was planned but if the church was being 

painted by different painters they must have had some 

kind of order. Naturally this might have not required 

anything more than verbal negotiation and instruc

tions. Roger Rosewell has argued that the paintings 

that emphasise architecture, especially those painted 

on arches, niches, roof bosses and ribs needed painted 

patterning that may have been designed in conjunc

tion with masons.687 The paints had to be made. Since 

they were mainly simple clay earth pigments they were 

easy to make, cheap and dried fast. The colour may 

have been composed for example of powdered char

coal mixed with lime that would give a black/bluish 

grey tone. A thin lime-wash may have also been added 

682 Härdelin 2005, 85. 
683 Hiekkanen 2007, 203-205. 
684 Kiljunen 1970, research report. 
685 Hiekkanen 2007, 321, 153, 265, 566fn. 
686 Harvey 1975, 162-167. 
687 He is also of the opinion that they may have been undertaken by 

assistants to the builders. Rosewell 2008, 155. 
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directly under the paint layer and it functioned as a 

ground layer for the painting. 688 Tue advantage of the 

secco technique was that it enabled the painters and 

plasterers to work separately and at different speeds. 689 

lt is not known whether the methods included some 

sort of divisional work, the so-called day's work units or 

giornate di lavoro. Tue giornate system was commonly 

used in the Middle Ages in building sites. In the case of 

fresco painting the day's work usually meant dividing a 

surface to be plastered in limited areas which were then 

plastered and painted a day at a time. In the case of 

fresco technique this piecemeal treatment was a must 

because the surface only remained damp for about a 

day. 690 In secco technique this did not apply for the 

plaster was dry. 

Tue paintings were usually painted on dry plaster. 

Only in few cases the plaster may have been still 

slightly wet when the images were painted.691 Perhaps 

the painters mainly designed images onto the wall. 692 

Robert Oertel has suggested that fresco painters had an 

eye for the scale of the work that enabled them to apply 

the design directly onto the final support and make 

the adjustments there.693 This sometimes undoubtedly 

resulted in the situation where mistakes were being 

made. In the cases where the plaster was wet it was 

relatively easy to correct the mistake by scraping off the 

colour and the wet plaster.694 Nervander has suggested 

that the human figure in the east cell of the fourth vault 

of Pernaja, depicted with an instrument possibly rep

resenting a bagpipe, had possibly gone wrang and the 

painter made a new one.695 Nowadays it is very difficult 

to say, based on mere ocular estimation, whether there 

are such traces. Similar re-paintings undoubtedly have 

happened occasionally to painters. 

lt is possible that the paintings were first sketched 

with charcoal which was swept off after the paint had 

been applied. Sinopia, a reddish-brown ochre-like 

clay earth pigment was sometimes used as an under

painting for frescos. 696 Tue different stages of sketching 

were concealed or erased during the process of paint

ing. Tue composing of images might have had other 

supports as weil. Images may have been sketched on 

sand; at least there undoubtedly was plenty of it at a 

688 Brajer - Kalsbeek 1999, 147. 
689 Rosewell 2008, 129. 
690 Ling and Ling 2003, 6. 
691 As in the case of Nousiainen where the paintings are sort of "semi

frescos': i.e. painted on partly dry plaster. 
692 Scheller 1995, 57. 
693 As cited in Scheller 1995, 57. Michael Baxandall has suggested 

that painters had geometrical skills that enabled them to gauge the 
volumes and shapes that were to be painted. Baxandall 1972, 86-93 

694 B0llingtoft 1991, 86; Jensen 1991, 96-97. 
695 Nervander 1900a, 7-8. 
696 Scheller 1995, 5-6. 
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construction site. Clay would also be possible.697 Incis

ing images first into the plaster seems to have been 

a method used in the Diocese as there are several 

instances where these carvings are still visible. lt seems 

that they functioned as sorts of preliminary sketches 

for the actual painting. Incising was thus an auxiliary 

method in composing of the images. There are clear 

incisions in several churches. In Pyhtää paintings have 

first been incised to the plaster and then painted with 

red colour. According to Oskari Niemi, these include 

the little crowned human figure on the west wall, the 

ships and the inner parts of the consecration cross

es. 698 Niemi does not, however, mention the manner of 

execution of the other human figure in the first vault of 

the south aisle. lt is thus unclear, whether all paintings 

in the nave were executed in the same manner. Also, 

the paintings in the sacristy were apparently made just 

by painting. According to Erkki Kartano's report to the 

Finnish society of Antiquities in 1938, a human face 

had been incised into the plaster above the porch door 

in Karjaa.699 Tue two depictions of human faces on the 

south sides of the second and third south pillars were 

also incised. 700 In Korppoo the head of a horse in the 

second vault has been incised.701 

Incising thc consccration crosscs seems to have 

been relatively common feature. Tue round shape of 

the cross was easy to achieve with the help of divid

ers with which the image was incised. In Finström the 

consecration crosses have been incised and the auxil

iary lines can still be seen.702 Also, a face in the chancel 

vault has similarly been incised. In Sääksmäki at least 

one of the consecration crosses had been incised into 

the plaster but it is difficult to say whether this method 

was applied to all the crosses since they were destroyed 

in the 1929 fire.703 Tue method has been applied also 

in the stone church of Sastamala. Here the walrus 

hearts in the chancel window and the rib decoration 

in the sacristy have been incised into the plaster. Hiek

kanen has stressed the intentionality of the paintings 

especially in connection with the chancel window but 

can this intentionality be extended also to the method 

of incising images, is another question.704 Veronique 

Plesch has argued that incising is a way of establishing 

a deep connection with the object being incised. lt also 

697 In some of the Norwegian stave churches there seems to be some 

sort of preparatory drawings (as in graffiti) on a ready-planed beam. 
Blindheim 1985, 62-63. 

698 Niemi 1951, research report. 
699 Kartano 1938, research report. 
700 Tue "portraits of master masons" suggested by Hiekkanen. Cleve 

1979, 5; Hiekkanen 2007, 437-438. 
701 Palmroth 1952, research report. 
702 Hiekkanen 2003a, 9, 46-47; Hiekkanen 2007, 59lfn. 
703 Hiekkanen 1995, 75; Hiekkanen 1999, 75. 
704 Hiekkanen 1995, 72. 



turns the layer to be worked with into a liminal zone 

between the viewer and the divine, or the inscriber and 

the surface. This can be regarded as a ritual practice. 

Also, incisions and graffiti are very much permanent 

marks and thus their application can be regarded as a 

meaningful performative process. 705 Claims about the 

similar meaning in the making of the paintings should 

be perhaps made cautiously. Was the image more pow

erful when first incised and then painted? The fact that 

only some images seem to have been incised and not 

all of them might point to some level of ritual practice 

and if one wants to speculate with this idea then maybe 

especially the incising of the consecration crosses and 

images in the chancel area might have had a deeper, 

intentional meaning. But, it should also be noted that 

the incising of the consecration cross may have been 

based purely on practical points: the round shape was 

easy to achieve with the dividers. This applied to other 

geometrical figures as weil. Thus, incising may have 

just been one manner of executing images and in fact 

- people still tend to carve on wood, sand, clay, and

other soft materials. The method of incising seems to

have been in used already when composing images at

wooden churches. In the old wooden church of Sasta

mala at least one of the consecration crosses has been

carved into the wood and then painted. 706 

The use of stencils was a relatively common auxiliary 

means in the composing of paintings and especially the 

professionally trained painters used them. The deco

rative patterning was generally applied with stencils. 

Only few medieval stencils have been found but this 

could mean that the majority of them may have been 

made of wood. 707 Hiekkanen has suggested that the 

lilies in the nave of Mynämäki may have been com

posed using a stencil. He has also made an interesting 

argument that the later set of paintings in the nave of 

Mynämäki, those made by a workshop of professional 

painters sometime between 1435 and 1455, could have 

been partially deliberately composed using the earlier 

paintings, the lilies as a basis for certain composi

tions. 708 Other paintings, for example in Porvoo, look 

like they have been made with the help of stencils. 

The painters also made mistakes and technical blun -

ders while composing images. This could suggest that 

in these instances they were not using preliminary 

705 Plesch 2002, 184, 188. 
706 Palmroth 1963, 46. 
707 One was found at Wienhausen in Lower Saxony and a six-petaled 

rosette-shape lead stencil was found in 1933 from the ruins of the 

south transept at the Cistercian abbey at Meaux in Yorkshire. This 

lead stencil shows how one end was made bent so that it could be 

held by the painter as he dabbed the patterning. Scheller 1995, 74 fn; 

Rosewell 2008, 131. 
10

• Hiekkanen 2011. E-publication. 

132 Technical blunders: an incomplete jlower in Finström in 

the arch between third and fourth vaults. 

sketches but painted straight on the dry plaster without 

the possibility of correcting the painting. In Finström 

one of the large star-like flowers or rosettes in the arch 

between the third and the fourth vaults has been left 

slightly incomplete (Fig. 132). In Maaria a labyrinth in 

the third vault of the central aisle has been erroneously 

drawn in the sense that it has no entrance (Fig. 133). 

Also in Korppoo one of the labyrinths has something 

peculiar going on in the composition. The entrance of 

the labyrinth in the third vault of the south aisle leads 

to a dead end before the centre and it seems that for 

another parts as weil the painter has not been able to 

paint the labyrinth quite correctly. lt is more difficult to 

say whether it is a technical blunder or an intentional 

feature that two of the Korppoo humans have been 

painted without hands. lt also seems unlikely that the 

painter had "forgot" to paint the hands, or hadn't had 

enough time to do that. Occasionally armless humans 

appear in different visual media, such as in manu

scripts and thus the Korppoo humans do not represent 

any unique case of the medieval understanding of the 

body. Questions concerning the humans still remain. 

Was the identity and function of the humans clear even 

without limbs? The halo-like composition around the 

heads of the humans seems to indicate a saintly rank. 
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133 Technicul blunders: u lubyrinth wilhout the entrance in 

Maaria, third vault of the central aisle. 

One of the torture methods applied for various saints 

was the tearing off the limbs. 709 However, it seems 

unlikely that the armless humans in Korppoo would 

represent a saint in a mid- or post-torture phase. 

Perhaps the missing limbs do not conceptually frac

ture the notion of the body; here the body functions 

and performs without the arms. As Caroline Walker 

Bunym has demonstrated, the medieval attitudes 

towards bodily partition and fragmentation were two

fold. Tue fragmentation ofthe body was not necessarily 

seen as irreversible as God has the power to reassem -

ble each body in resurrection. From this perspective 

the missing limbs of the Korppoo humans are missing 

only visually. Tue missing limbs nevertheless pose 

a problem for interpretation since bodies and body 

parts were deemed integral to person and they were 

regarded as places where persons could be punished 

or rewarded after death. Certain body parts of remark

ably pious people could remain uncorrupted and intact 

after death. And even the cult of relics reveals the 

importance given to pieces of saintly bodies: the bodily 

fragments were treated as if they were the saints. On 

709 Saints such as Lawrence, Cyriacus and Hadrian suffered the removal 

oflimbs. 
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the other hand, bodily partition caused deep unease 

and the intact condition of the body after death was of 

concern. Dismemberment of the body was regarded as 

horrible, but saints were regarded as whole even if they 

had been dismembered or otherwise mutilated.710 As 

Walker Bunym has noted, "the practice of bodily parti

tion was fraught with ambivalence, controversy and pro

found inconsistency". 711 

Devotion can also be expressed in the desire to 

establish a more personal contact with a particular 

saint. An alternate viewing emphasising this aspect 

could be given to an image in Korppoo depicting an 

armless human. There are three different marks con

nected to this image. Two of them are painted inside 

his body, the third on his left side. These marks painted 

inside the body and next to him are peculiar in con -

nection with a saint - if the human indeed is intended 

to represent a saint. Tue character is depicted with a 

dotted halo that appears in several other human figures 

in Korppoo and that has usually been taken as an indi

cation of the saintly rank. As an image of a saint it 

might also be perceived as a votive image or an image 

of indulgence. In addition the marks are all different 

so they may represent three different things or names, 

signatures, so to speak.712 Maybe the rnarks could thus 

indicate the painters and that they had a specific rela

tionship with the saint to whom they paid homage to. 

Tue making of these marks could be thus regarded 

as ritually structured. In a way they could be seen as 

operating on a "contact zone" between the maker and 

the saint, as in a form of dialogue, interaction between 

beholder and work. 713 Maybe the marks here could 

thus indicate that the painter or painters had a specific 

relationship with the human, perhaps to be understood 

as a saint. Tue placing of the marks inside the saint's 

body would seem highly intentional and significant. If 

the marks are to be understood as sorts of signatures, 

then they reveal the need to show identity. Private 

devotion tended to aim at physical participation and 

devotional tools often required concrete handling. Tue 

making of these marks could be thus regarded as ritu

ally structured. In a way they could be seen as oper

ating in a "contact zone" between the maker and the 

saint, as in a form of dialogue, interaction between 

beholder and work. This interaction is devotional in 

nature, for it bears the hope that through the marks the 

710 Walker Bunym 1991, 229-234, 265-297.

711 Walker Bunym 1991, 272.

712 Stigell 1974, 77. Stigell has also speculated that their meaning might 

be to labe! this schematically drawn character. Tue human could thus 

be a "self-portrait" if it is not supposed to depict any particular saint. 

Tue painting could also be a benefaction and the marks could thus 

indicate the donor or donors. 
713 As formulated by Plesch 2002, 168-169, 188. 



holy figure will be reached. Thus the body is a means 

of religious access. Tue making of religious objects and 

images is often regarded as a form of meditation.714 Or,

as Barbara Maria Stafford has argued, a public "object

event" can existentially express a private inward perfor

mance. 715 Tue making of images can in parts reveal the

externalisation of private emotion and devotion into 

the public sphere. 

lt is challenging to navigate through these notions 

about the possible meaningfulness or non-meaning

fulness of the absent arms of the Korppoo humans. 

Tue human under an image of a ship could perhaps 

be some kind of a double allusion to St. Olav as the 

ship motif has been interpreted as depicting the saint's 

legendary sea voyage that was a common visual motif 

around the areas of the Baltic Sea.716 Depicting St. Olav

without arms seems to be highly exceptional and in 

this context the implications of the missing body parts 

remain obscure. Tue saintly interpretation may apply to 

the other armless human as well. Tue marks in connec

tion with the human above the pillar could perhaps be 

likened to some form of writing. Do these marks make 

the body? Is the body here functioning as a tablet for 

inscribing? According to Miri Rubin, writing is bound 

with the power of authority, authorship, mastery, and 

production, qualities linked with masculine principles 

within medieval culture. Tue female body was espe

cially likened to something to be made and written, and 

receiving marks. Christ's body could be seen as a book, 

and the wounds were the writing. A very privileged 

type of marking was the stigmata which proclaimed 

perfection. Further, the fragmentation of the body was 

naturally widespread in the Middle Ages in the form of 

relics. Pieces of dead holy people were revered as the 

loci of the sacred and religious practices concentrated 

on the contemplation on distinct body parts or body 

marks, such as the wounds or face of Christ.717 Thus,

bodies, marks, dismembered and detached body-parts 

were essential in medieval devotional practices. 

Certain motifs had a specific manner of construc

tion. These included the labyrinths. Tue construc

tion seems difficult but when learned, it is actually 

easy to compose. Composing a labyrinth might have 

been based on mechanic conventions in image-mak

ing. Some of the knot-work-like rosettes for example 

in Maaria and Nousiainen might have required some 

insight into their composition. Tue braided knot motif 

on the north wall of Maaria probably needed thinking 

714 Kessler 1988, 186. 
715 Stafford 2004, 316. 
716 Jyrki Knuutila has interpreted the armless human under the ship as a 

representation of St. Olav. Knuutila 2010, 284-285. Anne Liden has 

only included the painting of the ship. Liden 1999, 15-116, 307. 
717 Rubin 1994, 110-111; Rubin 1996, 23. 

through, although the painter had some minor prob

lems with this. 

There are also a few clear geometrical motifs such as 

the four shield-like compositions divided into squares 

and then further to triangles in Maaria. Construction

wise, these are relatively easy to paint. Some of the tri

angles have been filled with paint and there seems to 

be some inconsistency with this. Tue shields have been 

divided into squares according to ratios of 3 x 2, 3 x 

4, 5 x 5, and 5 x 6. There is no valid interpretation for 

these motifs; whether they operated as some kinds of 

shields or coats of arms, geometrical templates or other 

schemes. lt is equally unclear whether these could be 

connected to some quadratic technique practiced in 

the workshop. 

Images had to be often proportioned or estimated 

to make them fit into the chosen place, especially those 

in the vaults. Tue physical confines of the surface to 

be worked with were limited.718 Tue paintwork of the

different groups seems to be well proportioned in this 

sense as they tend to stick to the limits provided by the 

architecture. Some of the paintings, however, exploit 

the constructional parts in another way by "cross

ing the boundaries''. In the second vault of Korppoo 

a human figure with the contours of the head deco

rated with dots is painted in the east vault of the nave 

under an image of a ship. Tue human has been painted 

as "folded" for the head has been painted at the high 

point of the arch facing south while the rest of the body 

has been painted bending at the bottom of the arch. 

Another human with hands upraised in the third vault 

of Korppoo has been painted in the juncture of the 

wall and vault. On the north wall of the fourth wall of 

the north aisle of Maaria a large human with a crown 

has been painted in a similar manner. Tue placing of 

the motifs is clearly symmetrical and intentional, as 

in Korppoo. In the vault of Hollola the painter has in 

three instances exceeded the rib by painting it over in 

order to compose a tile-form paint-mark to the vault. A 

similar "transgression" has been used in the first vault 

of the north aisle of Karjaa. This manner of compos

ing images does not imply to some kind of chaotic 

mentality in image-making or the inadequacy to take 

into account the architecture, but another manner of 

using the surface and the architecture. Michael Camille 

has argued that visual continuity was not necessar

ily important so change, variation and asymmetry in 

image-making cannot be regarded as indicators of 

disorganisation.719 Some scholars have cast doubt on

the idea that images were coordinated at all. Sculpture 

might go up in a church following only the rhythm of 

718 Camille 1985, 138. 
719 Camille 1985, 140. 
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building without regard to a guiding symbolic pre

cept. 720 Nevertheless, something was always planned 

while something else was necessarily not planned or 

coordinated, like decoration aimed mainly to fill the 

spaces. This might have been the case in Maaria where 

the overall pictorial plan seems to have been ordered 

in terms of placing but some of the ornamental motifs 

seem to have been executed in a more spontaneous 

manner. 

In some instances the painter has used construc

tional parts, such as bell rope holes in the vaulting, as 

part of the painting. In Hollola a face has been painted 

around such a hole that operates as a mouth in the 

composition. In Sipoo a human has been painted below 

two holes in the vault so that the hands are immedi

ately under the holes. Tue human could thus represent 

a person who was in charge of pulling the bell ropes 

and ringing the bells. 

Some aspects in the interior could also be a result 

of "visual rhetoric'; the purposeful creation of the 

miraculous or the unique. This meant that elements 

of a shrine, including location and spatial organisa

tion, were carefully orchestrated for their effect upon 

the viewer. Ritual and liturgy were never the particu

far celehr;ition of one saint hut always celebrated this 

unity and community.721 Donor images have also been 

seen as a result of purposeful visual rhetoric and other 

images could have been equally intentionally placed.722 

Tue coat of arms in Nousiainen and those that could be 

regarded as such in Maaria have mainly been placed on 

the pillars and thus on visible places. In Pernaja a motif 

interpreted as a coat of arms has been painted on the 

chancel vault. lt seems that in these cases the placing 

signals slightly different meanings. Tue coat of arms in 

the pillars of Nousiainen and Maaria may refer to lay 

members of the parish and thus their placing gives a 

clear message to the parishioners of the pious actions 

of these donors. In Pernaja the possible coat of arms 

may belong to the person under whose patronage the 

process took place. Thus the coat of arms in the chancel 

vault, in a place more "sacred", may be seen as a decla

ration of high er status. 

Some devotional images may have been placed stra

tegically. Tue placing of the face of Christ especially in 

Nousiainen and in Hollola seems to be a clear visual 

strategy. Some saints or images relating to saints, such 

as St. Lawrence, the large king saint and the Marian 

inscriptions in Maaria, and the gridiron of St. Law

rence in Karjaa might have been placed either close to 

altars that were dedicated to these saints or otherwise 

72
0 Travis 2002, 47-49. 

72
1 Hahn 1997, 1080-1081. 

722 Tuhkanen 2003, 255-266. 
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in places where these images were easily seen. Tue side 

altars were especially intended and accessible for lay 

devotion. 

Paintings were used in order to define or differenti

ate liturgical spaces within a church. Tue chancel was 

the most important part of the church. In a few cases 

the chancel area seems to be nuanced. This has been 

clone in a very delicate manner. Mainly the manner of 

execution of the paintings differs slightly from that in 

the nave. For example in Maaria the paintings have not 

been placed in the chancel vaults which would seem 

to indicate the emphasis of the chancel. Only the ribs 

of the chancel vaults have been painted. In the chancel 

area, in the second vault of the central aisle, the vaults 

have also been decorated with heart-shaped motifs. In 

Pernaja the paintings in the chancel vault differ slightly 

from those in the nave but this has been clone in a 

very subtle way. In Karjaa the chancel vault has been 

covered with garlands and rosette-likes motifs in com

parison to the single rosette and floral type of motifs in 

the vaults of the rest of the nave (Fig. 134). Christ was 

present at the altar in the form of communion and in 

Finström he has been painted on the chancel vault. In 

Hollola the placing of the face of Christ in the chancel 

vault seems to emphasise the Eucharistie importance of 

the chancel area. 

As it seems that the painters used practical aids in 

making and composing images, it would seem equally 

likely that they also used visual aids and model images. 

Tue general imagery was based on conventional and 

relatively slowly evolving iconography that circulated 

in the craftsmen's use mainly in the form of differ

ent model books or other visual models. In general, 

model books and artistic manuals could be aug

mented, reused and reorganised over time and they 

thus gradually developed into larger collections. 723 lt 

has been presumed that church builders mainly used 

their own imagination, or took the subjects of their 

paintings from things they saw around them in eve

ryday life rather than used model images. Edgren has 

presumed that the painters sought the subjects for their 

images from the events and things from everyday life, 

from paintings in other churches and from wooden 

calendars, calendar staffs and parchment calendars.72
4 

According to Stigell many of the motifs among the 

paintings can be traced back to these calendars which 

723 Kessler 1988, 175-176; Scheller 1995, 24. Villard de Honnecourt's 

sketchbook has often been regarded as a model book for the painter, 

although this is elusive. A thirteenth-century treatise known as 

Pictor in Carmine, involving types and antitypes tobe represented by 

the painter, has sometimes been regarded as a model for the painters. 

For example Gaiger-Smith 1963, 80. Robert W. Scheller has listed 

the surviving works in his Exemplum. Model-Book Drawings and the 

Practice of Artistic Transmission in the Middle Ages. Scheller 1995. 

72
4 Edgren 1994a, 128. 



134 Chance/ vault of Karjaa. 

were in use in parishes.725 lt seems unlikely that differ

ent calendars would have been the only visual material 

available to skilful craftsmen. 72
6 Meinander presumed

that the paintings in Nousiainen and Maaria did not 

spawn from the decorative function set offby the priest 

rather than the maker's own will to depict what was in 

his mind. Meinander also argued that the motifs were 

taken from the surrounding and imaginary world of 

the maker. 727 

Tue image-making of the different workshops was 

undoubtedly for most parts based on the craft lore 

inside the community and connected to certain com

munal traditions where information was acquired and 

distributed within the group. Tue craft was passed down 

by oral and mnemonic means within and between 

workshops and these were an integral part of the social 

group of the builders. Thus, the craft knowledge of the 

builders was transferred through the ages as a "living" 

knowledge, susceptible to intervention, development 

and change by different craftsmen.72
8 According to

J0rgen H. Jensenius it is probable that since the craft 

725 Stigell 1974. 

72
6 Stigell 1974, 54.

727 Meinander 1927, 57. 
728 Jensenius 2003, conference paper; Shelby 1972, 398, 411-412. 

lore of the builders was most likely for the most part 

transmitted orally and memorially, written manuals 

did not circulate to a great extent. 72
9 lt is possible that

the master builders had their own sketches and sketch

books but these may have been a result of practice 

rather than theory. Lon R. Shelby has suggested that 

most masons probably acquired their technical knowl

edge and skills through oral transmission of the craft 

traditions but some of them must have had access to 

knowledge not carried by those traditions. This knowl

edge might have come directly from a literary source, 

or from someone else who had access to that source. 730 

Also, if this knowledge proved useful in design and 

construction, it would become part of the oral tradi

tions and possible untie the previous attachments to 

literary sources.731 Tue composing of images may have 

partly rested on mnemonics but it does not explain 

everything. lt seems somewhat unlikely that the paint

ers built up solely a mnemonic archive of images which 

enabled them to remember different types of images. 

If this was the case, it clearly minimised resorting to 

preliminary drawings and sketches. Robert W Scheller 

has noted that most medieval sketches were probably 

made on wax tablets, on thin, hollowed slabs that were 

filled with beeswax that formed the surface for writing 

- or drawing. Tue wax could be used over and over

again after smoothing the surface.732 These wax slabs

were also quite small and thus easily portable. Other

easily portable forms of artistic transmission - images

used as models - have consisted of for example from

illuminated manuscripts, ivories or coins.733 Pieces

of bone may have been used for this purpose, as well

as birch bark. Thus, the visual media that helped the

craftsmen to compose their images may have been rela-

729 Jensenius 2000, 10-15. 

73
0 There are few practical working manuals that exist from the Middle 

Ages and that can be seen offering some kind of theory for the archi

tectural planning process. These are mainly in the works ofVitruvius 

(De architectura libri decem, first century BC), Theophilus (De diver

sis artibus, c. 1125), Villard de Honnecourt (the drawings date from 

about 1220s/1240s) and Leon ßattista Alberti (De re aedificatoria, 

1452, also De pictura, 1435). An Italian painter Cennino D'Andrea 

Cennini's craftsman's handbook, II Libro de/l' Arte, compiled perhaps 

in the beginning of the tifteenth century gives detailed advice for 

painters to work on oil, panel, wall, and so on. lt was meant to be 

a practical handbook for the apprentice painter. In the year 1486 

Mathes Roriczer, master builder from Regensburg and Hanns 

Schmuttermayer, a goldsmith from Nürnberg published "how-to

do" booklets that mainly dealt with geometrical design practices. 

They explained, for example, how to create a ground plan and how 

to derive the elevation of a pinnacle using geometry. By this the 

practical technique, undoubtedly highly familiar to different crafts

men, was pul in a printed form. Büchlein von der Fialen Gerechtigkeit 

Regensburg 1486. Des Dombaumeisters und Buchdruckers Matthäus 

Koritzer. Regensburg 1923. 
731 Shelby 1972, 412. 

732 Scheller 1995, 2-4 

733 Scheller 1995, 28. 
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tively varied and changing. The possible models that a 

workshop used would have granted a certain unity in 

the image-making. 

The groups working in the Diocese especially 

between 1430 and 1480 seem to have shared the same 

basic knowledge of craft and principles in image-mak

ing, and they perhaps had an "inventory" of motifs 

from which they drew their material. The use of gar

lands, large palmette-like figures, ships, labyrinths, 

humans in striped garments and animals are frequently 

used motifs. Perhaps the inventory was partially based 

on memory where it had been preserved by manually 

repeating the making of different motifs. Some of the 

motifs seem to have been painted in such a manner 

that the painter had undoubtedly painted them before. 

Copying the works of others might have come into 

question although it is not known whether or how the 

builders actually practiced painting. The inventory 

could also be partially based on visual aids. 

Some of the images have been depicted in a rela

tively conventional manner so either the painters had 

some kinds of models in their use or then their visual 

memory was good. lt seems that there were some kinds 

of models or exemplary visual material or other aux

iliary means to be used in composing of the images. 

Motifs that seem to have required a model of a sort are 

the Last Judgement in Finström, the faces of Christ and 

possibly St. Lawrence in Maaria. The Marian prayer in 

Maaria might have been composed using a manuscript. 

There seems to have been some level of transmission 

of motifs from one medium to another in medieval 

image-making. James Marrow has in his study of the 

relationships between the fifteenth century manuscript 

illumination and printmaking in the Rhenish Low

lands pointed out that in the case of German manu

script decoration, the related ornamental vocabulary 

of meta!- and leatherworkers should also be taken into 

account. This aspect would help to clarify the origins 

and the transmission of ornamental motives.734 lt is 

thus very possible that the motifs circulated between 

different crafts. Representatives of various crafts could 

be members of the same guild.735 That would have 

helped the transmission of knowledge, motifs and 

manners of work between different artisans. In Maaria 

a few motifs ( a cross and an ornamental motif) look 

like they could have been "influenced" by wood- or 

ironwork. 

73
4 Marrow 1978, 606. 

735 The guild ofSt. Olav in Tallinn included such craftsmen as construc
tion workers, fish mongers, carriers, carpenters, butchers, furriers, 
grave diggers, rope makers, ringers, tankard makers, and others. 

Kaplinski 1995, 249. 
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lt seems that the makers painted "from life" or 

based some of the images on observation to a degree. 

There are motifs among the paintings that have some 

kind of "naturalistic" air in them, and have often been 

regarded as expressions of what the painter had actu

ally seen happening. lt is, of course, possible that in 

such instances the painter had observed something 

and painted it as seen, but since the actual processes 

of visual transitions are difficult to verify, it is equally 

possible that also adaptation, combination and recol

lection must have taken place in the painter's mind. 

Images such as the friar in front of a building in Maaria 

and a horse, a sleigh and a man in Pernaja have mainly 

been regarded as some form of visual recording.736 

But, could it be still argued that the image-making 

in question was somehow more "free"? In a sense this 

would not be an anachronistic notion since imagi

nation in image-making was acknowledged in the 

medieval era where it could be seen as an intellectual, 

formative and cogitative quality. For example Avi

cenna described how "cogitation uses the precepts that 

have been stored in the imagination and then proceeds 

to combine and analyze them, constructing quite differ

ent images, (--}:'737 This capacity of fantasy was some

times perceived as a midway between im<1gination an<l 

memory. In medieval artistic theories of inventio the 

creative and combinatory capacity was important. As 

Camille has argued, such combinations that created 

many fantastic creatures or other hybrids in sculpted 

and painted form would be seen in terms of the intel

lectual and psychological interest in the imagination. 738 

Other traditions particular to a specific group may 

have also governed the image-making. The influence of 

oral culture may not only be seen in the transmission of 

craft knowledge but of popular or folk stories. Through 

the stories, their telling and re-telling, members of the 

community pass on knowledge and contribute to the 

construction of their own identity in a relationship to 

the practice but also to the construction and develop

ment of the community of which they are part of.739 

Certain stories could work as memorial inventory 

and in this quality they incorporated in themselves 

the elementary learning, basic materials that relate to 

several pieces of information in a "pre-packed" form. 

According to Carruthers, Bestiaries and Aesop's fables 

( among others) were such stories. Their main function 

was not to be mimetic rather than heuristic and inven

tional. They were about learning certain principles. 

7
36 Edgren 1990, 12-15. 

737 For Avicenna, there were two types of imagination, a deliberate and 
11011-deliberate one. Thomas Aquinas criticised the need for this 
division. Camille 2000a, 211-212. 

738 Camille 2000a, 213; Camille 1992, 85-97. 
73

9 Barab & Duffy 2000, 37. 



Practical and technical craft lore was often embedded 

in such mnemonic narratives.74
0 Tue folk tales con

cerning for example the fox were highly popular in the 

Middle Ages and the motif appears frequently among 

the paintings of various workshops. However, since the 

fox tales enjoyed such a popularity it is difficult to say 

whether they were specifically told among the build

ers or whether they were used because of their general 

popularity and current circulation at that time. Tue fox 

tales, for example, as depicted in Maaria among other, 

might have been those stories frequently told among 

74
° Carruthers 1998, 27-29. Roland Bechmann has studied the mne

motechnics of the medieval builders and especially the drawings of 

Villard de Honnecourt in his article La rnnemotechnique des con

structeurs gothiques, 98-104. Pour /a Science, vol. 158/1990. 

the group of builders but since the popularity of such 

animal tales was prominent during the medieval era, 

they were easily recognised and understood by the 

parishioners and the clergy as well. Some other motifs 

may also be result of some kind of oral tradition but 

these can be difficult to verify. 

Tue practical issues connected to the image-making 

of the makers constitute the system in their visual pro

duction. Tue practices generate the visual idiom that 

has clearly been based on certain principles. Tue chap

ters so far have aimed at examining the image-making 

from the point of the makers. In order to broaden the 

examination of the imagery in question and its social, 

cultural and economic premises, relevant issues at the 

Diocesan level have to be taken into consideration. 

This is dealt with in the next chapter. 

179 



TERTIA: 

INSTITUTIONS, COMMUNITIES AND INDIVIDUALS 



6. CREATING A CONTEXT FOR

VISUAL PRODUCTION

In previous chapters I have established the visual idiom 

of the different workshops working in the Diocese of 

Turku between 1430 and 1540. Based on the exami

nation of the image-making, I have argued that it has 

been governed by certain principles and practices that 

imply a system. Systematic making of images implies 

organisation and practice at a Diocesan level. I will 

try to show the possible ways the image-making could 

have worked at both Diocesan and parochial level and 

what could have been its relevance in the cultural sur

roundings. 

6.1. Tue paintings and their making in the 
Diocese - a historical perspective 

My understanding of visual culture is that it examines 

images and the practices, agents, conceptualities and 

institutions that put images to work and use.741 Chap

ters 3 and 4 aimed at outlining the image-making of 

different groups, the visual idioms of these groups and 

the practices conncctcd to making imagcs, thus crcat 

ing the visuality of the makers. I have tried to approach 

the images and image-making from the point of view 

of practices and how these have influenced on the 

visual idiom of the makers. This chapter aims at exam -

ining this visuality and its role in the cultural and his

torical environment, in the Diocese of Turku between 

the 1430s and 1540s and the outline the context of the 

images and their making as localised to the Diocese. lt 

aims at focusing on the agents and institutions involved 

in the image-production in the sociocultural environ

ment. 

6.1.1. Tue involvement of ecclesiastic authorities 

Tue image-production in question was defined by 

specific social and cultural circumstances and it was 

thus part of a larger "system'' in the Diocese that was 

connected to politics, the economy and society. This 

system was the one that ultimately was in charge of 

organising the circumstances of the visual production 

in the Diocese.742 Tue large-scale construction process 

of stone churches was first and foremost connected to 

the politics of the realm and was of diocesan impor-

7
4

1 Morgan 2005, 33.
742 I follow here Keith Moxey's definition of how meanings can be 

obtained by the specificity of the circumstances of use, and how 
systems of the past are defined by their social and historical location. 

Thus they have their own social and historical specificity. Moxey 

19946, 106-107. 
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tance. Markus Hiekkanen has speculated that the con

struction of the stone churches in East Uusimaa was 

planned and possibly a part of the fortification of the 

castle province of Viborg that began in the 141 Os. Tue 

construction plans of stone churches may have hap

pened in connection with the attempts of the Swedish 

Crown and the castle province of Viborg to appear 

powerful in terms of foreign-policy before the might 

of Novgorod. Although in the 1410s the project did 

not really take off on a grand scale it still may have 

been one of the impulses that initiated the construc

tion of stone churches in the whole Diocese a bit later. 

Tue initiating force may have been Bishop Magnus II 

Tavast (c. 1357-1452) and the process was possibly thus 

organised and led by the Bishop and the Chapter of the 

Diocese of Turku.743 Tue process started at the same 

time in Finland Proper and in Uusimaa. In Finland 

Proper the process of building stone churches was ini

tiated in the era of Bishop Magnus in the beginning of 

the fifteenth century and the large-scale construction 

took off around the 1440s.744 One of the prerequisites 

seems to have been the reduction of the taxation by the 

Crown that increased the tax incomes of the Church. 745 

Thus the economic situation was beneficial. 

In Uusimaa the building and decorating of churches 

was executed in a systematic and cohesive manner. 

lt seems that one prominent group was hired to East 

Uusimaa in the 1430s, that of the workshop of Pernaja 

to carry out the work. C.J. Gardberg has suggested that 

the group may have been hired by the leading parish 

of the area, Porvoo. Hiekkanen, on the other hand, 

has suggested that the Dean of Porvoo may have been 

the leading figure in the stone church process of the 

province.746 In 1437 to 1447 the vicar of Porvoo was 

Laurens Ingemundsson who most likely was involved 

in the process as well.747 Krister Nilsson Vasa (t 1442), 

the lord of the castle Viborg was one of the prominent 

figures in the Diocese and he had connections to the 

Bishop Magnus.748 Tue construction process of the 

churches of Uusimaa was undoubtedly also of great 

interest to Krister.749 lt is possible that his coat of arms 

7
43 In general, the Chapter was an inportat administrator in the build

ing operations, especially those of a cathedral. The bishop was the 

initiator of all church building works in the Diocese according to the 

canon law. Vroom 2010, 39. 
7

4
4 Hiekkanen 2006a, 18-19; Zetterberg - Hiekkanen 1990, 97; also 

Palola 1997, 210-218 .. 
7

45 Palola 1997, 215, 298-299. 

74
6 Hiekkanen 2006a, 18-21; Gardberg 1996, 227-228.

7
47 FMU2165, FMU2710.

748 Hiekkanen 2006a, 22; Hiekkanen 2007, 453. Krister Nilsson is men

tioned as the governor of Viborg several times in medieval dorn

ments (FMU documents between 1310 and 6633). Among other 

things, he seems to have been actively engaged in business affairs 

with Livonian cities. 

74
9 Hiekkanen 2006a, 22; Hiekkanen 2007, 453. 



135 Coat of arms (Vasa family?) in Pernaja, second vault of the central aisle. 

was painted among the paintings in Pernaja church, 

implying his involvement in the matter (Fig. 135). 

The participation of the Chapter and Bishops in 

the construction and decoration of churches in both 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries becomes evident 

from the few remaining coat of arms painted among 

the decoration of Maaria and Nousiainen in the fif

teenth century and Huittinen, Messukylä and Tyrvää 

in the sixteenth century. The coat of arms on the first 

south pillar (facing north) could be the coat of arms 

of the Chapter, as suggested by Hiekkanen. 750 The coat 

of arms of Olaus Magni has been painted in the third 

vault of the north aisle . Based on this, the paintings 

have traditionally been dated to the 1450-1460 period 

due to the coat of arms of Bishop Olaus Magni but 

Hiekkanen has suggested that they could be slightly 

earlier; painted in the 1440s or in the beginning of the 

1450s at the latest. Hiekkanen has suggested that the 

Dean Olaus Magni probably partly financed the build-

750 Hiekkanen 2011, 53. 

ing project along with the congregation.751 The initi

ating force behind the building of Maaria church was 

most likely Bishop Magnus II Tavast. lt is possible that 

Bishop Magnus might have financed the decoration 

of his home parish of Mynämäki, although whether it 

included paintings is difficult to establish.752 

The coat of arms of Bishop Magnus Särkilax has 

been painted on the gables of Huittinen and Tyrvää. 

There was the same coat of arms motif inside the nave 

of Huittinen, in the eastern cell of the central aisle. This 

motif consisted of an equal-armed cross and a star 

painted inside a semicircle adorned with three cross-

7
51 Hiekkanen 2007, 91-92; Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 20-21. Also 

Frankenhaeuser 1910, 9. Olaus Magni was a Dean from 1438 to 

1449. From 1450 to 1460 he was the Bishop of the Diocese ofTurku. 
The building project of Maaria church began during his position as 
a Dean. For example Frankenhaeuser 1910, 9; Wennervirta 1930, 72; 
Wennervirta 1937, 59, 63; Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 20-21. Iikka 
Kartano dated the paintings to the 1430s for he was of the opinion 

that they were so "primitive" that the Bishop could not have had any
thing to do with them personally. Kartano 1951, 108-109. 

752 He donated a chancel chair with coat of arms. Palola 1997, 224-225; 
Perälä 1963, 50-52. 
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es.753 Hiekkanen suspects that the building project 

of both churches began during the Episcopal era of 

Magnus (1489-1500). In the case of Tyrvää church 

Hiekkanen speculates that the paintings on the exte

rior walls operate as reminiscences of the fact that the 

building project began from the Bishop's initiative. 

Both churches had the same designer.754 Images like 

these visually proclaimed the importance of the Bishop 

as the patron and benefactor of the building process 

far better than a mere payment to the building fund.755 

As the construction of a stone church was always 

a matter of Diocesan scale there might have in some 

cases been pressure directed from the ecclesiasti

cal administration down on the parish. Tue grandeur 

project of stone church construction in the Diocese 

undoubtedly required various diocesan dictates and 

precepts.756 Tue best-known examples are the pre

cepts given out in 1352 and 1480 but there must have 

been others.757 Tue parish was also the main quarter 

in the Diocese of Turku responsible for the financ

ing of the construction. Money was directed through 

fabrica, the building fund which was filled up by the 

taxes.758 Bishop instituted measures such as indul

gences to support the building works. These indul

gcnccs usually rcquircd that the gift giver had to visit 

a specific church and on a specific feast day.759 In some 

instances, it seems that some financial support for the 

provincial churches occasionally went to the cathedral 

fund.760 Thus the construction of stone churches was 

first and foremost a Diocesan enterprise but it was also 

an enterprise on the parish level. Tue initiative for the 

construction of a stone church may have in several 

instances come directly from the parish, possibly from 

the vicar or local nobilities. Peder (or Per) Olafsson 

(Horn afKancas) who was the vicar of both Nauvo and 

Korppoo between 1434 and 1448 might have been the 

initiating force behind the construction of both Nauvo 

and Korppoo churches.761 Perhaps he was responsible 

for the ordering of the group who built and painted 

753 Pettersson 1987, 394; Wennervirta 1937, 82. 

754 Hiekkanen 2007, 221, 223, 263-265. 

755 As Vroom has argued, Episcopal artistic patronage was a typical 

feature in the late medieval era. Vroom 2010, 97. 

756 Hiekkanen 2003a, 28. 
757 FMU 624; FMU 3853. 
758 The main duties of the fabrica were building and maintaining the 

cathedral and other buildings in conjunction with the cathedral, 

such as the cloister, chapter hall and cathedral school. lt bore the 

costs of embellishments and furnishings in the church building, and 

sometimes also administrative costs. Parish churches could also have 

their own fabrica that were mainly administered by lay members. In 

the Nordic countries tithes were also directed to the fabrica. Vroom 

2010,54-57, 148, 152-155. 
759 FMU 2154; FMU 2393; FMU 2854; FMU 5883. 
760 Diplomatarium suecanum 4110. 
761 Hiekkanen 2003a, 56; Hiekkanen 2007, 117; Nikula 1992, 67; FMU 

2752. "Petrus O/aui, presbite1; curatus in Corpo ... ". REA 450. 
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the churches. Possibly the vicar was also interested in 

the cult of Corpus Christi and this would have had 

influence on the facies Christi painted at the church 

of Korppoo. In 1448 Peder donated or bequeathed his 

estate in Masku to the altar of Corpus Christi in Turku 

Cathedral. 762 This would imply that the vicar favoured 

the cult and could have wanted to visually manifest this 

also in Korppoo. In Sauvo, the vicar Peder Pedersson 

could have been the one involved in the construction 

and decoration process of the church.763 

Between 1430s and 1480s the construction and 

decoration of churches in the Diocese was more or less 

controlled by the Bishop and the Chapter. Some kind 

of turning point seems to have been around 1480 when 

Bishop Konraz Bitz announced a precept. According 

to the precept painters were not allowed to decorate 

churches without the permission of the bishop or the 

Chapter at the risk of monetary penalty: 

"Item statuimus, quod nullus curatorum assumat 

sibi muratores, vitrifices, pictores, carpentarios aut 

ceteros officiales ad notabile edificium ecclesie spect

antes sine speciali nostra vel nostri capituli licencia, sub 

pena xl marcharum. 764 

Usually this precept has been interpreted as indi

cating that the Bishop's aim was to control and reduce 

the poor workmanship, especially the paintings attrib

uted to the work of church builders. 765 Tue bishop's 

precept singled out painters, carpenters, masons and 

glaziers so there may have been a need for regulating 

the making of ecclesiastical images and objects in the 

Diocesan level. Regulations such as these seem to have 

been relatively common and Konrad Bitz's precept was 

not even the first known in the Diocese. In 1352 bishop 

Hemming had already promulgated a precept in which 

he tried to rationalise the decorations and acquisi

tions of churches. Its thirteenth paragraph directs 

762 FMU 2752. 
763 FMU3411. 
764 Tue precept in its whole: Quia, qui religionem intraverint, mortui 

mundo censentu1; nos Conradus, episcopus Aboensis, de con

sensu venerabilis capituli nostri statuimus synodaliter ista pertetuo 

observanda:Primum, quicunque curatorum, vicariorum, vice cura

torum, prebendatorum seu aliorum sacerdotum ingressus fuerit reli

gionem, cuiuscunque ordinis, eorum bona tripharia dividi debent 

intuitu ecclesie vel nomine sacerdocii acquisita, quorum prima pars 

cedere debet ecclesie cathedrali ad eius instauracionem et ceteras suas 

necessitates relevandas. Secunda pars cedere debet ecclesie parochiali 

aut vicarie vel prebende, cuius ex proventibus talia bona quesierunt. 

Tercia autem pars cedere poterit quam intraverit religioni. Item statu

imus perpetuo observandwn, quod quicunque sacerdotum Aboensium 

perceperit martern alicujus sacerdotis de dyocesi, antequam carnibus 

utatur celebret vel ce/ebrari faciat unam missam pro anima sacerdo

tis defuncti. Item statuimus, quod nullus curator111n assumat sibi 

muratores, vitrifices, pictores, carpentarios aut ceteros officiales ad 

notabile edifici11111 ecc/esie spectantes sine speciali nostra vel nostri 

capituli /icencia, sub pena xi marcharum. FMU 3853. Emphasis 

added by the author. 
765 For example Wennervirta 1930, 78-79; Riska 1987, 144. 



that books or ornaments were not allowed to be sup
plied for churches or altars without a special permis
sion from the clergy, ( ... ) decimus tertius, quod libros

vel ornamenta ecclesie vel altaris nullus amat (= emat) 

sine speciali licentia prelati (. .. ). 766 Similar precepts are
known from Sweden and Denmark.767 lt is difficult to
decisively say what the reasons for and the influence 
of the 1480 precept could have been, and whether it 
concretely effected the work of different craftsmen. 
Tue execution of paintings around the 1480s until 
the beginning of the sixteenth century was at a rela
tively low level. According to Hiekkanen one expla
nation might be a sort of transitional period where 
fewer churches were being built in the Diocese. Con
sequently, there were fewer churches to be painted. 768 

Some things were nevertheless being made at that time; 
in Hattula the paintings were being made in the 1490s 
but those were replaced by professional paintings in 
around 1510.769 

Around the 1500s the decoration of churches 
continued but not to the same as in the fifteenth 
century. In Häme and Satakunta workshops decorated 
churches with paintings in Hollola, Pälkäne, Sasta
mala, Sääksmäki and Huittinen around 1500 and 1510. 
Of these churches, Hollola was a completely finished 
ecclesiastic building which also explains why the paint
ing decoration in Hollola is a cohesive entity. After 
1520 churches were not really decorated with paint
ings, but on the other hand, there were no churches 
being built either. In the sacristy of Urjala a few paint
ings most likely fall into the period between 1520 and 
1540.770 Hiekkanen has speculated that the concentra
tion of paintings between 1510 and 1520 might also 
inform the control of decoration that was tightened 
by the initiative of the Bishop and the Chapter.771 Tue 
building of churches was nevertheless organised. Tue 
coat of arms of Bishop Magnus Särkilax in Huittinen, 
Messukylä and Tyrvää indicates that the Bishop was 
influential in the building process of these churches 
and possibly other churches of the sixteenth century. 

766 FMU 624. Emphasis added by the author. 
767 Liepe 1995, 39; Also Tuhkanen 2005, 59-60.
768 Hiekkanen 2007, 25, 37.
769 Knapas 1997, 20-21; Hiekkanen 2007, 34,289. In his article of 1996

Hiekkanen suggested that the paintings made on the pilasters and 

vaults were similar and coeval to the paintings in the churches ofEast 

Uusimaa, namely Pernaja, Sipoo and Karjaa, i.e. roughly between the 

period of 1440 and 1480. Hiekkanen 1996b, 55-56. Later, Hiekkanen 

dated the church to the period between 1472 and 1490. Hiekkanen 

2007, 285. 

770 Hiekkanen 2007, 350-352.

771 Hiekkanen 2007, 35, 38. 

6.1.2. Tue involvement of individuals 

A few coats of arms among the paintings reveal that 
individual members of parishes participated in the 
construction and decoration of the church. Various 
members from notable families and possibly also from 
clergy of these parishes wanted to actively participate 
in the costs by donations. For example in Finström 
the members of the Aland nobility (frälse), along with 
the parish community, likely participated in the con -
struction of the church by donations. 772 Bishops could 
grant indulgences of forty or more days to those who 
for example gave a donation to the building fund, 
fabrica, of a church.773 Detailed accounts are difficult 
to make since acts of donating are difficult to detect as 
there is no written records of such gift-giving. There 
is information concerning different donors and gifts 
given to the church in medieval documents but in 
many instances they do not specify what might have 
been acquired. There is some information concern
ing money given to the fabrica.774 There are no known
cases where the gift given was specifically aimed at 
acquiring a painting or paintings for a church. Fur
nishings were acquired due to gift-giving. A document 
dated in 18.1.1318 states that Dukes Erik and Valde
mar promise in their testaments to give, among other 
things, 40 marks to Turku cathedral and two "ornate 
baldachins (baldachinos ad ornatum).775 Sometimes 
money was given to the church. Greger Anders
son Garp, the magistrate of jurisdictional district of 
Vehmaa, donated ten silver marks to the church of St. 
Margaret in Vehmaa in 23.11.1447.776 Hiekkanen has
suggested that the donation was probably aimed at the 
needs of the church, possibly for the administration of 
the construction debts or to the acquisition of deco
ration. 777 When monetary donations are mentioned, 
they usually specify the purpose for the money or what 
has been acquired. In 1470 Lucia Olofsdotter gave ten 
nobler to Sauvo church that was used to acquire mass 

772 Hiekkanen 2003a, 220. 

773 ( --) seu ad fabricam aut edificationem antedice capelle (=Räntämäki) 

manus porrexerint adjutrices, (--) singuli nostrum xi dierum indulgen

tias de injunctis eis penitentiis in Domino misericorditer relaxamus 

( --). FMU2154. ( --) seu ad fabricam aut sustentacionem prefate eccle

sie manus porrexerint adiutrices, (--) quadraginta dierum indulgen

cias (--). FMU 2854. (--) seu ad fabricam et sustentacionem prefate 

capelle manus porrexerint adiutrices, (--) xi dierum indulgencies ( --). 

FMU 5883. Also FMU2393; FMl/2415. 

774 In 1426 Eskil Fincke confirmed a testament stating that a yearly sum 

of four marks was to be given to the construction ofTurku Catedral. 

(--) att the giffue ach giellde huartt ar thär wtaff fyra markär peningär 

till skatt till Sancte Henricks byggning. FMU 1817. 

775 FMU284. 
776 ---mynnce soken kyrkio sancta Margrete x marc---. FMU 2730. 

777 Hiekkanen 2007, 213. 
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clothing and rye for the church.778 Lay donations seem 

to have been relatively popular and they were encour

aged. People gave different gifts to churches and altars 

but also testament donations. 

In the majority of cases the identification of the arms 

is difficult and thus these are only suggestions. Four dif

ferent coat of arms-type paintings have been painted in 

the pilasters ofNousiainen.779 These are possible donor

arms but since their proper identification is difficult 

nothing can be decisively concluded. Only the coat 

of arms of the Kirves family in the third south pillar 

has been relatively reliably identified. lt has usually 

been connected to Olaf Kirves780 who was the lagman 

(lawspeaker781
) of Nousiainen and is mentioned in a 

document in 1405 but Hiekkanen has suspected that 

the donor might have been either Olaf Kirves, his 

son Bertel, or the squire Ture Olofsson Kirves. Ture, 

along with several other members of the Kirves family 

may have donated funds to the execution of paintings 

and to the construction works of the building in the 

1430s. 782 Knight Henrik Klasson might have been one

of the members who donated funds to the church. His 

wife Lucia Olofdotter gave to the altar of the Virgin 

Mary in Nousiainen her best hooded cloak and to the 

grave of St. Ilenrik a gold ring and an altar cloth.783 

Hiekkanen's other suggestion is that the coat of arms 

could have been made in order to commemorate Olaf 

Kirves' son Bertel who died in 1423.784 

In Karjaa the gridiron of St. Lawrence and the mon

ogram of the Virgin Mary have been painted above the 

places where the altars dedicated to these saints have 

apparently been situated.785 This is in line with the

778 ( --) ornöögt ok beta/ad Saw kirkio the tyo nobla epter her Henricx 
Johannis befceling ok testamentz breff til goda nögian, som jag mik ok 
kennes wpburit j dandemanna ncerwarw fulleliga aff kirkionne wegne 

i messo k/reder oc i rog. FMU 3411. Emphasis added by the author. 
77

9 Hiekkanen has included only two coats of arms as actual coat of 

arms. Hiekkanen 2011, 51-54. 
780 Riska 1961, 227; Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 19-20. 
781 A Nordic legal office. 
782 Hiekkanen 2003a, 192-193; Hiekkanen 2007, 623 fn; Riska 1961, 

227; Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 19-20, 74. In a papal letter dated 

in 1377 a hundred day indulgence - and valid for ten years - was 

granted to those who took part in the construction work. FMU 
857. This could refer to an earlier wooden church, and according to

Hiekkanen, there probably were several of them predating the stone 

church. Hiekkanen 2007, 120-121. lt is also possible that the indul

gence letter refers to the stone church process that had already been 

initiated in the diocesan level but that concretely took place in the 

beginning of the fifteenth century.
783 "jtem gifuer iac til iomfrv Marie altare i Nowsis myna bcetzsta kopa

met siljf ther til hörer; jtem gifuer iac til sancte Henrikx graff j Nowsis
en gulring oc eth a/tare k/cede." FMU 2970. 

784 Hiekkanen 2011, 54.
785 lt is possible that in Maaria where paintings referring or representing 

the Virgin Mary and St. Lawrence also occur, the placement of these

motifs have followed the same guiding rule: that they have been 

placed above the altars dedicated to the Virgin and to St. Lawrence. 

Kartano 1951, 22, 102-103.
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argument of Paul Crossley, who has stated that altars 

and images (as well as relics and altarpieces) operated 

as a matrix and generate meditational centres inside the 

church. Tue arrangement of different visual elements 

thus formed a sort of apparatus of devotion where each 

part is connected and integrated together.786 lt has been

suggested that the Lord of the Castle Raseborg Lars 

Axelsson Tott and his second wife, Karin Eriksdotter 

Nipertz could have donated two altarpieces, those of 

St. Lawrence and St. Bridget, to the church and estab

lished the altar in order to commemorate the death of 

Lars Tott's wife and son in a shipwreck in 1468.787 lt is 

possible that Lars Tott could have had something to do 

with the altar of St. Lawrence as the saint, his namesake 

Laurentius, might have even been his personal patron 

saint. Whether there was a relationship between the 

painting referring to St. Lawrence and the establish

ment of the altar is difficult to verify but it seems logical 

that there could have been some interaction at the time 

of the establishment of the altar. Another question is 

who might have been the "consultant" in the interplay; 

the parish priest, for example, or even Lars Tott. 

Two coats of arms in Nousiainen have been depicted 

with a sword placed on the left side of the arms. Tue 

coat of arms on the north side of the first south pillar 

is in the shape of a Maltese cross, and the other coat 

of arms on the south side of the second north pillar 

has been divided into a triangle-shape, further divided 

into a square with two opposing triangles inside. lt 

might implicate the pile in heraldry and in heraldic 

symbolism this might refer to a builder. Perhaps it is 

far-fetched to assume that the coat of arms could be the 

builder's personal arms based on this. Tue sword may 

have been painted in order to emphasise the position 

of the arm-bearer as such that it included the carrying 

of the sword. Tue fourth coat of arms in Nousiainen 

has been painted on the west side of the first south 

pillar and it consists of a shield divided into four parts. 

In each part there is a motif resembling St. Andrew's 

cross. One of the coats of arms has been painted close 

to the chancel area, on the first south pillar. Perhaps the 

placement has been intentional in some way; the "more 

important" donor or someone who has made a larger 

contribution has been placed close to the chancel, 

perhaps. 

There are a few motifs in Maaria that resemble coats 

of arms but that are difficult to identify. A semicircular

shaped shield-like composition divided into six parts 

has been painted above the fourth north pillar, on the 

east side. A cross has been painted on the top of the 

motif and two other crosses both on its sides (Fig. 136). 

786 Crossley 1998, 165-172. 

78
7 FMU 3365; von Bonsdorff 1992, 92-94; Hiekkanen 2007, 439. 



As mentioned, in Huittinen the coat of arms of Magnus 

Särkilax was equally endowed with three crosses.788 

Perhaps the motif in Maaria could be a coat of arms of a 

clergyman. 789 In the sixteenth century the involvement

of lay members of the parishes is much more difficult 

to detect as there are no coat of arms besides that of the 

Bishop. In Hollola it has been suggested that the embel

lishments of the interior and possibly the face of Christ 

in the painting decoration might have had something 

to do with Knut Posse, the Governor of Häme and a 

leading figure in the construction process of Hollola 

and his personal devotion influenced by the Bridget

tines. 790 Tue involvement of local people in the six

teenth century seems likely, although there is no docu

mentation or other evidence concerning the matter. 

There are no coats of arms besides that of the Bishop. 

Perhaps the financial situation in parishes was tight 

and there was not enough money directed to fabrica 

that could have influenced both the construction and 

decoration of churches in the sixteenth century. Maybe 

lay involvement decreased, although people were still 

advised to give money to churches and chapels.791 

Donor images do not merely signal material aspects 

in ecclesiastic projects but speak about issues relating 

to community and communication. Tue patrons and 

donors communicated their status and devout ambi

tions to the rest of the community via visual means as 

well. Donor images were often a result of purposeful 

visual rhetoric. 792 Images had commercial aspects for

they were often a result of the gift-giving of parishion

ers. Existing images and objects were further embel

lished with donations. Tue act of donation was not just 

commemorating the image but also the seif . lt was a 

purchase.793 Tue coat of arms in Nousiainen and those

that could be regarded as such in Maaria have mainly 

been placed on the pillars and thus on visible places. 

In Pernaja a motif interpreted as a coat of arms has 

been painted on the chancel vault. lt seems that in 

these cases the placing signals slightly different mean

ings. Tue coat of arms on the pillars ofNousiainen and 

Maaria may refer to lay members of the parish and thus 

their placement gives a clear message to the parishion -

ers of the pious actions of these donors. In Pernaja the 

possible coat of arms may belong to the person under 

whose patronage the process took place. Thus the coat 

788 Wennervirta 1937, 61. 
789 Ahlström-Taavitsainen did not count the motif as a coat of arms. 

Ahlström-Taavitsainen 1984, 21. Kartano has mentioned "coats of 
arms" and "imitations of coats of arms" and presumed that they had 
belonged to persons who were not members of the nobility. Kartano 

1951, 108-109. 
790 Pirinen 2000, 16. 
791 

FMU 5883; FMU 5961. 
792 Tuhkanen 2003, 255-266. 
793 Stanbury 2008, 28, 181. 

136 A possible coat of arms in the pillar in Maaria. 

of arms in the chancel vault, in a place more "sacred", 

may be seen as a declaration of higher status. Tue coat 

of arms and images connected to donors thus operate 

as visual links between the parishioners, the physical 

space of worship (the church) and the larger church 

community. Thus a concrete (visual) relationship exists 

between the members of the congregation and the 

material structure of the church, as Sarah Stanbury has 

argued.794 

Based on this, it is clear that donors were active 

members in the church processes and seem to have 

represented mainly nobility and the high clergy, the 

social elite of the Diocese. In addition, other groups of 

the society participated equally by giving donations. 

lt is probable that the makers themselves may have 

donated paintings to churches. This could have been 

the case in Maaria and possibly also in Nousiainen. lt 

seems that both the Diocesan level and the parish level 

were active in the construction of a stone church and 

in the acquisition processes of its chattels and goods. 

In this sense, the image-making was institutionalised. 

** 

794 Stanbury 2008, 181. 
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Certain social transactions in the Diocese resulted in 

the visual production of the church builders especially 

between 1430 and 1480. These transactions or church

political endeavours initiated, governed and structured 

in the Diocese and led by the Bishop and the Chapter, 

operated as an "umbrella organisation" for the activ

ity of the makers. Tue transactions also took place 

more locally in parishes and in many cases in connec

tion with different agents. Tue Diocesan and parochial 

wishes clearly intersected with the craftsmanship and 

visual idiom the makers were able to provide. Bishops 

Magnus II Tavast (Bishop until 1449), Olaus Magni 

(1450-1460), Konrad Bitz (1460-1489) and Magnus 

Särkilax (1489-1500) were all involved along with the 

Chapter in the undertaking of the stone church con

struction and decoration. Tue decoration of churches 

required permission from the Bishop. Visible evi

dence among the paintings, as in Maaria, Tyrvää and 

Huittinen, points in that direction. They may have 

been economic factors at play here as well; perhaps it 

was cheaper to resort to the work of one group that 

would do both the construction and decorating. Tue 

bond between the Diocese and the visual idiom of the 

makers does not propagate the singularity of the latter 

in respect of visual production. There was a social and 

ecclesiastic recognition behind the image-making. In 

this sense, the image-making of the makers was insti

tutionalised and thus asserted. 

6.2. Paintings and parishes - a local 
perspective 

Some of the issues relating to individuals possibly 

involved in the acquisition of wall paintings and the 

image-making at the parish level have been dealt with 

in the previous chapter. These are mainly possible 

donors or other such individuals who might have had 

something to do with the embellishment of a particular 

church. Images functioned in direct relation with a spe

cific space. As both Karen Rose Matthews and Vibeke 

Olsen have argued, the images can work as a visual 

link between building and spectator, communicating 

to the spectator the function of the building. Thus, 

images played an integral part in the viewer's experi

ence of space. 795 Tue images thus "act'' in the context of 

ritual. 796 Thus they are meaningful in the context of the 

specific space and place they have been painted in. This 

idea of meaningfulness operates here as a background 

as I aim at examining to what extent the imagery in 

specific churches might have worked in local settings. I 

have chosen to present some interpretative possibilities 

795 Mathews 2000, 3-12; Olsen 2004, 105-109. 
796 Stafford 2004, 332. 
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mainly from the churches of Pernaja, Finström, Maaria, 

Hollola, and Nousiainen and Korppoo. Pernaja, Fin

ström, Maaria and Hollola have been chosen due to 

their examination in the case study chapter. In order 

to discuss additional issues, I will also briefly deal 

with the paintings in the churches of Nousiainen and 

Korppoo. In Nousiainen and Korppoo the painting 

decoration is relatively well preserved, although frag

mentation does occur and in Nousiainen the paintings 

on the walls have been white-washed. Nevertheless, the 

existing paintings give a relatively cohesive impression 

of the pictorial program of the workshops. 

6.2.1. Pernaja 

As the decoration in Pernaja is fragmented, it is dif

ficult to piece together the comprehensive pictorial 

program of the church and the images used. Some of 

the motifs favoured by the makers are those that seem 

to operate on the coastal context as these motifs have 

been commonly used in coastal churches. These are the 

ship in the north wall, the mermaid in the south aisle 

vault and the labyrinth on the south wall. Tue mermaid 

and the ship are in more visible places than the laby

rinth. Somc of thc motifs in the south aisle vaults seem 

to bring forth moralising aspects that could have been 

used in order to control the congregation through 

notions of sin. This could be specifically the case with 

the mermaid in the third vault, the "ape" ( or another 

mermaid) in the second vault and the "Panotian'' in 

the fourth vault. Apes and sirens have generally been 

seen as representations of various vices, mainly lust 

and folly. Tue interpretation of such motifs has often 

centred on their possible symbolic content, seen mainly 

as carriers of some moralising aspect. 797 Tue hybrid 

nature of the siren, as half animal, half human and thus 

grotesque, gave shape to spiritual transgression.798 Tue 

mermaid could further be interpreted in the connec

tion of the wind-instrumentalist in the same vault. Tue 

musicians were an important part of the iconography 

of the Luxuria as she is sometimes depicted dancing, 

accompanied with musicians, and tempting men to 

debauchery. 
799 Tue Panotii, on the other hand, were 

also sometimes used as moral exempla. Their large ears 

were regarded as fit to hear evil but on the other hand 

they were able to freely hear the word of God and thus 

797 According to Thomas A. Dale the monstrous creatures functioned 

as conventional examples of corporeal deformity, which "manifest 

in visible form the spiritual deformities, inner desires, and phantasms 

that perturbed the collective imagination of the monastic community''. 
Dale 2001, 402-436; also Dale 2005, 12-27; Hernfjäll 1993, 137-139. 

798 Travis 2002, 37-38. 
799 For example in Psychomachia by Prudentius. British Library Add. 

24199, f.18. 



keep their bodies and souls from sin. 800 Miriam Gill

has shown that hybrid creatures and monstrous beings 
were used in order to deliver a moral lesson in ser

mons.801 Hans Belting has argued that the priest must

have referred to images in his sermons since both he 
and the congregation were able to see the paintings in 
the church. 802 In the medieval era the exemplum was a

popular theme in sermons and for example the Gesta 

Romanorum, the late medieval collection of moralised 

fables and tales was especially popular among preach

ers who used these stories in their sermons. Tue siren 

was also a character in secular poetry and oral sto

ries. 803 Tue sinful connotations and the close position

of the motifs to each other may indicate that their use 

was intentional, perhaps aimed at operating as some 

kind of visual exempla. Tue fox in the fourth vault of 
the south aisle could have worked as a visual referent 

to popular oral stories but it's familiarity in a secular 
realm could have assigned such meanings to the 
animal as were appealing to the parishioners. Animal 

stories were often used in the moralising sense as well 

and the fox was a much used animal in medieval visual 

media, in wall paintings and elsewhere. Whether there 

was some kind of connection between the images and 

sermon is much more difficult to conclude as there has 

been much debate about to what this could have taken 
place.804

Tue connections between paintings and preaching 

have generally been endorsed and it has been argued 

that pictorial narratives depicted on the walls helped 
the believers to "see" the messages taught in sermons 

80° Friedman 1981, 124-125. The ape and the siren often connote carnal 

desire in its destructive form. The ape's alleged desire to be like man 
led it to the sin of superbia, which ultimately was also the reason 
for the Fall of Man. Tue ape was further associated with especially 

female qualities, which is even seen in the Latin feminine form of the 
name, simia, instead of simius. Tue siren was overtly feminine and 

thus the Pernaja characters interpreted as an ape and a siren would 

give a double emphasis of the feminine, of sensuality and therefore 
- sin. Since the fourteenth century the ape gradually began to be

connected specifically to sexual desire. Janson 1952, 46-47, 107-115.
Apes were also connected to folly, even to the theme of vanitas. As

a representative of this theme the ape was depicted with a mirror or 
a looking-glass. Similarly, the siren as the symbol of vanitas, is also 

usually depicted with a mirror.
801 Gill 2002, 163.
802 Belting 1981, 244-251.
803 T11e mermaid appears sometimes in scenes depicting the sailing of

St. Olav. Here the motif's embodiment is based on saga literature and
especially the Flateyjarb6k where Olav battles against a sea-ogre. In

some of the images the ogre has transformed itself into a more tradi
tional mermaid. Liden has interpreted the mermaid as representing

the carnal temptations in life that one must avoid in one's own life

voyage. T11e safe haven can be achieved by God's and St. Olav's help
Liden 1999, 101-102. This type of rhetoric might have appealed to
the people living in coastal areas.

804 See Duggan 1989, Didi-Huberman 1990, 25 Nilsen 1986, 507-512;

Nilsen 2003, 326. 

and to recall the lessons later. 805 Kessler has argued
that medieval art communicated "higher impulses" 

by visually fixing the spoken and performed liturgy or 
preached message. 806 Also, according to Baxandall the

preacher and the picture were both part of the appara
tus of the church and each took notice of each other. 807

Camille has argued that the marginal imagery, mostly 
Romanesque architectural sculpture "have been shown 

to depend upon the oral performance of the preacher's 

verbally transmitted exempla''.808 Also Miriam Gill has 

demonstrated through English material how preach

ing and wall paintings could have worked together. 

According to her, for some medieval writers the power 
of images in recalling the preached sermon seems to 

have been significant. So, even if wall paintings were 

not directly influenced by the sermon or operated as 

illustrations for the sermon, they still may have helped 

people to remember things that had been preached. 

Gill has also shown that some sermons did refer spe

cifically to subjects represented in visual form. In these 

instances, the standard iconography of a particular 

image was not necessarily used by the preacher in its 

literal significance, in elucidating the iconographic 
symbols, but as an "extension'' to it, as the basis for an 

allegoric explanation.809 lt may be possible to think

that the parish priest, being very accustomed with the 

images in his parish church, may have been influenced 
by specific paintings or their details and used them in 

a sermon. Tue relationship between the spoken word 

and the painted image can be very subtle. 
Due to the fragmentation, it is difficult to say 

whether there was some kind of spatial intentionality 
in the placing of certain motifs. In general, it is difficult 

to detect special arrangements of motifs in the image

making, apart from a few instances where altars and 

chancel areas have been emphasised. But in general, it 

seems that images may not have been placed according 
to a seating arrangement in the church, for example, 

that can sometimes be detected from the choice of 
images. Tue north side of the church has often been 

regarded as the "women's side" as it was associated 

with the Virgin Mary but in reality, there seems to have 

been more variation in the seating.810 If men tended

to be on the south side of the nave in Pernaja, then 

perhaps the "moralising" images were intended to their 
eyes; warning about the sexual power and dangers of 

debauchery in women, in the form of a mermaid, for 

example. Also in Nauvo and Nousiainen the mermaid 

805 Kessler 1988, 185. 
806 Kessler 1988, 177. 
807 Baxandall 1972, 41, 48. 
808 Camille 1985, 37. 
809 Gill 2002, 160-161, 168-172. 
81° French 2005, 141-143. 
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is on the south side of the nave, although in Nousiainen 

the motif is facing the central aisle and thus north, and 

in this respect it could have been visible for a broader 

audience. 

Tue fragmented painting in the west wall is difficult 

to identify but the exceptionally large form in com -

parison to other motifs in the church seems to imply 

that the painting could represent St. Christopher. 

Tue placement above the west entrance is logical in 

the sense that the motif was often placed close to the 

entrances and thus in places it was readily seen. lt was 

believed that if one saw an image of the saint in ques

tion, it had the power to protect the beholder - usually 

from sudden death - on the day it was seen.811 Thus 

seeing the motif would have operated as a visual relief 

for the people experiencing it.812 But since the painting 

is badly fragmented, it is difficult to make any conclu

sive interpretation. 

6.2.2. Finström 

In Finström the Last Judgement might have been exe

cuted upon advisement of the parish priest who would 

have wanted that the parishioners were constantly 

reminded about redemption and salvation. Tue con

struction of the church was initiated during the era 

of Bishop Magnus II Tavast but whether he had any

thing to say in the imagery chosen remains unclear. 

Tue motif was undoubtedly a powerful tool for social 

control, used to teach about the particular, individual 

Judgment occurring immediately after death and the 

general Judgment over the whole of creation at the end 

of tim es. Fear of hell reinforced adherence to commu

nity rules and the church's authority thus extended into 

the afterlife.813 Tue Last Judgment seems to be one of 

the first depictions of the motif in the Diocese in the 

fifteenth century among wall paintings; the popularity 

of the motif increased after the 1460s. In Sweden, the 

motif was frequently used in wall paintings especially 

811 In Perniö church St. Christopher by professionally trained painters 

is depicted with a text "xpore s(ancte) virtutes sunt tibi tante: qui te 
mane vident nocturne tempore rident''. ("St. Christopher, your virtues 

are such that those who see you in the morning smile as the night 

comes:') Wennervirta 1937, 114. 
812 St Christopher as a visual image also speaks to the power assigned to 

images. In the Middle Ages new optical theories legitimised Aristo

telian theory which regarded cognition and perception as affective 

processes. In these processes the object transmits a likeness or image 

of itself to the eye of the viewer and hence to the intellect and soul. 

Sensation was the foundation of cognition. This is connected to the 

notion of the affective nature of images and their ability to imprint 

themselves indelibly on the mind. The medieval cognitive system 

formulated the idea of likeness as power or force that enabled the 

gaze, intellect and soul to gain spiritual power and insight from its 

object of vision. Lewis 1995, 6; Camille 2000a, 199-200. 
813 Straw 2000, 31. 
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from the mid-fifteenth century onwards. Tue motif in 

Finström seems to be in line with the growing inter

est in the end of things in late-medieval culture and 

it could be in connection with the increasing interest 

in indulgences as aids in order to relieve one's pains 

in purgatory, the midway between Heaven and Hell. 

Indulgences were integral to many of the central practi

cal and devotional aspects of late medieval spirituality, 

to the social welfare provision of the period, as stimuli 

and rewards for charitable activity such as contribu -

tions made to church building, and social donations 

both institutional and individual.814 Thus the image 

of the Last Judgment would be in accordance with 

popular forms of spirituality in the late-medieval era 

and connected to the ultimate concern of the parish

ioners about death, judgement, purgatory, salvation, 

Heaven and Hell. Tue motif was undoubtedly used as a 

visual means in order to remind people of the impor

tance of adhering to community rules. 

Tue possible saints Olav and Michael can be seen as 

intercessors in the salvific attempts of the people. While 

being connected to the universal cult, these motifs in 

Finström also seem to have a local importance. "St. 

Michael" in the pillar can be regarded as the "chief 

support" of the building and perhaps even the whole 

congregation. He has also been placed closer to the 

people, in medio ecclesiae than for example Olav who 

is up higher on the wall. Michael would thus be seen 

as an immanent and protective partaker who was con

cretely present at the church. Thus he was also directly 

reachable as a more "real" and worldly representa

tion while simultaneously being a saintly, unworldly 

being.815 Tue voyage of St. Olav is painted relatively 

close to the congregation, although its placing is more 

distant than those images on the pillars, for example. 

Liden has shown that the acquisition of Olav images in 

the North was often connected to various individuals 

and in many cases it was a common economic endeav

our of the different groups and people in the parish, 

sometimes in collaboration with different levels of the 

cathedral's fabrica and the Chapter.816 Whether this 

was the case with the image of St. Olav in Finström 

is more difficult to establish. In general, it seems that 

the parish community participated in the construction 

of the church by donations but whether some of the 

paintings were donated by the members of the parish 

cannot be concluded.817 lt seems that some of the 

814 Promissory Notes on the Treasury of Merits 2006, 5-6; Shaffern 2006, 

11-36.
8

15 Liden 1999, 244-245, 254. 
816 Liden 1999, 265-273. 
817 Hiekkanen 2003a, 220. Nyman 1964, 99-101; Ringbom 1995, 273. 

Concerning donor images, see Tuhkanen 2003 and 2005. 



paintings among those made by professionally trained 

painters a bit later were the result of a donation. 818 

The symbolic explanation of the sailing theme and 

the usage of its visual form undoubtedly could have 

worked well in the liturgical use. Not only could the 

ship be used as a metaphor for the church, human life 

and salvation but the whole theme of the sailing of St. 

Olav could be utilised accordingly. In a sense St. Olav 

was the perfect focus of prayers for the coastal parish

ioners for like Christ he could still the winds. Liden is 

of the opinion that St. Olav was the patron saint of sea

faring.819 The saint could also operate as exempla. The 

motif may have been popular for both the makers as 

well as the parishioners who all could have easily asso

ciated with his dangerous and eventful sailing. Sailing 

was something real, an activity that could take place 

every day or influenced the lives of the coastal people 

every day. The ship as a motif was easily identifiable 

and understood by different audiences. The realistic 

character of the St. Olav's sailing must have been easily 

utilised by the preacher if he had in any way referred to 

the actual image. 

The image of a saint promoted a distinctly local polit

ical engagement or service as "patron" or "friend''.820 

This emphasis on locality and advocacy may be seen 

from the perspective that the image of a special saint 

was painted in order to serve the needs of the com

munity. People in the parish could have a very affec

tionate relationships with the saint (and other saints as 

well) depicted in their church.821 The patron saint of

a church would bring special protection to the church 

but also to the community. Implementing the patron 

of the church among the pictorial program could 

have been based on the initiative from the parish to 

the workshop. Ecclesiastically, the day of St. Michael 

was an important one, honoured as totum duplex in 

the Diocese of Turku, the highest rank of ecclesiastic 

feast. 822 The liturgy could also enhance the idea of the 

passing of the year by repeating certain epitomes in a 

saint's vita in the context of the liturgy so the congrega

tion grew familiar with it. Ritual and liturgy were never 

the particular celebration of one saint but always cel-

818 A kneeling figure holding a model of a church below the Maria in 

Sole on the north wall is undoubtedly a representation of a donor. No 

valid interpretation concerning the identity of the donor has been 

able to be provided. A coat of arms can vaguely be seen but it does 

not offer any tools for identification. He has usually been interpreted 

as a member of the local gentry. Nyman 1964, 99-101; Ringbom 
1995, 273. About donor images, see Tuhkanen 2003 and 2005. 

819 Liden 1999, 89-90, 96. 
820 Hahn 1997, 1081. 
821 Duffy 1992, 160-162. 
8

22 Hahn 2001, 36. 1he day ofSt. Michael (29.9) was also the end point 
of harvest which made it an important day popularly as well. On 

Michael's day being totum duplex, see Malin 1925, 167. 

ebrated unity and community.823 "Local" saints were

especially important for the parish so recounting their 

vita emphasised notions of continuity but also of stabil

ity. Repetition was a source for narrative power. Thus 

the parishioners experienced the saint more imme

diately within the liturgy, and therefore as part of the 

circulum anni. On a more personal level saints were 

of great importance as devotional images, helping the 

person praying in front of them concentrate on his/her 

own personal experience of belief. Individuals could 

shape and interpret the experience of their own lives 

through the images and examples provided in the lives 

of the saints. Realistically this was largely a paragon for 

behaviour but nevertheless - or exactly for that reason 

- following the "true path" laid down in the Scripture

by imitating the saintly example, the ideal of virtus,

was more than advisable to aspire to. The examples of

saintly imitation for laity most likely came from ver

nacular sermons at mass. 824

6.2.3. Maaria 

In Maaria the central theme seems to be the multiple 

crosses that possibly contain a Passion aspect, perhaps 

emphasised by the rooster depicted standing on one of 

the crosses in the fourth vault of the central aisle. Some 

form of Adoratio crucis could be intended in the cross 

theme of Maaria. The high visibility of the cross in 

823 Hahn 1997, 1080-1081. 
824 This virtus was mainly taught during sermons and /ectiones which 

were liturgical readings concerning the life and miracles of a par

ticular saint, used on the feasts of the saints. According to Thomas 
Head the elaborate process of reading and hearing texts which was 

required on the feast days points out one way in which monasteries 

functioned as communities of interpretation. Monks and canons lis
tened to stories about the saints and from these they learned the ideal 

of virtus which they should imitate; just as the saints had encapsu

lated the life of Christ in their lives, so, too, the members of religious 

communities were supposed to imitate the lives of the saints in their 

own. The laity was, however, largely excluded from this process of 

interpretation. Head has pointed out that there was, however, abun

dant evidence that the laity attended monastic liturgies. 1his might 
have been the case also in Finland; at least during the festum reli

quiarum one of the places to be visited was the Dominican convent 

in Turku. 1he laity, however, seldom understood Latin which was 

mainly a clerical language but vernacular sermons held at mass 

were probably the source for their examples of saintly imitation. The 

medieval Catholic liturgy was in most parts similar around Europe, 
especially the gospel and epistle texts. The preaching also possibly 

followed Western European conventions and parish priests were 

scholastically able to preach. 1he Sunday sermons also followed a 

generally acknowledged delivery called sermo moderna, the modern 

sermon. A thema, theme, was extracted from the Sunday gospel or 
epistle text which was then divided into divisions (divisio ). Here the 

preacher dealt with current issues. In each division the presented 

subjects were stated either with logical arguments (rationes), point
ing out to the authority of the Bible or the Fathers of Church (auc

torites) or using instructive moral stories (exernplwn) and natural 
historical parables (similitudines). See for example Hanska 2000, 
135-137; Head 1990, 119-122, 131. 
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Maaria could be seen in the same context of what Peter 

Parshall has pondered. He has tried to detect some 

devotional aspects in Passion imagery and has stated 

that according to the late medieval notion of the "per

petual Passion" further pain is inflicted on the body of 

Christ every time a member of Christ's congregation 

sins. Thus the Passion is reflected as "continuing crisis 

of suffering in which the offer of grace is perpetually 

renewed and perpetually undeserved:' Thus this con

viction directs immediate and terrifying consequences 

for the believers for it carries responsibility. Hence, 

the Passion imagery was meant to confront the sinner 

with the moment of truth. lt was a trauma set forth and 

inherited from those who initially judged Christ guilty. 

Tue collective responsibility of Christ's blood was upon 

all the members of the congregation. 825 Tue cross as "a 

site of animated sadness", in Miri Rubin's words, and a 

tool for identifying with the suffering of Christ would 

not have easily let the parishioners of Maaria escape 

their minds - especially if this was somehow imple

mented and implicated in liturgy. 826 

Tue use of the facies Christi in Maaria seems to reflect 

the period theological and devotional tendencies that 

directed attention towards the body and passion of 

Christ and the mystical approach to the hlood. Simul

taneously, it seems to reflect the motif' s popularity on 

a regional level. 827 Tue facies motif seems to be in the 

closest connection to the clergy and upper strata of 

society. In Maaria the face could be in connection with 

Bishop Magnus II Tavast who was inspired by the cult 

of Corpus Christi and by the Bridgettine devotion. 828 

Perhaps the Christogram ihs xps in Turku Cathedral 

could also have something to do with Bishop Magnus' 

Christological interests or to the general Passion piety 

prevailing in the Diocese.829 

Tue face of Christ is the flawless face of beauty and 

perfection but at the same time, as a Passion image, it 

encapsulates the opposite, the pain, horror and the hid

eous. 830 In Maaria the Passion aspect of the motif and 

late medieval blood devotion seems to be emphasised; 

the chalice seems to have Eucharistie meanings. Tue 

face in the fifth vault of the north aisle of Maaria seems 

to be quite hidden. Thus it raises some questions about 

its usability as a devotional image for the parishioners. 

lt seems likely that the face in the fourth vault of the 

south aisle could have been used for meditational pur

poses. lt seems that here it could have been accessible 

8
25 Parshall 1999, 464-465.

826 Rubin 2009, 89. 
8

27 Immonen 2005, 78.
828 Juusten 1988, 45; Maliniemi 1943, 80-82; Pirinen 2000, 9; Hiek

kanen 2007, 200; Räsänen 2009, 116-117. 
829 Palola 1997, 246.
830 Parshall 1999, 465. 
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to those parishioners who were not of high social rank. 

Since it is difficult to establish that women tended to 

sit more often than not in the north side of the nave 

in Maaria, it cannot be suggested that the placement 

of the motif was directed according to gender.831 Nev

ertheless, the facies seems to have operated in a devo

tional manner also for the parishioners and thus the 

motif is in line with the late medieval religious prac

tices that heavily emphasised personal forms of devo

tion. As Sarah Stanbury has noted, it is "difficult to 

overemphasize the importance of the image of Christ's 

body as a figure in daily devotion; as a visual presence 

in all forms of representation, from manuscript illumi

nation to wall painting an country churches; as subject, 

complexly gendered and desired, for ecstatic contempla

tion (--J:'832 According to Camille, the realistic aspect 

of a devotional image was not necessarily what made 

it so effective but the affective side of such images. Tue 

experience of being "face to face with God" must have 

been an extremely powerful and psychological one. 833 

In Maaria the texts dedicated to the Virgin Mary 

(Ave Maria, Sancta Maria, ora pro nobis) in the fourth 

vault of the south aisle may mainly be in connection 

with the Virgin's status as the patroness of the church 

(Figs. 137.1-3). This may be in line with the promotion 

of the cult as well. Tue devotion for Virgin Mary was 

prominent in the Diocese and her position was also 

pronounced in the liturgy. There may be aspects of per

sonal devotion influencing the choice of Mary texts as 

suggested in chapter 3.3. lt is possible that the writing 

of the texts could partially be regarded as a spiritual 

act and thus a form of devotion of the makers. 834 As 

it was customary for different crafts guilds to pursue 

pious goals and to participate in religious services, 

the church builders could have similarly shared such 

goals. 835 Tue texts could also serve the whole congre

gation, perhaps as a visual encouragement for prayer 

in order to accumulate benefits and thus indulgences. 

Robert N. Swanson has argued that prayers were 

instrumental, offering pardons while reflecting other 

devotional concerns as well. This encouragement was 

often initiated by Bishops and perhaps this was the case 

in Maaria. 836 Bishop Magnus II Tavast granted indul-

831 Anne I. Clark has suggested that the facies Christi might have in 

some cases been compelling especially for lay women as it offered 

the possibility to exercise a controlled form of piety. Clark 2007, 

178-184.

832 Stanbury 1997, 265. 
833 Camille 2000a, 214-215. 
8

34 Krueger 1997, 707-708.
8

35 Righteous living was important because members' fates were linked 

together. Guilds served as mechanisms for organising, managing, 

and financing the collective quest for eternal salvation. Richardson 

2005, 140-141, 145-152. 
836 Swanson 2006, 217-218. 



137.1 Ave Maria prayer in 

Maaria: "(Ave?) Maria" 

137.2 Ave Maria prayer in 

Maaria: "Sancta Maria" 

137.3 Ave Maria prayer in 

Maaria: "Ora pro nobis" 
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gences for prayers given in specific churches or altars, 

one of them singles out the chapel of Holy Ghost in 

Räntämäki (Maaria) in 1435.837 Among one of them 

was the prayer Ave Maria, to be said along with Pater

Noster in front of the images of Christ's grave and 

St. Helena in Tue Cathedral of Uppsala (SW).838 
Ave

Maria and Pater Noster were prayers that everyone was 

expected to know. Their simplicity made them acces

sible and widely usable in various contexts.839 In the 

Diocese Bishop Magnus had ordained in 1441 that 

the Ave Maria prayer was to be read regularly during 

mass in vernacular. 840 Thus the Mary texts in Maaria 

may suggest about the episcopal inclination to local

ised action and participation and thus spiritual reward 

on the behalf of the parishioners. Although some of 

the prayers seem to have been closely image-related, it 

seems that in Maaria such relation between the prayer 

and the wall painting should perhaps be made cau

tiously. lt seems likely that the prayers were to be said in 

front of the altar dedicated to Virgin, where there pos

sibly were images of the Virgin. Tue visualised prayer 

in the vault still seems to make the prayer and thus the 

pardon, more concrete. On the other hand, the prayer 

can be seen, as argued by Baschet, as a visual reminder 

of the constant presence of supernatural power - that 

of the Virgin, that adds to the experience, use and 

functioning of the text images. 841 This presence of the 

supernatural is embedded in other images as well, such 

as the depictions of saints. 

Tue participatory role of the laity in liturgy is perhaps 

also represented among the paintings in Maaria, as 

suggested already in chapter 3.3. If a human figure 

holding a candle in the Mary vault is interpreted as a 

participant in a Candlemas procession, the motif and 

its placement would fit in with both the pictorial plan 

of the vault it has been placed in to and in the central 

pictorial plan of the church (Fig. 73). Thus the image 

would refer to liturgical, devotional, calendrical and 

parochial activities. Tue apotropaic power assigned to 

candles and light could have also served as empower

ment for lay people against the evils of devil that could 

be warded off with the help of the protective light.842 

Tue devil is depicted in the same vault along with the 

large cross and a friar and thus the visual link to the 

possible Candlemass motif is not so clear. 

8
37 FMU 2154, FMU 2393, FMU 2415. 

838 'föe indulgence letter was issued in 1448 along with other Bishops, 

those ofJohannes ofUppsala, Nicolaus ofLinköping, Eric ofSträng

näs, and friar Acho ofVästeräs. FMU2775. 
839 Swanson 2006, 219. 
840 Palola 1997, 249; Malin 1925, 156-157; also FMU 4415. 
8

" Baschet 1997/1991, 108. 
842 Duffy 1992, 17-18. 
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lt seems that the development of the cult of saints 

in the Diocese was of great interest to Bishop Magnus 

II Tavast and Olaus Magni as his successor carried out 

this task. Bishop Magnus was especially interested in 

cultivating the cults of St. Lawrence and Virgin Mary. 

Tue cult of St. Lawrence was already a popular one. 843 lt 

is possible that the depiction of St. Lawrence especially 

in Maaria is connected to the promotion of his cult. He 

was one of the patrons of the Diocese, alongside the 

Virgin Mary. lt is not known whether the image was 

placed in the proximity of St. Lawrence's altar as there 

are no excavations made in the church. 844 Kartano has 

suggested that the paintings were placed above the 

altars dedicated to the Virgin and to St. Lawrence. 845 

Or, whether the image was based on donation, for 

example, is equally obscure. Devotional images operate 

as means to communicate with the divine. An image of 

a saint or an image of the face of God makes it available 

for prayers, petitions and offerings. When these are 

displayed publicly, the vows become more meaningful. 

But the communication is not one-sided, as emanating 

from the believer to the image. As David Morgan has 

argued, an image can direct grace to the believer. St. 

Lawrence in Maaria undoubtedly fulfilled the tasks of 

a devotional image, used in personal contemplation. 846 

There is consistency with the placement of the 

images of St. Lawrence in both Maaria and Karjaa as 

the images referring to the saint is in both instances 

on the north side of the nave. In Karjaa the veneration 

of the Virgin Mary is localised in the proximity of her 

altar. Hiekkanen has suggested that the placement of 

the altar in the north aisle would indicate that it was the 

women's side in the church.847 In Maaria the altar of the 

Virgin was in the south aisle. Tue seating in churches 

in the Diocese of Turku is not known but it has often 

been assumed that women tended to sit on the north 

side of the church. lt has been suggested that the place

ment of Mary altars is in some churches in the Diocese 

following the example of Turku Cathedral where the 

altar was on the south aisle. Maaria would have thus 

followed this custom. lt seems that the more common 

placement for the Mary altar was in the north aisle. 848 

Kees van der Ploeg has pointed out that side altars were 

explicitly secondary altars and served mainly the extra

liturgical devotions of laypeople.849 

843 Bishop Magnus aimed at promoting other cults as weil, such as those 

ofSt. Henrik, St. Bridget and St. Anne. Palola 1997, 240-249. 
8

44 Hiekkanen 2007, 93. 
84

5 Kartano 1951, 22, 102-103. 
846 Morgan 2005, 59. 
8

47 Hiekkanen 2007, 439. 
848 Edgren 1993, 189-190; French 2005, 143. 
849 van der Ploeg 2002, 103-121; van der Ploeg 2004, 156-157. 



138 The sailing of St. Olav (?), south wall 

of Maaria. 

Olav was a liturgically important saint in the Diocese 

and there was attempt to get his relics to the Diocese.850 

He was said to be the king saint appointed by God 

and perhaps the man with a crown and a palm leaf in 

Maaria above a painting of a ship could be a reference 

to this. In Maaria it is further possible that the ship 

image in the fifth vault of the north aisle and the facies 

Christi with a chalice have a connection in emphasis

ing the position of Olav. In Maaria it is possible that the 

choice of depicting Olav might have been influenced by 

the parish priest or someone else from the clergy, as it 

seems that especially the religious imagery could have 

had something to do with preferences of Magnus II 

Tavast. Jyrki Knuutila has argued that the cult of a king 

saint such as Olav was connected to the legitimation 

of social and political power but whether the paintings 

in Maaria (and Finström and Pohja) can be in any way 

connected to that is difficult to establish. lt seems that 

the voyage motif may have a much more local signifi

cance (Fig. 138). The depictions of his voyage are all in 

coastal churches, a logical connection. lt is also pos

sible that the groups working in these churches could 

have held Olav as their guardian saint.851 Whether the 

use of the motif can be said to somehow operate as a 

"tribute" to Bishop Olaus, the namesake of the saint, 

is another thing. The paintings in Finström, Maaria 

and Pohja have been executed during the era of Bishop 

Olaus so perhaps some kind of visual recognition 

towards the Bishop may have been intended as weil. As 

85
° Knuutila 2010, 107. 

851 Knuutila 2010, 295, 394. 

there is very little information concerning altars dedi

cated to St. Olav, it is difficult to say whether any of the 

Olav images were in connection with altars.852 

On a local devotional level, confraternities and other 

such groups could perform their devotions in public, 

sometimes in ecclesiastical settings. These confraterni

ties could have also influenced image-making in the 

Diocese. If in Maaria certain motifs, such as the cross, 

the friars, the faces of Christ and the praying figure 

are interpreted as possibly working together, then they 

might emphasise some aspect of Dominican spiritual

ity, or the influence and visibility of a religious com -

munity. lt is equally possible that these images - if seen 

in connection with the Dominicans, could also relate 

more to the liturgical importance of the order in the 

Diocese. Even still, it is difficult to say with certainty 

whether the image of a friar and a church is based 

purely on the observation of the painter or is it perhaps 

influenced by some advisor or even a donor. 

The church was a site of ritual. The social function of 

rituals has often been regarded as the need for order. 853 

Images played their part in ritual but also in consti

tuting and reinforcing the status quo. In this context 

abiding by community rules was essential. The notion 

of control is connected to the public sphere and the 

idea that parishioners were in some way "controlled" 

through imagery has generally been associated with 

images of moralising or warning function. lt is always 

possible that some motifs were assigned to fulfil some 

852 Knuutila 2010, 374. 
853 Turner 1969. 
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kind of warning or controlling aspect, mainly in the 

sense that they were perceived as moral instructions. 

Images with that kind of content might include the 

friar and the devil in Maaria. One interpretation could 

be that the motif served to remind people that even 

though they were in a sacred space that the devil was 

not completely expunged from that religious realm. The 

devil was constantly around and constantly dangerous 

and people should act accordingly; avoid sin or other 

misdemeanours. Thus, placing devil images in the nave 

was not exceptional and these mainly had moralistic 

purposes. 854 The motif could perhaps be partially seen 

as some kind of satirical representation of the role of 

clergy in the area. If this was so, as Keith Moxey has 

noted, the environment would have been beneficial 

for such depictions, as images such as these could only 

take place in a context whereby such satirical represen

tation did not really pose any threat or challenge to the 

order of things. 855 Perhaps something similar might be

behind the image in Maaria. 

lt is possible that other motifs in Maaria operated 

in the sphere of social control. The creature with a 

"whip" and a "purse" in Maaria could be interpreted as 

an embodiment of some sort of a social vice, perhaps 

operating in order to condemn sexually explicit behav

iour and to remind one of the vileness of money. If the 

chequered motif with the lurking creature is to be seen 

as some kind of morality image, then it would find a 

counterpart in the creature holding a "whip" and a 

"purse". 

The protective functions of images seem to be pro

nounced in Maaria. The protective images gave protec

tion to the important building for the parishioners and 

in this sense they have local significance. The protec

tive function can be extended to all kind of images, 

from ornaments, 856 pentagrams, hexagrams, and swas

tikas to fighting animals, faces and faces of Christ. 

Some motifs seem to have been slightly more protec

tive than others. The protective images do not seem to 

be especially place-bound, unless some of the ships as 

in Korppoo are regarded as such. The decorative and 

protective motifs likely worked in a general sense, 

854 In the Diocese of Turku the majority of devil images seem to have 

been painted on the porch. Some of the images were in the nave. The 

paintings depicting Skoella were often painted in the nave next to 

the exit to the porch while in Sweden it was customary to place them 

in the porch. Kihlström 1949, 55-56. Also, gossiping in the church -

motif was more common in the nave for it especially warned against 

gossiping during sermons and was thus meant to be seen by the 

congregation during the sermons. The devil called Tutivillus who 

wrote down the names of those gossiping, laughing or talking in the 

church, was often painted in the nave. Kihlström 1949, 55-56. Con

cerning images in the porch also Pegelow 1976, 19-22. 
855 Moxey 19946, 130-132. 
856 Freedberg 1989, 59-60. 
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without being specifically adapted to the needs of the 

parish. But, when painted at the church, they became 

meaningful in the local context as well, protecting the 

parish church, its rituals and thus the people inside the 

building attending the rituals. 

6.2.4. Hollola 

In Hollola the paintings have been directed to the 

chancel and thus the only paintings that could have 

been designed in order to serve the needs of the parish 

at some level, are the faces painted above the arches. 

These are mainly the face of Christ, the face of a devil, 

and a face of an unidentified saint. The face of Christ 

and that of an unidentified saint seem to serve lay 

devotion, although it is very difficult to find the actual 

referent of the saint due to the lack of identifiable detail. 

The placing of the facies Christi in the close proximity 

of the chancel area in Hollola could offer a Eucharistie 

message congruent with the altar but deductions based 

on it should perhaps be drawn cautiously.
857 lt also

seems that the face of Christ is clearly placed intention -

ally, to be seen and viewed, although it seems that the 

motif has been more accessible to those closer to the 

chancel. Tss11es of status could come into play if it is 

presumed that the front of the nave might have been 

preserved for those individuals in the community with 

a higher status.858 But, as already noted, it is difficult

to say what could have been the seating arrangement 

in a medieval church in the Diocese of Turku but most 

likely the individuals who had the possibility to come 

closer to the facies Christi in Hollola were of higher 

social strata. 

The devil in Hollola plays the antithetical role and 

the placing of the motif must have been more or less 

intentional. The devil's face has been placed closed to 

the entrance to the porch and thus the devil was there 

observing the congregation when they came in and 

when they went out. All parishioners were undoubt

edly able to see the motif. The image would thus play its 

part in the social control of the community and behav

iour in the public sphere. 

6.2.5. Other examples: Nousiainen and Korppoo 

In Nousiainen, the emphasis on Eucharistie theology 

and the devotional aspect of the facies Christi motifs 

857 About the Eucharist and warnen, see Walker Bunym 1991, 43-51, 

119-150.

85
8 English examples show that in some churches men were placed in

the front and warnen in the back of the church. French 2005, 141. 

Hiekkanen has suggested that in the Diocese ofTurku seating might 

have taken place according to a social status. Hiekkanen 2003, 146-

148.



139 A tournament motif on the third north pillar in Nousiainen. 

seems to indicate that a member of the parish, the vicar, 

for example, has influenced on the choice of the motif. 

Some visual strategies intended to direct the gaze to a 

degree have clearly been used in the placement of the 

facies motif on the pillars in the front and the back of 

the nave; as if surrounding the congregation. During 

sermon the face of Christ was in front of the altar and 

could have been viewed as part of private devotion in 

communal setting. As Eamon Duffy has argued, the 

expressions of piety can be linked to both the inner and 

the outer at the same time. While the various visual 

images and objects in the church can arouse stillness, 

inward-looking, meditative and affective dimensions 

in personal devotion, the simultaneous public ritual 

activity that is geared by movement and communal 

celebration act as "ritual props" that further enhance 

and add to the devotional experience which is thus 

external and communal. 859 The faces in the back of the 

nave have been depicted as blood-dripping and with 

859 Duffy 1992, 38-40. 

the instruments of torture. This aspect clearly empha

sises the blood and passion of Christ and it was highly 

emotional. Here the blood is drawn in drops. Accord

ing to Caroline Walker Bunym, some of the treatments 

of the blood of Christ as drops related to the piety of 

purgatory in which merits are accumulated. According 

to Bunym, the "faithful amassed benefits for themselves 

or others as they used the number of drops Christ shed to 

count offprayers owed." But the dripping blood seems to 

have had more meaning than that of an image of merits 

or affective response. The blood became separate from 

the body of Christ and at the same time it continued 

the presence of Christ. Blood evoked a "Christ-left

behind" and as such, offered comfort and contact. At 

the same time, blood was the stain of guilt. 860 Walker 

Bunym has shown the many complexities around 

blood devotion in vernacular piety and thus the inter

pretation of the facies images in Nousiainen undoubt

edly operated in a complex manner. Walker Bunym has 

860 Walker Bunym 2007, 178. 
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140 Facies Christi (face of Christ) in the first north pillar of 

Nousiainen. 

stressed the shift from love to guilt in the images con

nected to Christ's blood and perhaps in Nousiainen this 

implication has been brought forth by placing the arma 

Christi, the instruments of torture, next to the faces. At 

the same time the image evoked compassion but also 

induced guilt upon every parishioner.861 Something 

similar might have been at play in Nousiainen as well, 

for the dripping blood and the arma Christi seem to 

show a highly intentional visual and theological strat

egy. lt would also imply that Eucharistie theology was 

mastered by someone in the parish who had influence 

on the making of images. 

Tue coats of arms further enhance the notion of the 

involvement of the local nobility and even the Chapter 

in the construction and decoration of the church. 

Tue ships and the mermaid refer to the sea, while the 

mermaid can also be seen in a moralistic context. As 

speculated already previously in this chapter, it can be 

difficult to suggest whether the motif could have been 

intended for male or female audiences. Tue placing 

seems to imply that if the motif was intended to be 

seen, it was intended to be seen by larger audiences. 

The tournament motif can also operate in a moral way, 

861 Walker Bunym 2007, 180-182. 
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as manifesting the idea of the battle between good and 

evil, but it could also find some support in the specula

tion that those who might have been involved in the 

financing of the church. As some of the coats of arms 

have been depicted with swords, it could be seen as 

referring to the status of the donors. Perhaps they were 

men who had the right to wear arms. In this sense, a 

tournament motif may have reinforced the status of 

some of the donors (Fig. 139). lt was placed relatively 

close to the chancel ( third north pillar, second vault 

of the north aisle), where also the members of upper 

classes most likely attended mass. If this was the case, 

it would also imply that dass can be something that 

partially defines and effects the reception of images, as 

pointed out by Elizabeth Sears.862 But, as pointed out 

already above, the tournament motif can be seen in a 

broader context of conceptualisation and its visual pro

j ection that can give insight into the values and mental 

structures prevailing in the society. 

In Korppoo, surrounded by the sea, the use of dif

ferent ships seems to pinpoint the importance of sea

faring to the local people but at the same time, the 

ships can function on a protective level as weil. An 

image familiar from everyday life of the parishioners 

has been visually transformed as part of the ritual envi

ronment. Tue vessel of livelihood thus becomes both 

blessed and protective. In an environment where the 

sea is the source for life but can also take life, the sig

nificance of the consecrated-protective value of ships 

made visible in the house of God must have been 

assuring for the parishioners. Further, in Korppoo the 

local significance can be detected from other things as 

well. As already discussed, it is possible that the vicar of 

Korppoo could have been in favour of Corpus Christi 

and that could have influenced on the use of the facies 

Christi on the south wall. lt is also seems that the facies 

motif was placed so that it was more easily accessible to 

those parishioners with a higher social status, similar 

to Hollola (Fig. 140). In both of these churches the 

facies is also relatively passionless, whereas in Maaria 

and Nousiainen the Passion aspect of the images gives 

more dramatic implications. Tue use of the facies 

Christi seems to be in closer connection to a more con

trolled form of piety than that evoked by the bleeding 

and suffering body of Christ. 863 

Tue patron saint of the church was possibly also 

implemented as part of the pictorial programme, 

although this is a matter of debate since the accurate 

identification of two of the saint images in the second 

vault is difficult. lt seems possible, though, that the 

fragmented human figure in the north wall arch of the 

862 Sears 2002, 2-3. 
863 Biernotf2002, 144-149; Clark 2007, 183. 



second vault represents St. Michael, as there seems to 

be wings extending from the body. The saintly figure 

with a sword-like object in the arch between the second 

and third vaults could equally be interpreted as St. 

Michael, although with reservation. If the two saints in 

the vaults are seen as St. George, it could be seen in the 

context of fighting evil and sin (Fig. 141). In this sense, 

the saint could operate as a model but also as a visual 

means of social control. 

In Korppoo it is possible that the dragon slaying 

saints are in fact representations of St. George as birds 

and horses were sometimes used in the iconography. 

This was relatively rare, though, but not exceptional. 864 

As a comparison, a wooden sculpture depicting St. 

George slaying the dragon, possibly made in the 151 Os, 

was situated in the church. The sculpture also includes 

a hunting falcon. 865 As with George, the meaning of the 

motif gives a different emphasis to the interpretation of 

the motif when interpreted as St. Michael. In the same 

cell of the second vault the combat motif is repeated 

over and over again. Here various images represent the 

struggle and thus form an interesting thematic whole. lt 

is interesting that the painter or painters have decided 

to depict so many combat scenes in the same cell as 

if a recurring theme would emphasise some desired 

aspect. Perhaps the idea might have been to accentuate 

the idea of attracting victory: as the bird kills the fish, 

so the warrior will kill the enemy. Thus the ultimate 

message may be that good conquers evil and Christ will 

conquer Satan. Perhaps also some protective function 

may be attributed to this combat collage. Perhaps the 

double representation of St. George could imply that 

his veneration was perhaps popular in Korppoo. Of 

the fifteenth century wall paintings in the Diocese, St. 

George has been painted only at Taivassalo in the late

l 460s in a standard manner, in armour standing on the 

dragon he is piercing. The iconographical specialities 

in Korppoo would imply that it probably was custom

ary for the workshop to paint the saint in a slightly 

divergent manner. 

Paralleling the dragon slaying saints with tourna

ments and combat scenes seems to bring forth some 

ideas of knightly culture. The human figure in the 

fourth vault resembling a knight could also be added 

to this visual reference system. Perhaps the chivalric 

and knightly ideals have been either popular or usable 

as they could also be easily transformed into ecclesi

astic use. The tournament motifs in Korppoo, Maaria 

and Nousiainen, all executed on both sides of the mid

fifteenth century could be seen in the same context. 

These images are not necessarily in a direct connection 

864 Gruia 2006, 7-48. 
865 Nikula 1973, 45-46. 

141 St. Michael or St. George(?) in the second vault of 

Ko,ppoo. 

with specific social strata rather than convey ideals 

about warfare, fighting the enemy, and victory that 

were usable in social and religious terms. 

Interpretative problems are to be taken into consid

eration with the motif possibly representing the voyage 

of St. Olav. If some of the ship images in Korppoo are 

regarded as representations of the saintly voyage, it 

could indicate the importance of the saint in the area 

but also the saint's importance as a seafaring saint 

in coastal areas. In the fourth vault of the nave some 

motifs could be seen in moralising and controlling 

contexts as well. These mainly include the mermaid

like creature and the possible depiction of Death. The 

west entrance was in this part of the church so the 

parishioners would have probably seen these images 

on their way in and way out. Confronting Death could 

have been an especially powerful experience, remind

ing people of the temporality of life and the fate of all -

Death is ultimately unavoidable. However, the position 

of the mermaid is quite high above the window and 

it does not seem to function primarily in a moralistic 

context. Above the mermaid are two human figures on 

both sides of the window. The other seems to depict 
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a knightly person, discussed already above, and the 

other one a musician of some kind although decisive 
identification is difficult since the motif is fragmented. 

In a way the musician could be seen in connection 
with the Death, as the herald ofDeath. Tue other musi

cians in Korppoo are the jester-like trumpeter in the 

chancel vault and the trumpeter in the second vault. 
The musician and the knightly figure in the west wall 

can also be seen in the secular context. Tue repetition 

of certain motifs in Korppoo ( the musician, the ships, 

fighting animals, knightly humans) seems to imply a 

visual strategy where the repetition works in order to 

intensify the meanings and functioning of the motifs. 

If the operational level of the paintings in the parish 

context is considered, the visual idiom of the makers 

seems to function locally. Many images undoubtedly 

"worked" and were understood at the parish level. Tue 

imagery seems to take heed of the parish audiences 

as the local aspect is in some cases emphasised. From 

the local point of view, the imagery could operate in a 

multiple ways. Some of them were meant to be seen, 

some of them were not. Some of the images were more 

familiar or meaningful; some of the images may have 

not been understood by everyone. Nevertheless, the 

images in a parish church were familiar and thus rein

forced the sense of identity of the local populace. In 

many instances the imagery used is familiar from real 

life, in one way or another. These are scenes such as 

those representing archers, musicians, animals and 

possibly also tournaments. These were images that the 

people were able to relate to. lt can perhaps be argued, 

following Michael Camille's words, that images worked 

to construct "conformity in identity". 866 

lt seems likely that there have been some level of 

communication about the images between the parish 
and the group executing the paintings, as already the 

devotional images and coat of arms already suggest. 

Images also communicate to the spectator the func

tion of the building. 867 Tue decorative motifs made the 

church look like a church and thus visually proclaimed 

its status as the place of worship and ritual. In many 

churches the decoration takes over and fulfils this task, 

such as in Pernaja, Sipoo, Karjaa, Finström and Nauvo, 

most likely also in Mynämäki, Porvoo and Helsinki 

parish. Tue decoration was naturally appreciated via 

the aesthetic experience it was able to provide. From 

the twelfth century onwards decoration (beauty) was 

considered as an act of homage. Decorations were thus 

866 Camille 1998a, 210. 
867 

Mathews 2000, 3-12. 
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seen as forms of devotion. For example in Finström the 

garlands and rosettes in the vaults and the Last Judge

ment in the chancel wall might have enforced the notion 

of heaven on earth inside the parish church. Here the 

members of the parish were continually brought in 
front of God to face their judgement while the paradi

siacal garlands above in the vaults would have operated 
as a foretaste of their prospective afterlife. 

In many instances the fragmentation of the paint

work impedes deductions about the possible local sig

nificance of the images. In the coastal church ofNauvo 

the decoration seems to consist mainly of trees and 

floral motifs in the vaults but an image of a mermaid 

functions in the context of the sea. lt has also been 

placed on the south aisle as in Nousiainen and Pernaja 

which could imply a visual strategy or conventional

ity. In another coastal church of Rymättylä the ship 

images on the walls may be seen in the same context 

but further deductions are difficult to make since other 

paintings have not been preserved. In other churches 

deductions are easier to make. 

lt seems that the groups working in the Diocese 

around mid-fifteenth century have aimed at taking into 

consideration the local context in their visual idioms. 

This seems to be the case especially with the groups 
working in the area of Finland Proper. Many images 

in Korppoo and Nousiainen can be seen as operating 

locally as well, and connected to local initiatives and 

interests. In Uusimaa the workshop of Pernaja has 

mainly favoured garlands and floral motifs and motifs 

with local significance seem to be the ships in churches 

like Pernaja and Pyhtää. Tue archers (Porvoo, Pernaja, 

Pyhtää), musicians (Pernaja, Pyhtää, Sipoo) and mer

maids (Pernaja) could have easily been familiar for the 

parishioners but it seems that in several instances they 

were not first and foremost placed in highly visible 

places. Since in Porvoo and Helsinki parish the paint

ings are either partially or completely destroyed, it is 

difficult to say what the imagery may have been in its 

entirety. Tue workshop of Karjaa focused on garlands 

and floral motifs but the use of specific paintings in the 

proximity of side altars indicates that the painters have 

taken into consideration sites of lay worship. 

In the unfinished churches of the sixteenth century 

churches similar local emphasis is somewhat more 

difficult to come by, due to the heavy fragmentation 

of the material. Only in Hollola, as being a finished 

church, the decoration has been preserved in such a 

condition that deductions are possible to make. Here 

the face of Christ could have operated as an image of 

indulgence as it was painted in a visible place, and the 

face of the devil could have worked as the adverse, as a 

means of social control. In Pälkäne and Sääksmäki the 

patron saint could have been painted on the west gable 



and as an exterior image, the patron could have been 

reachable for those also who did not enter the church, 

while visually manifesting the saintly patronage. lt is 

also possible that the paintings on exterior walls were 

intended for broader audiences. In Huittinen the pos

sible wheel of St. Catharine could refer to the patroness 

of the church. Sometimes certain motifs clearly oper

ated in a protective manner as in the chancel window 

of Sastamala. Tue different crosses and faces painted 

on the gables of Huittinen and Messukylä undoubtedly 

worked in a protective way. 

I have attempted to outline some of the possible 

ways the visual production of the makers might have 

taken into account the local context or used certain 

images with regard to the parish in which the imagery 

was primarily used. Comprehensive results in this 

matter are difficult to reach but it seems that in some 

churches several images can be connected to local 

context. Perhaps it was more of the audience's capabil

ity to relate to certain images that could have also been 

familiar to them from their everyday, secular lives. I am 

not arguing that certain images only operate in local 

contexts, rather that they can be seen functioning in 

this context as well. There have been suggestions about 

the familiarity of the visual world of the makers with 

the parishioners and Ari-Pekka Palola has suggested 

that this imagery was something that the parishion

ers were able to understand. For this reason Bishops 

Magnus II Tavast and Olaus Magni might have been 

favourable towards this kind of image-making in the 

fifteenth century. 868 There could be something behind 

this idea but it could also be possible that the makers in 

general used motifs that were easy for the parishioners 

to relate to, or were willing to use such motifs. lt is still 

difficult to detect the ways the medieval people actually 

saw, acknowledged and understood the images in the 

church and my attempt has not been to fully chart the 

possible ways of seeing but to suggest frameworks in 

which the images could have been active. 

According to Michael Camille images are products of 

social processes and instruments for social actions.869 

Tue paintings were equally products of social processes 

that took place in the Diocese of Turku, thus enabling 

the visual production of the makers. In the ecclesias

tic context the images also worked in various ways. 

Tue images were means to living interaction, mate

rial objects which granted access to the world beyond 

matter. 870 Tue paintings operated in this context as 

well; they were visually part of constructing, struc

turing and activating the ritual, part of devotion that 

868 Palola 1997, 246; also Edgren 2003, 301-322. 
869 Camille 1989, 9. 
87

° Franklin 2002, 254. 

could be both private and public, part of social control, 

part of protection, part of locality and identity, part of 

power and authority, part of use, and part of a visual 

system prevailing in the Diocese of Turku between 

1430 and 1540. 

7. CONCLUSIONS

Tue starting point of the study has been to examine 

and analyse certain medieval wall paintings in the 

Diocese of Turku, made approximately between the 

1430s and the 1540s. Tue basis for analysis has been 

the hypothesis that the painters were church build

ers rather than professionally trained painters. This 

hypothesis has been established in previous research 

and is starting to become a paradigm in the context 

of medieval ecclesiastic image-making in the Diocese 

of Turku. This starting point is not without problems 

because there is no source evidence or textual infor

mation about the painters. This is a common impedi

ment when researching medieval material in Finland 

and thus it is not exceptional per se. Tue absence of 

sources naturally poses problems for verification and 

on the examination of the origins of the image-mak

ing. lt has been suggested elsewhere that the church 

builders who came to the Diocese, came here mainly 

from the Baltic Sea region. Thus it would seem logical 

that the roots of their image-making should extend 

to the areas in the Baltic countries and possibly also 

Northern Germany. Thus also the origins of the image

making and visual world of the workshops operating 

in the Diocese of Turku could have originated from 

that direction. However, based on the currently exist

ing visual material in Sweden, Estonia or other Baltic 

countries, and Northern Germany there seem to have 

been either no similar image-making at all or very little 

of it. Thus this evaluation of the origins does not seem 

sustainable enough, although profound research has 

not been made. In the confines of this study, it has been 

impossible to excavate possible paintings in Northern 

Germany or the Baltic countries, and the available 

literary evidence seems to point in the direction that 

this type of image-making, common in the Diocese of 

Turku, either did not take place or was relatively rare in 

these areas. lt is possible that the material has merely 

been destroyed but it is equally possible that the tradi

tion of paintings executed by church builders during a 

relatively long period of time was somehow inherent 

to the Diocese of Turku. Caution should be applied in 

presuming the image-making of the church builders 

as image-making sui generis. Due to the perspective 

chosen in this study I have not focused on detecting 

201 



the exact geographical starting points of the makers 

but focused on the actual paintings. 

In addition, previous research has also viewed the 

paintings and their making with contradiction and 

that has in part resulted in a non-neutral conception 

regarding the image-making in question. Tue reasons 

for making the images and their contexts have been 

difficult to substantially define and that has created 

interpretative challenges also in the examination of the 

images. I have chosen to examine the image-making 

in question as something that could have been exe

cuted by church builders. With this I have attempted 

to choose one interpretative perspective that allows 

examining the images and the image-making from a 

certain, predetermined viewpoint. Tue attempt has 

also outlined the frames of reference for the study as 

the examination and interpretation of the paintings 

could have otherwise become too amorphous. As there 

are certain reservations in the matter and the starting 

point of the analysis is subject to corrections, I have not 

wanted the highlight the status of the makers. However, 

the visual evidence and practical issues connected to 

the making of images seems to strongly point in the 

direction that the church builders could have easily 

been responsible for the image-making. Whatever the 

actual professional status of the makers, it is clear that 

they were craftsmen operating in groups and forming 

workshops. 

Tue study has aimed at documenting the image

making in question in the Diocese of Turku in the 

period from the 1430s to the 1540s in order to define 

the whole of the image-making and its temporal dimen

sion. Since the material is partially fragmented, deduc

tions have been mainly based on paintings still visible 

and on the archival information ab out paintings already 

destroyed. With this, I have examined the nature and 

the features of the image-making in the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries and how they have actualised in the 

Diocese. Via four different case studies the attempt has 

been to examine the paintings in each church in detail 

in order to make observations and conclusions about 

workshop practices. Case study churches have been 

selected in such a manner that each represents a dif

ferent case and that the paintings have been clone by 

different workshops. lt could also have been possible to 

focus more on the work of one or perhaps two specific 

workshops and their image-making. 

Tue benefits of case studies are that it allows a 

detailed and careful examination of the painting dec

oration in selected churches. Based on this, it is thus 

possible to make observations that may not have been 

possible without selected case studies. On the other 

hand, this approach is partially limited because it only 

focuses on a few churches and not on all of them, and 
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thus a detailed analysis of case studies and the results 

thereof cannot necessarily be applied unequivocally. 

In the confines of this study it has not been possible 

to compile detailed analysis of all the paintings in all 

churches and interpret all the possible paintings, exist

ing and non-existing. I have aimed at overcoming 

this shortcoming by providing a detailed list of all the 

paintings in all churches. 

After presenting the churches and their paintings 

and the examples given in case study churches I have 

outlined the different workshops and the main features 

of their image-making based on visual observation. 

Tue aim has been to draw a picture of the image-mak

ing and the visual idiom of different groups. With this 

I have attempted to create an overview of the image

making in the Diocese between the 1430s and the 

1540s in order to demonstrate similarities, differences 

and alterations. Based on the examination of images 

and visual idioms I have made observations about 

visual and practical issues connected to the making of 

images. Tue examination has aimed at demonstrating 

what it is possible to say about the images and their 

making based primarily on the observation and analy

sis of the images themselves. Tue hypothesis has been 

that the makers had certain prnctice. in image-making, 

based on certain principles, traditions, conventions 

and techniques, and that these practices generate and 

influence on the visual idiom. Tue hypothesis has also 

been that such a practice implies a system and a sys

tematic image-making. 

Tue visual evidence suggests that the image-making 

in the Diocese of Turku between the 1430s and the 

1540s in clearly based on specific visual practices and 

constitutes a certain visual system. Tue visual practices 

of different workshops and groups imply that there 

was a common and shared base for the image-making 

and that different groups utilised it in different ways, 

based on their "shop tradition'' and what they intended 

to bring forth with the imagery. Tue image-making 

is also based on the general ecclesiastic tradition of 

paintings and thus shows that the principles of execut

ing painting decoration were mastered by the makers. 

An implication of this is the possibility that different 

craftsmen may have had the competence to provide 

visual material that was not primarily in their exper

tise. This seems to reveal aspects about the training 

of medieval craftsmen as well. Perhaps certain visual 

principles and practices were being taught regardless of 

crafts divisions, or that different crafts shared partially 

similar premises in visual training that allowed the 

making of different types of work. lt was possible for a 

church builder to execute paintings; it was possible for 

a painter to execute statues, and so on. Tue deduction 

based on the above-mentioned train of thought could 



be that there was a different side in late medieval visual 

production that was based on shared practices between 

crafts and possibly on some level of elementary visual 

training. 

Tue material shows that the image-making in the 

Diocese was systematic. This, along with the extent 

of image-making and the multiplicity of workshops 

implies that the image-making was approved. In the 

fifteenth century the activity of the makers seems to 

have been based on the initiative made at the Dioc

esan level but the extent of the image-making and the 

visual evidence in different churches seems to indi

cate that this visual production was institutionalised 

in the Diocese to a degree. In the fifteenth century the 

image-making was structured and relatively cohesive 

whereas in the sixteenth century the material becomes 

more fragmented due to the unfinished construction 

plans. Based on the scarcity of visual evidence and due 

to the fragmentation of the paintings, accurate conclu

sions are difficult to reach. Still, the remaining evidence 

implies that the basis for the image-making in the six

teenth century was relatively the same. Tue motifs used 

are not as diverse as in the fifteenth century which 

could imply that the craft conventions of the makers 

had changed or that the sixteenth century makers did 

not have equally or extensively the same visual com -

petence or technical training as those in the fifteenth 

century. New material and economic situations may 

have influenced the image-making, although there is 

evidence that the aim of the makers was still to compile 

a comprehensive visual program if it was possible. In 

the majority of cases this was not possible, though, 

since many of the churches were not completed, thus 

impeding the completion of the paint work as weil. 

Tue study has aimed at contextualising the image

making at the Diocesan and parochial level. Tue 

examination has been based on the outlining of the 

historical and cultural context for the late-medieval 

visual production and its position in the Diocese. Tue 

image-making was clearly connected to the political, 

economic and local endeavours in the Diocese, initi

ated by the members of the power elite and included 

various individuals, those notable at the diocesan and 

parochial level and members of local populace. Bishops 

Magnus II Tavast (Bishop until 1449), Olaus Magni 

(1450-1460), Konrad Bitz (1460-1489) and Magnus 

Särkilax (1489-1500) were all involved along with the 

Chapter in the undertaking of the stone church con

struction and decoration. On a more down-to-earth 

economic level it seems that the parish and the leading 

figures have in many instances participated in the 

whole construction process of the church via dona

tions (Nousiainen, Maaria, Tyrvää, Huittinen, Pernaja, 

Hollola). Coats of arms, although for parts unidenti-

fiable, would indicate that the notable persons of the 

parish wanted to be remembered for their part in the 

construction and decoration process of the church. 

lt seems that possibly also lay members of the com

munity have been involved since lay donations to the 

Church were generally highly recommended but the 

makers themselves could have made donations to the 

newly built church. All this teils us about the commu

nal effort and importance attributed to the enterprise in 

which the workers themselves participated with active 

personal contributions. Tue images also seem to have 

been, at least partially influenced by an advisor or advi

sors, patrons or other active members in the construc

tion process. All this implies to a strategy of communal 

co-operation. lt also reveals values connected to the 

image-making. Tue different starting-points for image

making seem to have been accepted and acknowledged 

at the Diocesan level. Tue instances where the paint

ings were replaced by paintings made by professionally 

trained painters might not be due to disparaging atti

tudes but possibly due to individual choices and prefer

ences and to the general need to continually embellish 

the church provided by the improved financial condi

tions. 

Tue study has aimed at examining both Diocesan and 

parochial contexts for the images and image-making. lt 

has been possible to outline theological and devotional 

contexts for some of the images at the parochial level. 

Due to the relatively minor amount of religious motifs 

deductions have not been able to go very deep. Tue 

imagery nevertheless reveals that the images were not 

separated from the common religious imagery of the 

time and in the majority of cases the motifs can be con

nected to either personal preferences or devotional and 

religious themes prevailing in the society at that time. 

Tue religious imagery is more common in the fifteenth 

century and could possibly be connected to episcopal 

goals more closely than in the sixteenth century. 

Tue study has further aimed at investigating images 

on local parochial level and to consider some of the 

relevant meanings for images in this context. This has 

been based on the hypothesis of the meaningfulness 

of the imagery as specifically place-bound: in parish 

churches the images were first and foremost viewed 

by local audiences. In addition, the images and image

making acknowledged the local ritual need and need to 

visually protect the ritual. Based on the observation of 

the material, several images seem to work specifically 

at the local level. Many motifs can be in a way regarded 

as visual expressions of social reality, devotion or social 

control. lt is possible to interpret the images in several 

ways and local context is just one of them. Tue aim 

has not been to argue that the images only operate in 

a local context but that they can be specifically mean-
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ingful in local context. Tue meanings the images carry 

have already been partially determined by the makers. 

Tue makers seem to have considered the local context 

to a degree but it does not seem to have restricted the 

image-making. 

Drafting out meanings has been based on individual 

cases in several instances. Tue fragmentation of the 

material has resulted in the situation where deduc

tions must be based on only partially existing imagery. 

Thus the deductions are not all-inclusive. I have nev

ertheless aimed at demonstrating via examples the 

role and functioning of different images and motifs in 

parochial and Diocesan contexts. Tue examples back 

up the notion of the visuality and visual production of 

the makers; it has been mainly functional, it has aimed 

to fulfil certain principles and requirements for eccle

siastic image-making, and it has aimed at being part 

of use. This is especially clear in the fifteenth century. 

In the sixteenth century the situation is more complex 

but the same principles seem to apply even though 

the remaining visual material obstructs comprehen

sive deductions. Tue instances where paintings were 

compiled on exterior walls and gables might indicate 

that images were more and more intended for larger 

and more heterogeneous audiences. Thus the visual 

message of ritual space radiated more broadly to the 

surroundings as well. Perhaps it was a visual strategy 

to strengthen local identity but also to extend control 

outside the ecclesiastic space. Protective functions may 

also come into question, as weil as interest on issues 

of visibility and seeing. Images worked as participants 

in the liturgy and daily rituals or prayer, as weil as in 

private devotion and introspection. They could also 

be seen as expressions of authority and patronage. Tue 

models for the motifs seem to have originated from 

different sources and starting-points. Creating images 

and pictorial wholes meant borrowing from a number 

of sources. Many motifs bind together different ele

ments from examples and reality and that is converged 

into the reality of the congregation. Several motifs are 

connected to long-distance exchange networks in sym

bolic, conceptual and visual thinking but at the same 

time they seem to have a more local and communal 

significance. 
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Due to the lack of sources this study has focused on 

visual images and on their observation and interpreta

tion. Tue starting point has been to examine if it is pos

sible to get answers about medieval image-making and 

visual production in the Diocese of Turku mainly by 

looking at images. Tue lack of sources is primarily con -

nected to problems of verification; there are no definite 

results and the interpretations are often suggestions or 

possible options. Several aspects in the examination of 

the images and their making have not been able to be 

fully explored due to the lack of source material. For 

example drafting out possible liturgical uses of the 

images is challenging due to the lack of textual evi

dence, as weil as looking into the possible other uses of 

images in local contexts. What I have wanted to show 

is that imagery in the ecclesiastic context does not have 

to be primarily theological in order to fulfil the require

ments of a cult image. Tue image-making in question 

seems to show that the theological content was not 

always the one that primarily validated images to be 

used in the ecclesiastic context. This hopefully presents 

medieval image-making from a broader perspective: 

all forms were equal. 

I have aimed at reconstructing some of the pos

sible contexts for the images and their making in the 

historical environment, as far as it has been possible 

based on the existing material. I have not wanted or 

have not been able to answer all the questions and I 

have wanted to leave paths open in the interpreta

tive choices. Rather, I have aimed at presenting and 

unravelling the visual material while simultaneously 

acknowledging the problems connected to the subject. 

I have wished to present a new interpretative horizon 

for the images and to test out what kind of analyses and 

contexts can be reached when almost entirely focusing 

on the visual. Tue aim has been an open-ended study 

of images. This has also been a methodological choice 

because interpretations based on finding "one single 

and right answer" do not bring the multifaceted and 

multifunctional aspect of images and the possibility 

to multiple contexts. Tue images are and deserve to be 

ambiguous; it is part of their nature. 
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