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ABSTRACT 

Veit Stoss (ca. 1438/1447-1533), a contemporary of Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528), 

was one of the most prominent limewood sculptors of the late fifteenth-early sixteenth 

century in Central Europe.  Stoss worked in Nuremberg for a majority of his career, 

commissioned by its leading patrician families to make various pieces of limewood 

sculpture for the city’s churches.  His work in Nuremberg was interrupted by a nearly 

twenty-year stay in Krakow, Poland, from 1477 until 1496, where he undertook two 

monumental sculptural projects that remain his earliest extant works today, the multi-

winged altarpiece of the Dormition of the Virgin Mary (1477-1489) done in limewood 

and the red marble tomb effigy for King Casimir IV Jagiellon (1492). 

Previous scholarship on Stoss has focused on the commission of the Dormition of 

the Virgin Mary, but has ignored the importance of this work both within the artist’s large 

artistic development and within the already existing tradition of wood sculpture in late-

fifteenth-century Poland.  What is more, many twentieth-century German and Polish art 

historians have mobilized Stoss’s career anachronistically within modern nationalist 

frameworks to support their own political agendas, choosing to ignore the 

cosmopolitanism of Krakow’s mixed population and the dynamic hybid nature of his 

works’ iconography and artistic style.  This thesis seeks to move beyond the limiting and 

distorting lens of earlier nationalist agendas with the aim to restore Stoss to his historical 
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context as an artist who borrowed stylistically from painting, prints, and sculpture, and 

who met the demands of diverse patrons, both in Germany and in Poland, by creating a 

dynamic hybridity of styles, local and foreign.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Veit Stoss (Horb am Neckar, Swabia ca. 1438/1447-1533 Nuremberg), or in 

Polish known as Wit Stwosz, was one of the most prominent and sought-after limewood 

sculptors of the late fifteenth-early sixteenth century in Central Europe.  An exact 

contemporary of Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528), Stoss, in fact, worked in Dürer’s 

Nuremberg for much of his career, commissioned by its leading patrician families to 

make various pieces of limewood sculpture for the city’s churches, and later in his career 

some stone tomb effigies.  Stoss’s career in Nuremberg was interrupted by a nearly two-

decade long stay in Krakow, Poland,1 where from 1477 until 1496 he undertook his most 

monumental commissions, including the multi-winged altarpiece of the Dormition of the 

Virgin Mary (1477-1489),2 done in limewood, and a red marble tomb effigy for King 

Casimir IV Jagiellon (1492).  In modern scholarship Stoss has become a contested figure, 

a figure whose work has receded behind nationalist discourses by art historians claiming 

him as either the ultimate German or Polish sculptor in the age of Dürer.  This thesis is an 

effort to assess critically the dominating German and Polish nationalist voices and to 

                                                
1 By Poland, I am referring to the Kingdom of Poland, larger in land area than modern day Poland, 

and including Lithuania as a unified state, made more official in 1569. See William Fiddian Reddaway, The 
Cambridge History of Poland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971); Mieczyslaw B. Biskupski, 
The History of Poland (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000). 

2 Henceforth I shall refer to this altarpiece either as the Dormition of the Virgin Mary or the 
Marian Altarpiece. 
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offer a new path forward that restores Stoss’s artistic achievements and stylistic bravura 

to the proper historical and cultural contexts of fifteenth-century Poland. 

 Stoss’s sculptures are often in limewood and include polychromy and gilding, 

additions of color that must have sparkled with church candlelight and at the time gave a 

more life-like quality to his figures.  By the end of his career Stoss was so widely-known 

that he was commissioned to make a statue of Saint Roche for the Basilica della 

Santissima Annunziata in Florence around 1510.  Giorgio Vasari noted, when discussing 

Stoss’s St. Roche statue, that it was “the most beautiful of all works that can be seen 

carved from wood.”3  Though Vasari mistook the identity of Stoss, the importance that he 

placed on Stoss as an accomplished wood sculptor should be noted.  Even in another 

region, whose predominant style differed quite strikingly from that of Stoss, his work was 

appreciated for its amazing craft and design. 

 According to a document from 1502, Stoss is referred to as “Vittus sculptor de 

Horb,” for which Michael Baxandall relates.  Most scholars agree that this refers to Horb 

on the Neckar in west Swabia, in modern day Baden-Württemberg in Germany.4  

Baxandall remarks that this “would fit quite well [with] his early knowledge of the 

Gerhaert-Strassburg style,” and would resolve, in his opinion, the argument about 

whether Stoss was Polish or German by birth.5  Although there is no documentation of 

                                                
3 Cited and translated in Michael Baxandall, The Limewood Sculptors of Renaissance Germany 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980), 266. Original text in Giorgio Vasari, Le vite, ed. Gaetano 
Milanesi (Firenze: G.C. Sansoni), 167. 

4 Swabia, now part of the modern German state, was at the time a league of cities and smaller 
rulers who cooperated with each other in order to keep the power of greater princes from taking over.  After 
the Reformation, the Swabian League broke up due to religious differences and the Duke of Württemberg 
took control of the area. 

5 Baxandall, 266; Burkhard, Cracow Altar, 6. 
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his training, it is presumed that he studied with Nicholas Gerhaert in Strasbourg, as his 

style suggests a knowledge of the master’s sculpture as well as that of the engravings of 

Martin Schongauer, another prominent artist in the same region.6  Stoss’s knowledge of 

Flemish art, especially the painted work of Rogier van der Weyden and the Master of 

Flémalle, suggests that he also visited the Netherlands to study its art. 

 Stoss moved at an unknown time to Nuremberg where he married Barbara Hertz 

before 1476 and had a child with her.  Archival documentation from Krakow suggests 

that he gave up his Nuremberg citizenship in 1477 before leaving for Krakow.7  Although 

he presumably was called to the city by those who commissioned the Marian Altarpiece 

in Saint Mary’s Cathedral,8 no documentation survives that can tell us who 

commissioned Stoss.  Therefore, this has been a matter of debate among German and 

Polish scholars.  Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann has suggested that Stoss came to Krakow at 

the request of the city council, made up of mostly Polish citizens,9 while Arthur Burkhard 

and Michael Baxandall have assumed that he was commissioned upon his arrival to erect 

the high altarpiece for the expatriate German merchant community.10  This theory was 

                                                
6 Baxandall presumes this and is not the first to point out the similarities in their style.  For more 

information on the style of Stoss, see Piotr Skubiszewski, “Der Stil des Veit Stoss,” Zeitschrift für 
Kunstgeschichte 41 (1978): 93-135. 

7 Burkhard, Cracow Altar, 6; Rheinhold Schaffer, Veit Stoss, ein Lebensbild (Nuremberg: Schrag, 
1933); Max Lossnitzer, Veit Stoss: Die Herkunft seiner Kunst, seine Werke und sein Leben (Leipzig: J. 
Zeitler, 1912), xiii-xiv. 

8 Saint Mary’s Cathedral was originally built in the 13th century, before 1257 when the town 
square was laid out. Its current basilica plan, which was built on the old church’s foundations, was 
completed in 1397; the towers were added in the 15th century. For more information see Piotr Guzik, 
translated by Wojciech Wojtasiewicz, St. Mary’s Basilica (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo ZET, 2010). 

9 Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, Court, Cloister, and City: The Art and Culture of Central Europe, 
1450-1800 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 90. 

10 Burkhard, Cracow Altar, 6; Baxandall, 266. 
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based on the assumption that Saint Mary’s was primarily a church for the city’s German 

populace.  However, despite sermons being preached in German until 1533, this has not 

proven to be true, as we shall see. 

 Tadeusz Chrzanowski and Szcesny Dettloff have proposed that Queen Elizabeth 

of Austria (1436-1505), the wife of King Casimir IV Jagiellon and daughter of Albrecht 

II, may have chosen the artist for the altarpiece, as she took the initiative in matters of 

culture at the royal court and in all likelihood was the one responsible for commissioning 

the effigy of her husband, erected later by Stoss in 1492.11  If we are to believe this to be 

true, then Stoss’s stay in Krakow would have been initiated at the behest of the royal 

court, not the German community, and would situate the artist as one more deeply 

involved with the Polish community than suggested by German scholars. 

 After returning to Nuremberg from Krakow, between 1503 and 1506, Stoss was 

tried and convicted of forging a document intended to recoup what he saw as a 

defalcation of his money in a copper investment.  As punishment, his face was branded, 

and he was confined to the city limits of Nuremberg.  He later fled to Münnerstadt and 

was allowed to return to Nuremberg, though reduced to a figure on bad terms with the 

city government, only improving around 1507, rehabilitated with the support of Emperor 

Maximilian I, with whom he found an audience at Ulm.12  Stoss has gained some 

attention outside of the art historical field through this scandal and these scholars have 

                                                
11 Tadeusz Chrzanowski, The Marian Altar of Wit Stwosz, translated by Emma Harris (Warsaw: 

Interpress Publishers, 1985), 12; Szczesny Dettloff, Wit Stwosz: Oltarz Krakowski (Warszawa: Panstwowy 
Instytut Wydawniczy, 1951). 

12 Baxandall, 266; Burkhard, Cracow Altar, 6-7. 
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focused on it as a representation of the artist.13  But, similar to how scholars 

anachronistically have focused on the artist’s national origins, this lens toward scandal 

tends to limit or distort an historical understanding of his work and career on the merits of 

style, prominent patronage, and his ability to navigate the particular demands of each 

commission.  Based on issues of birth origins, training, and formal issues of style, I shall 

redress how scholars have used different aspects of Stoss’s biography and career to 

deploy him as an instrument of larger modern nationalist agendas, claiming him as 

essentially German and limiting the degree to which his work has been fully 

contextualized and studied.   

 The desire of scholars to place Veit Stoss within a specific proto-national identity 

diminishes the artist’s significance during his own lifetime and within the field of art 

history as a whole.  What is more, the tradition of placing Stoss within the milieu of 

German limewood sculptors has continued to dominate the discourse, even after earlier 

nationalist agendas have been identified and dismissed as unhelpful.14  Such approaches 

have limited the degree to which scholars have discussed the artist’s importance within 

the history of Polish art in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century, a period seen by 

many as a highpoint of Polish artistic achievement to which Stoss was a major 

contributor.  The effect that Stoss had on the Polish tradition of wood carving, and vice   

                                                
13 In a Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, the restlessness in his composition is said to be in 

accord with his manner of living, referring to the trouble he eventually gets into with the law. W.R.V., 
“Recent Accessions,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 7, no. 10 (October 1912), 196. See Hunt 
Janin, Medieval Justice: Cases and Laws in France, England and Germany, 500-1500 (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland, 2009), 157; Stephen Brockmann, Nuremberg: The Imaginary Capital (Camden, SC: Camden 
House, 2006), 25. 

14 Baxandall, 19, 191-202, 266-274. 
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versa, have yet to be discussed in the literature.  I plan to rectify this gap in scholarship 

and present Stoss as an artist who not only made an impact on Polish art and its 

traditions, but whose work was equally shaped by those same traditions.  His works 

during this long period in Krakow (1477-1496) represent a degree of stylistic hybridity 

suggesting a more complex dynamic of artistic exchange with contemporary late 

fifteenth-century craft and past traditions. 

   As Tadeusz Chrzanowski has pointed out, questions about Stoss’s origin seem to 

suggest more about the scholars themselves and their own modern nationalist agendas in 

trying to link Stoss with their own country of origin, than they do about the artist 

himself.15  While Chrzanowski has cast doubt on the importance of labeling Stoss as 

either German or Polish, other scholars before him, such as Arthur Burkhard, have 

discussed Stoss ardently in terms of his German heritage.  Burkhard described the artist’s 

German formal characteristics as having no basis in the Polish tradition, arguing that 

Stoss’s works are “isolated and alone, appear[ing] as an inexplicable phenomenon.”16  

Although other scholars may not share the fervor with which Burkhard describes the 

absence of any trace of a Polish tradition within Stoss’s artwork, his argument is 

nonetheless given credence in most German art historical scholarship of the twentieth 

century, supported even by more recent scholars who have largely ignored the impact of 

Stoss’s period in Krakow on both the artist and Polish traditions. 

                                                
15 Chrzanowski, 9-10. 

16 Burkhard, Cracow Altar, 6. 
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 As Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann has discussed, Veit Stoss cannot be seen only in 

terms of his Germanic origins.17  Michael Baxandall also has recognized the capacity of 

Stoss’s work to resonate beyond such limited narratives, and his Limewood Sculptors of 

Renaissance Germany has been extremely valuable in efforts to move scholarship on 

Stoss beyond nationalist questions.  Though not motivated by a nationalist agenda and 

introducing important new approaches to Stoss’s work that consider aspects of material 

and visual culture, Baxandall, nonetheless, situated Stoss solidly within the Germanic 

tradition of limewood sculpting and ignored the contribution Polish traditions may have 

played in the artist’s stylistic development.18  The ensuing appeal and success of 

Baxandall’s fresh approach to limewood sculpture also has stymied close attention to 

Stoss’s achievement in marble, for example, when he was commissioned by the Polish 

court to create an effigy for a Polish king—a commission that fits well within the 

tradition of previous ruler tomb sculpture and which will be the focus of Chapter Three. 

 Even with Baxandall’s foundational book on limewood sculptors, the debate over 

the origins and impact of Veit Stoss and the importance—or lack thereof—of his work 

within Poland persists.  Shifting from a formal or stylistic argument, and from an 

argument of birth origin, Polish art historian Chrzanowski makes his case for a Polish 

Stoss based on facts of geography.  He has suggested that any work produced within 

Poland can be considered Polish art, despite the desire of certain scholars to claim 

otherwise.19  While he has identified a number of German-speaking artists whom Stoss 

                                                
17 DaCosta Kaufmann, 90-91. 

18 Baxandall, 19, 191-202, 266-274. 

19 Chrzanowski, 12-13. 
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has imitated, including sculptor Nicholas Gerhaert, and printmakers Martin Schongauer, 

Master E.S. and Israhel van Meckenem, Chrzanowski sees Stoss transforming these 

elements into something new, arguing that his work changed “into a whole which was 

quite definitely and uniquely his own.”20  Without claiming Stoss as either Polish or 

German, I shall build on Chrzanowski’s scholarship by placing needed attention on 

Stoss’s achievements within the context of late fifteenth-century Krakow.  I shall argue 

that the period he spent in the Polish kingdom’s capital—as well as the art traditions he 

encountered there and the expectations of his Polish patrons—undoubtedly shaped the 

end products and his own artistic development. 

 In Chapters Two and Three I offer an historical correction to the anachronistic 

myth of the purely German artist Veit Stoss by considering his work in the Kingdom of 

Poland, among his most impressive and important of his career.  The second chapter of 

my thesis will deal with the monumental Dormition of the Virgin, the High Altarpiece of 

Saint Mary’s Cathedral in Krakow (Figure 1), completed between 1477 and 1489, for 

which Stoss was called to the city from Nuremberg.  I shall try to resolve the scholarly 

debate surrounding the likely patronage of this commission of this, his first main work—

and demonstrate how the work is suitably international in style and iconography within 

the context of the cosmopolitan city of Krakow.  After evaluating the significance of the 

Dormition of the Virgin not simply with respect to the patronage, I also shall assess it 

within the context of wood sculpting in Stoss’s career and within the tradition of Poland, 

a subject widely ignored by scholars to date.  To assume that Stoss was a German artist 

who worked in isolation in a Polish city, unaffected by Polish conventions and its own 

                                                
20 Chrzanowski, 10-11. 
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practicing artists is highly problematic.  Although Stoss owes much to his place of birth 

and the development of his talent within Germany, the Marian Altarpiece is best 

understood if also considered as a product, too, of Polish culture and art, designed by 

Stoss there and executed with Polish trained assistants in his workshop.   

 In the third chapter, I will discuss Stoss’s other main commission in Krakow, his 

marble tomb effigy for King Casimir IV Jagiellon (Figure 2).  The monument was made 

in the tradition of dynastic tomb effigies, with red marble, a material found in Hungary 

and Austria and widely used for the tombs of Polish monarchs.  As Stoss was working in 

a well-established tradition of tomb sculpture, it provides a good comparison with the 

ways in which he engaged with existing traditions in a different medium not as widely 

practiced by the artist himself.  While Baxandall only fleetingly mentions this tomb, 

regarding it as owing much to Gerhaert’s tomb of Frederick III,21 the composition in 

which the king is shown, is predominately used by the Jagiellonian kings and can be seen 

as an established courtly tradition, not only in Poland but in much of Europe, as well.  

Therefore, this sculptural effigy provides us with an example of the hybridity of Stoss’s 

formal style and the manner in which his work was determined by his Polish patrons in 

material as much design. 

 In this thesis I shall argue that both views of Stoss’s extended stay in Krakow—as 

being irrelevant or adulterating—need correcting and that his achievements in the Polish 

capital must be contextualized and historicized in order to be properly understood.  In 

Chapter Four I shall continue to demonstrate that a distinct tradition of wood sculpting 

and carving was already well established in Poland before Stoss’s extended stay and that 

                                                
21 Baxandall, 19. 
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this tradition continued after Stoss’s stay, albeit affected by it.  The Polish sculpting 

tradition would come to incorporate the Stoss style as one important artistic strain of 

sculpture among others, particularly when artistic preferences shifted throughout the 

sixteenth century with a turn to Italian Renaissance style. 

 Through selected commissions, I will show how Veit Stoss engaged with and 

intervened in the tradition of Polish wood carving in a much more dynamic and complex 

way than has yet been recognized.  Ultimately, my project seeks to move beyond the 

limiting and distorting lens of earlier nationalist agendas with the aim to restore Stoss to 

his historical context as an artist who engaged with existing Polish traditions while also 

establishing himself through a distinct style unique to the artist.  By moving past the 

notion to define Stoss as a ‘German’ artist or describe his art in Poland as ‘Polish,’ I will 

discuss the notion of hybridity within his work in Poland and how Stoss as an artist can 

not entirely be defined by his birthplace or workplace given the mobility of Stoss and his 

movement throughout Europe.



 

11 

CHAPTER 2 

AS MARY LAYS DYING: VEIT STOSS’S MARIAN ALTARPIECE IN KRAKOW 

 Veit Stoss’s most monumental altarpiece of his career depicts the Dormition of 

the Blessed Virgin Mary (Figure 3) in its central shrine and stands at a height of thirteen 

by eleven meters.22  The altarpiece is an elaborate pentaptych representative of Gothic 

retables of the Middle Ages, which privileged sculpture as the dominant medium and 

which had movable wings that permitted different viewing positions, depending on the 

day of the week, liturgical calendar, or celebration of mass.  The carved limewood retable 

conveys two related messages while opened and while closed.  On its sides, two wings 

are fixed, each with three sections, while two more wings are hinged to close over the 

central shrine and display another scene on its obverse.  Each scene helps to convey the 

connection between the life and death of the Virgin Mary and that of Christ.  The 

altarpiece is innovative in its handling of a fairly standard iconographic program and is 

worth examining more closely in its historical context as both the first known work of 

Stoss and as a prominent work in a foreign land, commissioned likely by both Poles and 

Krakow’s expatriate German community.  The commission marks the beginning of 

Stoss’s twenty-year stay in Krakow.  It provides us the opportunity to examine the 

                                                
22 Notable scholarship on this piece includes Krzysztof Czyżewski, Veit Stoss: Mary’s Altar 

(Kraków: Biały Kruk, 2007); Chrzanowski; Tadeusz Dobrowolski, Wit Stwosz- Oltarz Mariacki: Epoka I 
Srodowisko (Kraków: D.W., 1980); Szczesny Dettloff, Wit Stwosz: Oltarz Krakowski (Warszawa: 
Panstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1951); Burkhard, Cracow Altar. 
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problems of style and how Stoss as a foreign artist both learned from and made an impact 

on local carving traditions. 

 

2.1 Veit Stoss’s Invitation to Krakow and the Commission of the Marian Altarpiece 

  Fifteenth-century Poland, and its capital city Krakow stood at a crossroads 

between Europe and the East, and overseen by its long-established stable monarchy, 

foreign trade flourished, with merchants settling in centers in the main cities of Poland.  

Because the kings of Poland wished to see further economic growth, they made it easier 

for merchants to earn citizenship, and more and more foreign merchants settled in the 

areas of Krakow surrounding the Sukiennice, the Cloth Hall where most merchant 

activity took place, and the Main Market Square. The two largest foreign communities of 

merchants were from modern day Italy and Germany.  These foreign merchants quickly 

‘Polonized,’ adopting Polish customs and translations of their last names, and no doubt, 

commissioning works of art to decorate their homes and communal spaces.23 

 The Church of Saint Mary in the Main Market Square of Krakow (Figure 4) was 

the site of Stoss’s remarkable commission of the Marian Altarpiece and faced the 

bustling economic activity of the Sukiennice.  Because the foreign merchants mostly 

lived around the square, the Church of Saint Mary and a second church in the Mały 

Rynek, the smaller square behind the Church, Saint Barbara’s, represented important 

landmarks to the merchants entering into the city and served a wide variety of 

parishioners, both foreign merchants and native Poles.   

                                                
23 F. W. Carter, Trade and Urban Development in Poland: An Economic Geography of Cracow, 

from its Origins to 1795 (Cambridge University Press, 2006), 4-6, 169, 173, 264. 
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 The commission of the Marian Altarpiece is fraught with a great deal of 

controversy, as little is known about the commission itself or even who the main patrons 

were.  Numerous theories have been advocated by modern scholars, each seeking to 

situate Stoss and the church within a certain community, whether the congregation’s 

German traders, who made up a large majority of the city’s merchant community; the 

Krakow city council, made up of native Poles and some foreign merchants who were now 

citizens; or possibly Queen Elizabeth, who saw to the cultural activities of the court, 

situated a short walk from the main square.24  However, these theories seek either foreign 

or Polish origins of patronage, and ignore the more complex implications of Krakow’s 

identity as an international city. 

 What is known from primary and secondary sources is that Veit Stoss was chosen 

and invited from Nuremberg to Krakow to make an altarpiece depicting the Virgin Mary.  

Jan Heydeke, archpresbyter of Saint Mary’s and city notary in the decades immediately 

following the commission, found documentation about it behind the main altar in 1533 

(the year of Stoss’s death) during its first restoration; unfortunately his account is the only 

one preserved today.25  Although Heydeke’s discovery is well within living memory of 

the commission, it is necessary to weigh his account against the growing ethnic tensions 

that were particularly sharp at the time.  During the 1530s when Heydeke found the 

                                                
24 Scholars have taken three different approaches to the patronage of the Marian Altarpiece, that it 

was completed by Germans, the city council, or the Queen. For scholars who have favored German 
patronage, see Arthur Burkhard, Eberhard Lutze, Johannes Heydecke, Michael Baxandall. For scholars 
who have favored the city council, see Zdzisław Kępiński, Tadeusz Chrzanowski, Thomas DaCosta 
Kaufmann. For scholars who have favored the Queen, see Szcesny Dettloff, Chrzanowski. 

25 Transcribed in Czyżewski, 9; Max Lossnitzer, Veit Stoss: Die Herkunft seiner Kunst, seine 
Werke und sein Leben (Leipzig: J. Zeitler, 1912), xiii-xiv; Artur Wagner, “Johannes Heydeke 1443-1512, 
Stadtschreiber, Archipresbyter und Humanist in Krakau,” Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 1 (1936), 
52. 
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document relating to Stoss’s commission, controversy was growing in Krakow over the 

language in which sermons were being performed in such churches as Saint Mary’s and 

Saint Barbara’s, as they were the two churches closest to the main market square.  

German had been widely used in sermons until about 1537 in Saint Mary’s, when the 

king forbade its use.26  Henceforth, the Church of Saint Mary was constructed as a 

Polish-identified church, with its sermons conducted in Polish, and the German 

population, if they wished to hear a sermon in their native language, went to Saint 

Barbara’s, a smaller church in the Mały Rynek, the smaller square behind Saint Mary’s. 

 Due to these sentiments surrounding the German community and Heydeke’s own 

German roots—he originally came from Stettin Pomerania, part of the Holy Roman 

Empire and came to Krakow to study, where he then remained— scholars have 

questioned the accuracy of his account and have attempted to weigh his own bias in 

interpreting the documentation he describes.27  Heydeke asserts that a German majority 

paid for the altar and that a German expatriate population brought Stoss to Krakow for 

the commission.  However, Heydeke does name several prominent Polish families who 

also took part in the council that commissioned the work.  Therefore, this account could 

be seen as both a subtle recognition of a joint commission and yet a privileging of a 

particular history for Saint Mary’s as a predominantly German-identified church at a 

period when German tensions were mounting.28 

                                                
26 Eberhard Lutze, Veit Stoss (Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 1938), 15; Chrzanowski, 24. 

27 Chrzanowski, 22-23; Zdzisław Kępiński, Veit Stoss (Auriga, Oficyna Wydawnicza, 
Wydawnictwa Artystyczne i Filmowe, 1981), 21. 

28 German tensions were mounting with the encroaching Italian community in 1533, at a period 
when the Jagiellonian kings were favoring Italian artists and architects and merchants were moving more 
and more into the city.  For more on this topic, see Carter; Chrzanowski, 23. 
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 However, we can garner some reliable facts from Heydeke’s statements as they 

give us a definitive date for the commencement and completion of the altarpiece and 

describe who the master of the work was.  He writes: 

The work commenced in the year of Saint Urban after the Incarnation of Our 
Lord, Jesus Christ, in the year fourteen hundred and seventy seven [May 25, 
1477].  The council presidents were Walter Kezinger, John Karnowski, John 
Theszner, Stanislaus Przedbor, Stanislaus Sigismundi, John Clethner, John 
Gawron, and John Thursy. Councilors were Martin Belze, John Wirsingk, Paul 
Newburgir, Nicolas, Treydler, James Wilkowski, Marcus Thewer, Nicolas 
Wolfram, Langpeter Stano, Kuncza Zarogowsky, Johan Tigil, Paul Ber, Sefridus 
Bethmann, John Borgk... Thus, the work was completed in the year of Our Lord 
fourteen hundred and eighty nine on the holiday of Jacob the Apostle [July 25, 
1489], at the time of the rule of His Majesty Prince and Master of Casimir, the 
King of Poland, and Friedrich, the bishop of Krakow... in honor of God and the 
Blessed Virgin Mary the most glorious, may She be blessed forever... But none of 
the Poles gave alms [for the commission], but laughed at [mocked] the altarpiece 
for its all too large scale and did not believe in his accomplishments.... The 
architect of this work was Master Veit, a German from Nuremberg, a man of rare 
perseverance and faithfulness, whose talent and work are praised throughout the 
Christian world, and whose work shall be praised forever.29 
 

Further suggesting that the city council did in fact commission the work, Stoss is 

mentioned in correlation to the city council throughout several documents pertaining to 

the work and payments.  At the completion of the altarpiece, the artist was paid 2,808 

florins which must have been a fee, not the full amount given to him to complete the 

work with the cost of materials as that would have left Stoss with little money for twelve 

years of work.30 

 Heydeke’s account of the commission is fraught with contradictions.  He lists the 

members of the council that brought Stoss to Krakow, including those with both Polish 

and German names, members of different prominent families, then goes on to assert that 

                                                
29 Czyżewski, 9; Lossnitzer, xiii-xiv; Wagner, 52. 

30 Chrzanowski, 25. 
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the Polish community did not appreciate the altarpiece and even did not believe that he 

would finish it.  Their apparent shock at its huge size suggests another indicator of the 

altarpiece’s perceived foreignness and exceptionality.  However, he concludes his 

account with the statement that the work shall be praised by all forever, implying that the 

Poles will come around to admiring Stoss’s work.  However, Heydeke’s statements 

clearly align Stoss with Germany; he says he is a German from Nuremberg (Magister 

Vittus Almanus de Norinberga), describing him as faithful (as in pious, attentive to his 

labors) and perseverant in completing the monumental altarpiece.  In order to try to 

reclaim Saint Mary’s as a German church and not a Polish or Italian church, Heydeke 

needed to assert its foundations as German further back in history and Stoss provided a 

perfect means for doing so.  However, the controversy surrounding who actually 

commissioned Stoss’s altarpiece is little help if one wishes to understand the overall 

program of the altarpiece and the sophisticated interplay among different styles and 

traditions that it represents as a monument worthy of making meaning for what originally 

would have been a diverse audience.  I shall demonstrate that the altarpiece represents a 

complex program created from multiple sources and cultural traditions, not just solely 

German or Polish, as scholars have previously proposed.  Focusing on just one patron 

identity has limited the degree to which scholars have asked how the altarpiece fits into 

the international nature of Krakow. 

 

  



 

17 

2.2 The Marian Altarpiece and its Iconographic Program 

 The Marian Altarpiece is seen in two different views, open and closed.  While 

open (Figure 5), the central panel depicts the polychrome, sculpted scene of the 

Dormition of the Virgin Mary with the twelve apostles surrounding her collapsing figure.  

Above them, one sees the Virgin Mary in heaven, surrounded by angels and Jesus.  

Above the central panel, the Coronation of the Virgin Mary ends her upward progression, 

both literally and figuratively, on her path to heaven.  Surrounding this scene, on each 

wing, six scenes show the narrative to this point of the life of the Virgin and the Christ 

Child.  The Annunciation, the Nativity, and the Adoration of the Magi are depicted on the 

left in polychrome wood relief carving.  On the right, the Resurrection of Christ is 

depicted above the Ascension of Christ and finally the Descent of the Holy Ghost. 

 While less monumental in size, the closed wings (Figure 6) depict three scenes on 

each side with the addition of two fixed wings, each of those with three scenes.  On the 

left wing, three scenes show the beginning of the Virgin Mary’s life.  The right and 

central panels depict the years of Christ’s life not shown on the open panels.  Finally 

below the central cabinet, a predella depicts the Tree of Jesse (Figure 7), displaying the 

ancestors of Christ, furthering the connection between the Virgin Mary, to whom the 

church is dedicated to, and her son, Jesus Christ. 

 One scene of the altarpiece remains fixed in its display: the predella is visible in 

both the open and closed position of the altarpiece and though standing two meters high 

by seven meters wide, seems dwarfed by the figures above it.  The predella with its 

carvings of the Tree of Jesse, frames the stories of Mary and Christ, structurally and 

genealogically showing the foundation of the family of Mary.  These figures, as those in  
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the upper left (while closed), visually reinforce the link between the Old and New 

Testaments, depicting figures from the Old, while seen next to those of the New. 

 While the typological connections made visually on the altarpiece wings conform 

with standard biblical interpretations, the central and most dominant scene of the Marian 

Altarpiece displays the Dormition of the Virgin Mary in a unique way.  Rather than 

conveying Mary reclined vertically in her deathbed, Stoss shows the dramatic collapsing 

figure of Mary, surrounded by the twelve apostles, the form of her dying body echoing 

that of her son’s from the cross and repeating that of her own collapse beside the cross.  

Mary’s pose suggests that Stoss knew of Rogier van der Weyden’s Descent from the 

Cross (1435), or one of the many copies of it, which shows Mary in the same position as 

Christ, mirroring his suffering, as imitatio Christi and co-redemptio.31  The viewer sees 

Mary’s compassion in sharing Christ’s suffering and is moved to follow her example.  

Her body falls as if she has just taken her last breath, just as she appears in van der 

Weyden’s Descent.   This depiction can undoubtedly be connected to Stoss’s stylistic 

development in Northern Europe and can be seen as his contribution to the iconographic 

program, as well as his own way to insert himself—a sculptor, not a painter—into a 

certain canon of internationally esteemed artists such as van der Weyden. 

                                                
31 See Otto von Simson, “Compassio and Co-redemptio in Roger van der Weyden’s Descent from 

the Cross,” The Art Bulletin 35, No. 1 (March 1953), 9-16; Amy Powell, “A Point ‘Ceaselessly Pushed 
Back’: The Origin of Early Netherlandish Painting,” The Art Bulletin 88, No. 4 (December 2006), 707-728; 
Lloyd W. Benjamin, The Empathic Relation of Observer to Image in Fifteenth-Century Northern Art 
(Chapel Hill: Univeristy of North Carolina, 1973); Larry Silver, “The State of Research in Northern 
European Art of the Renaissance Era,” The Art Bulletin 68 (December 1986): 518-535; Skubiszewski sees 
more than just the mimic of the pose of Mary but an overall compositional similarity between the two 
images as well as a similarily between the treatment of Veit Stoss’s Descent from the Cross panel and a 
painting done by the workshop of van der Weyden. For more information see Piotr Skubiszewski, “Der Stil 
des Veit Stoss,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 41 (1978): 111-112.   
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 Above the scene of Mary collapsing into the arms of the apostles, the viewer sees 

Mary in bodily form, ascendant to heaven.  Her similar size as she ascends suggests a 

distance in space between the large figures of the Dormition dominating the central frame 

and those that look down on them directly from above.  Each part of her ascension takes 

place in one vertical axis at the center of the altarpiece, highlighting the importance of 

Mary as part of the celestial realm and terrestrial realm, as utterly human, in experiencing 

joy and suffering with her son, and then dying.  As the eye moves through the different 

panels, these two sides of Mary are explained further. 

 The whole central panel is framed beautifully by small prophets who create an 

arch around the Gothic filials crowning Jesus and Mary.  The apostles below rise in an 

arch around Mary, mirroring the framed arch above while angels and prophets look down 

upon the celestial world.  Each figure is carefully rendered individually in living flesh 

tones, rosy cheek, and brown hair, in exaggerated poses that carefully draw the attention 

to each part of the story.  The flanking apostles look upwards to heaven while the central 

figures gaze upon Mary, one crowning her above, while another supports her as she falls 

dying.  Seen from close up, the figures show veins and signs of age (Figure 8), their 

delicately placed hands gesturing in various signs of contemplation and shock.  As the 

viewer’s gaze moves further up, the figures move off into the distance, looking down 

from heaven.  The choice of Stoss (or the theologian behind the theological scheme) to 

depict Mary ascendant to heaven in bodily form directly after her death is unique to the 

Franciscan order’s theories.32  The Dominican Order generally believed that her soul 

                                                
32 Rainer Kahsnitz, Carved Splendor: Late Gothic Altarpieces in Southern Germany, Austria and 

South Tirol (Los Angeles, CA: Getty Publications, 2006), 137. 
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ascended immediately, but not her body.  The Franciscan view was based on the idea that 

she was conceived without sin from birth, as she was designated to give birth to Christ 

from the very beginning, from the moment of her conception.  This suggests that the 

Franciscan Order held an importance either with Stoss, or more likely, with a particular 

theological community in Krakow.33  

 The Franciscan Order was brought to Poland from its Italian origins very early in 

the Order’s history, by Prince Henryk I Brodaty of Silesia in 1237.34  Additionally, the 

canonization of the patron saint of Poland, Saint Stanislaus, was in fact pronounced on 

September 17, 1253, at the Church of Saint Francis of Assisi in Krakow,35 located just off 

one of the main routes to Wawel Hill from the main square, in an area of significance to 

the city.  The event marks a very important and longstanding connection between the 

Polish saint and the Franciscan Order.  Furthermore, several generations of princesses of 

the Polish Piast dynasty were attracted by the Franciscan ideal and founded separate 

convents of the Poor Clares throughout Poland.36  This history suggests that the 

Franciscan Order was well established in Krakow in the fifteenth century, having been in 

the city since the late thirteenth century, and that it carried with it close associations with 

Poland through the royal family itself.  Therefore, Stoss’s distinctive portrayal of Mary 

ascendant can be thought of as relating to an Italian import to Poland, now long 

                                                
33 Kahsnitz, 137. I will discuss this in greater detail in Chapter Four as I discuss how his work may 

have been different in Krakow and after because of his stay. His altarpiece in Bamberg, repeated this 
scheme. 

34 Jerzy Jan Lerski, Historical Dictionary of Poland, 966-1945 (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Publishing Group, 1996), 145. 

35 Reddaway, 84. 

36 Jerzy Kłoczowski, A History of Polish Christianity (Cambridge University Press, 2000), 43. 



 

21 

appropriated and integrated deeply into Polish history, and more thoroughly connected to 

Krakow and its ecclesiastical community than anything German in origin. 

 At the top of the altarpiece in the superstructure, Mary is seen carved in the round 

being crowned in heaven by God the Father, framed by a canopy.  This central group of 

three figures is in turn flanked by angels and the two patron saints of Poland, Saint 

Stanislaus of Krakow and Saint Adalbert of Prague.  Despite the possibility that the 

altarpiece may connect to the foreign merchants who resided in the city and attended the 

Church of Saint Mary, the use of Polish saints situates the altarpiece’s imagery squarely  

within local origins in Krakow. 

 To the left of the central panel, another scene suggests that Krakow was a city 

with a great deal of artistic exchange.  In Stoss’s carved scene of the Adoration of the 

Magi (Figure 9), the three kings represent the corners of the known world, with the skin 

tone of Caspar, of Africa, appearing much darker than the other Magi, Balthazar, or 

Europe, and Melchior, of Asia.37   Although certain parts of the German-speaking lands 

were more aware of people of African descent, it appears that by the 1470s, the black 

Magus was being inserted into scenes of the Adoration.38  In Swabia, in particular, where 

Stoss is believed to have been born, the black Magus begins to appear the most frequently 

around 1470, but is seen even earlier in the Wurzach Altarpiece (Hans Multscher, Schloss 

Wurzach in Upper Swabia, 1437), where it seems to have made an impact on later works 

                                                
37 Chrzanowski, 98-101. 

38 See Paul H.D. Kaplan, The Rise of the Black Magus in Western Art (Ann Arbor, MI: UMI 
Research Press, 1985), 105-112. David Bindman, Henry Louis Gates, and Karen C. Dalton, The Image of 
the Black in Western Art From the “Age of Discovery” to the Age of Abolition: Artists of the Renaissance 
and Baroque (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univeristy Press, 2010), 7-92; Reinhold Grimm, “Two African 
Saints in Medieval Germany,” Die Unterrichtspraxis/Teaching German 25 (Autumn 1992): 130-132; Paul 
H.D. Kaplan, “Black Africans in Hohenstaufen Iconography,” Gesta 26 (1981): 29-36. 
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of art from the region.39   As I have discussed, the iconographic program is varied and 

represents different cultural spheres, therefore it is not imperative to claim that Stoss 

would have seen one of these representations of the black Magus before arriving in 

Poland.  On the contrary, the existence of a German population in Krakow could just as 

easily account for this inclusion as their involvement in at least part of the commission 

cannot be disputed.  Instead of pinpointing the exact place from which Stoss or the author 

of the program may have borrowed the black Magus, it should be noted that by the 1470s, 

the inclusion of the black Magus was becoming increasingly popular as European 

contacts with black Africans was progressing with a greater intensity through the opening 

of new trade routes.40  If the Magi were meant to symbolize the different people within 

the world, it was becoming clearer with this increasing interaction with Africa that on 

proportional grounds, a black Magus would reasonably be included among these 

people.41  The inclusion by Stoss of Magi as representative of different parts of the world 

suggests a connection to the growing artistic understanding and depiction of the Magi 

also as visiting foreigners. This choice to depict the Magus Caspar, with the black skin of 

someone from Africa also suggests a knowledge within the city of these cultures and 

helps to create a picture of a mercantile city in which people were interacting with other 

cultures not only in Krakow but elsewhere during their travels. 

 The scene of Anne with the baby Mary (Figure 10) is another panel that may have 

been understood by late fifteenth-century viewers to resonate with contemporary 

                                                
39 Kaplan, The Rise of the Black Magus, 97-99. 

40 Kaplan, The Rise of the Black Magus, 103. 

41 Kaplan, The Rise of the Black Magus, 105. 
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Krakow.  Stoss portrays a genre scene with figures that are dressed in medieval fashions 

while they stand in a traditional Krakow town house.  Stoss chose to relate this scene to 

the Polish people, bringing the Biblical scene into a recognizably traditional and 

contemporary interior.  Overlapping scenes of the lives of both the Virgin and her son, in 

which on one side of the panel the life of the Virgin is seen and on the other the life of 

Jesus, demonstrate visually for the viewer the progression from the Immaculate Virgin 

Mary to Jesus as Savior, thereby educating the viewer through the altarpiece’s closed and 

open views, while also folding temporalities so that past and present merge in this holy 

space. 

 A question left largely unanswered is the authorship of the theological program.  

Although the city council undoubtedly gave Stoss stipulations pertaining to the subject of 

the altarpiece, it is probable that a theologian in Krakow devised the plan of each panel of 

the altarpiece. 42  However, Stoss’s artistic license cannot be left out of the equation 

entirely as the visual intensity and culmination of the program contribute largely to the 

way in which the scenes are interpreted.  As there is no extant contract that lays out the 

full program and progress of the altarpiece beyond small documents from the city council 

records,43 little about the actual commission is known, including who specifically was 

involved in the process.   

                                                
42 Gadomski suggests that the author of the program would be among the professors of the 

theological faculty of the Cracovian University. Jerzy Gadomski, “Veit Stoss in Cracow: Questions without 
Answers,” Around Veit Stoss: Exhibition in the National Museum in Cracow March-May 2005 (Kraków: 
Muzeum Narodowe W Krakowie, 2005), 21. 

43 The fact that there is evidence of the altarpiece in the city council records also suggests that they 
had a hand in the creation of the piece, not an unnamed German community that scholars have discussed. 
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 Scholars have speculated the order in which the panels were created, and one 

scholar, Zdzisław Kępiński, has even postulated that two of the less important scenes, the 

two Presentations in the Temple of Mary and Christ (Figure 11, 12), in particular, were a 

preliminary test to gauge the artist’s skills and were created before the actual 

commencement of the piece.  He alleges that Stoss paid a visit to Krakow in 1477 before 

he renounced his citizenship in Nuremberg in order to win the commission of the 

altarpiece.  Kępiński believes that the two scenes share a similar composition: they are 

both bi-partite divided by a small column in the center, representing two vaulted aisles, 

and he believes represent two parts sculpted separately and then joined together upon 

installation.  He also argues that these two panels are on a much smaller scale, displaying 

smaller figures than on the other panels, suggesting that he created them at a different 

point in time from the other carved panels.44  Although the size of the figures and the 

smaller scale of the panels could be a convincing argument to its use as a test for the 

altarpiece, they do not hold up upon further observation.  The two panels directly above 

are also on the same scale, ending below the tracery of the border surrounding the panels.  

And one must only look to the left of the Presentation of Christ to see the figures in the 

same scale as the adjacent panels.  The bi-partite nature of the two panels could be 

explained by the need to lay visual connections among the panel compositions as part of 

the overall program of creating a connection between Christ and Mary.  Kępiński relies 

on a visual analysis that does not hold up upon further examination.  His argument that 

                                                
44 Kępiński speculates this in his monograph while Chrzanowski finds it plausible but not likely. 

Kępiński, 22-23, 31-32; Chrzanowski, 36. 
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Stoss may have needed to prove his skills before receiving the commission are 

completely founded, it is just his suggestion that is not particularly convincing. 

 The altarpiece would have remained in its closed position throughout much of the 

year and was only opened to display its remarkable inner shrine showing the Dormition 

during weekly mass or on important liturgical holidays.45  Therefore, the central shrine’s 

iconographic program and monumental splendor were reserved for particularly privileged 

moments of the liturgical cycle.  The main scenes of the inner shrine and its surrounding 

wings feature Mary dying and then ascendant, and Mary as Mother of God, relating her 

life to that of Christ through the supporting panels and the dynamic central axis that once 

again relates her significance to that of Christ. 

 Although the style and material in which Veit Stoss worked in creates a direct 

connection to the artist’s Germanic origins, the theological philosophy behind the 

program of the scenes can be rooted in the religious landscape of Krakow, as well as the 

worldly, mercantile interests of the people of the city and their king.  The elaborate and 

unusual ordering of the scenes suggests a well thought out program that is unique to the 

Marian Altarpiece.  As this theological program is not used elsewhere in Stoss’s later 

work, it raises the question about who else may have collaborated with Stoss in devising 

the full scope of the iconography and whether Poland’s most lasting contribution to the 

Stoss altarpiece was the distinct nature of the way in which the altarpiece constructed 

meaning.  The altarpiece was meant to resonate with the local interests of Krakow’s 

increasingly diverse, mercantile population who were concerned with theological ideas 

and imagery from different regions within Europe. 
                                                

45 Beth Williamson, “Altarpieces, Liturgy, and Devotion,” Speculum 79, no. 2 (April 2004), 341-
406. 
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2.3 The ‘Stossian’ Style and its Relation to Polish Wood Carving 

 Previous scholars have ignored any precursors to Stoss in Poland within the scope 

of wood carving.  Wood has been an important medium in Polish art and architecture 

since the beginning of the fourteenth century and should be discussed in correlation to 

Stoss as he was working in a medium that was previously established within Krakow and 

Poland, having its own carving traditions.46  Among the earliest and most numerous 

wood sculptures in Poland were small devotional figures of the Pietà made for individual 

worship.  However, by the mid-fourteenth century, wood sculpture began to appear with 

greater frequency on the altars of churches for more public or communal worship.  This 

marked the end of a long tradition of placing only a crucifix and reliquaries on the altar, 

and marked the beginning of devotional images meant further to incite worship among 

the church’s parishioners.  Larger wood sculptures placed on altars had their backs 

hollowed out in order to decrease the weight and to avoid cracks resulting from an 

uneven drying process of the outer and inner layers of wood.47  In order to create a more 

aesthetically pleasing and unified image, freestanding, sculpted figures on altars often 

were placed against a rear panel, which served as a background that could be gilded or 

painted (Figure 13, 14).  These altar sculptures in Poland were eventually replaced by 

retables that in their first generations displayed a row of polychrome sculpted figures of 

saints separated by carved arcades.  These retables in Polish churches were then moved 

from atop the altar to a support, the predella, and hinged wings were then added.48  

                                                
46 Wojciech Marcinkowski and Tomasz Zaucha, Art of Old Poland: The 12th-18th Century 

(Cracow: The National Museum, 2007), 15.  

47 Marcinkowski and Zaucha, 16. 

48 Marcinkowski and Zaucha, 16-17. 
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 Stylistically, initially in the fourteenth century the figural style of Polish sculpture 

tended to be oriented to Central Europe, notably the visual culture of Bohemia, sharing 

with it the idealization of the figure in the Beautiful Madonna style that was used in both 

painting and sculpture.  The Beautiful Madonna style was characterized by an 

exaggerated S-curve of the standing Madonna, with the Christ Child resting on Mary’s 

left hip as her torso juts out to the left side.  The drapery that covers such figures in this 

Beautiful Madonna style adds to the dramatic abstraction of forms, cascading in layers of 

V-shaped folds (Figure 15).   

 Altarpieces were made with mixed media, relating the same style across both 

media, painting and wood sculpture.  Towards the second half of the fifteenth century, a 

naturalistic style made its way into Polish religious art, as the art of Little Poland, the 

province in which Krakow is situated, began to orient itself westward.  This increased 

naturalism was characterized by an embrace of Netherlandish oil paint and the ars nova 

of Jan Van Eyck.  Using the principle of Kern und Schale (core and shell), the drapery of 

a sculpted figure was used as a spatial encasement around the otherwise slim silhouette of 

the figure, revealing the form and shape of the bodies they cover.  New artistic exchange 

with Nuremberg contributed to bringing the Netherlandish style to Krakow, as artistic 

exchange between Nuremberg and the Netherlands was prevalent during this period.  

With the exchange of styles from Nuremberg, the styles popular in Nuremberg were 

brought to Krakow.49 

                                                
49 Marcinkowski and Zaucha, 31; Dobrosława Horzela, “Sculpture in Lesser Poland Before Veit 

Stoss (1450-1477),” Wokół Wita Stwosza: materiały z międzynarodowej konferencji naukowej w Muzeum 
Narodowym w Krakowie, 19-22 Maja 2005 (Kraków: Muzeum Narodowe w Krakowie, 2006), 79-86. 
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 The naturalism of Stoss’s figures of Mary and the apostles, which includes even 

the depiction of veins and minute aspects of musculature, would have found accepting 

audience alongside the developing naturalism in Polish art in the mid to late fifteenth 

century.  His naturalism in rendering these details of the human anatomy differ from his 

treatment of an expressive, abstract florid drapery that seems to move from an invisible 

supernatural wind that cascades across each individual scene on the altarpiece.  

Contemporary Polish artists emulated the conch-like drapery folds in both painting and 

sculpture.50  While the ‘Stossian’ depiction of naturalism was not new to Little Poland, 

but was in fact of growing interest to Polish artists, Stoss’s windblown drapery of his 

Marian Altarpiece and later works was of much interest to both artists and patrons.  

Although his heavy drapery is reminiscent of the earlier Beautiful Madonna style’s 

fascination with the abstract patterns of drapery, it can be considered among Veit Stoss’s 

most lasting impressions.  This fascination with the dramatic flourishes of the drapery 

was not just imitated by Polish artisans in sculpture, but in painting, as well.51 

 Contributing to the fulfillment of Stoss’s style and its integration of the stylistic 

development of Poland in the late fifteenth century was the existence of a strong 

workshop tradition, which maintained certain standards and local conventions of training, 

materials, and practices.52  We know that Stoss used local materials, as each nearly free-

                                                
50 Marcinkowski and Zaucha, 32-34. I shall return to this point of the legacy of Stoss among 

Polish sculptors in Chapter Four. 

51 Painting and sculpture seem to have developed stylistically alongside each other since the 
fourteenth century in religious depictions. Again, I shall discuss the reception and legacy of Stoss further in 
Chapter Four. 

52 From my research it seems that the stringency of guild practices varied for artists, depending on 
the guild system from which they came.  By the latter part of the sixteenth century, artisans began to set up 
workshops outside of the city limits in order to get around guild restrictions.  For further information on 
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standing figure was carved from the trunk of one linden (limewood) tree, possibly from 

the Niepołomice Forest, East of Krakow and on the Vistula River, with the secondary 

figures carved from oak and larch wood, also locally found in the region. 53  Not only did 

he used local materials, but he also seems to have used local craftsmen to assist.  

Although records show the use of painters and other kind of craftsmen involved in its 

creation, there is not written evidence of his immediate assistants in wood carving.  

However, for such a monumental altarpiece as the Dormition of the Virgin, which 

consists of multiple layers of wood with three-dimensional figures standing as high as 2.8 

meters, it is almost certain that Stoss would have employed assistants.54  The assistants 

could have carved the tracery or background work of the elaborate piece, and might have 

worked on the initial cruder stages of carving the figures, leaving Stoss to finish the finer 

details in his own style.  Scholars have suggested that he only employed one major 

assistant for the most part because of the stylistic unity within the altarpiece.55  It is 

possible that given Stoss’s relationship with the king, he may have been pardoned from 

guild practices as guild restrictions did not apply to court artists, but given that Stoss later 

became Master of the Artist’s Guild, that seems unlikely.56   

                                                                                                                                            
guild practices, see Daniel Stone, The Polish-Lithuanian State, 1386-1795 (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2001). 

53 Chrzanowski, 36. 

54 Most scholars have suggested that Stoss employed at least one apprentice or journeyman, while 
lesser assistants also may have worked out of his workshop. 

55 Chrzanowski, 24; Kępiński, 21-22. Chrzanowski believes that this assistant then worked on the 
polyptych at Książnice Wielkie. 

56 Frank Moore Colby and Talcott Williams, The New International Encyclopaedia, vol. 21 
(Dodd, Mead, and Company, 1918), 569. 
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 Indeed, such monumental altarpieces would have been large undertakings 

involving the collaboration of numerous masters and hands working in different 

materials.  The records show that Stoss did employ a contractor, Laszlo, who is 

mentioned several times in the records along with Stoss.  Laszlo, who was himself a 

foreigner originating from Hungary,57 would have built the framework for the altarpiece, 

while Stoss and his presumed assistants did the actual carving of the figures.  Laszlo also 

may have employed assistants to help with the building of the structure and framework, 

as it would have required more than one hand.  The final gilding stage would have 

required still other craftsmen, as Stoss would not have been permitted to do so himself 

according to standard guild practices.  Stoss was given the ability to outsource and hire 

his own craftsmen as is evidenced by the hiring of the gilders who were under Stoss’s 

employ.  Among the professional gilders he hired was one named Bernard Opitczir from 

Wrocław, who was then accused of pilfering gold and later disbarred from further work 

on the altarpiece.  He may have been followed by Krzysztof Dorhawsir from Wrocław, or 

the painter Łukasz.58  Nonetheless, it is clear that Stoss used Polish workers for the many 

stages and facets of the altarpiece production, thus proving that he was engaging with the 

Polish material culture quite thoroughly.  Such an historical picture of the commission 

and process of making the great Marian Altarpiece provides a much more complex view 

of Stoss’s artistic achievements in Krakow, not as a German foreigner working in   

                                                
57 Chrzanowski, 24. Existing ties to the Hungarian court in Poland suggest that Stoss may have 

had help finding those who helped him with the altarpiece. See Marcinkowski and Zaucha, 31. 

58 Chrzanowski, 24. 



 

31 

isolation for a German merchant community in a German style, but rather as an artist 

participating in active exchanges and dialogues with the local cultural landscape and its 

traditions.
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CHAPTER 3 

CASIMIR’S AGONY IN THE FACE OF DEATH: VEIT STOSS’S DRAMATIC 

NATURALISM 

 After the completion of the Marian Altarpiece in 1489, Veit Stoss remained in 

Krakow for an additional seven years, working on commissions from local bishops and 

nobles.  In 1492, upon the death of King Casimir IV, he was commissioned to make the 

tomb effigy of the king in Wawel Cathedral (Figure 16).  This tomb effigy, done in the 

tradition of previous Polish kings, provides us with an example of how Stoss worked 

directly within an existing local Polish tradition.  While he worked within this tradition, 

his innovation with the medium of marble, in particular red Salzburg marble, creates a 

completely different tomb from that of his predecessors, in which he infuses Casimir with 

a new naturalism so that it looks as if he is awaiting death. 

 

3.1 The Royal Tombs of Wawel Cathedral 

 Wawel Cathedral (Figure 16) sits atop Wawel Hill, a limestone outcrop situated 

on the left bank of the Vistula River, affording it both fortification through its height and 

easy access to the river below.  Because of these advantages, people have settled on the 

hill for centuries, and since the forming on the Polish Kingdom, Wawel Hill has served as 

the residence to the kings of Poland.  The cathedral was built beginning in 1305 at the 

behest of Bishop Nanker after the fire and subsequent destruction of the eleventh-century 
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Romanesque cathedral that stood there before.  The cathedral was officially given the 

status of the chief Royal church upon the coronation and reunification of Poland under 

Ladislaus the Short (1261-1333) in 1320.59   

 The basilica church is built on the plan of a cross with a nave and two aisles.  Off 

of these aisles, chapels have been added over the centuries, by various monarchs and 

prominent families that have altered the exterior and interior experience.  Wawel 

Cathedral has been the final resting place for Polish kings since the early fourteenth 

century, but up until 1492 before Casimir IV’s death at the time Stoss was active in 

Krakow, these tombs were situated around the two aisles of the church, between the 

Gothic arches surrounding the main nave.  These earlier tombs, including that of King 

Ladislaus the Short (Figure 17, 18), King Casimir III the Great (1310-1370) (Figure 19, 

20), and King Ladislaus II Jagiello (1362-1434) (Figure 21, 22) each follows a similar 

form and style: a raised marble or stone sarcophagus on a platform that sits below an 

ornately carved canopy that covers the body of the deceased.60  Each sarcophagus 

features a sculpted portrait figure of the deceased ruler lying atop the sarcophagus, with 

head gently resting on a pillow carved from the same stone and holding an orb in one 

hand and a scepter or sword in the other.  The coat of arms and regalia were traditionally 

destroyed at the deceased king’s funeral, so it was important for these to be depicted with 

the king’s body in order to show the end to their reign and for the visitor to be able to 

                                                
59 Jan R. Ostrowski, Wawel: Castle and Cathedral (Cracow: Karpaty, 1996), 29-30. 

60 The cenotaph tomb of King Ladislaus III of Varna, whose reign ended abruptly before King 
Casimir IV’s, was built later in 1906 so cannot be used as an example of Gothic tomb sculpture. 
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identify the king.61  Their individual features are rendered in each figure, with their 

vestments changing as the styles of dress changed during their reigns. 

 Ladislaus the Short’s tomb effigy (Figures 17, 18), unlike the others nearby, was 

carved from sandstone and is far less lavish in decoration, perhaps reflecting Ladislaus’ 

reign over a reunited Poland, a rather unstable period during Poland’s history.  Although 

the gothic arched canopy over the tomb is intricately handled, the figure of Ladislaus 

itself lacks much ornamentation in the rendering of his vestments and crown.  The arches 

that frame his tomb mimic the color of this effigy.  From King Casimir III the Great on, 

however, the tombs of kings were traditionally made with red marble, from quarries in 

Hungary,62 and later with the tomb of Casimir IV, Salzburg marble.63  The high finish, 

red color, and ornamentation of the marble pops out from the pale surrounding in which 

these tombs sit, while the changing patterns of the stone move with the carving of the 

ruler’s likeness, allowing for a much more interesting depiction than in the monotone 

color of sandstone. 

 In addition to a sculpted effigy of the deceased ruler, each sarcophagus is ornately 

decorated with mourners of the deceased along the base.  Although each tomb is 

decorated slightly differently, especially in the area of the canopy, they all follow a model 

that allows the viewer to stand beside the deceased and mourn the king that he/she sees 
                                                

61 J. R. Mulryne, Helen Watanabe-O'Kelly, Margaret Shewring, Elizabeth Goldring, and Sarah 
Knight, Europa Triumphans: Court and Civic Festivals in Early Modern Europe, vol. 1 (Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate Publishing, Ltd, 2004), 413. 

62 Quarrying of red marble in the Hungarian region has been going on since the Roman times but 
from the 14th-17th centuries, red marble was used throughout present-day Austria, Hungary, Slovakia, and 
Romania where quarries existed. For further information on this see Farkas Pintér, “The Provenance of “red 
marble” monuments from the 12th-18th Centuries in Hungary,” European Journal of Mineralogy 16 
(August 1, 2004): 619-629. 

63 Gadomski, 27; Chrzanowski, 14. 
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immortalized in stone.  While Veit Stoss follows these earlier models in his tomb design 

for King Casimir IV, he innovates in several important ways that creates a different kind 

of engagement with the viewer, imbuing the king’s face with vividness in a way that is 

not done previously, and giving the tomb of the king a different meaning than that of his 

predecessors. 

 

3.2 Veit Stoss and the Commission of the Tomb of King Casimir IV Jagiellon 

 Upon the death of King Casimir IV in 1492, Queen Elizabeth, his wife, 

commissioned Veit Stoss to design his tomb and depict the likeness of her husband 

(Figures 24, 25, 27).  Rather than being situated with his predecessors in the nave, 

Casimir provided a new space for his tomb effigy, having commissioned the Chapel of 

the Holy Cross to the right of the entrance into Wawel Cathedral to house his own tomb 

and that of his wife.  One might imagine that Stoss was an appropriate choice for such a 

prominent royal commission, having solidified his reputation as one of the most skilled 

sculptors in Krakow through his Marian Altarpiece.  However, the choice to choose a 

limewood sculptor, and not a master in marble, was a risky choice on the part of the 

Queen, as Stoss’s style could very well not have translated into another medium.  

However, his skill in limewood and the style of conch-like drapery and dramatic, 

emotional scenes is conveyed in the tomb effigy of King Casimir.  Maciej of Miechów, a 

chronicler of Krakow who lived in the city during Stoss’s stay, wrote that the tomb was 

finished by 1494;64 certainly, it must have been finished before Stoss’s return to 

Nuremberg in 1496. 

                                                
64 Chrzanowski, 14. 
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 Located in the Chapel of the Holy Cross, the tomb of King Casimir (Figure 23) 

sits in the far left corner, to be seen from only two angles, either at the feet of the king 

(Figure 24) or to the right of the effigy (Figure 25).  The chapel was commissioned as the 

resting place for both the queen and king before the king’s death in 1492, its walls and 

ceiling decorated with frescoes (Figure 26) begun in 1472 that related to Casimir’s 

Lithuanian ancestry.65  The decision to include the tomb within the chapel was a 

departure from the tradition of placing the deceased kings along the aisle and nave of the 

cathedral.  Given the placement of his predecessors at the entrance to the church and the 

fact that there was available space for another tomb effigy alongside them, the choice to 

put the tomb in a prominent place at the right of the entrance seems deliberate.  While 

this placement may have made the king’s tomb less accessible to visitors of the church, as 

it was placed in a private devotional chapel, the chapel itself was lavishly decorated and 

created a dual image of the king as both pious, in commissioning the religious artwork in 

the chapel, and a highly cultured ruler, whose representation in stone was done by a 

prominent artist, Stoss.  The king, in commissioning the chapel and its decorations, 

created an experience that not only showed his piety but his ancestry and the public 

identity he wished to convey.  While Stoss was not involved in the choice of placement 

of the tomb and new chapel, which had already been determined in the 1470s, the way in 

which Stoss depicts the king does not fit with the existing tradition of tomb effigies and 

can be seen as a departure from that tradition in both style and form. 

                                                
65 The father of Casimir, King Ladislaus II Jagiello, was born of a Ruthenian Orthodox mother and 

a pagan father. While he converted to Catholicism in 1386 in order to marry Queen Jadwiga of Poland, he 
and his sons brought painters to Wawel to decorate parts of the cathedral.  For more information on the 
union of Poland and Lithuania through the marriage of Jadwiga and Ladislaus, see Reddaway, 188-209. 
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 Michael Baxandall, among other scholars, compares the tomb effigy to that of 

Emperor Frederick III (Figure 27), sculpted by Nikolaus Gerhaert in 1469 and suggests 

that the tomb effigy of King Casimir is derivative of Frederick’s effigy, especially given 

that Stoss believed by many scholars to have studied with Gerhaert.66  However, given 

the dynamism of the figural group along with the overall program of Stoss, I believe this 

assertion to be a misguided oversimplification of Stoss’s tomb effigy.  The similarities to 

Gerhaert’s work also can be seen in previous Polish tomb effigies, so Stoss’s work in 

marble can be considered as much a dialogue with the other tombs in Wawel Cathedral as 

they can be explained through any possible training with Gerhaert. 

 Casimir’s tomb bears the signatures of two sculptors, the mark of ‘Veit Stwos’ on 

the sarcophagus, and Jörg Huber’s signature on the banderole of one of the historiated 

capitals of the canopy.67  Huber, from the Bavarian city of Passau, may have come to 

Krakow as early as 1492 in order to begin the work on the intricate marble canopy, but he 

does not appear in the city’s records until 1496.68  Although most scholars agree that 

Stoss finished the work himself with the help of Huber, even after Stoss’s departure in 

1496 Huber seems to have remained in the city, perhaps after a need was seen for his 

capable skill in working with marble.  Whether Stoss or Queen Elizabeth asked Huber to 

Krakow is uncertain, but this younger artist completed the canopy of the tomb effigy in a 

Gothic style that complemented that of the master who depicted the likeness of the king 

seen in the effigy below.  If Stoss, a carver in wood less familiar with the medium of 

                                                
66 Baxandall, 266; Chrzanowski, 10-11. 

67 Chrzanowski, 14. 

68 Gadomski, 27. 



 

38 

marble, needed help with the intricate tracery of the marble canopy, or even with the 

completion of the marble effigy, he may have designed the tomb himself, and searched 

for a skilled sculptor of marble outside of the city of Krakow.  This suggests that there 

might have been far fewer skilled marble workers there, as marble tended to be a medium 

reserved for exclusive and infrequent monumental tomb statuary for the nobility and 

royalty (and later bishops).  Nevertheless, Stoss was commissioned by the Queen and 

shared at least part of the work with Huber and the commission must have been finished 

by 1496. 

 Situated within the Holy Cross Chapel, Casimir’s tomb lies outside of the main 

nave of the cathedral, outside of the immediate grasp of his subjects.  The placement of 

the king’s tomb within a private devotional chapel changed the function of the tomb 

effigy from an official monument, accessible to those who could come to the cathedral, to 

that of a more private intimate space in which we see not only the tomb of the king, but 

also the Chapel’s altar and the elaborate wall frescoes.  The Chapel contains not only the 

effigy of the king, but also the other works of art he had commissioned within his 

lifetime.  The raised figures of his predecessors were easily accessible to Polish citizens; 

visitors could gaze upon the peaceful likeness of their former rulers, seeing them in 

relation to one another in the same space, the genealogy laid bare before them.  Inside the 

Holy Cross Chapel, however, a barrier stands between the visitor and the king, whose 

carved marble effigy sinks into the bed of the sarcophagus, not rising above its surface.  

The viewer must approach the tomb more closely and beholds the figure from above in 

order to see the coronation robes of King Casimir and his royal insignia.  While viewing   
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Casimir’s tomb would have been a more difficult and deliberate feat than that promoted 

by the other royal tombs, it is a viewing experience that encourages a much more intimate 

engagement with the king. 

 This move from the main nave to a private devotional chapel seems as though it 

was a deliberate choice on the part of the king and a move toward the future.  His 

“private, self-contained and lavishly appointed sanctuary, his own eternal microcosm, 

was alike a celebration of what he felt to be his uniquely superior temporal kingship, and 

its eternal legitimation through union with Christ.”69  Agnieszka Rożnowska-Sadraei 

describes the king’s tomb as not only a representation of himself as glorious and 

exceptional, but also as a pious man who chose to move himself into a private chapel 

where he would be closer to his God.  Each element of the chapel was picked by the king 

himself, such as the Ruthenian (Lithuanian) frescoes, an additional twenty-seven painted 

panels, the splendid furnishings of altarpieces and reliquaries, as well as bequests for a 

mass to be performed in the chapel with prayers for the souls of the king and his queen.  

In addition, his absence from the nave with the others afforded him the ability to 

showcase his artistic patronage through a chapel eternally dedicated to him, and the 

chapel became a showpiece for Stoss’s remarkable ability that was befitting to a king. 

 

  

                                                
69 Agnieszka Rożnowska-Sadraei, “The Absent Patron?: The Patronage and Piety of King Casimir 

IV the Jagiellon and the Cult of St. Stanislas in Cracow in the Age of Veit Stoss,” Wokół Wita Stwosza: 
materiały z międzynarodowej konferencji naukowej w Muzeum Narodowym w Krakowie, 19-22 Maja 2005 
(Kraków: Muzeum Narodowe w Krakowie), 163. 
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3.3 The Stylistic and Iconographic Program of the Tomb of King Casimir IV 
 Jagiellon 
  
 In Stoss’s marble tomb effigy, the king, with a face, old with age, looks to the left 

towards the chapel’s altar, the central focus of devotion within the space (Figure 28).  

Wrinkles emanate from his sunken eyes.  His face shows his pangs of death, lacking the 

majestic serenity of his predecessors.  The swirls of the hair surrounding his head mimic 

the curving motions within the marble itself, while his coronation robes are frozen in 

their cascading drapery that draws so deeply from Stoss’s earlier work in wood.  Stoss 

depicts the king, though reclined, as if he is falling asleep in the same manner that Mary 

collapses in the central scene of the Marian Altarpiece.  His eyes are not closed as they 

are in Ladislaus II’s tomb, but rather open and turned downward, as if knowing his death 

is forthcoming.  While the artists of the previous tombs idealized the faces of their kings, 

Stoss depicts Casimir as an old man, his face bearing the marks of age, contemplating his 

imminent death, not lying peacefully as if asleep on the bed of their tombs.  In the 

Dormition of the Virgin, Stoss shows a collapsing Mary who seems peaceful, as if she is 

laying down to die, conveying the emotion of the scene through the apostles surrounding 

her, with their expressive gestures and surprised faces.  Here, he chooses to move that 

emotion into the face of the king himself, almost making him more accessible to his 

citizens with the reality that even he must face death courageously. 

 Next to his body, a Polish eagle sits to his right below the scepter of the king with 

his coat of arms below it.  At his feet, a mass of drapery covers his body with his 

coronation robe atop, gently curving, adding motion to the lying figure.  To his left, a 

sword leads up to an orb in the king’s right hand.  The intricate carving of the coronation 
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vestments, with small bumps protruding from the vest, in the center of which an intricate 

medallion sits, add volume to the figure who is sunken into a bed of red marble.  This 

medallion depicts a pregnant woman encircled by stylized acanthus leaves inset with 

precious stones.  Maria Skubiszewska has argued that this woman giving birth represents 

the notion that at death our bodies return to the earth and that the symbol of the woman 

represents the rebirth of the king after life, the king’s hope of the translation to another 

life.70  This interpretation further explains the evocative look on Casimir’s face that 

seems to convey his contemplation, even agony, in the face of death. 

 All of the movement and shaping of the drapery is accentuated by the mottled red 

marble that weaves in and out of shades of red and white, as if creating wrinkles of its 

own alongside the carved details of Stoss.  Even the crown on his head seems more 

detailed than the kings before him. Floral tracery molds the pointed arches of the crown 

as it tilts to the side with his head, curving further with the ins and outs of color as it 

changes shades through the protrusions.  Stoss skillfully uses the mottled nature of the 

red Salzburg marble to further create emotion and movement in the sculpture.  While 

previous rulers used red Hungarian marble, Stoss chose to use Salzburg marble, a marble 

similar to Hungarian marble, but highly variegated by white veins and buff-colored 

speckles, more reddish-brown in tone and darker than Hungarian marble.  Salzburg 

marble was considerably more expensive, so this choice may have been to show the 

wealth of the king, but it did not become common for the use of effigies until the mid-

                                                
70 Maria Skubiszewska,”Death as Birth, the Symbol on the Tomb of the King of Poland,” Journal 

of the British Archaeological Association 36 (1973): 44-51. 
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sixteenth century.71  The mottled nature of Salzburg marble created a more interesting 

medium for Stoss to sculpt in, one that variegated from white to red much more 

frequently and added much more possibility movement and the conveying of emotion to 

the stone itself.  Stoss may have been interested in this movement as his style, especially 

in wood, showcased an emphasis on the movement of drapery and folds. 

 Along the sarcophagus, carved mourners (Figure 29) sit contemplating the king’s 

death under arched gothic tracery, repeated above in the canopy crowning the king’s 

tomb (Figure 30).  As in the panels on the Marian Altarpiece, the figures bend and twist 

into the frame of the rectangular panel in order to fit their bodies, despite the awkward 

poses that result.  Even in these small figures, Stoss is able to create a sense of emotion 

through the exuberant twists of gothic tracery, the awkward poses and facial expressions 

of the mourners.  One shows the age and wrinkles of the king while another holds his 

head as if in contemplation and awe.  Another figure holds his head in thought while 

gripping the insignia of the king that sits between him and another figure.  The mourners 

may represent the different social orders of late-medieval society; their appearance has 

been linked to the political theory of Filippo Buonacorsi, an Italian humanist active in 

Poland, who advised the kings of Poland to base their power on a policy more balanced 

towards all classes of society.72  Relating to the different social spheres of Poland, the 

mourners function in part as suitable and relatable models for the viewer to imitate in 

contemplation of death of the king, his legacy and virtues, as his carved effigy lies in 

                                                
71 Anne Markham Schulz, Giammaria Mosca called Padovano: a Renaissance Sculptor in Italy 

and Poland (State College, PA: Penn State Press, 1998), 176. 

72 Skubiszewska, 44. 
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eternal rest atop the tomb.  These mourners serve to create a lasting connection between 

the king and the viewer, creating a more intimate experience within the Chapel. 

  For all of these mourning figures, elaborate drapery covers the twisting poses, 

further emphasizing the lozenge shaped shadows of Stoss’s style of drapery.  His style, 

attributed to his experience sculpting of in limewood,73 is seen here translated in this red 

marble tomb effigy.  Passages of drifting drapery and the emotional impact of evocative  

facial features, which are so prominent in his figures on the Marian Altarpiece, reappear 

here in the different context of the death of a king in order to evoke that same emotion in 

the viewer.  This style seems more unique to Stoss rather than the medium itself.  The 

folds of drapery that overlap for their own sake, figures arranged in odd relief 

compositions, the lack of depth of movement within these small figures, and a lack of 

depth given to folds in middle values,74 are all seen in both mediums in which he works.  

They cannot be seen as a response to a single technique or medium, but his individual 

disposition and virtuosity that allows the artist to move between media.  Even while 

fitting into an already existing tradition or royal marble tomb sculpture, Stoss moves 

away from it in order to create a distinctively dynamic composition in which King 

Casimir seems more lifelike and convincingly real than any of his predecessors. 

 The canopy, though carved by Huber, fits in with the overall program of the tomb 

effigy.  It mimics the Gothic tracery of the Marian Altarpiece, with figural ornamentation 

atop each capital, as figures were carved into the frame of the altarpiece.  The marble 

canopy, whose profile is formed by curving and broken arcs of flamboyant tracery is 

                                                
73 Baxandall, 19, 191-202, 266-274. 

74 Kaufmann, 92. 
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adapted from baldachins in south German wood altarpieces.  Huber fitted the underside 

of the canopy with three different vaulting patterns, exploiting the contemporary vogue 

for inventive rib configurations.75  On the capitals crowning the baldachin, thirteen 

biblical scenes are represented.76  Their iconographic program shows the History of 

Redemption “as an act vanquishing the subjugator of mankind—death.”77 

 In this tomb effigy, Stoss mixes the certain conventions and expectations of the 

previous ruler commissions in marble with that of his own German origins and training in 

limewood.  The tomb effigies of later kings further emphasize the hybrid nature of Polish 

artistic patronage.  The tomb of Casimir’s son, John I Albert, mixes the style of that of his 

father with that of the newly arrived artist, Franciscus Florentinus (d. 1516) who came 

from the court of Hungary (Figure 31).  John’s brother, Sigismund, was interested in the 

new connections with Italian merchants and began to associate himself with Italian 

culture and style.  In the tomb of his brother, he employed an Italian artist, who created a 

rounded arched niche with a coffered stone ceiling covering the king instead of the 

Gothic canopies of previous kings.  This tomb breaks from the previous tradition of a 

free-standing tomb effigy and instead inserts the effigy into the wall to create a new view 

for the visitor.  Although the figure is depicted in the preferred medium of red marble, the 

niche is executed in the same stone as the wall.  The figure is depicted similarly to 

                                                
75 Ethan Matt Kavaler, Renaissance Gothic: Architecture and the Arts in Northern Europe 1470-

1540 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2012), 190. 

76 The Creation of the World, the Fall of Lucifer, the Undertaking of the Mission of Redemption, 
Three Angels, David and Goliath, Samson and the Lion, the Sacrifice of Noah after the Deluge, the 
Drunkenness of Noah, the Annunciation to Joachim, the Annunciation, the Nativity of Christ, the 
Lamentation over the Body of Christ, and the Last Judgment. 

77 Skubiszewska, 44. 
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previous rulers although slightly slanted towards the viewer so that the king’s likeness is 

more clearly visible given vantage point that only afforded one view of the king.  This 

mixture of Italian and more German styles, in the depiction of the figure of John I Albert, 

is a product of the international nature of the Polish monarchy and the city of Krakow.  

 While the Italian style would come more into favor during the reign of King 

Sigismund, the German florid style had been in favor decades before when Stoss was 

active, evident more usually in limewood sculpture, such as the Marian Altarpiece.  

Intricate Gothic details furnish Sigismund’s Chapel (1517-1538) that point more towards 

a German or Gothic nature than that of the Italian sculptors employed to create the tomb 

for the king.  As Queen Elizabeth had employed Stoss to work in an existing tradition, 

that he then modified to fit his own style, later kings employed a similar ideal in which a 

new style did not entirely take over the old, but rather overlapped in order to show a 

continuity between kings and their artistic patronage. 

 As discussed in the previous chapter, Krakow’s international and cosmopolitan 

nature created an atmosphere in which several different cultures and styles were 

represented within the Polish population.  While foreign artists and merchants resettled in 

Krakow, even often becoming new citizens and seeking to ‘Polonize’ themselves with 

new names, residences and cultural habits, they brought with them styles and connections 

with their previous place of origin that in turn affected the styles used in both every day, 

religious, and dynastic artistic commissions.78  Thus, the nature of Polish art throughout 

this period and during the stay of Veit Stoss revolved around a hybridity of style that 

incorporated multiple populations and the styles to which they were accustomed.

                                                
78 For more on the topic of ‘Polonization’ see Carter, 4-6, 169, 173, 264. 
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CHAPTER 4 

POLISH WOOD SCULPTURE AFTER 1496 AND THE LASTING IMPACT OF 

VEIT STOSS IN KRAKOW 

4.1 The Lasting Impact of the Marian Altarpiece 

 Towards the end of Stoss’s stay in Krakow, he ventured to other parts of the 

kingdom, finishing smaller commissions for nobles and members of the church, usually 

smaller tomb monuments in stone.  He seems to have been appreciated for both his ability 

to portray the likeness of an individual—including different emotional states—as he does 

later with the king’s effigy, and for the dramatic florid style that he makes famous in the 

Marian Altarpiece.  His artistic genius in the creation of the Marian Altarpiece 

proliferated throughout the kingdom and into neighboring regions, and noblemen and 

bishops chose Stoss to portray themselves in tomb effigies because of his talent and 

prominence in the city and at the court.  In the wake of his departure from Poland to 

return to Nuremberg in 1496,79 a series of smaller altarpieces and other sculptures in 

wood suggest his lasting impact on the artistic landscape within both the city and the 

kingdom. 

 The question still lingers whether Stoss employed assistants and whether or not he 

accepted anyone as an apprentice, or in fact opened his own studio within Krakow during 

his long stay in the city.  However, several examples exist of the ‘Stoss style’ in Poland 
                                                

79 Scholars agree when he left Poland. The following scholars discuss his departure in greater 
detail: Chrzanowski; Burkhard, Cracow Altar, 14; 9; Gadomski, 27. 
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around the year 1500 that suggest either the work of an assistant who studied with Stoss 

or a skilled artist who was able to imitate the style of Stoss from his works grand and 

more humble that could be found in and around Krakow.  Either way, it is clear that there 

was a presence of skilled workers within Poland, a topic largely neglected by German 

scholars who wish to downplay the picture of a dynamic exchange between Stoss and 

local Polish styles and artistic traditions, let alone the possibility that Polish craftsmen 

may have had an impact on Stoss’s great achievements. 

 The presence of smaller altarpieces that imitate Stoss’s monumental Marian 

Altarpiece not only suggests that there were skilled artisans in Poland during this period 

who could work in the ‘Stossian’ style, but also that there was a demand among lesser 

nobility and bourgeois patrons to commission such works in imitation of the art 

patronage of noble patrons who had supported Stoss before his departure.80  Working in 

the style of the great master—or commissioning works in the manner of prestigious city 

and royal monuments—no doubt would have conferred prestige on the makers and 

patrons.  Although these imitations are not exact replicas, they are of particular interest as 

examples of what lesser Polish artists took from the different panels of the Marian 

Altarpiece in order to satisfy the needs of their patrons. 

 One representative example in particular, is by an unknown artist from 

Czatkowice, a village in Lower Silesia, which uses scenes from the open view of the 

Marian Altarpiece, that is, the inner shrine of the altarpiece that was considered to be 

                                                
80 The nobility made up almost ten percent of the population during this period, so a great deal of 

competition existed between the different classes of nobility in trying to prove their worth, and in turn their 
wealth and status. See J.K. Fedorowicz, Maria Bogucka, and Henryk Samsonowicz, A Republic of Nobles: 
Studies in  Polish History to 1864 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); Bozena Grabowska, 
“Portraits after Life: The Baroque Legacy of Poland’s Nobles,” History Today 43 (October 1993): 18-25. 
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most dear, as it was only seen on religious holidays or during mass.  Executed around 

1500 in polychrome and gilded relief carvings, it borrows closely from Stoss’s scenes of 

the Annunciation (Figure 32), Nativity (Figure 33), and the Death of the Virgin (Figure 

34) on surrounding panels around a central relief panel of the Holy Family.  The central 

panel of this imitative work of art and one additional panel were lost during World War II 

but the surrounding panels still remain.81  Perhaps not surprisingly, the panel with the 

most striking resemblance to Stoss’s Marian Altarpiece is the artist’s rendering of the 

Dormition of the Virgin.  Although this relief panel is not the central focus of the 

altarpiece, the composition follows a very similar format as that seen in Stoss’s most 

famous work (Figure 5, 6).  As Stoss’s figure of Mary in the Marian Altarpiece, this 

central figure of Mary collapses as if exhaling her final breath, while the twelve apostles 

surround her and support her body as she collapses.  The figures are placed in a smaller 

panel than that of the Marian Altarpiece Dormition, so that they crowd the composition 

even more, amplifying Stoss’s dramatic quality and the sense of urgency of coming to the 

dying Mary’s aid. 

  However, while Stoss’s central figures both support Mary and crown her with a 

gestural pose, this anonymous artist’s panel treats the figures differently.  Although an 

apostle supports Mary, a figure stands above the two figures, staring out at the viewer, as 

if trying to connect visually.  While Stoss’s panel succeeds in provoking a range of 

emotions within the viewer through the expressive faces of the apostles, this artist 

struggles with that interpretation of the scene and the intimate connection to the viewer.  

                                                
81 Museum Narodowe w Krakowie, Exhibition Brochure, Room 2, Gallery: Art of Old Poland, the 

12th-18th Century. 
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One does see figures with similar hairstyles and facial features as those in Stoss’s 

Dormition, although shown in different poses and places within the pictorial scheme.  For 

example, one figure to the right of the sinking Mary creates the same pose as one in 

Stoss’s work, but in mirrored reverse; and the central apostle who holds the body of Mary 

is seen with the same unruly brown, curly, shoulder-length hair that is seen in Stoss’s 

altarpiece, however this time without a beard—the site of Stoss’s most virtuosic 

demonstration of skill.  Thus, the panel shows evident traces of borrowings from Stoss’s 

altarpiece, while making it obvious that the artist himself took some artistic license to 

make the piece his own so that it served its particular viewing context and his level of 

skill.  The overall composition of the panel, along with its visual connections to Stoss, 

would have provoked comparison to the monumental altarpiece, benefitting from the 

association on one hand, but clearly falling short in its expressive potential and dramatic 

monumentality. 

 Other elements of style for which Stoss was so famous, most notably the lozenge 

like shapes that are created with the folds of his drapery, can be seen in this anonymous 

panel, as well, although to a much lesser extent.  Part of this need to scale down the force 

of Stoss’s drapery may have to do with the limitations of the panel in which the artist 

worked, with the figures crowded into the space, as they seem too large for the width of 

the panel.  With the anonymous artist’s panel, Stoss was able to show more drapery on 

his full-length, life-size figures, while this panel depicts figures more in half-length and 

of a smaller scale in order to represent all of the apostles in one, more limited, space.  The 

panel itself is not the impressive scale of Stoss’s work, but is rather part of a smaller 

altarpiece, possibly meant for the altar of a side chapel that would not have required the 
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monumental size demanded by the focal point over a church’s high altar, as in Saint 

Mary’s.  The town from which the altarpiece comes, is also a more provincial one, not 

the cosmopolitan city that Krakow was during this period.  However, the existence of 

such a commission—a less ambitious, less expressive, less grand imitation of just part of 

Stoss’s grand Dormition—suggests that even in the provinces of Poland, the legacy of 

Stoss and prominence of his commissions was highly valued by patrons, even if the 

expectations may have been suitably downsized to match the locality and artisanal skills 

available. 

 The other relief scenes in this anonymous altarpiece, the Nativity (Figure 33) and 

the Annunciation (Figure 32), are even less impressive than the Dormition but are equally 

important in showing additional stylistic and compositional borrowings from Stoss.  The 

Annunciation scene shows Mary reading scripture as the Archangel Gabriel approaches, a 

scene shown in reverse to that of Stoss’s panel and one depicted in a less elaborate way.    

This panel, however, gives the artist an opportunity to show piles of overlapping drapery 

in the way for which Stoss was so famous even during his own lifetime.  However it may 

be clear that this artist had studied Stoss’s example, the drapery nonetheless lacks that 

mysterious windblown effect that Stoss prominently used in the Marian Altarpiece to 

suggest supernatural forces and the trans-historical importance of Mary’s death.  

Similarly in the Nativity scene, although the donkey and cow are shown with 

prominence, as they are in the Stoss panel, the panel lacks the kind of depth and earthly 

accessibility that Stoss was able to achieve.  While blue color decorates the background 

of Stoss’s panels, sometimes elaborated with stars, this anonymous artist chose to 

decorate his with gold leaf, evoking late medieval conventions of otherworldly heavenly 
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spaces.  The overall color scheme seems to be gold, with little or no other color 

represented that might add greater naturalism to the figures and to the overall scheme.  

This artist brings the altarpiece to an otherworldly space that is less relatable than Stoss’s 

scenes, which instead seem to reflect contemporary life.  While sharing a similar 

elaborate Gothic tracery at the top of each panel that one finds in Stoss’s Marian 

Altarpiece, the overall effect of this later altarpiece is less evocative, less complex than 

Stoss’s panel.  It lacks the emotional feeling that Stoss’s work carries, but nonetheless 

imitates parts of the altarpiece in order to evoke a comparison with the great master and 

elevate the status of the unknown artist and his patron.  While the anonymous artist from 

Czatkowice may very well have trained with Stoss or simply studied his skillful carvings 

on his own and would have benefitted from imitating the great master, the patron, too, 

would have gained from such a connection to the city’s most monumental and prestigious 

civic and royal commissions and may have specifically requested such visual 

associations. 

 These panels show the importance and legacy of Stoss in the city after his 

departure in 1496.  While most Polish craftsmen in his wake do not overtly copy the 

artist, many use similar style markers, most notably the conch-like expressive drapery of 

Stoss—in sculpture and painting alike—as well as parts of his compositions and poses.82 

May of these artists show a great deal of fascination with Stoss’s ability to show both a 

naturalistic depiction of holy figures with a degree of fantasy or a supernatural quality in 

the treatment of his drapery.  He succeeded in combing timeless abstraction denoting that 

a sacred event like Mary’s death or ascension was taking place before the viewer’s eyes, 
                                                

82 Marcinkowski and Zaucha, 33. 
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and detailed naturalism—of facial expressions, wrinkles, veins, hair—preserving the 

terrestrial, human qualities of these same holy figures, who could mirror the emotions of 

enrapt viewers.  Even when the style of Stoss was largely displaced by the taste for new 

Renaissance and baroque styles later in the century, Stoss’s work continued to be 

regarded with a high degree of reverence as examples of the highest artistic achievement 

and as a part of the city’s dynamic history itself. 

 The importance of Stoss’s Marian Altarpiece is particularly evident when one 

studies its afterlife in the Church of Saint Mary.  Saint Mary’s Church changed through 

the centuries, with the parishioners and members of the church altering its interior space 

according to prevailing stylistic fashions.  Much of the church underwent reworking in 

the baroque style in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but was later partially 

restored to its Gothic roots in the nineteenth century, with a mixture of its different 

historical styles maintained to represent different stages of the history of the church. 83  

Medieval interiors were generally modified to fit the baroque style of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries.  Altarpieces were changed, as well, with old ones modified in 

decorative embellishment or swapped out for new ones entirely.  Yet throughout all of 

these changes, Stoss’s Marian Altarpiece remained in the same position, at the high altar 

of the cathedral, unmodified by stylistic changes within the church,84 modified only for 

basic restorative purposes, such as retouching of the paint and gilding.85  Saint Mary’s 

                                                
83 The baroque style saw its first emergence right after the turn of the seventeenth century but did 

not lose its fervor until the eighteenth century. 

84 For further information on the history of the Church of Saint Mary see Guzik. 

85 For further information on the restoration of the Marian Altarpiece, see Rainer Kahsnitz, 
Carved Splendor: Late Gothic Altarpieces in Southern Germany, Austria and South Tirol (Los Angeles, 
CA: Getty Publications, 2006), 142. 
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preserved a large portion of its Gothic origins immediately around Stoss’s altarpiece, 

which was never moved or changed.  It remained as a visual anchor rooted in its 

historical moment of origin, around which the rest of the church developed and was 

altered.   

 While the patronage of the Marian Altarpiece remains a topic hotly debated 

among modern scholars, many of them with nationalist agendas, one fact remains: 

fifteenth-century viewers of the altarpiece would have included Poles and a large 

population of foreign merchants (including, but not exclusively, German), all of whom 

seem to have held and still hold a deep reverence for Veit Stoss’s work of art.  In a 

church that changed styles frequently, with wall paintings painted over by the new style 

and chapels remodeled, this monumental altarpiece remained the focal point of the 

church, displaying something that to most Poles represents a piece of Krakow and 

Poland’s rich history and diverse culture. 

 

4.2 Veit Stoss in Nuremberg 

 Veit Stoss returned to Nuremberg at the end of 1496, receiving commissions quite 

quickly given his long absence from the city.  More than likely, his new-found fame in 

Krakow was responsible for creating an estimable reputation within Nuremberg.  Given 

his success in Poland, his increasing age, almost fifty, and his abrupt departure, his return 

to Nuremberg may have been because of a commission given to him by a German patron.  

Given that there was little distance in time between his last Polish commissions and his 

first Nuremberg commissions, it is not surprising that they show stylistic and 

compositional similarities. 
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 One of Stoss’s first commissions upon his return was that of the Volckamer 

Epitaph in the Church of Saint Sebald in Nuremberg (Figure 35, 36).  The epitaph, 

commissioned by Paulus Volckamer, part of a Nuremberg patrician family, in 1499 

displays three panels carved from stone, unpainted, displaying scenes from the life of 

Christ.  The central panel, showing the Agony in the Garden, is particularly fascinating 

for its direct reference to Stoss’s earlier work from right before he left Krakow (Figure 

37).86  The Krakow panel, originally located in a cemetery near the Church of Saint 

Mary, similar to the Volckamer Epitaph, is also tomb epitaph—also in stone and 

unpainted— for a prominent figure in Krakow, given the location in a prominent 

cemetery, and was most likely part of a larger no-longer extant monument with sculpted 

effigy to the deceased, though it was found alone near Saint Mary’s in a former 

cemetery.87  Both the Krakow and Nuremberg epitaphs display Christ kneeling in the 

center of the panel, praying to an angel seen above an outcrop of rocks.  While the 

Nuremberg Christ looks to the left, the Krakow Christ looks to the right.  The foreground 

and image of Christ are almost identical in their treatment of Christ and the sleeping 

figures, Peter, John, and James, suggesting that perhaps Stoss brought back with him 

pattern drawings that already had proved successful from his Krakow work.  The 

background in each epitaph is slightly different, but overall, they share the features of 

rolling hills leading up to a set of smaller scenes, possibly Judas approaching with Roman 
                                                

86 There is also another example of this same Agony in the Garden type found in a niche on the 
outer wall of the chancel of the Parish Church of All Saints in Ptaszkowa, done in wood and not entirely 
preserved, but shows the same figural and compositional type, at least in the foreground as it is preserved 
today.  For more on this work specifically, see Magdalena Stawowiak, “Późnogotycki drewniany Ogrojec 
w kościele p.w. Wszystkich Świętych w Ptaszkowej—domniemane dzieło Wita Stwosza,” Wokół Wita 
Stwosza: materiały z międzynarodowej konferencji naukowej w Muzeum Narodowym w Krakowie, 19-22 
Maja 2005 (Kraków: Muzeum Narodowe w Krakowie, 2006), 133-139. 

87 Kępiński, 49. 
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soldiers.  The figure of Christ kneeling allowed Stoss to sculpt the piles of drapery that 

are so apparent in the Marian Altarpiece, now translated into the medium of stone, where 

the folds create a more linear design, unhindered by the addition of paint.  Even the 

sleeping figures seem to lie down in contours of draped fabric.  The figure to the right of 

Christ in the Nuremberg epitaph bears a striking resemblance to Stoss’s curly haired 

apostles in the Marian Altarpiece, in particular the figure crowning Mary with his arms 

raised above her body.  The leg of the figure to the left of Christ protrudes form his 

drapery, showing veins and signs of age in the same way that the legs of the apostles are 

portrayed in the Marian Altarpiece.  As he did in wood, Stoss seeks to create a naturalism 

of the figures while depicting them in beautiful abstract piles of drapery that move in 

ways seemingly created by an invisible wind.  While the stone reliefs are more angular in 

design, the overall effect of his carving, is similarly forceful, mysterious, and expressive 

as that of his florid limewood drapery. 

 In the same Nuremberg church of Saint Sebald, in niches above the Volckamer 

Epitaph,88 stand two statues of Mary (Figure 38) and Christ (Figure 39), that demonstrate 

additional links to Stoss’s own work in Krakow.  Though upright rather than seated, the 

figure of Christ, in particular, bears a striking resemblance to that of King Casimir’s tomb 

effigy, revealing Stoss’s strength as an artist and aspects for which he was valued in both 

Krakow and Nuremberg.  Christ displays his stigmata with hands turned downward, 

robes exposing the wounded flesh of his chest while the rest falls below him, weaving 

over and under his outstretched arms.  Resemblance between the two figures from these 

different context lies in the mental anguish and physical suffering they experience, shown 
                                                

88 For more on the Volckamer Epitaph, see Kępiński, 62-66. 



 

56 

by Stoss in the figures’ facial expressions.  Christ’s lips part as if to speak, while his 

furrowed brow displays sadness.  Christ’s eyes, carved deeply into his face, droop 

downward encircled by the deep recesses of his thinning face.   

 In the figures on the side panels of the Marian Altarpiece, the faces and images do 

not convey quite the same depth of emotion that is seen in both Casimir’s tomb effigy 

and later in this Christ as a Man of Sorrows.  In the central panel, with the larger figures 

of the apostles and Mary, we see the grief of the apostles as Mary collapses to her death.  

However, this emotion differs from that of the king and Christ; their emotion is calm and 

focused, lacking the elaborate ornament of gilding and its distracting flourishes, and 

restrained, without awkward poses that contort to frame the figure of Mary.  Both Christ 

as a Man of Sorrows and King Casimir in his tomb effigy look up with a contemplative 

expression that conveys, in the case of Christ, his perpetual thoughts in dying on the 

cross, while King Casimir contemplates his own death.  While Christ’s face displays the 

anguish of his death, the stigmata explain this anguish in the same way that the mourners 

along the base of the king’s tomb explain his emotion.  While the emotion that we see in 

the face of the King of Poland does not hold the same meaning, as he was a king and not 

Christ, it can be viewed in a similar capacity; the viewer may look upon the king’s tomb 

and see his anguish, his emotion at the face of death, and mourn alongside, follow the 

mourners that are carved below his effigy, and celebrate him as king through his royal 

coat of arms prominently displayed next to his body.  Through the gaze of Christ, the 

viewer is incited to mourn the Man of Sorrows, through his solitude and vulnerability, hid 

emotive downcast gaze.  Each face turns slightly to the side and upward, inciting the 
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viewer’s contemplation of mortality and redemption.89  Stoss’s insistence to display 

beauty with anguish, to idealize forms as timeless alongside the contingencies and details 

of naturalism in the display of emotion, distinguish him as an artist. 

 It is clear in these two examples, of the Epitaph and Christ, from Saint Sebald 

Church that Stoss display a degree of continuity from his Polish period into his 

Nuremberg period.  However, his Polish period is also characterized by a mixture of 

other popular styles in Poland at the time, as well as the needs of differing religious 

orders, such as a preference for certain local saints and emphasis on Franciscan doctrine, 

and the materials or mediums of his patrons.  While his larger commissions in Krakow 

certainly served as accessible and prominent models for other Polish artists after he left 

the city, in his own work thereafter in Nuremberg he seems to have turned to his smaller 

commissions from his time abroad for his prototypes, such as for the Volckamer Epitaph, 

in which he utilizes the same model as he did for a nobleman in Krakow while adjusting 

it to his Nuremberg patron. 

 Although scholars disagree about where exactly Stoss spent his formative years, it 

is clear that for twenty years he developed his style in the city of Krakow where he need 

not be conventional or overly familiar, and where he could create in an unconstrained and 

innovative manner.  His style was considered foreign by most but monumental and 

impressive by those who picked him as the artist of the Marian Altarpiece.  Even though 

similarities exist between his Polish and Nuremberg periods, we do see a change in the   

                                                
89 The column capitals on the tomb of King Casimir convey a story of redemption. See 

Skubiszewska, 44-51. 
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types and scale of his commissions, from that of the more monumental, favored by Polish 

kings and noblemen, or the members of a prominent church, to those less ostentatious, 

preferred by individual wealthy burghers of Nuremberg, who may have wanted to show 

their status while also conveying different virtues of temperance and good citizenship on 

the eve of the Reformation period. 

 The Volckamer Epitaph was commissioned right after his return to Nuremberg 

and as such, his relations to Poland may have hindered his ability to garner larger 

commissions that he later received around 1517-18 with the commission of the 

Annunciation of the Rosary, done for the Tuchers, a much more prominent Nuremberg 

family.  Given his long stay and close ties not only to the King of Poland but also to the 

nobility and burghers of Krakow, he may have seemed too Polish to those in Nuremberg 

and as such was given smaller commissions when he arrived.  The Volckamer Epitaph, 

done in stone, would not have been the first choice of medium for Stoss as he was trained 

in wood, and the most noteworthy stone sculptor in Nuremberg at the time was Adam 

Krakft (ca. 1460-1509).  However, with this epitaph, positioned on the wall behind the 

altar of the Church of Saint Sebald, Stoss was able to reestablish himself as a worthy 

Nuremberg artists, one able to incorporate his training and newly developed skills in 

order to satisfy his new patrons, the citizens of Nuremberg.90 

 

  

                                                
90 Arthur Burkhard believes that there was little transition from his Polish career to his Nuremberg 

career and that although smaller in scale, the Volckamer Epitaph and the two sculptures of Christ and Mary 
above it represent Stoss as an artist able to satisfy his Nuremberg patrons shortly after his return from 
Krakow. Burkhard, “Veit Stoss, German Sculptor,” 34-35. 
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4.3 The Changing Nature of Polish Artistic Styles 

 Towards the end of the fifteenth century, Little Poland, the region in which 

Krakow is located, became linked with new countries to the West through the various 

trade routes of those who lived and worked in Krakow, as has been previously discussed 

in Chapter Two.  This new artistic exchange brought about more styles from the North 

through the work of Veit Stoss and through other German and Netherlandish painters and 

sculptors.  However, the nature of Krakow and its active merchant population, as well as 

the changing nature of the Polish government, allowed for the representation of a 

diversity of styles within the city and country.  Although some styles had longer impacts 

on the stylistic developments of Polish art, some can only be seen in a few paintings or 

sculptures. 

 Veit Stoss’s extended two-decade-long stay and highly visible achievements in 

Poland created a new demand for German and other Northern artists.  After his stay, he 

was followed by Hans Dürer, the brother of Albrecht, and Hans Süss von Kulmbach, as 

well as other lesser known artists who also moved to Krakow.91  While in painting, the 

German and Netherlandish style continued to flourish, sculpture and architecture began to 

adopt the styles of the Italians with the introduction of an Italian queen in Poland in the 

first quarter of the sixteenth century.  For the next half century, two styles coexisted—

Northern Gothic and Italian Renaissance—overlapping at certain points and in certain 

works, but for the most part keeping their original stylistic associations and functions. 

 As discussed previously, Stoss’s monumental altarpiece can be seen as 

conglomerations of multiple sources, in terms of their stylistic tendencies, iconography, 
                                                

91 Helena Kozakiewieczowa, The Renaissance in Poland (Warsaw: Arkady, 1976); Samuel 
Fiszman, The Polish Renaissance in its European Context (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988). 
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materials, deployed in different ways to meet the needs of the locally-specific functions 

of the programs, patrons, and viewers.  Polish art and its traditions existed and flourished 

by developing into something new that was a flexible hybrid of artistic elements and 

styles from Italian, German, Netherlandish, and other Western and Eastern European 

countries and regions.92  While foreign artists were employed by Poles to work in their 

native styles or manners, Polish patrons often strived to make visible their cultural status 

and associations with other countries through trade, or to link themselves with another 

work of art, and therefore, different styles coexisted within a single work of art.  The 

nature of the hybridity ranges depending on the artist, patron, and function of each 

commission at hand, but a productive stylistic hybridity, nonetheless, existed 

continuously as a characteristic throughout this period.  While the cosmopolitan nature of 

the city created a mix of theological discussions within the Marian Altarpiece, this same 

cosmopolitan nature created a mixture of styles in other artists who wished to seek work 

in the city of Krakow and in Poland.

                                                
92 For more on the hybridity of Polish sculpture, see Jerzy Zarnecki, “Renaissance Sculpture in Poland: 
Padovano and Michalowicz,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 86 (January 1, 1945): 10-17.  For 
information on the hybridity of Polish painting, see Stefania Zahorska, “Popular Trends in Polish 
Renaissance Painting,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 86 (January 1, 1945): 20-25. For 
information on the hybridity of Polish architecture, see Karol Estreicher, “Polish Renaissance 
Architecture,” The Burlington Magazine for Connoisseurs 86 (January 1, 1945): 2,4,9. For more general 
information on the hybridity of Eastern and Central Europe, see Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann, 
“Jagiellonians and Habsburgs: Art of the Courts, ca. 1500,” Court, Cloister, and City: The Art and Culture 
of Central Europe, 1450-1800 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 52-59. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 Veit Stoss’s almost two-decade-long stay in Krakow left a lasting impact on art in 

late-fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century Poland.  His monumental Marian Altarpiece 

has been celebrated for centuries with pride by Polish citizens, never leaving its place at 

the high altar of the Church of Saint Mary.  While scholars have tended to focus on 

Stoss’s Nuremberg career, his time in Krakow was critical as a foundation for his later 

work.  Even though his formative years were most likely spent training with a German 

artist, as his style and early choice of models suggests, the first known twenty years of his 

working life as an artist were spent in Poland.  Thus, it is appropriate that we focus new 

attention on this period and contextualize it both within his own career as an artist and 

within late-fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century Poland. 

 This thesis has studied Stoss’s career through two major commissions, his Marian 

Altarpiece for the Church of Saint Mary in Krakow and his tomb effigy for King Casimir 

IV Jagiellon in Wawel Cathedral in Krakow.  Through the study of these works of art, 

one in limewood and the other in marble, I have sought to contextualize his commissions 

within the cosmopolitan setting of Krakow in which foreign merchants made up a large 

minority within the thriving city.  While one could simply focus on the specific patronage 

of the Marian Altarpiece that brought Stoss to Krakow, as previous scholars have done—

something that cannot be determined with certainty, as its patronage remains 
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speculative—such similar attention limits the degree to which Stoss can be studied within 

late-fifteenth- and early-sixteenth-century Poland and its traditions.  Instead of attempting 

to determine the patron of his first work, it is more productive to discuss the altarpiece’s 

presumed audience and the possible origins of its iconography.  What such analysis 

reveals is that these details of iconography represent a more diverse congregation of 

beholders representative of the broader population of the city of Krakow at the specific 

time, when different merchant communities existed as citizens of Krakow alongside 

native Poles. 

 A further discussion of Stoss’s royal commission of the tomb effigy of King 

Casimir suggests a connection with well established memorializing traditions in Poland 

that favored instead marble, a medium in which Stoss was not trained formally.  This 

work gives us a chance to analyze Stoss’s formal and material solution in variegated red 

marble more exactly with the existing conventions and demands of Polish tomb 

sculpture.  While the tomb effigy can be seen as representative of a Polish tradition, 

elements of Stoss’s Gothic style are also evident, as is his deeply emotional, florid style.  

In this example, the hybridity of his style and of the Polish court’s choice of art are the 

main focus, as they in part shaped the artistic style of the kingdom. 

 Discussing the context of Krakow during the late fifteenth and- early sixteenth 

century is important to the understanding of Stoss’s work.  While scholars of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries have focused exclusively on either his ‘Germanness’ 

or ‘Polishness,’ they have skipped over the importance of the city itself in which Stoss 

worked and in which his work was viewed.  Trying to determine his origins or attempting 

to claim him as German or Polish, while dismissing the contemporary Polish culture is 
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limiting to the study of the artist and his actual import.  Arthur Burkhard described 

Stoss’s work as “standing isolated and alone, appear[ing] as an inexplicable 

phenomenon,” having “neither tradition nor precedent in the early history of Polish art.”93  

This sentiment also precludes the reader of such scholarship from understanding Stoss’s 

work within the traditions of Polish art.  It implies that there is little to be found, or that 

matters, from the local traditions, that either impacted his art or the art of his 

contemporaries.  By dismissing the contextualization of Polish art, Burkhard and other 

scholars, even those who espouse “Polishness,” fall short of understanding Stoss’s artistic 

career in its fullest terms. 

 While some scholars have tried to find work from Stoss’s period before Krakow, 

no attributions have been successfully proposed with certainty, and so his work in 

Krakow could very well have been his first work.94  Therefore, the importance of his 

experience in the city and its interactins with Poish art are incredibly important in 

understanding Stoss as an independent artist.  Scholars have overlooked the real extent of 

Stoss’s achievements in blending his presumably German training with the artistic 

concerns of his Polish and merchant patrons, and what he found in Polish art in Krakow.  

Yet, as a young master out to forge a career, this hybridity must have been one of the 

most appealing aspects of his work, gaining him significant patrons who granted him 

monumental and highly visible commissions in the city.  

                                                
93 Burkhard, Cracow Altar, 6. 

94 The Crucifixion on the altar at Nördlingen (ca. 1462); Resurrected Christ and Saint John the 
Baptist sculptures in Nuremberg (ca.1470s); Crucifix at Münster Heiliges Kreuz, Rottweil, Swabia (ca. 
1470s); Pietà wood sculpture at Saint Mary’s, Zwickau in Saxony (ca. 1477). For more information on 
these attributions, see Kępiński; Chrzanowski, 10. 
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 In this thesis, I have sought to move beyond the confining lens of previous 

scholarship that has distorted the career of Stoss by attempting to associate Stoss 

anachronistically with his ‘Germaness’ or ‘Polishness.’  Through my discussions of both 

the Marian Altarpiece and the Tomb Effigy of King Casimir IV Jagiellon, I have sought 

to move the discussion away from determining what is German about Stoss, or even what 

is predominantly Polish, and move it toward contextualizing his innovative style and 

talent within late fifteenth-century Krakow, which brought together aspects of both 

traditions.  Discussing this contextualization is important in understanding the artistic 

development of Stoss as an artist and may serve to clarify the misconception that Polish 

art had no impact on the career of Stoss or that Polish sculptural tradition is any less 

important than the tradition of German sculpture.  His appearance and subsequent stay in 

Krakow reveal a vibrant city in which a diverse population formulated the artistic 

fashions of the period.  This thesis has been an effort to reassess these dominating 

nationalist trends in the scholarship and offer new scholarship that restores Stoss’s artistic 

achievements to their proper historical and cultural context within the late fifteenth- and 

early sixteenth centuries in Poland and Germany. 

 Discussing the work in Poland that came before and after his stay there also 

allows us to acknowledge the contributions that Stoss made to Polish art, and in turn, the 

contributions that Polish art and culture made to Stoss’s artistic development, and that he 

took back to Germany.  By discussing him within the context of the period in which his 

work was produced and viewed, we avoid an anachronistic understanding of him through 

modern nationalist agendas that distort the achievements of his fruitful career.  Instead of 

diminishing his career in Krakow as relating only to its German merchant community and  
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not engaging with an existing local tradition or culture,  this thesis enables a richer and 

new understanding of his growth as a receptive and successful artist. 

 In contextualizing his career, I also highlight how materials can further our 

understanding of the artist.  Notably, I have discussed the importance of wood within 

Polish religious art, which enables us to view Stoss’s works integrated into this tradition 

as well as that of the German limewood sculptors and the demands of marble carving in 

Polish courtly and memorializing art.95  I have created a portrait of an artist who in each 

case engaged with local traditions and cultures and created two monumental works that, 

while they stand out as beautiful examples of the highest level of mastery, fit into the 

traditions of early modern Poland.  Stoss was an artist of the early modern period, who 

travelled to a foreign region when commissioned to create a monumental altarpiece, and 

stayed because his talent was particularly admired by both native Poles and foreign 

merchants.  Although his origins were likely German, or more precisely, Swabian, a large 

portion of his artistic career was spent in a foreign kingdom, occupied with commissions 

for foreign citizens.  Therefore rather than focusing solely on the perceived German 

aspects of his career and only touching lightly on his Krakow career, I have sought to 

restore an historical understanding of the artist as an innovator, who borrowed 

stylistically from painting, prints, and sculpture, and who met the demands of diverse and 

ambitious patrons by creating a dynamic hybridity of styles, local and foreign.

                                                
95 For information on the developemt of wood in religious art of Poland, see Marcinkowski and 

Zaucha. 
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Figure 1: Veit Stoss, Marian Altarpiece (open), limewood, oak, and larch wood 
polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 2: Veit Stoss, Tomb of King Casimir IV Jagiellon, red Salzburg marble, 1492-
1496, Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 3: Veit Stoss, Dormition of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Marian Altarpiece (open), 
limewood polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 4: Exterior of the Church of Saint Mary’s, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 5: Veit Stoss, Marian Altarpiece (open), limewood, oak, and larch wood 
polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 6: Veit Stoss, Marian Altarpiece (closed), limewood, oak, and larch wood 
polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
 

 
Figure 7: Veit Stoss, Predella depicting the Tree of Jesse, Marian Altarpiece, limewood, 
oak, and larch wood polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, 
Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 8: Veit Stoss, Detail of Apostle’s hands, Marian Altarpiece (open), limewood, 
polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 9: Veit Stoss, Adoration of the Magi, Marian Altarpiece (open), limewood, oak, 
and larch wood polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, Krakow, 
Poland. 
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Figure 10: Veit Stoss, The Birth of Mary, Marian Altarpiece (closed), limewood, oak, and 
larch wood polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 11: Veit Stoss, Presentation of Mary at the Temple, Marian Altarpiece (closed), 
limewood, oak, and larch wood polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint 
Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 12: Veit Stoss, Presentation of Jesus at the Temple, Marian Altarpiece (closed), 
limewood, oak, and larch wood polychromed and gilded, 1477-1489, Church of Saint 
Mary, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 13 (left): Unknown artist, Wing of the altar retable, wood, ca. 1400, All Saints’ 
Church, Żywiec, Poland. 
Figure 14 (right): Unknown artist, Wing of the altar retable, wood, ca. 1400, All Saints’ 
Church, Żywiec, Poland. 
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Figure 15: Unknown artist, Virgin and Child (in Beautiful Madonna style), wood, 1410, 
Church at Krużlowa Wyżna, Poland. 
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Figure 16: Wawel Cathedral Exterior, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 17: Unknown artist, Tomb Effigy of King Ladislaus the Short, limestone, ca. 
1333, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 18: Unknown artist, Tomb Effigy of King Ladislaus the Short (Detail), limestone, 
ca. 1333, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 19: Unknown artist, Tomb Effigy of King Casimir III the Great, red Hungarian 
marble, ca. 1370, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 20: Unknown artist, Tomb Effigy of King Casimir III the Great (Detail), red 
Hungarian marble, ca. 1370, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 21: Unknown artist, Tomb Effigy of Ladislaus II Jagiello, red Hungarian marble, 
ca. 1434, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 22: Unknown artist, Tomb Effigy of Ladislaus II Jagiello (Detail), red Hungarian 
marble, ca. 1434, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 23: Veit Stoss and Jörg Huber, Tomb Effigy of King Casimir IV Jagiellon, red 
Salzburg marble, 1492-96, Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 24: Veit Stoss and Jörg Huber, Tomb Effigy of King Casimir IV Jagiellon, red 
Salzburg marble, 1492-96, Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 25: Veit Stoss, Tomb Effigy of King Casimir IV Jagiellon (Detail), red Salzburg 
marble, 1492-96, Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 26: Unknown artist, Lithuanian wall and ceiling decoration, frescoes, ca. 1472, 
Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 27: Nikolaus Gerhaert, Tomb Effigy of Emperor Frederick III, red Hungarian 
marble, 1469, Saint Stephen’s Cathedral, Vienna, Austria. 
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Figure 28: Veit Stoss, Tomb Effigy of King Casimir IV Jagiellon (Detail), red Salzburg 
marble, 1492-96, Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 29: Veit Stoss, Detail of Mourners on Tomb Monument, Tomb Effigy of King 
Casimir IV Jagiellon, red Salzburg marble, 1492-96, Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel 
Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 30: Veit Stoss and Jörg Huber, Detail of Canopy, Tomb Effigy of King Casimir 
IV Jagiellon, red Salzburg marble, 1492-96, Chapel of the Holy Cross, Wawel Cathedral, 
Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 31: Francesco Fiorentino (Franciscus Florentinus), Tomb Effigy of King Jan I 
Albert, red Hungarian marble, 1502-5, Wawel Cathedral, Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 32: Unknown artist, Annunciation, ca. 1500, part of Altarpiece from Church in 
Czatkowice, Poland. 
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Figure 33: Unknown artist, Nativity, ca. 1500, part of Altarpiece from Church in 
Czatkowice, Poland. 
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Figure 34: Unknown artist, Dormition of the Blessed Virgin Mary, ca. 1500, part of 
Altarpiece from Church in Czatkowice, Poland. 



 

98 

 
Figure 35: Veit Stoss, Volckamer Epitaph, sandstone, 1499, Church of Saint Sebald, 
Nuremberg, Germany. 
 

 
Figure 36: Veit Stoss, Agony in the Garden, Volckamer Epitaph, sandstone, 1499, 
Church of Saint Sebald, Nuremberg, Germany. 
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Figure 37: Veit Stoss, Agony in the Garden, sandstone, ca. 1485, Muzeum Narodowe, 
Krakow, Poland. 
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Figure 38: Veit Stoss, Saint Mary, 1499, Church of Saint Sebald, Nuremberg, Germany. 
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Figure 39: Veit Stoss, Christ as a Man of Sorrows, 1499, Church of Saint Sebald, 
Nuremberg, Germany.
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