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Silver and Sanctified Bookkeeping: St. Eligius and the Smelting of Sin
in the Wittenberg Heiligtum*
“As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul
out of purgatory springs”: this rhyming turn of
phrase, so controversial in sixteenth-century
Wittenberg, is impressed with a value whereby
the conversion rate of liquid assets into spiritual
capital was established through the sale of indulgences.1 In effect, this system ‘laundered’ the
money of the area’s wealthiest and most influential souls. Of the ruling prince-electors, Saxony’s
Frederick the Wise, who wielded control over Saxony’s silver mines, should have been afforded limitless freedom to leverage material advantage for
eternal salvation. The theological dispute over indulgences nevertheless appears to have rendered
him vulnerable. He therefore elicited the help of a
little-known seventh-century French saint – Eligius – two reliquaries of whom, reputedly bearing
his likeness, came to enjoy pride of place in his renowned Wittenberg reliquary collection.
Embodying the symbolic authority of the
Church and the metaphorical properties of fine
metal, Eligius was aptly positioned to effect the
spiritual cleansing sorely needed in an environment corroded by unvarnished earthly greed.
Eligius’s journey from obscure metalsmith to tutelary presence among the Wittenberg pantheon
of saints invites mapping: originating in France,
Eligius’s reputation as a metal-trade patron capable of exercising a salutary effect migrated to
the silver-producing centers of Prague, which,
in the Late Middle Ages, was home to a celebrated metalworking community. By the early
sixteenth century in Saxony, it was hoped that
paying proper tribute to his image might prove
uniquely efficacious, refining the popular practice of granting indulgences and at the very least
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exercising an ameliorative effect relative to the
practice’s contaminative connotations. This essay will examine St. Eligius’s prominence in sixteenth-century Saxony as a powerful saint whose
occult intervention Saxony’s powerful barons
hoped might transmute their material advantages into eternal salvation.
St. Eligius (fr. St. Eloy, ca 588 – 660) is a dualnatured saint: his service both as goldsmith to
the French Merovingian kings and as bishop to
the congregation of Noyon, a historic diocese located north of Paris, suggests that he moved if not
effortlessly then at least successfully between the
material and spiritual worlds.2 The rise of metalworking guilds in the Late Middle Ages, centuries after the canonized metalsmith’s death, in
turn fueled a renewed interest in his cult as hagiographers reconsidered the admixture of values
embodied in Eligius’s nature as both artisan and
bishop, handworker and saver of souls. The Life
of St. Eligius, the Merovingian vita authored by
St. Ouen, or ‘Dado’ of Rouen (ca 609 – 686), emphasizes Eligius’s performance of “double offices,
his hands to the uses of man and his mind bound
to divine use”.3 Eligius’s ability to engage with
material interests without compromising spiritual imperatives – a capacity eulogized by Dado
and one that established the saint’s easy conversance with two otherwise antithetical domains –
explains how his image came to be valorized in
the centuries leading up to the Reformation. His
observance of an inviolable piety while trafficking in material interests – even, indeed, while
producing marketable goods from it – proved
uniquely suited to a period distinguished by an
anxiety concerning the relationship between the
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acquisition of wealth and material goods and the
struggle to secure salvation.
Analogies emphasizing the incorruptible quality of fine metals figure importantly in the vita
of St. Eligius, Dado’s point being that although
he produced beautiful objects, Eligius remained
unsullied by material desire, miraculously demonstrating instead both pure motivations and
refined conduct. He is represented by Dado, for
instance, as refusing to touch relics with unpurified hands. The manner of his dress also reflected
his appreciation of the intense power of material
wealth: as bishop of Noyon, Eligius was reputed
to wear a hair shirt beneath the elaborately decorated, gold-hemmed silk vestments for which he
was renowned. In thus mortifying his physical
body and by extension mortifying himself of the
corruptive influence of worldly riches, he established that he did not ‘enjoy’ the beautiful ecclesiastical dress, but rather donned his vestments
in observance of sanctioned obligation. Stories
in which he without hesitation divests himself
of the jewels adorning his ecclesiastical garb in
order to deliver captives from physical bondage
serve as proof that he did not covet the gold and
gems that adorned him, and thus establish his
freedom from spiritual bondage.4 Equally occupying the roles of goldsmith and bishop, Eligius was simultaneously the creator of ornament
and an ornament incarnate of the Church, manifestly adorned with the ability to bestow salvation.
Eligius’s renown originates in a cult that began in Noyon in the Merovingian era shortly
after his death and later blossomed in the thirteenth through fifteenth centuries in France,
with particularly strong devotion observed in
the Picardy region.5 With the rise in number and
popularity of text-based accounts of his story
came an attendant proliferation in the 1200s of
Eligian artifacts, as evidenced by the production
of Paris-region pilgrimage badges, stained-glass
programs in the Loire region, and miniatures
featured in illuminated manuscripts such as the
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Bréviaire de Philippe le Bel (Bnf, Ms lat 1023).6
Over the next two centuries Eligius’s likeness
became firmly entrenched in both French royal
and guild-system iconography. The prestige conferred by the adoption of his image is anchored
in his dual nature, the inherent values of which
easily allowed him to slide between social registers. During the Late Middle Ages, manuscript
illuminations depicting Eligius’s life began to
subordinate his more human actions as a metalworker in favor of the miracles that he enacted
as a bishop.7 Vernacular artists sought to conflate
his dual roles into a single, iconographically choate image rather than separate Eligius’s work as
metalworker and bishop. Popular and trade iconography commonly pictured a clerically garbed
Eligius hammering on an anvil (fig. 1) or simply
attributively holding one of his tools.8
By the fourteenth century, Eligius had emer
ged as an important role model for high-ranking
noblemen of the Holy Roman Empire, including
both the emperor himself and the prince-electors. Considered ‘pillars’ of the state, the princeelectors were, through the 1356 edict of the
Golden Bull, granted the rights of kings in their
respective territories, paramount among which
was the right to choose the emperor.9 From the
enactment of this decree until Martin Luther’s
ascendancy in Wittenberg, these sovereign leaders patronized the sacred arts as a means of paying homage to the empire with which they were
allied.
Established under the Saxon prince-elector
Rudolf I (d. 1356), the Heiligtum, or sacred relic
collection in Wittenberg, would enjoy an unparalleled preeminence during the reign of Frederick the Wise (1463 – 1525), when it was greatly
enhanced in breadth and scope.10 Reliquaries
representing saints of historical, genealogical, or
metaphorical significance for the empire, which
were stored inside of a scrinium, or shrine, in the
main choir of the Castle Church at Wittenberg,
would be carefully curated and strategically assembled for public viewings to better display
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1 Master of Bertram, St. Eligius in his Workshop, ca 1440 – 1460, engraving. Amsterdam, Rijksmuseum

their categorical values and significations.11 The
Heiligtum underwent several different reorganizations as Frederick added to the collection.12 In
1509 the elector would even finance the publication of a Heiltumsbuch: a woodcut catalogue
that accompanied the collection, explained its
arrangement, and advertised the relics’ salvific
powers. At that time the collection was divided
into eight Gänge, or sections corresponding with
the structure of the Litany of the Saints. This
arrangement included the holy relics of young
women and widows in the first and second Gang,
the confessors of the faith (third), holy martyrs
(fourth and fifth), the bones of the evangelists
and apostles (sixth), as well as relics relating to
Christ and saints with a direct relationship to
Christ (seventh). Fredericks’s ever-expanding
collection culminated in the passion relics in the
eighth Gang, which received the most prominent
position on the high altar of the Wittenberg CasZeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 80. Band/2017

tle Church’s main choir, while the other sections
were located in the upper galleries.13
The prominent placement of Eligius’s image,
most notably in the form of two gilt-silver reliquaries within the Heiligtum in Pre-Reformation
Wittenberg, and in the Heiltumsbuch, can be attributed primarily to his ability symbolically to
refine, transmute, and therefore purify the income derived from both silver mining and the
granting of indulgences. Associated not merely
with fine metalsmithing, however, Eligius was,
at the time of his reliquaries’ introduction into
the electoral reliquary collection as a gift from
the French King John the Good (1319 – 1364)
to Rudolf I and Albert V, Duke of Saxe-Lauenburg (d. 1370), also known for his connections
to Merovingian royalty. He was celebrated specifically for his privileged treatment within the
French court, where he served as principal metalworker, trace elements of which association
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would come in time to figure in representations
of his saintly identity.14
Eligius’s conspicuous position in the Heiligtum and its presiding church helped to broadcast
Saxony’s ties to Charles IV and, by extension, to
French royalty. When Rudolf I erected a dynastic
memorial chapel named All Saints circa 1338, he
dedicated an altar to Eligius, a decision that merits further scrutiny concerning the saint’s capital
within the Holy Roman Empire.15 The magnitude
of Rudolf I’s devotional act is perhaps best gauged
comparatively, relative to that of the other dedicatees of the known altars in the original church.
Two altars bore the names of Sigismund (d. 524)
and Wenceslas (ca 907 – 929 or 935), saints who
were the subjects of important cults in Bohemia
and who held a special import for Holy Roman
Emperor Charles IV (1316 – 1378) and the House
of Luxembourg.16 Political interest no doubt informed Rudolf’s decision to include these saints
in the chapel, the beleaguered ruler seeking to
reinforce close ties with Charles and his father
John the Blind, King of Bohemia (1296 – 1346).
This alliance, he hoped, could forestall or at least
dilute the threat posed to his political future by
the House of Wittelsbach’s rule.17 Rudolf I strategically dedicated individual altars to All Saints
and All Souls, which, as with the name of the
church itself, reinforced his house’s connection
to that of Charles IV, who had christened his
chapel at Prague Castle All Saints.18 These dedicated altars would boast their patrons’ relics on
appropriate feast days, which would have been
marked by a special votive mass.19 Although
there is a dearth of documentary evidence proving that Charles IV was an enthusiast of Eligius’s
cult in the first half of the fourteenth century,
there is reason to presume his early devotion.
Charles’s marriage to Blanche of the Valois family (ca 1316 – 1348) afforded him many opportunities to become familiar with Eligius, who was
very popular in the Valois region.20 The emperor’s formalized relationship to the French court
became an important facet of his imperial per332

sona and would explain the sudden elevation of
this French saint’s image in electoral Saxony.21
After the death of Rudolf I, his successors Rudolf II (1356 – 1370) and Wenceslas I (1370 – 1388)
continued to furnish the All Saints Chapel with
new holy relics and indulgences. Wenceslas’s son
Rudolf III (1388 – 1419) was the first elector with
aspirations of turning the reliquary collection
into a pilgrimage destination. He went so far as
to obtain for the chapel major papal indulgences,
including the Portiuncula.22 This privilege absolved all repented sin and was only bestowed on
All Saints Day. Rudolf III’s ambitions for the collection’s legacy would remain unmatched during the Wettin and early Ernestine dynasties. It
would not be until Frederick the Wise assumed
his role as elector that the Ascanian line’s goal
of establishing Wittenberg as a pilgrimage site
for seekers of eternal salvation would be taken
up again – to a degree that had been yet unseen.
When Frederick the Wise had built his new
Wittenberg Castle Church, also known as the
All Saints Collegiate Church, between 1490 and
1511, he did so on the grounds of Rudolf’s original All Saints Chapel. The design of Frederick’s church reflected its function as the site for
the Heiltumsschau – a display of relics – that he
would bestow upon the public twice a year, on
the Monday after Misericordias domini and on
All Saints Day. On these days indulgences were
granted to visitors who venerated the sacred particles and paid a contribution.23 Frederick’s replacement of Rudolf’s comparatively diminutive
chapel with a substantially larger late Gothic hall
church helped to transform the building into one
that could accommodate masses of pilgrims and
eventually house as many as twenty-six altars.24
Although the precise locations of those altars
have been left to speculation due to many subsequent reconstructions, it is believed that Eligius’s altar, much like those of Sigismund and
Wenceslas, retained the privileged location near
the high altar in the main choir that it held in
Rudolf’s chapel.25 Figuring alongside those dediZeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 80. Band/2017

cated to All Saints, and such key Bohemian patrons as Sigismund and Wenceslas, Eligius’s altar
confirms a significance that dates to the origin of
the Wittenberg chapel itself.
The adulation that his cult enjoyed in France,
his cult’s subsequent migration into Bohemia
and Germany, and the indirect influence exercised by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV
account for the distinction accorded Eligius by
the House of Saxe-Wittenberg. Eligius’s prestige as patron of metalworking professions no
doubt accounts for his cult’s entrée into Bohemia, although the precise manner in which his
cult originally entered the region remains uncertain.26 Emulating the example of international
chapters, Czech goldsmith guilds regularly adopted Eligius’s image.27 It is to the Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV’s ambitions, however,
among which figure his vested political interest
in promoting the local patron saint of gold- and
silversmiths, that we may attribute the expansion of Eligius’s cult beyond the confines of the
guild-system and metallurgy community in
Prague. By the late fourteenth century, Eligius’s
relationship to Bohemia was made official with
the introduction of his life story into Czech versions of The Golden Legend, titled Pasionál čili
Knihy o životech svatých.
Sensitized to the esteem in which Eligius’s cult
was held, Charles strategically made use of the
saint’s veneration among Prague metalworkers.
As a connoisseur of relics who was well versed
in the various popular patron saints throughout
Christendom, Charles shrewdly harnessed the
power that their remains possessed for his spiritual and stately ambitions. His act of collecting and gifting such precious relics functioned
to fulfill his desire to render Prague a renowned
sacred center and site of pilgrimage.28 Charles’s
patronage of the city’s goldsmiths, in the form
of elaborate reliquaries for his priceless acquisitions, provides the context for the rationale informing Charles’s decision to gift Eligius’s miter
to their guild in Prague in 1378, for which they
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2 Prague School, Reliquary of the Miter of St. Eligius, 1378, engraved gilt
silver and rock crystal. Prague, Národní Muzeum

crafted a custom reliquary worthy of housing so
sacred a relic (fig. 2).29 The sacredness of the miter relic very likely explains Eligius’s sudden appearance in the Pasionál, wherein Czech scribes
had introduced local legends of saints important to Bohemia. Of particular importance were
those saints whose relics were either imported
into the region by Charles IV or, as in the cases
of Sigismund and Wenceslas, were given an important place in his reconstruction of the St. Vitus Cathedral.30
Guided by the reputation conferred upon him
by international metal trade guilds, Eligius’s cult
likely entered Germany, just as it had Bohemia,
by way of France. It was due to Charles IV’s influence, however, that his image ultimately assumed an exalted position in the Electorate of
Saxony. The distinction granted by the saint’s
eponymous altar in Rudolf I’s All Saints Chapel
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3 Lucas Cranach, woodcut rendering a silver gilt image “Sancti Eulogii”
(of St. Eligius) Statuette Reliquary, Gallery 3, Heiltumsbuch, 1509

in Wittenberg provides the first evidence of his
lofty status. When Frederick the Wise, the last
of the Saxon electors, came into power in 1486,
he several-wise expanded the Wittenberg Heiligtum, but preserved the prominent place Eligius
enjoyed within the collection. Frederick’s arrangement of the electoral reliquary collection
demonstrates his desire to reinforce his imperial ties by spotlighting saints with connections
to royalty. For this reason, in the first decade
of the sixteenth century Frederick commissioned his court artist Lucas Cranach to produce
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4 Swiss School, Reliquary Arm of St. Valentine,
fourteenth century, silver, partial gilt and sapphire.
New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art

a Heiltumsbuch so as to document the collection’s holdings.31 In his dissertation on Frederick
the Wise’s artistic patronage, Paul Bacon notes
that in accordance with late-thirteenth-century
trends, Frederick held in particularly high repute
nobly born saints, a noble lineage in this context
signifying a direct relationship either to the Holy
Family or to a family of elite social standing.32
With Frederick’s accession to power, some of the
older objects whose inclusion in the Heiligtum
predated his reign were given new and privileged
positions within the collection, representing as
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they did patron saints entitled to claim a special
relationship to royalty. The two St. Eligius reliquaries in the Heiligtum (figs. 3 and 8) would fall
into this category.33 Cranach’s rendering of these
vessels precisely illustrates the complexity of the
saint’s nature – composed, as it is now clear, of
several iterations of duality – and his service to
the extended imperial family within the continually evolving context of the Wittenberg Heiligtum.
The idiosyncratic character of the woodcut
designs in the Heiltumsbuch attest to the degree of creative license that Frederick afforded
to his court artist in the original commission of
the portfolio. Cranach’s woodcuts feature subjectively rendered details that starkly distinguish the Heiltumsbuch from an earlier extant
visual record of the collection, the Weimar Skizzenbuch.34 Livia Cárdenas, commenting on the
arrangement of the collection, posits that Cranach animated the figures in his woodcuts using
an agitated contour in an effort to approximate
how a visitor to the Heiligtum would directly
have experienced the reliquaries and their contents.35 The embellishing details that distinguish
Cranach’s visual interpretation of the reliquaries contained in the Heiligtum without question
constitute, as Cárdenas maintains, an idealized
image of the viewer’s spiritual reception, but
they also importantly – indeed, perhaps even
more critically – reflect the distinctive public image that Frederick the Wise sought to assign to
his collection of saintly treasures.
Cranach’s rendering of the only one of the
two pictured Eligius reliquaries definitively labeled as “Sancti Eulogii” in the Heiltumsbuch
(fig. 3) exhibits a mixture of details from both
the saint’s vita and local legend.36 The woodcut
features an ornamental cusped motif along the
sides of the base, which consists of jagged crisscrossed forms. A base thus adorned was quite
common in fourteenth-century reliquary design and in fact can be seen on the reliquary arm
of St. Valentine (d. 270) currently housed in the
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5 Drawing from the Weimarer Skizzenbuch, ThHStA Reg. O 20/21,
Bl. 37r. Weimar, Ernestinisches Gesamtarchiv

Metropolitan Museum (fig. 4). Its prickly metalwork cusps represented on the sleeve of the arm
invoke the prongs of the Flaminian Gate, the site
of Valentine’s martyrdom. Cranach’s woodcut
importantly distinguished itself from a sketch
of the first Eligius reliquary found in the Skizzenbuch. The drawing features a series of circular
cutouts along the reliquary’s base (fig. 5), thus revealing that the cusped motif uniquely featured
in the Heiltumsbuch woodcut is Cranach’s embellishment.
Unlike the Skizzenbuch drawing, Cranach’s
design connotes fortification and thereby makes
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6 French School, St. Eloy pinches the devil’s nose with his tongs,
thirteenth century, stained glass. Angers Cathedral

implicit reference to an event from chapter thirty
in book one of the Eligius vita: the theft of relics from St. Columba’s Basilica. In this episode,
which was reiterated in a 1488 version of Der Heiligen Leben, a German equivalent of The Golden
Legend,37 Eligius responded to this ransacking of
the tabernacle at St. Columba’s by threatening
to stitch thorny plants over the church entrance
should the patron saint fail to ensure swift return
of the stolen treasures.38 Thus, the spiny appearance of the cusped motif symbolizes Eligius’s
custodial qualities. Not only the craftsman of sacred vessels, Eligius also served as a guardian of
precious relics and in this sense he functions as
a reliquary. Indeed, this concept is echoed in the
Eligius reliquary itself, which contains a mixture of relics attributed to saints of aristocratic
lineage or affiliation – identities that parallel the
individuals whose remains Eligius was charged
with tending during his lifetime. Topping the inventory of sacred particles listed on the woodcut page, Eligius’s own bones comingle with the
relics of Sts. Lucian (d. 290), Radegund (d. 587),
Remi (d. 533), Rupert (d. 718), Prokop (d. 1053),
and Roch (d. 1327).39 The geographical pere336

grinations cited in these saints’ vitae trace the
migration of Eligius’s cult from France into Germany and Bohemia. Cranach’s interpretation of
this reliquary, and the allusion to defense that it
implies, not only references Eligius’s role as relic
guardian, but importantly cites Frederick the
Wise’s enormous collection itself, the scale and
prestige of which necessitated a protector.
The hooved animal legs supporting the reliquary base featured in the woodcut distinguish
themselves from those depicted on other vessels
represented in the Wittenberg Heiligtum and
correspond with the purely vernacular versions
of Eligius’s life story. They are, like the base motif, an embellishment derived from Cranach’s
imagination. The Skizzenbuch indicates that
the original mounting featured a type of support very common in the fourteenth century
whereby the depicted animal’s forelimbs terminate in paws sporting individuated toes. The fact
that hooved forelimbs figure in the base supports
featured in Cranach’s woodcut version of the reliquary might, upon first inspection, recall a Germanic tale of Eligius and an obstinate horse in
need of a new shoe – a subject which consistently
appeared in late-fifteenth-century versions of
Der Heiligen Leben.40 According to the account,
when all attempts to quell the beast’s savage insolence had failed, Eligius resorted to a supernatural solution. He amputated the horse’s foreleg
and deftly fastened an iron shoe to the severed
appendage.41 Terminating as they do in a cleft as
opposed to a hoof, however, the legs that figure in
Cranach’s depiction of the reliquary cannot belong to a horse. The cloven hoof is to the contrary
associated with the Devil, whose lower half was
conventionally depicted in the medieval period
as that of a goat. A popular Eligius legend from
northern France provides a source for this iconographic representation, one which had already
been immortalized in the stained glass program
at Angers Cathedral (fig. 6). According to the
story, Satan, disguised as a woman, visits Eligius
in his workshop and thus disguised tempts the
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pious metalworker to succumb to the sins of the
flesh. Immediately recognizing the trap, Eligius
responds by twisting the Devil’s nose with glowing red pincers, throwing him onto his anvil,
and over the course of several days hammering
him flat.42 By the heat of his forge, Eligius purifies and eventually dissipates the evil sent before
him, illustrating Dado’s allusion to the virtuous
craftsman not only as artisan of the world but
also as one of the elect whose virtue is tested in a
‘trial by fire’. The aforementioned is a subset of a
trial by ordeal under judicium Dei, in which the
accused submitted to carrying hot iron bars or
walking on red-hot ploughshares for a predetermined distance in order to prove his or her innocence. God would miraculously intervene to
protect the innocent from injury.43
This Eligian legend, according to Jean-Christophe Masmonteil, can be traced to precursor
pagan myths wherein metalworkers encounter the Devil, the myths themselves dating back
to an oral tradition popular in foundries and
workshops.44 Although the legend of St. Eligius and the camouflaged Devil likely originated
in France, it had made its way to Italy, Austria,
Switzerland, and Germany by the early sixteenth
century. Cranach would no doubt have become
familiar with the legend’s iconography either
through contact with the goldsmiths assisting
in his Wittenberg workshop or in the course of
the diplomatic visits Frederick the Wise on occasion commissioned him to undertake.45 Narratives from Eligius’s popular legends in which
the horse and Devil storylines are conflated had
antecedents in the saint’s iconography and can
be seen in transalpine devotional commissions,
such as a late-fifteenth-century predella for Sandro Botticelli’s Altarpiece of St. Mark at the Uffizi
Gallery and a 1495 triptych featuring Sts. Eligius, Sebastian, and Anthony the Hermit by the
Zürich painter Hans Leu the Elder at the Swiss
National Museum. The reach of the combined
legends – featuring Eligius in his workshop with
the severed horse’s leg and the Devil disguised as
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7 St. Eligius in his Workshop, fifteenth century. Thüringer Universitätsund Landesbibliothek Jena, ehemaliger Vorderspiegel der Inkunabel
2 Theol. XXIV

a woman – even pervaded German vernacular
art, such as a fifteenth-century single-sheet print
discovered in Jena (fig. 7).46 Cranach’s version,
however, is much more conceptual than are the
aforementioned examples. Working within both
the license and the limitations of the Heiltumsbuch commission, Cranach conveyed the essence of these two Eligian legends by blending
within his woodcut recognizable elements from
each story: that of the unshod horse and that of
the disguised Devil. The peculiar addition of cloven hooves, which despite the prevalence of claw
feet and animal paws within reliquary iconography were nevertheless an uncommon sight for
reliquary supports, indicates that Cranach’s embellishment was intentionally included. As the
only such detail figuring in the Heiltumsbuch,
the hooves’ appearance in Cranach’s depiction
of the first Eligius reliquary references the saint’s
ability as a sanctified metalsmith to manipulate the powers of evil, undertaking God’s work
and accomplishing His ends with the tools of his
trade.47
Cranach’s representation of this Eligius statuette revises or even baldly deviates from the
standard late medieval iconography. Divested
of his requisite hammer and thus bereft of a signifying attribute, for example, Eligius is nonde337

8 Lucas Cranach, woodcut rendering of silver gilt “Bishop” (St. Eligius)
Statuette Reliquary, Gallery 7, Heiltumsbuch, 1509

script and thus unidentifiable save for the label
the reliquary bears in the Wittenberg Heiligtum.
Cranach’s specific rendering of the sculpted reliquary and its base foregrounds the twin responsibilities coded into the functional and
metaphorical characteristics of a reliquary: viz,
guardianship and spiritual redemption. Cranach’s treatment of ornamentation draws its
uniquely interpretive values from the artist’s
blending of hagiography with local legend. In
his metalsmithing workshop, Eligius’s otherworldly manipulation of the Devil illustrates the
more-than-human strength inhering in a moral
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fortitude that renders the saint impervious to
temptation. Rather than privileging Eligius’s occupation as a metalsmith, Cranach combines the
distinction the saint enjoyed as a goldsmith to
royalty with the powers he possessed as a bishop.
Far from being coupled in a single display, the
two Eligius reliquaries in the Heiligtum figured
in distinct Gänge (sections), a separation that
speaks to the saint’s now fully established tendency to occupy twin offices. The first reliquary,
labeled in the collection simply as “Sancti Eulogii” was located, since the time of the earliest
records, in the third Gang, dedicated to “Confessors”: saints who through virtuous acts demonstrated their love for Christ. Many of the saints
included in the “Confessors” Gang were of noble birth, such as Leopold (1075 – 1136), Henry
(973 – 1024), and Wolfgang (972 – 994).48 In some
cases the saint in question is identified with treasure itself, as in the case of St. Anne, the Virgin
Mary’s mother and the patron saint of miners,
whose womb is within the Christian canon represented as the source of silver – a metal associated with Mary – and gold, with which purest of
metals medieval theologians associated Christ.49
The third Gang also featured saints known for
their penitential acts: for example, St. Anthony
Abbott (ca 251 – 356), who renounced earthly
treasures, the better to secure spiritual riches in
Heaven, or St. Jerome (ca 341 – 420), who atoned
for his sins by visiting the catacombs. As presented in the Heiltumsbuch, this section’s arrangement positioned Eligius as a fulcrum
between the Holy Roman Imperial family and
saintly figures identified with repentance, his
placement aptly echoing the degree to which he
was obligated to balance his relationship with
the Merovingian court with his life as a pious
bishop.
Located in the seventh Gang and thus separated from the more clearly denominated of the
two reliquaries, the second Eligius reliquary
bears only the ambiguous label of “Bishop”
(fig. 8).50 The reliquaries housed in the seventh
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Gang, in which the bishop in question was located, are collectively denominated “Christ Relics”, which included those saints bearing a direct
and indirect relationship with the savior: for example, Sts. John the Baptist, Anne, and Mary.
Bearing as they do upon the life of Christ, the
fragments contained within the Eligius reliquary composed a portion of the prized passion
relics constituting the seventh, or “Christ’s Relics” Gang.
In the sculptural program on the second reliquary, the kneeling bishop holds up a monstrance in the form of a church. In foregrounding
his episcopal manifestation – Eligius as builder
of churches and monastic communities – the image in its rendering is distinguished from more
common bishop/metalworker hybrid depictions
in Eligius’s iconography. In fact, representations
of Eligius as a bishop bereft of his metalworking
identifiers gained traction in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, as can be seen in a historiated
initial from a manuscript at the Bibliothèque
Historique de la Ville de Paris (fig. 9). Masmonteil attributes the rise in prominence of Eligius’s
clerical role to a newfound view of his character
as the embodiment of a model bishop.51 Rather
than disappearing entirely, his metalworking
identity was subsumed into that of a church
leader possessing powers of transformation. As
Cynthia Hahn notes, much has been made of
Eligius’s hands in relationship to production and
purification, both of which are necessary steps in
the process of making any “vessel consecrated to
God”.52 The rendering of a vessel is analogous to
the building of both the physical and the social
body of the Church, and so his metalwork, rather
than being accorded an ancillary status, clearly
was understood to be integral to his identity as
a bishop. In his ecclesiastical role Eligius had to
negotiate the slippery spiritual terrain whereupon his duties as both shrewd leader and moral
paradigm were transacted.
As a bishop holding office in the early 600s,
Eligius would have been exposed to corrupZeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 80. Band/2017

9 Bohemian artist in Paris, St. Eligius Supervising the Building of a Church
(detail), in The Life and Office of Saint Eligius, fol. 26v, ca 1390, tempera
and gold on parchment. Bibliothèque Historique de
la Ville de Paris, Ms réserve 104

tive influences typically exercised in relation to
those managerial responsibilities appertaining
to a sixth-century Gallic bishopric. In Through
the Eye of a Needle, Peter Brown notes that the
Church’s wealth came during this period to be
viewed as public property, a shift in attitude that
Brown traces to the teachings of Julianus Pomerius and Augustine of Hippo. These two fifthcentury theologians argued that by virtue of the
intrinsic separation between publicly performed
deeds of office and privately observed acts of devotion, virtuous managers could not help but
avoid becoming corrupted by their control of
Church funds.53 The bishops deemed exceptional
were those who, in organizing estates, disputing
with city councilors over taxation, and participating in the physical construction and upkeep
of churches, diligently protected the diocese’s
material advantages.54 Because they remained
unknown until after the sixteenth century, Dado
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could not have drawn directly from the texts of
Julianus and Augustine; even so, he clearly subscribed to tenets that informed his contemporaries’ teachings and so in his vita ascribes to
Eligius behaviors that collectively embody the
model trait of virtue. The compunction with
which Eligius is represented in his vita as having executed his administrative tasks exemplifies
the seventh-century ideal that would increasingly figure in later transcriptions of the saint’s
life story. Even in the vernacular literature, such
as Gérard de Montreuil’s poem in Picardy patois
from the thirteenth century, Jean Golein’s Festes
nouvelles – a supplement to the French translation of Jacobus de Voragine’s The Golden Legend from ca 1415, and Der Heiligen Leben from
late-fifteenth-century Germany, Eligius’s incorruptibility and the steadfastness with which he
protected the Church’s riches, as witnessed in
the episode at St. Columba, remained as constants.55
The better to bolster the Church’s material
and institutional wealth, fund-raising became
paramount to the practice of church-building.
The majority of Eligius’s own sermons (copies of
which date from the seventh to the ninth centuries) take as their theme the importance of
almsgiving.56 The excerpted passages from the
sermons that are transcribed in the vita are not
those that document instances of the saint’s express generosity, Dado choosing instead to proffer examples thereof which members of the
Merovingian court could more plausibly emulate.57 In their turn, the French vernacular texts
perpetuated the emphasis on Eligius’s charitable
nature, spinning it as a defining characteristic of
his sainthood.
Although the late medieval literate public
would not have had direct access to Eligius’s sermons, a closer examination of his own words
elucidates the saint’s convictions about the transformative power of munificence. In his reflection
upon the line from Matthew, “He will receive a
hundredfold and inherit eternal life” (19:29),
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Eligius identifies the giving of alms as a means
of securing salvation, and therefore as an investment, stating, “he gives a coin, I say, and unites
with the celestial kingdom; he spends a little
money and purchases eternal life”.58 Throughout his sermon Eligius invokes concepts relating to trade and debts; for example, in passage
nineteen, the saint encourages the faithful to offer God, in exchange for eternal glory, “our souls
as compensation”.59 In encouraging the faithful
to ensure through penance the financial health
of the Church, Eligius adopts what would later
emerge as a defining medieval Christian attitude
whereby accounting was considered a religious
activity, a concept that allies ‘accounting’ with
spiritual reckoning, dating back to the Book of
Life, in which God is said to keep two records:
one for the righteous and one for the wicked.60
The depiction of Eligius on the seventh-Gang
reliquary (fig. 8) reiterates the complexity of a
bishop’s responsibilities as a money manager
and a redeemer. Charged with preserving the
delicate balance between the Church’s fiscal demands and the congregation’s spiritual needs,
Eligius could easily have become compromised
by the delicacy of his situation as intermediary.
In the seventh century, when Eligius was bishop,
an individualized penitential system had been
put into place whereby the faithful were assigned
a fixed fee for their sins. Philippe Cordez cites
this instance of what amounts to the establishment of an ‘exchange rate’ for sin as the origins
of what by the eleventh century became the system of payment for indulgences.61 This tension
accentuates the morally ambiguous and sometimes paradoxical status of institutional wealth
from the Early to the Late Middle Ages, the circumstances of which may be at the heart of Eligius’s insistence on almsgiving in his sermons.
It is significant that both of the Eligius reliquaries in the Heiligtum emphasize the saint’s
clerical manifestation following his consecration
to the bishopric. Whereas the “Sancti Eulogii”
reliquary alludes to the saint’s capacity to enact
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spiritual deliverance, that denominated “Bishop”
underscores the weight of his ecclesiastical duties. In either of these representations, Eligius’s
ability to dispel the baser elements from souls –
a transformative power that he acquired during
his days as a metalworker – remains integral to
his saintly identity.62 The Eligius reliquaries performed this symbolic function in the context of
Frederick the Wise’s campaign at a crucial time
in Wittenberg history. Sanitizing his treasury
with their presence, these objects perfectly complemented the new symbolic values assigned to
silver and gold in the early sixteenth century.
In the period leading up to the Reformation,
German theologians intensified their emphasis
on God’s guarantee of salvation. In the fifteenth
century, Father Sigmund (the Franciscan follower of Marquard von Lindau) relied upon metaphors of treasure in addressing the notion that
the faithful need bring only a yearning for healing and heavenly riches to their observance of
the sacraments.63 Although the relationship between articles of wealth and spiritual salvation
might seem paradoxical, a symbolically loaded
language permitted those such as Frederick the
Wise to imagine themselves exonerated from the
sins appertaining to both the sale of indulgences
and the benefits resulting therefrom. Constituting more than merely a proud display of Frederick’s personal wealth, the Heiligtum also served
as a site for the salvation afforded by feast days,
on which the faithful venerated the associated
saint’s relics for the promise of indulgences.64 In
short, in its sixteenth-century incarnation, Frederick’s Heiligtum assigned a material value to
salvation.
Frederick’s attempts to help the faithful
achieve salvation were a notable and no doubt a
strategically marketed aspect of his public life.
His territory realized a healthy income after revived Roman technologies spurred a mining
boom in late-fifteenth-century Saxony, affecting
mines under his control in Erzgebirge.65 With
the profits generated by the mines, Frederick
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founded his university at Wittenberg, a gesture benefitting the entire community.66 His piety also led him to support Johann von Paltz, an
Augustinian theologian who administered indulgences in Thuringia, Meißen, Saxony, and
Brandenburg in 1490.67 Frederick cosponsored
von Paltz’s publication of a booklet entitled Die
himmlische Fundgrube (The Heavenly Goldmine), a series of sermons on penance and indulgences first published in Middle German in
1490 and expanded and translated in 1502 into
a Latin version entitled Coelifodina.68 In the text,
von Paltz compared the salvific profits to be realized through the granting of indulgences to the
riches that would come from the mining of silver from the Erzgebirge at Schneeberg in Saxony,
which he witnessed in 1490, even going so far as
to equate Christ’s wounds with shafts of a goldmine: “for just as gold can be extracted from a
gold mine and silver from a silver mine”, he marveled, “so can divine grace be extracted from the
mine of heaven”.69
Considered in light of this context, the power
of transformation Eligius realized in his twin
capacities as both bishop and metalworker rendered his prominent placement within the Heiligtum as an extremely worthwhile investment
with the potential for considerable returns. Late
medieval definitions of his episcopal duties,
which did not fail to associate the skills of the
artisan with the powers of a man of the cloth,
emphasized the metalworking saint’s ability to
burnish a somewhat tarnished history of indulgences – an ability recalled by his image. It was
not until the 1250s that bishops became endowed
with the “treasury of grace” when St. Bonaventure (1221 – 1274), recognizing their marriage to
Christ, placed the power to disseminate indulgences squarely in their hands.70 However, as
Philippe Cordez has argued, the concept behind
the practice actually originated much earlier in
late antique theology, specifically with the writings of the bishop St. Cesarius of Arles (470 – 543),
who in promoting almsgiving circumvented the
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New Testament’s prohibition on contracts between man and God. In confounding piety and
self-interest, and by extension bringing to light
important questions regarding material possession, the Christian custom of almsgiving generated a certain theological ambiguity. The Church
could never own the treasures that it housed: after all, they were understood to belong to God.
Moreover, as an agent for benediction, treasures
could only redistribute grace rather than be used
to accumulate or sell it.71 By borrowing heavily
from Caesarius’s text for his sermon on almsgiving,72 Eligius played a direct role in rehabilitating
the Christian position on the exchange of money
for salvation. His actions facilitated the translation of almsgiving and its redemptive power into
the sale of indulgences, a revisionist intervention long known to scholars.73 Consequently, in
the context of the sixteenth-century Wittenberg
Heiligtum, Eligius’s twin reliquaries became palimpsests of connotative meaning, richly allud342

ing to his legacy, which, dependent as it is on his
metalworking background, included the transformation of almsgiving into indulgences and
bishops into administrators. As a maker of sacred treasures, Eligius uniquely possessed the
inviolable capacity to invest the Heiligtum’s collection with a sacred value.
Although originating in the early medieval
period in the relatively benign practice of almsgiving, the granting of indulgences as well as the
corruption associated therewith famously came
under fire in sixteenth-century Wittenberg.
Only a few years after receiving his doctorate
in theology and subsequently a position as professor of the Bible at the very University of Wittenberg that Frederick the Wise had founded,
Martin Luther indirectly disparaged the elector’s devotion to the cult of relics and practices of
indulgences, complaining that the salvation that
can be gained only through personal reflection
performed in the service of God had in such a
context been debased, reduced to discrete acts of
piety undertaken in honor of individual saints.74
At the urging of his private secretary and chaplain George Spalatin,75 Frederick would remain a
devotee of Luther’s radical polemics even in the
wake of the theologian’s famed 1517 posting of
the Ninety-Five Theses on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences on the door of the Wittenberg Collegiate Church and, the year following,
his public condemnation of the electoral reliquary collection.76 The practice, Luther argued,
amounted to idolatry, and in the case of Frederick’s collection, promoted worship of the cult of
the Holy Roman Imperial family.
In 1523, Luther dubbed the All Saints Church
“the church of All Devils”, regarding the treatment of saints in the Church as detached in essence from a devotion rightly owed to Christ and
his salvific mysteries.77 The Eligius reliquaries
and the entire Heiligtum, in his estimation, had
become sullied through their association with
indulgences. When Wittenberg became the epicenter of the Reformation, Frederick’s alliance
Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 80. Band/2017

with Martin Luther resulted in the proscription
of the prince’s beloved collection and the attendant divestment of its fundamental power.78 After Frederick’s death, the reliquaries were melted
down at the behest of his successors – for, of all
things, financial gain – thus purifying Wittenberg of its indulgence-rich associations.79 This
act of iconoclasm might be said to have rendered materially Luther’s reconceptualization
of Christ’s suffering as the ultimate relic, which
no monstrance or other sacred vessel could contain.80 Paradoxically, the only relic that remained
in the Heiligtum after its near total liquidation
is a cut-glass beaker that Luther once owned
(fig. 10).81
Critically figuring in the Heiligtum collection, the two Eligius reliquaries embodied the
saint’s spiritual significance in all of its iterations: symbolically documenting the events described in his vita and vernacular legends, the
relevance of which is coded in both the installation of his sacred likenesses in the electoral
collection during the reign of Charles IV and –
however ironically – their fiery destruction
during the tumultuous years during which Wittenberg underwent its own reformation. Made of
gilt silver, they bespoke the source of Frederick’s
riches, drawn from the Erzgebirge mines and

minted in the coins lining the treasury coffers.
The metal was twice-over precious, its redeeming value acquiring a symbolic character in the
writings of theologians, whose speculations reflected the will of their sponsors. As a metaphorical metalworker, Eligius galvanized this process
by emphasizing silver’s malleable properties and
exploiting thereby its relationship to sin. The financial and spiritual benefits to Frederick were
considerable, with remittance and spiritual deliverance operating in what at one point seemed
an inalterable cycle. Integrally involved in these
various dynamics, Eligius would of course figure
importantly in sixteenth-century Saxon culture,
his likenesses in the electoral collection symbolizing the transfiguration of material wealth into
divine grace, a value more generally recognized
by the congregation, who had grown accustomed to paying for the privilege of venerating
the saints’ idols, as well as by the royal family,
who had amassed the relics uniquely composing
the Heiligtum. Dado’s comparison of Eligius to
God as artisan of the world notwithstanding, it
is perhaps more accurate to see the metalworking saint who revealed the redemptive quality
of sumptuous materials and their associated expense as the artisan of salvation for the House
of Saxony.

* The author would like to acknowledge the invaluable
suggestions of Dr. Cynthia Hahn and thank her for her
generous support and assistance throughout the publication process. Thanks also to Dr. Susan Navarette,
whose advice and linguistic expertise contributed immeasurably to the written prose of this article. I would
also like to express my gratitude to the reviewers of the
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