
 

 

 

Performative Sculptures of the Virgin Mary in the 
German-Speaking Lands during the Late Middle Ages: 
Animated versus Self-Acting Figures 

​
Dagmar Preising • Former Curator of Suermondt-Ludwig-Museum, Aachen, Germany​
​
 
Recommended citation: Dagmar Preising, “Performative Sculptures of the Virgin 
Mary in the German-Speaking Lands during the Late Middle Ages: Animated versus 
Self-Acting Figures,” Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 13 (2026). 
https://doi.org/10.61302/CAFB8232. 
  
 
Definitions and the Question at Hand 
 
Numerous sculptures produced from the fourteenth to the early sixteenth century in 
the German-speaking lands were used in liturgical and devotional practices in ways 
that made them seem alive.[1] As is often discussed in the literature, most of the 
works in question served to illustrate the Passion and resurrection of Christ in 
publicly accessible areas of church interiors. In the context of church ceremonies, 
these sculptures enabled direct comprehension and experience of episodes from 
Christ’s life. Such works included figures of Christ riding a donkey (Palmesel), the 
crucified Christ with movable arms, the body of Christ lying in the Holy Sepulcher 
(Grablieger), and the resurrected Christ. Less frequently considered, however, are 
Marian sculptures that, like the Christ figures, were put to use before the eyes of the 
congregation. 
 
In the performative re-enactment of sacred events, sculptures of this kind took on a 
special air of living agency. In German-language publications, such works are most 
often described as handelnd (active, taking action), even though they do not act on 
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their own, instead being moved by human hands in ways merely suggestive of 
independent action.[2] For this reason, it has recently been suggested to apply the 
term bewegt (moved, activated) to sculptures of this type.[3] The English-language 
literature uses the terms “animated sculptures”[4] and “movable sculptures.”[5] The 
phrase “moveable and animated statues”[6] probably most precisely describes the 
phenomenon represented by figures that were physically moved to evoke animacy. 
Sculptures that were meant to be moved could also be essentially static but have 
movable parts, such as the arms, the head, the lower jaw, the tongue, and the eyelids. 
 
There is a distinction between sculptures termed “animated” and figures that can be 
called “self-acting.” The latter category includes not just mechanical automata but 
also painted and printed depictions of moving, speaking, or bleeding sculptures. 
Self-acting figures are found, for example, in representations of Saint Catherine of 
Siena receiving the stigmata, of Saint Hedwig being blessed and spoken to by a 
crucifix, of the crucified Saint Wilgefortis with a fiddler at her feet, and of Saint 
Bernard being either embraced by the crucified Christ or sprinkled with the Virgin 
Mary’s milk.[7] Both “animated sculptures” and “self-acting figures” can be 
characterized as performative, since in both cases it was through the fact of being 
observed—by real-life worshippers or by persons depicted in images—that these 
sculptures gained agency, transporting sacred events into the realm of reality.[8] 
Although we still lack written sources dealing with how the faithful perceived 
re-enactments of episodes from the history of salvation, pictorial representations of 
people shown in prayer before self-acting figures may be indicative of the emotions 
experienced by viewers of animated sculptures. 
 
This essay presents several examples of performative sculptures of the Virgin Mary 
from the late Middle Ages in the German-speaking lands, a subject that, as noted, 
has not yet been extensively investigated.[9] Special consideration is given to the 
question of how these works, in their interaction with beholders, can be seen as a 
form of social sculpture. 
 
Animated Marian Sculptures 
 
Animated Marian sculptures are mostly wooden, but some were fashioned from 
precious metals. Various types can be distinguished: the Maria gravida (expectant 
Virgin) with a removable Christ Child in the abdominal area, the seated Madonna 
holding a detachable Christ Child or body of Christ, the Madonna holding a Christ 
Child with a rotatable head, the Virgin Immaculata that could be hoisted upward on 
Assumption Day, and figures that could be suspended overhead. Such Marian 
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sculptures have been less studied than movable Christ figures not only because 
comparable figures of the Virgin have less frequently survived, but also because 
Marian mysticism and the concept of Imitatio Mariae have not been given as much 
attention as the topic of Imitatio Christi.[10] Marian sculptures that have movable 
parts or that were moved from one place to another in the context of veneration and 
ritual are found in several regions of German-speaking Europe. They were used both 
in monasteries and in publicly accessible churches. Since the present issue of this 
journal deals with the twentieth-century concept of social sculpture and its relevance 
to earlier centuries,[11] a chief concern of mine is to consider the integration of 
sculptures into public rituals. A distinction must be made here between figures’ use 
in quasi-dramatic liturgical celebrations and their use in religious drama. In the 
former, the performed ritual is closely linked to the liturgy; in the latter, the drama is 
autonomous, existing independently of liturgical texts.[12] Yet medieval practice 
often encompassed hybrid forms which combined elements from both 
categories.[13] In each case, however, the integration of sculptures into sacred 
observances and performances had a public aspect. The moved or movable figures 
exerted an effect on the people who were present in the church, and people’s 
responses not only formed part of a collective experience but also enabled 
participation in the events of sacred history.[14] Communal events of this sort 
constituted a phenomenon that can be categorized as social sculpture. It is only 
through a shared, emotionally gripping visual and auditory experience that the event 
being acted out becomes reality, thus giving rise to social sculpture—sculpture that 
fundamentally involves its beholders. Although no contemporary written sources are 
known that deal with how animated sculptures affected worshippers, it is reasonable 
to assume that impression of animacy was enhanced when the person responsible 
for activating the work was hidden from view. Such was the situation, for example, 
with stagings of the Assumption of Mary by means of a sculpture hoisted into the 
church vault. 
 
The Virgin and Child as Performative Sculpture 
 
Figures of the Virgin and Child that functioned as performative sculpture exist in 
three variants: the Maria gravida, the Madonna or Anna Selbdritt with a detachable 
Christ Child, and the Madonna holding a Christ Child with a rotatable head. 
Representations of Maria gravida, the pregnant mother of Jesus, normally belong to 
scenes of the Visitation, the episode in the Gospel of Luke (1:39–44) that tells of the 
Virgin Mary’s visit to her cousin Elizabeth, who at the time was pregnant with John 
the Baptist. Scenes of the Annunciation might also feature a Christ Child in Mary’s 
womb.[15] Although most representations of a visibly expectant Virgin Mary occur in 
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painting, works of sculpture have also been preserved, either in two-figured scenes 
or as single figures.[16] These show the Virgin standing upright, her hands folded on 
her breast, with a removable figure of the baby Jesus in her abdominal cavity. Several 
examples dating from about 1300 into the fifteenth century are known from 
monastic contexts.[17] Others came from, or are still present in, publicly accessible 
churches, for example, the Marian pilgrimage church on the Bogenberg in Lower 
Bavaria.[18] The miraculous image there is a sandstone sculpture of the Virgin from 
the early fifteenth century, measuring 105 cm in height. In the work’s present state, 
the abdominal window displaying the child must be a reconstruction based on old 
models, as is clear from numerous Baroque replicas.[19] Presumably the statue was 
originally equipped with a cavity holding a removable Christ Child figure. A sculpture 
that is based on the Bogenberg miraculous image is the expectant Virgin Mary of 
about 1520–25 at the Bayerisches Nationalmuseum in Munich, which stands 119 cm 
tall.[20] Its separately carved baby-Jesus figure is set within an oval opening, from 
which it currently cannot be removed.[21] Yet here, too, the child was probably 
originally mobile, as with the Maria gravida figures used in monasteries. Even 
though the provenance of the Munich sculpture is unknown, it was presumably used 
in a public context, since replicas of prominent miraculous images usually took on 
the miracle-working power of their models (Fig. 1). A Maria gravida that has its own 
cult of veneration is found on the high altar of the Church of the Visitation in Květnov, 
in the Bohemian portion of the Ore Mountains. It was made about 1480 in Lower 
Bavaria or Franconia. The legend surrounding this figure’s creation gave rise to a 
pilgrimage tradition in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries (Fig. 2).[22] 
 
No written sources have been identified concerning the removal of a Christ Child 
figure from the womb of a Marian sculpture. Yet there is reason to believe that this 
action was performed on Christmas, to enact the Nativity either in a dramatic 
elaboration of the liturgy or in a religious drama.[23] The small Christ Child figures, 
once removed, were probably placed on the altar next to the sculpture of the Virgin. 
It is known that independent representations of the infant Jesus were kept on altars 
from Christmas until Candlemas, the Feast of the Purification of the Virgin.[24] 
Presumably the same is true for figures that could be removed from the abdomen of 
a Maria gravida. There was also a tradition, beginning in the mid-twelfth century, of 
placing Christ Child figures in small cradles or beds.[25] These, too, could be 
displayed on the altar until Candlemas, particularly considering that in medieval 
thought the symbolism of the altar encompassed Christ’s crib.[26] Although large 
Maria gravida sculptures are less frequently encountered than the smaller-scale 
ones that tended to be found in convents, where Mary’s motherhood was a central 
focus of devotion,[27] Christ Child figures, probably including ones associated with 
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relatively large Maria gravida sculptures, belonged to the liturgical equipment of 
every parish church and cathedral in the late Middle Ages.[28] It is recorded that in 
parish churches the veneration of the Christ Child could be accompanied by singing 
and dancing, and that the carved figures could be passed around among 
parishioners before being laid back in bed.[29] In the case of baby Jesus figures 
belonging to a carved Maria gravida, these participative rituals, including the 
rocking of the cradle by the clergy before the eyes of the congregation, indicate that 
the concept of social sculpture is relevant to such Marian sculptures. 

​
Fig. 1. Lower Bavaria, Virgin of the Expectation (Maria gravida), ca. 1520–25, 119 x 39 x 24 cm, Bayerisches 

Nationalmuseum, Munich (photo: Bastian Krack). 
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​
Fig. 2. Lower Bavaria or Franconia (?), Virgin of the Expectation (Maria gravida), ca. 1480, 65 x 19 x 13 cm, 
Church of the Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Květnov (photo from Exh. cat. Prague 2015, p. 147). 
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A good number of Madonna and Anna Selbdritt sculptures dating from the 
fourteenth century up to about 1500 were equipped with separately carved Christ 
Child figures that could be removed and used in different iconographical settings. 
These figures were fashioned both in seated and standing variants. For example, a 
seated, removable Christ Child was part of the Shrine Madonna of about 1330–40 
from Cheyres in the canton of Fribourg (present location unknown).[30] Likewise, an 
Anna Selbdritt made in Cologne about 1470–80 and now at the Museum Schnütgen 
displayed a removable seated infant Jesus (still extant but currently separated). The 
figure of Saint Anne is fitted with a wooden spike in its left thigh, onto which the 
Christ Child could be mounted (Figs. 3 a–b). The child figure has a corresponding 
hole drilled into its underside (Fig. 3 c).[31] The Suermondt-Ludwig-Museum in 
Aachen also has a seated Christ Child from Cologne with a hole drilled into the 
bottom for attaching to an enthroned Virgin Mary or Saint Anne (Fig. 4).[32] Seated 
figures of the Christ Child also appear to have been mounted on carved cushions.[33] 
In some cases, no physical mounting was involved, as with the southern Swabian 
Christ Child seated on a cushion at the Liebieghaus in Frankfurt. Traces of use 
suggest that this work, which has no drilled holes, was meant to be inserted into a 
freestanding figural group or placed in altarpiece and could be removed for acts of 
veneration (Fig. 5).[34] It is altogether possible that Anna Selbdritt groups that 
feature a column positioned between Saint Anne and the Virgin Mary were also 
equipped with removable Christ Child figures.[35] The 1519 Holy Kinship Altarpiece 
from Mirostowice Dolne (Nieder Ullersdorf) in Lower Lusatia, a work by the Master of 
the Gießmannsdorf Altarpiece, contains an “unoccupied” column that presumably 
once bore a removable Christ Child.[36] It will be the task of future investigations to 
determine whether the Jesus figures on columns in other Anna Selbdritt groups 
were originally removable, as is the case with the Lower Lusatian altarpiece in Groß 
Kölzig[37] and the sculptural group at the LWL-Museum für Kunst und Kultur in 
Münster.[38] 
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​
Fig. 3a. Cologne, Anna Selbdritt, without the still-extant Christ Child, ca. 1470–80, 77.5 x 55 x 31 cm, 

Museum Schnütgen, Cologne (photo: Historisches Archiv der Stadt Köln mit Rheinischem Bildarchiv, 
Helmut Buchen, rba_220294; https://www.kulturelles-erbe-koeln.de/documents/obj/05111607). 
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​
Fig. 3b. Detail showing the mounting spike on the Anna Selbdritt in fig. 3a (photo: Andrea Hünteler, 

Cologne). 

​
Fig. 3c. Underside of the Christ Child belonging to the Anna Selbdritt in fig. 3a (photo: Andrea Hünteler, 

Cologne). 
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​
Fig. 4. Cologne, Christ Child (underside), ca. 1470–90, 19.1 x 8.3 x 9.7 cm, Suermondt-Ludwig-Museum, 

Aachen (photo: Anne Gold, Aachen). 

​
Fig. 5. Swabia, Seated Christ Child, ca. 1500, original polychromy, 33 x 32.5 x 16 cm, Liebieghaus 

Skulpturensammlung, Frankfurt a. M. (photo: Rühl und Bormann, Darmstadt). 
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Removable Christ Child figures were put to use in the context of liturgical feasts and 
in the dramatic elaborations of those feasts. The literature refers to the Three Kings 
plays staged to celebrate Epiphany on January 6 and to the Purificatio Mariae feast 
that took place on February 2 to commemorate Mary’s purification and the 
presentation of the infant Jesus in the Temple.[39] The Purificatio feast has its basis 
in the Gospel of Luke (2:22–39) and emerged in the Early Christian period. Its 
medieval form included candle consecrations and processions, which gave rise to the 
term “Mary’s Candlemas” (Mariä Lichtmess in German).[40] On the day of the feast, 
Christ Child figures taken from sculptures of the Virgin Mary were carried in the 
Candlemas procession and subsequently placed on the altar.[41] This applies 
primarily to figures of Jesus shown seated on cushions, but it was also done with 
standing examples,[42] which, like their seated counterparts, could be presented on 
cushions as well.[43] Furthermore, we can assume that Jesus figures extracted from 
the context of Marian sculptures were used at Christmas. Just like the numerous 
independent infant-Jesus figures that have been preserved, these ones, too, must 
have been laid in beds and rocked in cradles. 
 
The mobilization of sculptures that were normally mounted in altarpieces or figural 
groups was probably much more common than studies have hitherto revealed.[44] A 
noteworthy example is the Nativity scene of the Tramin Altarpiece by Hans Klocker 
(before 1474–after 1500). The recumbent Christ Child at the center was removable. 
This is evident from the fact that the dowel protruding from the outstretched mantle 
of the Virgin corresponds to a drilled hole on the back of the Christ Child; also, the 
fact that the Christ Child is polychromed in the round is further evidence of a mobile 
configuration (Figs. 6 a, 6 b).[45] Scholarship has not yet devoted much attention to 
the mobility of Christ Child figures in the context of Marian altarpieces and figural 
groups. As a consequence, technical investigations that might illuminate the topic 
have been infrequent. It can be assumed that Christ Child figures were not merely 
displayed on altars but also, in re-enactment of the Presentation in the Temple, were 
placed in the arms of a living “Simeon,” a real-life cleric. In a religious drama of this 
sort, the Virgin Mary might also have been represented by a living person who 
handed the sculpture of the infant Jesus to the devout Simeon.[46] However, the 
performance of a ritual act using a mobile wooden sculpture in the context of a 
religious play was never an end in itself; rather, this was always done with pious 
spectators in mind, members of the congregation who participated through their 
viewing and were thereby strengthened in their faith. In this respect, under the 
assumption of a witnessing audience, the presentation of the Christ Child at the altar 
became a social sculpture. 
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​
Fig. 6a. Hans Klocker and workshop, Tramin Altarpiece, detail showing the mounting dowel for the 

Christ Child, ca. 1485–90, 239.5 x 286.5 x 47 cm (altarpiece, overall), Bayerisches Nationalmuseum, Munich 
(photo: Bayerisches Nationalmuseum, Munich, Kerstin Wittenburg). 

​
Fig. 6b. Reverse of the removable Christ Child from the Tramin Altarpiece, fig. 6a (photo: Walter 

Haberland, Munich).  
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The third category of performative Virgin and Child sculptures consists of Madonnas 
holding a Christ Child with a rotatable head.[47] Some examples dating from the 
period 1320–1360 originated in the regions of Spiš and Lesser Poland. These 
sculptures include the one from Toporec (Toporc in Hungarian, Toppertz in German) 
in the Hungarian National Gallery in Budapest (Fig. 7) and the one from Ruskinovce 
(Ruszkin, Rissdorf) in the Slovak National Gallery in Bratislava, as well as the figure in 
the Church of Saint Margaret in Nowy Sącz (Újszandec, Neu Sandez) and the one in 
the Church of Saint Mary of the Assumption in Podolínec (Podolin, Pudlein).[48] The 
removable and rotatable head of each Christ Child is fitted with a peg that is notched 
in two places on the sides. A string was looped around the peg and its ends passed 
through a hole in back that remained out of sight for beholders. When the string 
ends were pulled from behind, the child’s head could be rotated to the left or right. 
An example from the late-medieval period was the carved altarpiece formerly in the 
choir of Lübeck Cathedral, completed by Bernt Notke in 1478 but no longer 
preserved. As recorded in written descriptions,[49] the center of the altarpiece was 
occupied by a Madonna holding a Christ Child whose head could be manipulated to 
move.[50] In some works, the head not only of Jesus but also of Mary was movable. 
Mobile hands were also possible, as with a Madonna in Rötha.[51] In addition, there 
were sculptures of the Virgin whose eyes could be opened and closed, and whose 
facial expressions could be changed. Such works are noted in the literature as having 
existed in Cracow, Myślenice, Zielenice, Saalfelden, Kłodzko, Munich, and Rottweil.[52] 
 
Protestant writings from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries offer information, 
from a critical perspective, about supposed ways in which sculptures with rotatable 
heads were used. These sources lead readers to believe that people came before 
such sculptures to pray for divine favor in personal matters. If favor was granted, the 
Virgin or the Christ Child figure would turn its head to the supplicant. But if either 
figure turned its head away, this was a sign that offerings such as wax votives were 
required to secure divine grace.[53] Luther and other Protestant theologians 
denounced as fraud the mechanism that set the figures in motion.[54] Both the 
frequency and the intensity of Protestant criticism suggest that such sculptures were 
widespread.[55] Yet presumably Reformation polemics did not reflect actual 
medieval practice. Rotatable Virgin Mary and Christ Child heads were more likely to 
have been used to stage a dialogue between the two holy figures in a kind of sacred 
theatrical piece. Dialogues between Mary and her son could have been performed by 
one or two narrators before an audience. A dialogue of this sort, which appealed to 
believers’ emotions, is found in the Soliloquium of about 1400 by Andreas Kurzmann, 
a Cistercian monk from Neuburg in Styria. The text, recited in vernacular form, 
presents a conversation that illustrates the Virgin Mary’s reactions to her son’s 
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revelations: she shows sadness over the coming Passion and joy over the prophecies 
of resurrection and salvation.[56] Movable Virgin and Child sculptures should be 
understood in a similar context. Apparently, some sculptures were even equipped 
with means of changing the Virgin’s facial expression to suit particular emotions.[57] 
Possibly the act of a sculpture engaging in speech, as often described in the legends 
and as criticized by Protestants, consisted of texts like Kurzmann’s being read aloud. 
Much like the sculpted figures, such texts contributed to worshippers’ emotional 
experience of events from the history of salvation. The auditory faculties of the actors 
and the visual perception of the spectators were essential elements in the creation of 
social sculpture. 

​
Fig. 7. Spiš, Virgin and Child, child with rotatable head, from Toporec, ca. 1320–30, 117 x 40 x 25 cm, 

Hungarian National Gallery, Budapest (photo: Michael Rief, Aachen). 
 
 
Dagmar Preising, “Performative Sculptures of the Virgin Mary in the German-Speaking Lands during the Late Middle 
Ages: Animated versus Self-Acting Figures,” Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 13 (2026). 
https://doi.org/10.61302/CAFB8232. 

14 

https://doi.org/10.61302/CAFB8232


The Mater dolorosa as Performative Sculpture 
​
Performative Marian sculptures also featured in representations of the Passion. 
Among large-format Pietàs made for display in church interiors, several are known 
that feature a removable body of Christ. A group of Pietàs made in the Lake 
Constance region in the first half of the fourteenth century is distinguished by the 
body of Christ being detachable from the Virgin’s lap. These sculptures are preserved 
in Meersburg, Radolfzell, Bamberg, and Watterdingen (Fig. 8).[58] Another example 
of a Pietà with a removable Christ figure is found in Saxony, in Saint Mary’s in 
Freiberg.[59] Mobile Christ sculptures of this sort appear to have been fairly common. 
But at this point it will have to suffice merely to note the existence of separately 
carved Christ figures that could be removed from a supporting Virgin Mary. Technical 
investigations of further objects are needed to better assess the prevalence of such 
Pietàs.[60] Presumably, detachable Christ figures were not just a technical peculiarity 
but could also be used in ritual acts. These figures, like crucifixes with or without 
movable arms,[61] were suitable for being placed in a Holy Sepulcher on Good Friday. 
This was probably true even for bodies of Christ with bent legs, as seems plausible for 
the example from about 1340 in the Church of Saint Martin in Bamberg.[62] 
Furthermore, Passion plays offered a situation in which a sculpture of the dead Christ 
could be placed on the lap of the actor or actress playing the Virgin Mary.[63] This 
created a plaintive interlude between the Descent from the Cross and the 
Entombment, enriching the plot with further drama.[64] The Passion-play context 
was not uncommon. From the fourteenth century onward, such spectacles gained in 
popularity; they were no longer limited to monasteries and select churches, and 
stagings were held in every large town or city.[65] 
 
The Mater dolorosa could also take the form of a Virgin Mary shedding tears, a type 
thought to be especially powerful in the dispensation of grace.[66] Weeping Virgins 
even had the potential to inspire pilgrimages. Instances of Marian sculptures 
shedding tears are recorded for various places in the late-medieval period, several of 
them in Alsace: Oderen in the fourteenth century, Kientzheim in 1466, Marienthal in 
1525, Saint Margaret’s Convent in Strasbourg in 1529, and, beyond Alsace, Rastede 
Monastery in the former county of Oldenburg in 1416 and Bern in 1549.[67] The 
Baroque period saw additional occurrences.[68] Protestant critics accused the 
Catholic clergy of using mechanical artifice to boost the alleged grace-bestowing 
power of their Marian sculptures and of seeking to aggrandize their churches 
through deception. A Protestant pamphlet published in 1523 or 1524 tells of how 
weeping sculptures functioned. It is titled Ein Gespräch zwischen vier Personen, wie 
sie ein Gezänk haben von der Wallfahrt im Grimmental, was für Unrat oder Büberei 
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daraus entstanden sei (A dialogue among four persons in which they argue about 
the pilgrimage in Grimmental and what sort of rubbish and villainy resulted from it). 
We read in the pamphlet that priests spurred pilgrimage by taking the sculpture of 
Mary that was the focus of this pilgrimage and hollowing out its head, then filling the 
head with water and poking holes in the eyes with a needle so that the water would 
seep out and trickle down from the eyes, as if the sculpture were weeping, and then 
they convinced the people that this Virgin was crying because nobody had paid her 
a visit recently.[69] 

​
Fig. 8. Upper Swabia, Pietà (Vesperbild), with removable body of Christ, ca. 1340–50, height 110 cm, 

Church of Saints Gordianus and Epimachus, Watterdingen (photo: SE Tengen). 
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In Bern, four Dominicans were burned to death because they were suspected of 
having fraudulently made a figure of the Virgin Mary weep and speak.[70] Almost no 
works prepared in this manner are preserved. A rare exception is found in an Anna 
Selbdritt sculpture now in the Kulturhistorisk Museum in Oslo. In that work, holes 
were drilled through the inner corners of Saint Anne’s eyes to allow simulated tears 
to flow out from behind (Figs. 9 a–c).[71] Weeping sculptures were surely involved in 
religious dramas, particularly considering that the mutability of the Virgin Mary’s 
emotions was both of topic of texts, as in the aforementioned dialogue by Andreas 
Kurzmann, and a real feature of actual sculptures, as noted by Beissel.[72] Although 
no weeping Marian sculpture is known to survive, it seems plausible that imitation 
tears would have been employed at times as a means of intensifying compassio, the 
sharing of the Virgin Mary’s suffering, among the faithful. 

​
Fig. 9a. Northern Germany, Weeping Saint Anne, from an Anna Selbdritt, after 1510, 71.5 x 52 cm, 

Kulturhistorik Museum, Oslo (photo from Streeton, N.L.W. 2025, Fig. 5.1, on p. 122). 
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​
Fig. 9b. Face of the Weeping Saint Anne in fig. 9a (photo: Michael Rief, Aachen). 

​
Fig. 9c. Hole in the head of the Weeping Saint Anne in fig. 9a (photo: Michael Rief, Aachen). 
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The Feast of the Assumptio Mariae and Immaculata Figures 
 
The following considerations of Immaculata figures and their use during the feast of 
the Assumption of Mary are closely related to observations made by the present 
author in 2024.[73] Prior to Tripps’s studies of 1998 (reissued and revised in 2000), it 
was not known that Marian sculptures had played a prominent role on Assumption 
Day.[74] According to written sources such as the 1532 Liber Ordinarius of Halle,[75] 
spectacular performances took place on that feast day. In Halle, the sculpture of the 
Virgin Mary was placed in a coffin, carried in procession from the sacristy to the high 
altarpiece, and positioned beneath an opening in the vault above. This action was 
accompanied by clerics and other participants carrying banners and candles, and by 
song. Then, while a hymn was being sung, the dean and a cantor carefully attached 
ropes to the sculpture and ensured that it faced east, after which, still accompanied 
by song, the sculpture was hoisted up and ultimately pulled out of sight through the 
opening in the vault. While the antiphon Hodie Maria Virgo celos ascendit was 
resounding, the processionists assembled in the choir area. Further song 
accompanied the procession’s return to the sacristy.[76] As this description makes 
clear, both the visual and the auditory aspects played central roles in making the 
event into a multisensory experience. While a sculpture of the Virgin rose to the 
heavens, angels attached to cords might accompany it, lending even greater 
opulence to the Assumption spectacle.[77] Because the people responsible for 
animating the works were positioned above the apex of the vault, they remained out 
of view to spectators. The sculptures of the Virgin and angels would thus appear to 
rise up without human intervention, vanishing from sight through the so-called 
Himmelsloch (celestial opening). The custom of staging the Assumption of Mary with 
a sculpture was already widespread throughout Europe by the end of the thirteenth 
century.[78] Confraternities devoted to the Assumption were often the organizers of 
these solemnities.[79] It is striking that, on the one hand, a widespread custom is 
clearly reflected in the written sources while, on the other hand, almost no extant 
works of art have been connected with the custom. In contrast to the numerous 
mobile figures of Christ that scholarship has revealed to have been used in Ascension 
rituals, Marian sculptures have hardly been studied with regard to their possible use 
in the cult of the Assumption. Only in the case of a now-lost silver statuette of the 
Immaculata dressed in a star-decorated robe, dating from about 1500, do we have a 
combination of a written source and a specific sculpture, since the work was part of 
Cardinal Albrecht of Brandenburg’s reliquary collection in Halle, the so-called 
Hallesches Heiltum, which was inventoried and published between 1515 and 1530 
(Fig. 10).[80] Although no extant sculptures can be linked with particular written 
sources, we can conjecture, based on the lost Halle statuette, a specific iconographic 
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type for Assumption figures. A future task will be to study the group of Maria 
Immaculata[81] sculptures that sometimes fall under the rubric “Virgin of the 
Temple” (Tempeljungfrau)[82] —showing the Virgin with long, loose hair, a hairband, 
a belt, and her hands folded in prayer—and to ask whether these and other 
manifestations of the Immaculata type might have functioned as Assumption 
figures. This idea is supported by a well-known sculptural representation of the 
Assumption, namely the Creglingen Altarpiece by Tilman Riemenschneider (ca. 
1460–1531), which shows the Virgin standing on a cloud, her hands folded in prayer, 
being born aloft by angels (Figs. 11 a–b).[83] Besides the Immaculata types found in 
the Hallesches Heiltum and the Creglingen Altarpiece, there is also the iconography 
of the Virgin wearing a dress decorated with ears of wheat (Maria im Ährenkleid). 
According to recent findings, this iconographic type emerged in southeastern 
Germany long before the creation of the once-presumed prototype, a silver 
miracle-working statuette in Milan Cathedral that was lost in 1387.[84] The extant 
Immaculata sculptures, the Wheat-Ear Virgins, and the Temple Virgins without 
wheat-ear dresses[85] have yet to be studied as a group with regard to their possible 
connections with the practice of hoisting a Marian sculpture into the church vault on 
Assumption Day. 

​
Fig. 10. Silver figure of the Assunta in the Hallesches Heiltum, between 1515 and 1530, body color on 

parchment, 27.6 x 36.46 cm, Schlossbibliothek, Aschaffenburg (Man. 14, Reliquiar 134, fol. 160v). 
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​
Fig. 11a. Tilman Riemenschneider, Altarpiece of the Assumption of the Virgin, 1505–08, height ca. 10 

meters, Herrgottskirche, Creglingen (photo: Matthias Weniger, Munich). 
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​
Fig. 11b. Detail of the Virgin Mary (height 120 cm) in the shrine of the Creglingen Altarpiece, fig. 11a 

(photo: Matthias Weniger, Munich). 

​
One of the earliest extant sculpted representations of the Virgin of the Wheat Ears 
was made by a follower of Hans von Judenburg about 1430–40 and is now in the 
Badisches Landesmuseum in Karlsruhe (Fig. 12).[86] Discovered in the parsonage in 
Itter in Tyrol, the figure stands 95 cm tall and is carved fully in the round. In addition, 
in the collection of Kuno Mayer in Bregenz, there is southern German limewood 
figure from about 1500 that measures 85.5 cm in height and is distinguished by the 
treatment of the hair on the reverse, which is especially long and tapers to three 
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strands (Figs. 13 a–b).[87] Also noteworthy is the Maria Immaculata figure in the 
Parish Church of Saint Urban in Birgden (Heinsberg district), which was carved by 
Henrich Douwerman shortly before 1520. It stands 98.3 cm tall and retains its original 
polychromy. It also features long, carefully formed locks of hair on the reverse. There 
are two holes in the upper rear of this figure’s head. They have been interpreted as 
remnants of a former means of fastening the sculpture to its display location.[88] Yet 
it cannot be ruled out that one of the holes might have held a suspension device 
(Fig. 14). Additional works of similar type have been discussed elsewhere by the 
present author.[89] 

​
Fig. 12. Hans von Judenburg, Virgin in the Wheat-Ear Dress (Ährenkleidmadonna), reverse, ca. 1430–40, 

height 95 cm, Badisches Landesmuseum, Karlsruhe (photo: Oliver Sänger, Karlsruhe). 
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​
Fig. 13a. Southern Germany, Maria Immaculata, 

ca. 1500, 85.5 x 25 x 22 cm, Kuno Mayer Collection, 
Bregenz (photo from Mayer 2015, p. 59). 

  

​
Fig. 13b. Reverse of the Maria Immaculata in fig. 

13a (photo from Mayer 2015, p. 60).​
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​
Fig. 14. Henrick Douwerman, Maria Immaculata, reverse, before 1520, 98.3 x 39 x 37.7 cm, Church of Saint 

Urban, Birgden (photo: Anne Gold, Aachen). 

  
A significant aspect of the sculptures in the Immaculata group is that they are 
frequently worked up to a high degree of finish on the back. This suggests use in 
unenclosed spaces, where the sculptures could be viewed from behind.[90] This 
feature raises the question of the original function of these medium- to large-scale 
sculptures. Were they placed on altars during the feast of the Immaculate 
Conception, a holy day documented as early as the thirteenth century in Germany 
and widespread in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries?[91] Could such sculptures 
have also played a role in Assumption Day spectacles? Were the tops of the figures’ 
heads fitted with eyebolts and rings to be able to raise them up into the church 
vault? Technical investigations are still needed. In this context, it is interesting to 
compare figures of the resurrected Christ that were equipped for being suspended. 
These were often set into a surrounding mandorla, at the top of which there was 
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metal ring for attaching a rope.[92] The Christ figure could be placed on a pedestal in 
the mandorla but not permanently fixed in place, so that it remained removable, as 
with the example preserved in Schwäbisch Gmünd from about 1510 (Fig. 15).[93] In 
medieval sources, mandorlas of this kind were called “rainbows,”[94] probably 
because they were painted in rainbow colors.[95] In light of a Sienese sculpture of the 
Assumption from the last quarter of the fourteenth century which shows the Virgin 
Mary seated within a mandorla and surrounded by angels,[96] there may be reason 
to believe that other Marian figures, too, such as the standing Immaculata north of 
the Alps, might have been mounted into mandorlas equipped for being hoisted into 
a church vault. A configuration of that sort would have obviated the need to attach a 
ring to the top of the sculpture’s head. The eastward orientation of the Assumption 
figure noted in the Halle Liber Ordinarius offers an explanation for the highly 
worked-up reverses of these sculptures: when these works faced east before being 
lifted upward, their magnificently cascading locks of hair would have been visible 
from the nave in the west. These observations lend plausibility to the notion that 
Immaculata figures were used in Assumption Day rituals. The procession with the 
sculpture of the Virgin—carried on a bier, accompanied by song and lit candles—was 
a spectacle that took up major portions of the church interior. The ritual presupposed 
spectators. The people who were assembled to watch the sculpture’s ascension were 
able to experience it as a real event happening to the Virgin Mary. 
 
“Mariana” with Raising and Lowering Mechanisms 
 
Church interiors often feature sculptures that are suspended overhead and seem to 
float in midair. These, too, could be a focus of veneration. Aside from crucifixes and 
angels, these objects encompass so-called Mariana, which in this case refers to 
unenclosed, hanging sculptural works with double-sided Marian figures at the 
center.[97] Such figures of the Virgin and Child often take the form of a Madonna in 
Glory (Strahlenkranzmadonna) but also appear as hanging sculptures carved fully in 
the round, as with the Virgin and Child on a Crescent Moon standing on a foliate 
console that was on offer at the Hugo Helbing auction house in 1926.[98] Another 
type of Mariana object is the Anna Selbdritt on a cloud platform, a subject 
sometimes enlivened with putti.[99] The question arises as to whether hanging 
Marian sculptures could also have functioned as mobile figures and been involved in 
cultic rituals. In this regard, Tripps points out two interesting examples mentioned in 
fifteenth-century sources, albeit in Spain. It is recorded that on Christmas in Valencia 
Cathedral, a figure of the Virgin and Child was made to descend from above. And in 
Barcelona Cathedral the celebrations of Christ’s incarnation also appear to have  
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​
Fig. 15. Southern Germany, Resurrected Christ in a Mandorla, Holy Cross Minster, Schwäbisch-Gmünd 
(photo: Landesamt für Denkmalpflege im Regierungspräsidium Stuttgart, Birgit Steiner geb. Hübl).  

​
 
included a figure of the Virgin Mary being lowered from the heavens.[100] Even 
though no other written sources concerning this practice have been identified, it 
cannot be ruled out that in other locations Marian and Child sculptures may have 
been lowered down from church vaults on the feasts of the Annunciation or the 
Nativity of Christ. Considering that this type of lowering from above seems likely to 
have been carried out with sculptures that were already in a suspended position, the 
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pendent figures categorized as Mariana would seem well suited for such actions, 
especially given that some are equipped with raising and lowering mechanisms. 
Raising and lowering are known to have taken place with hanging sculptures that 
were meant to be concealed or unveiled at certain times in the church year, as 
happened with objects that were displayed on Marian feast days.[101] Marian 
chandeliers, too, were often equipped with a raising and lowering mechanism.[102] 
Such mechanisms presumably did not merely serve the purpose of making candles 
accessible to be lit and extinguished. Rather, the fact that covers are preserved along 
with some Marian chandeliers[103] indicates that the raising and lowering 
contributed to the possibilities of performative staging of those works. Aside from 
lowering during the aforementioned feasts of the Annunciation/Incarnation and the 
Nativity, this action appears also to have been performed as a separate, special act of 
veneration, particularly when a miraculous image was involved. Such was the case 
with a work in the Pilgrimage Church of Saint Mary of Fallsbach in Gunskirchen near 
Wels in Upper Austria. It is a Virgin and Child in half-length set between a stag’s 
antlers. This formerly suspended sculpture was venerated in connection with its 
origin legend; originally, it was equipped to be lowered in order to be kissed by 
worshippers (Fig. 16).[104] The kissing of images—both sculptures and paintings— 
was a widespread custom in the Middle Ages.[105] On another formerly pendent 
figure, the traces of use suggest that it was lowered at times for kissing: this is the 
60-cm-tall Anna Selbdritt of about 1510–20 from the chapel in Perg, now at the 
Oberösterreichisches Landesmuseum in Linz (Figs. 17 a–b).[106] The act of kissing 
could well have taken place as part of a collective experience. Possibly singing was 
involved, too, as with other performances that incorporated sculpture, such as the 
rocking of the Christ Child’s cradle and the Assumption of the Virgin.[107] However, in 
order to gain a better understanding of the act of kissing sculptures from the 
perspective of participants and beholders, it will be necessary to find additional 
written sources and devote further thought to the subject. 
 
Self-Acting Marian Sculptures 
 
Self-acting figures are another category of performative sculpture. As noted above, 
they are distinct from what are termed animated sculptures. Figures that perform 
actions on their own exist as mechanical automatons, but they also often feature in 
late-medieval legends[108] and in paintings and prints based on those legends. In 
the following, however, my focus is less on the written sources and more on their 
pictorial counterparts. 
 

 
 
Dagmar Preising, “Performative Sculptures of the Virgin Mary in the German-Speaking Lands during the Late Middle 
Ages: Animated versus Self-Acting Figures,” Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 13 (2026). 
https://doi.org/10.61302/CAFB8232. 

28 

https://doi.org/10.61302/CAFB8232


​
Fig. 16. Upper Austria, Virgin and Child between a Stag’s Antlers, early 16th century, formerly hanging, 

Pilgrimage Church of Saint Mary of Fallsbach, Gunskirchen near Wels, Upper Austria (photo: 
Bundesdenkmalamt, Vienna, Fotoarchiv). 
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​
Fig. 17a. Workshop of Lienhart Krapfenbacher (?), Anna Selbdritt, ca. 1510–20, height 60 cm, 

Oberösterreichisches Landesmuseum, Linz (photo: OÖ Landes-Kultur GmbH, Land Oberösterreich, 
Kunst- und Kulturgeschichte bis 1918, Inv. Nr.: 820-1-S 32). 
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​
Fig. 17b. Side view of the Anna Selbdritt in fig. 17a (photo: OÖ Landes-Kultur GmbH, Land Oberösterreich, 

Kunst- und Kulturgeschichte bis 1918, Inv. Nr.: 820-1-S 32). 

  
The mechanical clock in the Cathedral of Our Dear Lady (Frauenkirche) in Munich 
serves as an example of a sacred-themed automaton that functions without active 
human intervention. The clock features figures carved about 1500 by the sculptor 
and architect Erasmus Grasser (ca. 1450–after 1526). A dual intercession is put on 
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display: kneeling figures of the Virgin Mary and of Christ as the Man of Sorrows plead 
on humanity’s behalf beneath a half-length figure God the Father. Every hour on the 
hour, the mechanism sets the sculptures in motion, causing them to act out the 
intercession like characters in a religious drama. Mary moves her left arm, pointing 
towards to her breast to signify her role as the Mother of God. Christ points to his 
chest wound and looks upward to God the Father. Not only Christ’s arms but also his 
eyes are engaged in mechanical motion. God the Father, who hears their pleading, 
returns the sword of judgment to its sheath; his eyes and lips also move (Fig. 18).[109] 
This object proves that a carved Marian sculpture could be experienced as palpably 
active in the context of a machine. Also, the experience of this automaton clock was a 
collective one, thanks to the clock’s location in a publicly accessible part of the 
church interior. The scene of dual intercession acquires its full significance only when 
viewed by a gathering of people. Thus, these wooden sculptures belonged to the 
phenomenon of social sculpture. 
 
With regard to the representation of self-acting sculptures in paintings and prints, 
while most examples are crucifixes, some do deal instead with the miracle-working 
powers of the Virgin Mary.[110] The Lactatio legend of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux is a 
subject whose two-dimensional representations sometimes pictured the Virgin and 
Child as a miraculous sculpture. According to this legend, on one occasion when 
Saint Bernard was speaking the words “Monstra te esse matrem” (Show that you are 
a mother) from the prayer Ave Maria stella, the Virgin appeared before him and milk 
flowed from her breast. The Virgin proved her motherhood by taking hold of her 
bared breast and expressing milk onto Bernard, which streams either onto his eyes 
or his mouth.[111] This legend came into being at a relatively late date, and it is absent 
from the Legenda aurea. The literature on this subject notes that in certain late 
versions of the legend, the description of the miracle proceeds from the assumption 
that the milk issued from a work of sculpture positioned on an altar.[112] Such is the 
case with a northern Netherlandish painting of about 1520 now at the St. 
Annen-Museum in Lübeck.[113] The seated Virgin and Child are shown as a 
polychrome sculpture situated on a altar slab. The sculpture’s dimensions do not 
match those of Saint Bernard; instead, they are in keeping with the sizes of the 
depicted candlestick and girdle book, so that the sculpture fits in with the other altar 
furnishings (Fig. 19). Another example is found in an engraving of about 1480–85 by 
the Master IAM of Zwolle.[114] There, too, the sculpture of the Virgin and Child 
belongs to the altar furnishings; it is positioned between two candles and equipped 
with a high-backed throne (Fig. 20). Under the influence of the mendicant orders, 
not only did new cults of saints emerge, but older ones, such as that of Saint Bernard, 
were revamped with the intention of reinvigorating and updating them, as 
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happened with the Lactatio legend. The perceived efficacy and widespread 
presence of animated sculptures in the late Middle Ages probably contributed to the 
emergence of new legends and visions featuring works of sculpture. Even though 
depictions of self-acting sculptures usually show only a single person experiencing 
the miracle—in this case, Saint Bernard—the concept of social sculpture remains 
relevant here, too. That is because the miracle issuing forth from a sculpture and 
affecting only a single person could be taken as an example of the potential of all 
believers to collectively experience such a miracle. The performative structure 
illustrated in the image can therefore be seen as presenting an ideal model both for 
performances staged in church and for sensations experienced by spectators. 

​
Fig. 18. Erasmus Grasser, automaton clock, detail showing dual intercession, ca. 1500, 64 cm (width of 

the figural case), Frauenkirche, Munich (photo: Erzbischöfliches Ordinariat München, Hauptabt. Kunst, 
Wolf-Christian von der Mülbe). 
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​
Fig. 19. Northern Netherlandish painter, The Lactation of Saint Bernard, ca. 1520, oil on oak, 50 x 40.5 cm, 

St. Annen-Museum, Lübeck (photo: St. Annen-Museum, Lübeck, Fotoarchiv). 
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​
Fig. 20. Master IAM of Zwolle, The Lactation of Saint Bernard, 1480–85, engraving, 320 x 241 mm, 

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam (photo: Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam). 

  
Conclusion 
 
In the medieval conception, sculpture possessed fundamental persuasiveness and 
potency. One manifestation of that understanding was animated sculpture: the use 
of real, usually wooden, sculptures in performative re-enactments. Closely related, 
but distinct, were sculptures that took action on their own, either as mechanical 
automatons or as depicted in paintings and prints—sculptures that were, in other 
words, self-acting. These phenomena were outgrowths of sculpture’s seeming 
animateness and ability to speak, qualities that were evoked by the medium’s 

 
 
Dagmar Preising, “Performative Sculptures of the Virgin Mary in the German-Speaking Lands during the Late Middle 
Ages: Animated versus Self-Acting Figures,” Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 13 (2026). 
https://doi.org/10.61302/CAFB8232. 

35 

https://doi.org/10.61302/CAFB8232


three-dimensionality, its frequent decoration with a polychrome finish, and its 
sometimes life-size dimensions.[115] The concepts of both animated and self-acting 
sculpture apply not only to numerous types of Christ sculptures pertaining to the 
Passion but also to figures of the Virgin and Child, the Mater Dolorosa, and the 
Immaculata—iconographically varied Marian figures that were used in the liturgy 
and in religious dramas, or that were that depicted as self-acting. Sculptures played a 
role in various communal ritual acts that were associated with the feast-day customs 
of the cult of the Virgin Mary: sculptures that could be detached or removed from 
another figure or figural group, sculptures with movable parts, sculptures that were 
hoisted up into church vaults, and sculptures that were suspended overhead and 
lowered at times. The multisensory experience of animated sculptures by a 
gathering of worshippers—people who shared in the performance and sometimes 
even actively contributed to it—proves to be a form of social sculpture characteristic 
of the late Middle Ages. The phenomenon of laypeople’s increasing participation in 
ritual acts, which has been seen as a factor for sculptures dealing with the Passion 
and Resurrection,[116] also applies to the Marian sculptures. Active lay participation 
seems very likely to have happened in the context of rocking a cradle containing a 
Christ Child, a figure that may have originated from within a Maria gravida or have 
been detached from a Madonna sculpture. 
 
The concept of social sculpture is also relevant to paintings and prints depicting 
miracles that were performed by wooden sculptures and witnessed by a believer or 
saint. Such paintings and prints made viewers vividly aware of performances 
involving sculptures. In doing so, these works provided a template for multisensory 
encounters with animated sculptures, encounters that became social sculpture 
when experienced communally. Pictorial representations of people having inner 
experiences while viewing self-acting sculptures may shed light on how actual 
worshippers experienced episodes from the history of salvation when re-enacted 
with movable sculptures. It is hoped that the observations made in this essay will 
pave the way for further studies of performative Marian sculptures and their 
reception as aspects of social sculpture that came into being inside medieval 
churches. 

[Translation: Joshua P. Waterman] 
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