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Pre-Lenten Images 
of Deterrence and 
Consolation

The Imagery of the Ephemeral 
Decorations on the Occasion 
of the Forty Hours’ Devotion 
in selected Moravian and 
Silesian Jesuit Colleges  
(1640–1697)*

M a r t i n  D e u t s c h

The ephemeral decorations within the pre-Lenten Eucharis-
tic prayers have been so far minimally problematized, even 
though they represented an important part of post-Triden-
tine visual culture, liturgy, and catechism. These temporary 
images, mostly applied at the main altars, or other tempo-
rary altars, were intended to reach as many worshippers 
as possible, showing them both appropriate and deterrent 
examples of behaviour for the annual Lenten season. These 
decorations were designed with particular care by the Jesu-
its, who used them in the framework of religious didactics 
and, in accordance with their own spirituality, appealed 
through them to the need to distinguish between good and 
evil actions, to maintain moral values and to follow Christ 
without exception. The purpose of this study is to present 
an iconographic analysis of pre-Lenten ephemeral decora-
tions in selected Jesuit colleges in the Czech Lands in the 
second half of the 17th century. In addition to iconography, 
which can be reflected mainly through Jesuit sources, so-
cio-cultural aspects of ephemeral visuality reflecting con-
temporary religious practice, perception and imagination 
will also be investigated. 

The Forty Hours’ Devotion (Quarantore) before 
the Eucharist during the Easter Triduum or other liturgical 
events such as the pre-Lenten season1, was a  typical form 
of Catholic manifestation of the Eucharistic dogma. This 
kind of Eucharistic adoration actually referred to the pe-
riod from Christ’s crucifixion through to his entombment. 
Within the Good Friday liturgy, the Eucharist was com-
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monly transferred to the Corpus Christi chapels, at which 
this devotion continued until the third day of Christ’s Res-
urrection, when the Eucharist was taken back to the main 
altar. The number 40 in Christian tradition refers to a peri-
od of repentance and purification of sins. An interpretation 
of the meaning and symbolism of this number is provided 
by St Augustine († 430), for example, when he lists impor-
tant stories from the Old and New Testaments in which 40 
days or years refer to a time of repentance, exercises and the 
journey to salvation: the 40 days of the flood, the 40 days 
of the Israelites’ wanderings through the desert before re-
ceiving the Ten Commandments, the 40 days Moses spent 
at Mount Sinai, the 40 days of wandering of the prophet 
Elijah to Horeb, the 40 years of suffering of the Israelites 
under the Philistines, the 40 days and nights when Christ 
was tempted by the devil in the wilderness, or the 40 days 
that the risen Christ spent with his disciples.2 

The beginnings of the Forty Hours’ Devotion are 
linked to the Florentine Compagnia di San Benedetto Bi-
ancho fraternity which began practicing it at the church 
of Santa Maria Novella in 1385. Since the first third of the 
15th century, these Devotions are documented among the 
Milanese Capuchins.3 But it was in Milan in the 1520s that 
a new form of this Eucharistic devotion developed. This de-
votion consisted of penitential prayers for the alleviation of 
the effects of war and the protection of the city, which had 
been badly damaged by the armies of Emperor Charles V 
(1500–1558).4 From 1527 Eucharistic adoration was practiced 
by members of the Milanese Archconfraternity of San Se-
polcro, not only during Holy Week, but also during Pen-
tecost, the Feast of the Assumption, and Christmas.5 From 
1529, it was held in every church in Milan, and from 1537 
onwards it was established as a perpetual prayer held alter-
nately in Milanese churches.6 In other Italian cities, this de-
votion was promoted by the Jesuits in particular.

In Rome, this devotion was introduced as early as 
1550 by the founder of the Oratorian Order, Philip Neri 
(1515–1595), who held it always on the first Sunday of the 
month in the church of S. Salvatore in Campo.7 The Arch-
bishop of Milan, Charles of Boromeo (1538–1584), issued 
instructions for this devotion in 1576, which became the 
model for the Bull (1592) of Pope Clement VIII (1536–1605) 
ordering a  continuous Forty Hours’ Eucharistic devotion 
for all Roman churches.8 Pope Clement VIII also issued 
rules for this devotion, in which he focused on the form of 
the altar. For example, there were to be no profane images 
or multiple candles on the altar. The chapel was to be dark-
ened, and the altar tabernacle for the Eucharist was to be 
illuminated only by six candles or lamps.9 However, these 
rules were not strictly observed as it is evidenced, for ex-
ample, by reports from 1595 of the lavish decoration of the 
Jesuit mother church of Il Gesù during the last three days of 
the pre-Lenten season.10 In those days the main altar of this 

church was filled with reliquaries, silver vases of flowers and 
a large number of burning candles in silver candlesticks.11 

The Jesuits focused carefully on appropriate dec-
oration (not only) in the pre-Lenten liturgy in the follow-
ing years. In compliance with the scholastic theology of 
Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), the post-Tridentine theolo-
gians (e.g. Carlo Borromeo /1538–1584/, Gabriele Paleotti 
/1522–1597/, Antonio Possevino /1533–1611/) and the Order’s 
own spirituality following the Spiritual Exercises of Ignati-
us of Loyola (1491–1556), they emphasized the importance 
of sight and imaginative meditation over images for deep-
ening spiritual experience and piety.12 From the beginning 
of the 17th century, the decoration of Il Gesù consisted of 
ephemeral architecture (apparati) with the Eucharist at the 
centre. At this time, more extensive descriptions reflecting 
the iconography of these apparati also appeared and impor-
tance was assigned to the sacred effect of the Eucharist.13 
Ephemeral displays became the main focus of the Eucha-
ristic Quarantore, which was developed into a monumen-
tal architectural and scenographic form over the next fifty 
years by leading Roman artists Giovanni Lorenzo Bernini 
(1598–1680), Carlo Rainaldi (1611–1691) and Pietro da Corto-
na (1596–1669).14 Bernini’s decoration for Paul V’s chapel in 
the Vatican Palace on the first Sunday of Advent in 1628 was 
the first step towards the spectacular illusory form of ap-
parati. The Eucharist, illuminated by a celestial glow in the 
form of lights and lamps, made present the mystery and the 
saving power of the Eucharist.15 Another Bernini apparato 
for the main altar of the Roman church of San Lorenzo 
in Damaso (1631) evoked heavenly glory with angels and 
saints amidst clouds illuminated by a multitude of lights.16 
Other decorations between 1640 and 1675 were dominat-
ed by quadrature illusionistic and chiaroscuro effects that 
fully corresponded with contemporary art (e.g. Domeni
chino /1581–1641/, the aforementioned Pietro da Cortona 
and Giovanni Lorenzo Bernini, or Giovanni Battista Gaulli 
/1639–1709/ and Andrea Pozzo /1642–1709/). An example is 
the multi-storey apparato designed by Roman sculptor Nic-
colò Menghini (1610–1665) for the Jesuit church of Il Gesù 
in 1640, whose iconography served as a  visual translation 
of the liturgy before Ash Wednesday.17 This monumental 
construction was crowned by a scene of the worship of the 
apocalyptic lamb by 24 elders with a  multitude of angels, 
three of whom carried the monstrance with the Eucharist.18 
[Fig. 1] The overall “form” of the Quarantore was completed 
by music composed especially for these occasions.19

The Forty Hours’ Devotion gradually spread to cen-
tral Europe in the second half of the 16th century, where the 
Jesuits, with the great support of the Habsburgs and the 
Catholic aristocracy, established their colleges, universities 
and residences in order to fully develop their missionary 
and recatholicization activities. The Eucharist represented 
the core of Catholic doctrine and, as the source of eternal 
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life and salvation, was considered the universal and most 
effective means of divine help and consolation.20 It was 
also the most significant manifestation of Catholicism 
and Catholic identity. As already indicated, the Jesuits typ-
ically held the Forty Hours’ Devotion in the final days of 
Shrovetide before Lent, to distract the faithful from world-
ly-carnival entertainment and deepen their Eucharistic pi-
ety through the commemoration of the penitence and suf-
ferings of Christ. It also often took the form of intercessory 
and thanksgiving (ex voto) prayers for averting the plague, 
for the victory of Catholic armies in battles with the Turks 
or Swedes, or for the healing or birth of descendants of 
Habsburg empresses or aristocrats. Ephemeral decorations, 
along with sermons and music, were intended to engage 
the senses and encourage “sinful souls” to an appropriate 
pious response. The decorations, usually funded by Jesu-
it donors, were created by Jesuit lay brothers (coadjutors 
– carpenters, sculptors and painters) working at the col-
leges.21 Temporary decorations were applied mainly at the 
main altars in Jesuit churches, which were also decorated 
thematically during Advent, Epiphany or the Octave of the 
Feast of Corpus Christi. These decorations temporarily but 
dynamically changed the appearance of the presbytery of 
the college churches. Although there are mostly no surviv-
ing iconographic materials, Jesuit sources, from the second 
half of the 17th century in particular, often reveal detailed 
concepts of such a  decoration based primarily on a  wide 
range of motifs from the Old and New Testaments. In addi-
tion, in some examples they reflect the process of its artistic 
creation, its location and function with respect to religious 
practice, as well as the perception and interaction of those 
involved. These aspects will be analysed on the example of 
selected colleges in Moravia and Silesia belonging to the 
Czech Jesuit province (established in 1623).

On Shrove Sunday, when unrestrained secular cel-
ebrations were to take place, Jesuit preachers usually em-
phasized the need for contemplation of Christ’s Passion.22 
On those days, carnival goers were rebuked for mocking 
Christ by, for example, spreading their arms during danc-
es as Christ had spread them on the cross, or by dressing 
in richly decorated clothes while Christ hung naked on the 
cross.23 In the eyes of the preachers, these sinners were the 
very personification of Christ’s tormentors and were there-
fore urged not to succumb to the temptations of the car-
nival, but to imitate Christ’s sacrifice through repentance 
and physical mortification. On the morning of Shrove Sun-
day, the Eucharist was brought to the high altar in proces-
sion and became the focus of Forty Hours of prayer. The 
faithful, encouraged by postils, were supposed to reflect 
here on Christ’s prophecy of his own suffering, death and 
resurrection. The three-day prayers were often followed 
by a procession of flagellants from the ranks of the Mari-
an fraternities or novices. Flagellation, as an extreme form 

of penitence, was a common religious practice during Lent 
and was repeated especially on Good Friday.24 

The ephemeral images became an essential, albeit 
only temporary, “setting” for the pre-Lenten eucharistic de-
votion. They were fully related to the moral and penitential 
content of the homilies. The first example is the large ap-
parato that was to cover the main altar of the Jesuit college 
and novitiate church in Brno in 1640. [Fig. 2] Beneath a pur-
ple canopy in the centre of the structure there were eight 
glowing lamps with the image of the five wounds of Christ, 
the crown of thorns and the Eucharist.25 On either side 
of the main altar there were two smaller ephemeral altars 
with relics of the catacomb martyrs and the city’s patrons, 
Primitivus and Constantius, which were to be decorated 
with imperial diadems.26 The same composition, with a dif-
ferent iconographic scheme, was repeated by Brno Jesuits 
over the next few years. For example in 1659, the decoration 
consisted of two temporary altars (theatres) on the sides of 
the main altar, at which a meditation on the two standards 
was held, based on the initial verse from the Book of Josh-
ua: “then choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve”.27 
The decoration of the altars was undoubtedly related to 
the content of the meditation on the two standards from 
the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola and a selected 
passage from the Book of Joshua. The purpose of this fun-
damental meditation of the second week of the Spiritual 
Exercises is for the exercitant to distinguish the action of 
the good spirit from the evil spirit and listen devotedly to 
Christ who calls the people under his standard of virtue and 
salvation.28 Eloquent to this appeal of Christ are the words 
of Joshua to all the tribes of Israel, by which, shortly before 
his death, he literally stirs them to deep devotion and wor-
ship of the Lord.29 The believer is to behave in accordance 
with the prototype, like the people of Israel who hear Josh-
ua (Christ) and decide to serve God unconditionally.30 

 In 1660, the following scenes were shown on the 
temporary side altars: the world adoring the Harlot of Ba
bylon and the punishment of sinners.31 Angels planting the 
plagues of Egypt (Book of Exodus, Ex 7–11) were depicted 
on the ephemeral image of the main altar. Over that scene 
there was an image of the Child Jesus mourning for the sins 
of the wicked world.32 All of these scenes served as a visual 
translation of the Shrovetide liturgy. To those attending the 
prayers they could serve as a warning against persistence in 
sin (following the Harlot of Babylon), which would inevi-
tably be followed by severe punishment (the ten plagues of 
Egypt). However, the compassionate Christ was also pres-
ent, embodying victory over sin and the way of salvation 
through the Eucharistic sacrifice.

In many cases the iconography was based on Chris-
tian typology combining Old and New Testament motifs. 
The Jesuit church in Brno and its Shrovetide decoration 
from 1676 would again be an example. In this year, the  
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1 – Francesco Grimaldi after Niccolo Menghini, Ephemeral decoration on the occasion of the Quarantore in the Jesuit  

church of Il Gesú, engraving, 1640. Rome, Biblioteca Casanatense
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decoration of the side altars featured motifs from the 
Old Testament Book of Judith. Judith with the head of 
Holofernes was depicted on the three-storey altar on the 
right. On the same altar opposite were two images: Achior 
tied to a pillar and the city of Bethulia besieged by the As-
syrians. In the central scene on the main altar, Christ was 
presented as tied to a pillar by personifications of the vices.33 
The scourged Christ at the centre of this arrangement rep-
resented the Eucharistic sacrifice that brings salvation. The 
figure of Judith, who in her unwavering faith in God saves 
the city of Bethulia from the Assyrians led by Holofernes, is 
here a direct prototype of Christ. These images were used 
to educate the participants in pre-Lenten prayers about the 
necessity of remaining in faith, obedience and acceptance 
of God’s will, which was perceived as the only way to re-
demption and salvation. Like the Israelites in Bethulia, they 
were instructed to express repentance – pray to God, sprin-
kle ashes on their heads, and fast.34 The motif of Judith as 
the Victress (Confectrix) over Holofernes also appears, for 
example, in the Jesuit church in Opava (Silesia) as part of 
the pre-Lenten decoration in 1678. The significance of this 
“mysterious woman” was to be explained here in a well-at-
tended sermon.35 

Another example is the pre-Lenten decoration of 
the Jesuit church in Silesian Nysa dated 1680. [Fig. 3] This 
time the Jesuits chose a  well-known story from the Book 
of Numbers, which was appropriate to the current situa-
tion – the plague that was seriously affecting most of the 
Czech Lands (1679–1680).36 Eucharistic prayers that year 
took the form of an ex voto for the termination of the pesti-
lence. In the ephemeral image, the believers could observe 
fiery serpents set upon the Israelites as a  punishment for 
their faithlessness while wandering through the desert to 
the Promised Land (Num 4, 21: 4–9). In the other scene, 
they beheld a bronze serpent, which Moses had mounted 
on a pole at the Lord’s command. The raising of the bronze 
serpent was to bring about a salvific effect, since whoever 
looked upon it would remain alive. While the punishment 
in the form of the fiery serpents was an obvious analogy to 
the current situation, the severe pestilence, the bronze ser-
pent was a typological image of Christ and his redemptive 
sacrifice on the cross.37 Just as the Israelites sought salva-
tion in Moses’ bronze serpent, the people of Nysa, afflicted 
by the plague for their sins, were to place themselves fully 
under the protection of the Crucified Christ. As the author 
of the annual report noted, only reverence for the Blessed 
Eucharist could bring remedy and avert this flagellum Dei 
(scourge of God) in the form of the plague.38 Also in Opa-
va and Świdnica (both Silesia), the three days before Ash 
Wednesday were devoted to eucharistic prayers for averting 
the plague. [Fig. 4] This was also matched with the warning 
“message” of the ephemeral displays, which in both cases 
included images of God’s wrath.39 The Jesuits of Znojmo 

chose the theme of Belshazzar’s feast from the Book of 
Daniel (Dan 5: 17–30), which contained an explicit warning 
against blaspheming against God.40 It served again as an al-
lusion to the current situation: the death of King Belshazzar 
and the division of his kingdom (Mene tekel) as punishment 
for the desecration of the sacred vessels of the Temple at 
Jerusalem – the death-spreading plague of that time (as 
a  punishment) for blasphemy. In some other colleges the 
Jesuits preferred the iconography of repentance: e.g. Mary 
Magdalene weeping at the feet of Christ in the house of the 
Pharisee (Olomouc).41

The ephemeral decoration from 1683 and 1684 re-
flected the current situation of war in central Europe. As 
an example, the iconographic programmes for the tem-
porary decoration of the Jesuit church in Kłodzko can be 
analysed. [Fig. 5] In 1683 the Jesuits used a  subject from 
the Book of Exodus (Ex 17: 8–16) about the victory of the 
Israelites over Amalek. Amalek’s fleeing army (epistle side) 
and Moses with his hands raised (gospel side) were depicted 
at the sides of the main altar. The other ephemeral display 

2 – Johann Georg Schauberger – Felix Anton Scheffler, Main altar 

of the Jesuit Church of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary in Brno, 

1734–1735
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showed the Turkish army arrayed and the Pope praying 
with the clergy along with Emperor Leopold I (1640–1705) 
and his two sons, Archdukes Joseph (1678–1711) and Leo-
pold (1682–1684). The third altar was to depict St Michael 
with St  James, Casimir, Stephen, Wenceslas, George and 
Florian. The tabernacle with the Eucharist was accompa-
nied by the words of Moses (Ex 14: 14): “The Lord will fight 
for you; you need only to be still”.42 This decoration clearly 
reflected the Habsburg piety known as Pietas Austriaca, 
which was manifested through the worship of the Eucha-
rist, the Virgin Mary, the Holy Cross and the saints.43 The 
Austrian Habsburgs had associated their many-sided piety 
with the special mandate to rule the empire that God had 
entrusted to the House of Austria as early as the medieval 
period.44 Leopold I and his two sons as heirs to the throne 
were presented there as the chosen defenders of the Catho-
lic faith in the fight against the Ottoman Turks. They were 
to be the direct agents of God’s protection and salvation 

(as Moses was in the battle against Amalek), which origi-
nated in the resurrection of Christ as made present in the 
Eucharist. As protectors against the Ottoman “heretics” 
they appeared together with the portrayed saints, headed 
by the archangel Michael, as triumphant over the Anti-
christ. The concept of the artistic decoration from Kłodzko 
confirms Anna Coreth’s claim that the Pietas Austriaca was 
altered by the Austrian Habsburgs from a purely dynastic 
devotion to a significant, demonstrative ritual that was in-
tended to engage a wider audience.45 In the following year,  
the Jesuits of Kłodzko selected the theme of the destruction 
of Solomon’s Temple and its rebuilding by Judas Maccabeus 
as an allusion to the ravages of the Turks and the post-
war reconstruction of the land after the triumph of the 
Catholic armies at Vienna in September 1683. In addition 
to the two scenes mentioned above, the Pope with Emper-
or Leopold I and their followers as guarantors of the res-
toration of the devastated country were also represented.46  

3 – Main altar of the Jesuit Church of the Assumption of the Bless-

ed Virgin Mary in Nysa, 1691

4 – Johann Riedel, Main altar of the Cathedral of St Stanislaus  

and St Wenceslas in Świdnica (former Jesuit church), 1694



102 O P U S C U L A  H I S T O R I A E  A R T I U M  /  7 3 ,  2 0 2 4

5 – Christoph Tausch – Johann Albrecht Siegwitz, Main altar of the Jesuit Church of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary  

in Kłodzko, 1727–1729
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The Eucharistic prayers were concluded with litanies to the 
Holy Name of Jesus, the Ambrosian hymn Te Deum lauda-
mus and the common procession with the Blessed Sacra-
ment – “so ended the devotion for salvation!” noted the supe-
rior of the college Christoph Nonner (1645–1696).47 

Among the recurring motifs were also Parables from 
the Gospel of St Luke, such as that of the Prodigal Son (Luke 
15: 11–32), which represented perhaps the most merciful 
“message” for Lent, assuring believers of the divine mercy 
open to all who choose to return to God’s arms. In the Jesuit 
college and novitiate in Brno this motif was used, for exam-
ple, in 1669 and 1681. As of 1669, the college chronicle of the 
Brno novitiate only states that on the high altar “the Prodigal 
Son is shown bringing great piety”.48 In the second case, the 
record is more extensive. On the temporary construction of 
the high altar three scenes of this parable, which were the 
subject of the three-day exhortation, were to be depicted: 
the Prodigal Son leaving his father, tending pigs and finally 
returning to his father.49 These images thus reflected the 
main line of the story: the request for the father’s proper-
ty, the departure from the father and the dissipation of the 
property, the humiliating work and hunger, the decision to 
return to the father asking for acceptance, the mercy of the 
father (God) waiting continuously for the son’s (believer’s) 
return. At least two examples of the same theme appear 
in 1677 and 1678 in the Jesuit college of Żagań50 (Lubusz 
Voivodeship) and Nysa.51 In the case of Żagań, the ephemer-
al images of the pre-Lenten period depicted the same as in 
Brno in 1681: the departure of the Prodigal Son, his return 
and his father’s loving welcome.52 [Fig. 6] On the main altar 
of the Jesuit church in Nysa, three paintings of the same 
parable were to be depicted, which, according to sources, 
were adapted to the evening exhortations and brought 
much comfort to those present.53 

The parable of the Good Samaritan appears (Luke 
10: 25–37) among other themes of such ephemeral decora-
tion. Again, the “pre-Lenten” themes of mercy resonate in 
this story, which was meant to instruct the believer to carry 
out good deeds and to imitate Christ’s merciful acts. The 
story is about how a man on the road from Jerusalem to Je
richo was ambushed, robbed and beaten, and left half dead 
on the road. A passing priest and a Levite avoided him, while 
a Samaritan, “moved with compassion”, tended his wounds 
and took him to a tavern, giving the innkeeper two denarii 
to care for him. Through this parable, Christ explains to an 
expert in the law to whom we are to become neighbours 
and how to do so. Finally, he urges him to act exactly like 
the Samaritan.54 The motif of the Merciful Samaritan was 
chosen, for example, for the pre-Lenten decoration of 
the Jesuit church in Brno in 1666, consisting of two large 
three-storey theatres, which, together with the ephemeral 
decoration of the main altar, decorated the presbytery. The 
ephemeral altar on the right depicted the first part of the 

story of how the man was robbed and beaten by robbers 
on his way from Jerusalem to Jericho and left there half-
dead to his fate.55 On the opposite side there was an iden-
tical structure depicting a merciful Samaritan nursing this 
wounded man.56 The ephemeral stage covering the entire 
main altar up to the vault of the presbytery included scenes 
of repentant sinners and the suffering Christ.57 This monu-
mental decoration was to be admired by all present and to 
bring them “exceptional spiritual benefit”.58 A pre-Lenten im-
age depicting the robbed and beaten man on his way back 
to Jericho was also exhibited in the Jesuit church in Opole 
(Upper Silesia) in 1686. The annual report in this case partly 
reveals another meaning of the parable. Here, the journey 
from Jerusalem to Jericho was interpreted to spectators as 
a journey of sin, on which man and his soul are punished by 
God for their straying.59 The coming Samaritan, however, 
is a  prefiguration of Christ who, through His redemptive 
sacrifice, saves the soul of the erring (man on the path of 
sin) and shows him the way of salvation. This interpreta-
tion of the ephemeral image was undoubtedly based on the 

6 – Main altar of the Jesuit Church of St Peter and Paul in Żagań, 

early 18th century
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metaphorical commentary of the parable by the ecclesias-
tical teacher and representative of the Alexandrian school, 
Origen (185–235).60 According to his interpretation, the 
parable of the Good Samaritan is a metaphor for the his-
tory of salvation. Man here represents Adam, Jerusalem is 
heaven, and Jericho is the sinful world. Adam is ambushed 
by hostile powers (the devil) on his way from heavenly bliss 
to earthly transience, loses his immortality (the wounds of 
the ambush represent disobedience), and is left half-dead 
(sinful) on the road, with neither the priest representing 
the law nor the Levite as prophet to help him. Not until 
the Samaritan as Christ himself takes pity for the poor man 
and carries him on his beast of burden (his body) to the inn 
(church) and entrusts him to the innkeeper representing 
the churchman.61 Perhaps the same interpretation of this 
parable may have been chosen by the Olomouc Jesuits in 
their Lenten homilies in 1682.62 

In 1668 Brno Jesuits selected the theme of the Para-
ble of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16, 19: 31). The paint-
ing on the main altar showed Abraham with Lazarus and 
the rich man suffering in hellfire.63 On Shrove Sunday, the 
Bishop of Olomouc, Prince Karl von Lichtenstein-Castel-
corno (1624–1695), preached a sermon in the Jesuit church 
in the presence of numerous Moravian nobles. The bishop 
also attended Vespers, which were celebrated by the canon 
of the collegiate chapter of St Peter and Paul, Johann Bap-
tist.64 The sermon related to the ephemeral image on the 
high altar, which again had a clear didactic meaning. It was 
a  warning against the improper use of property, the lack 
of compassion for one’s fellow men, the lack of faith and 
uncontrolled feasting (in the person of a rich man), which, 
typically in the pre-Lenten season, was strongly condemned 
by preachers.65 At the same time, the image showed a con-
venient example in the person of Lazarus, who through suf-
fering was rewarded with eternal bliss when, after death, he 
was transferred by the angels to Abraham. Lazarus in this 
case is a “prototype” of the believer who, through the way of 
suffering (the way of the cross) and following the sacrifice of 
Christ, will attain salvation.

The last example would be another ephemeral dis-
play of the Brno Jesuits dated 1697, which in this case explic-
itly drew on Ignatian spirituality – especially the discern-
ment of good from evil spirits. A more extensive account 
of its iconography survives, informing us also about the 
process of decoration from concept to final realization. The 
theme of the way of life and damnation (Matthew 7: 14) for 
the customary decoration of the main altar and the two side 
altars on the Gospel and Epistle sides of the presbytery was 
chosen by college rector Ferdinand Koblitz (1636–1707) with 
the approval of the prefect of the church.66 On 20th January, 
the unknown painter presented two large-scale paintings 
with the theme of the way to damnation (wide and spacious) 
and the way of salvation (narrow with a narrow gate).67 On 

10th February, the Jesuits decided that both scenes should 
also be mounted on the main altar for the greater “encour-
agement” of the faithful during Shrovetide.68 On 14th Febru-
ary, the painter began his work and just three days later the 
large paintings were finished and displayed on the altars.69 
In the painting displayed on the right, the painter depicted 
the way of eternal life, along which various religious, inva-
lids and beggars walked carrying the instruments of Christ’s 
Passion. At the end of the path the personification of the 
blessed life (beata vita) and the heavenly city of Jerusalem 
were depicted. This scene included the verse from Mat-
thew’s Gospel (7: 14): “But small is the gate and narrow the 
road that leads to life”.70 The second painting, in contrast to 
the first, depicted figures wildly celebrating, dancing and 
playing musical instruments on a broad road, at the end of 
which devils dragged the souls of the damned into the pit 
of hell.71 The inscription of this image, taken from the same 
chapter of Matthew’s Gospel (7: 13), also contrasted logically 
with the previous one: “For wide is the gate and broad is the 
road that leads to destruction”.72 Above the Blessed Sacra-
ment could be seen the inscription “The Way, the Truth and 

7 – Boetius à Bolswert, Illustration no. 8, engraving. Antoine 

Sucquet, Via vitae aeternae, Antverpiae 1625. Vienna,  

Österreichische Nationalbibliothek
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the Life”, expressing the very message of the Eucharist as the 
only way of salvation for man.73 

The inspiration for both paintings was undoubt-
edly Antoine Sucquet’s (1574–1627) emblematic book Via 
vitae aeternae (Antwerp 1620), whose graphic illustrations 
by Flemish engraver Boetius à Bolswert (1585–1633) thema-
tize the journey of eternal life and damnation in various 
ways. On the basis of the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of 
Loyola and a  rich meditative imagery, the Antwerp Jesuit 
Sucquet presents the method of discerning the good from 
the evil spirit as an essential ability for union with God.74 
For example, the eighth illustration (from Book II of the Via 
Proficientium) depicting the way to heaven, in which Christ 
with the cross (A) is followed by St Andrew (B), church offi-
cials, Jesuits and the seriously ill with their crosses on their 
shoulders.75 [Fig.  7] The left part shows the way of death, 

at the beginning of which stands an angel showing souls 
the direct path to salvation, but they are deceived by the 
devil and enter a cave leading to hell. Another important 
detail is the crossroads at which the devil tears the cross 
(the instrument of salvation) from a soul’s back, which was 
previously handed to her by the angel. Moreover, another 
engraving in Sucquet’s book (the 23rd illustration from Book 
II) depicts a scene of a feast with two dancing figures (in the 
background) and two others playing musical instruments 
(viola da gamba and lute).76 [Fig. 8] It was precisely these 
activities like dancing, music, gluttony that were strongly 
criticized by Jesuit moralists such as Matěj Václav Šteyer 
(1630–1692) and Caspar Knittel (1644–1702) in sermons on 
Shrove Sundays.77

Research on ephemeral decorations in central Eu-
rope is still an under-explored area of the early modern pe-
riod, even though these temporary works of art formed an 
integral part of its secular and religious visual culture. The 
aim of this study was to demonstrate that, despite the ab-
sence of iconographic materials, it is possible to use a num-
ber of archival sources and reconstruct not only the icono
graphy of selected decorations, but also to interpret its con-
tent and function and to draw attention to its perception. 
The focus of this study was on the pre-Lenten ephemeral 
decorations in the environment of the Moravian and Sile-
sian colleges of the Society of Jesus in the second half of the 
17th century, which included a remarkable number of icono-
graphic motifs such as Old Testament stories, parables and 
allegories, while they also reflected principles of Ignatian 
Spirituality. In some cases, the decoration also mirrored 
contemporary dramatic events in central Europe (wars with 
the Turks, plague), which were perceived as punishment for 
sins and deviation from God. These instructional ephemer-
al images installed in a scenographic manner on the main 
or other temporary altars, usually referred to the moralizing 
and didactic content of homilies, and both, the “word” and 
the “image”, were intended to distract people from world-
ly pleasures and to draw their attention to repentance and 
God. God was always “present” here in the Eucharist, which 
was an essential part of such ephemeral displays and the 
focus of the Forty Hours’ Devotion. Ephemeral decoration 
with the Eucharist at its centre repeatedly became an active 
agent of social interaction, as it opened direct and affective 
visual “dialogue” with the believers. Although it formed 
a  temporary decoration of churches, thanks to its annual 
installation and rich iconographic repertoire, it always dy-
namically transformed the visuality of the sacred space and 
thus created a spectacular imaginative stage. 

8 – Boetius à Bolswert, Illustration no. 23, engraving. Antoine 

Sucquet, Via vitae aeternae, Antverpiae 1625. Vienna, Österreichische 

Nationalbibliothek 
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R E S U M É

Předpostní obrazy zastrašení a útěchy
Vizualita efemérních dekorací u příležitosti 
čtyřicetihodinové eucharistické adorace 
ve vybraných jezuitských kolejích na Moravě 
a ve Slezsku (1640–1697)

M a r t i n  D e u t s c h

Předkládaná studie analyzuje ikonografii efemérních 
dekorací vytvořených u příležitosti předpostních 
eucharistických modliteb ve vybraných jezuitských kolejích 
na Moravě a ve Slezsku ve druhé polovině 17. století. 
Seznamuje především s rozmanitým ikonografickým 
rejstříkem těchto dočasných efemérních architektur 
nebo sociální a náboženskou interakcí zúčastněných 
věřících. Četné archivní materiály jezuitské provenience 

Obrazová příloha: 1 – Francesco Grimaldi podle Niccola Menghiniho, Efemérní dekorace u příležitosti čtyřicetihodinové modlitby v jezuit-
ském kostele Il Gesú, rytina, 1640. Řím, Biblioteca Casanatense; 2 – Johann Georg Schauberger – Felix Anton Scheffler, Hlavní oltář jezuit-
ského kostela Nanebevzetí Panny Marie v Brně, 1734–1735; 3 – Hlavní oltář jezuitského kostela Nanebevzetí Panny Marie v Nise, 1691; 
4 – Johann Riedel, Hlavní oltář katedrály sv. Stanislava a sv. Václava ve Svídnici (dříve jezuitský kostel), 1694; 5 – Christoph Tausch – Johann 
Albrecht Siegwitz, Hlavní oltář jezuitského kostela Nanebevzetí Panny Marie v Kladsku, 1727–1729; 6 – Hlavní oltář jezuitského kostela sv. 
Petra a Pavla v Zaháni, rané 18. století; 7 – Boetius à Bolswert, Ilustrace č. 8, engraving. Antoine Sucquet, Via vitae aeternae, Antverpiae 1625. 
Vídeň, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek; 8 – Boetius à Bolswert, Ilustrace č. 23, engraving. Antoine Sucquet, Via vitae aeternae, Antverpiae 
1625. Vídeň, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek 

umožnily analyzovat náboženský obsah efemerních obrazů 
včetně aktualizace výtvarných motivů reflektujících 
soudobou společensko-politickou situaci. Tyto dekorace 
zahrnovaly jednoznačný morální apel a naléhavou výzvu 
k duchovnímu obrácení a pokání, která současně rezonovala 
v předpostních homiliích. Středobodem efemérních 
instalací a probíhající třídenní devoce byla Svátost oltářní, 
která měla zpřítomňovat vzkříšeného Krista a dle katolické 
doktríny měla být věřícímu jedinou „cestou, pravdou 
a životem“. Výzdoba přirozeně odrážela i hlavní princip 
ignaciánské spirituality spočívající v důkladném rozlišování 
dobrého a zlého ducha a zřeknutí se hříchu za účelem 
duchovního obrácení a sjednocení s Bohem. Kromě reflexe 
ikonografických motivů a související náboženské praxe tato 
studie rovněž dokazuje, že efemérní obrazy dynamicky 
proměňovaly vizualitu sakrálního prostoru a že nebyly pouze 
druhotnou výtvarnou kulisou, ale aktivním účastníkem 
náboženského dialogu s věřícím, k němuž každoročně 
„promlouvaly“ pečlivě koncipovaným vizuálním jazykem.


