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Late medieval paintings in Norway –  
materials, techniques, origins

1 Introduction 

Pre-World War II art historical research on late medieval altar-
pieces in Norway was concerned predominantly with creating 
groups of artworks connected to masters on the Continent, by 
focusing on stylistic features in both carving and paintings.1 
While, in recent times, new insight has been achieved regard-
ing early and high medieval Norwegian art production,2 the 
early critical methodologies applied to the late medieval pe-
riod have yet to be supplemented with modern technological 
research.3 This article will re-evaluate two important con-
sequences this has had on our understanding of the period. 
Firstly, the pre-war conception of oeuvres produced by real or 
fictive masters, without any regard to the artworks’ varying 
degrees of relationship, and secondly, the assumption that this 

body of work consists mainly of imported ‘Hanseatic church 
art’, which allegedly overwhelmed Norway’s own late medi-
eval domestic art production.4 

The liturgical objects have been named after the churches 
where they originally were located. Based on short, essen-
tially derogatory descriptions, the painted wings of five small 
altarpieces in Norway – Vik, Bygland, Røldal, Skjervøy and 
Hjørundfjord - were originally ascribed to one or perhaps two 
Lübeck masters, and dated c. 1500-1515 (fig 1-5).5 However, 
comparison based on technical investigations has not previ-
ously been undertaken, until now. Through the close reading 
of this supposedly ‘Hanseatic work group’, this art technologi-
cal study will aim to establish the level of relation between 
the paintings, and whether any common designs, materials or 
techniques employed in their production can be used to nar-

Figure 1. Vik altarpiece, 94 x 85 cm. Inventory T329, NTNU University Museum, Trondheim (© NTNU University Museum/Per Fredriksen) 
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row their origin to region, workshop, or perhaps indeed the 
same painter. The methods used in this study are as follows: 
close visual examination, coccolith identification of the chalk 
ground, infrared examination of underdrawings and X-ray 
fluorescence (XRF) analysis of the pigments, as well as micro-
scopic examination and scanning electron microscopy with 
energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (SEM-EDX) analysis 
of 24 previously taken paint samples to explore paint com-
position and technique.6 X-ray diffraction (XRD) and micro-
chemical analyses of samples from Bygland were executed in 
1972, and will be presented here.7

The second aim of this research is to re-assess the North 
German attribution of the five works in Norway, previously 
linked by the art historian Harald Busch to a panel paint-
ing currently housed in Landesmuseum Schloss Gottorf in 
Schleswig, the so-called Jegher epitaph, considered to be out-
put of the same painter.8 In addition to a technical comparison 
with the Jegher epitaph focusing on underdrawings and paint 
techniques, results of all technical investigations are presented 
in the context of contemporary North German and Scandina-
vian practice. 

When establishing attributions and provenances, art his-
torians in the first part of the 20th century had a tendency to 
overlook the complete Gesamtkunstwerk, especially the com-
ponent binding the crafts of painting and sculpture together: 
the altarpiece casing. Today we know that the construction 
and gilding techniques of the shrines bear the hallmarks of 
regional traditions, of which certain criteria can be used in de-
termining origin.9 Therefore, certain processes in the making 
of the shrines will be discussed, in the search for the five altar-
pieces’ true origins. 

2 Motif

2 . 1  Co m p o s i t i o n  

The wings of the five altarpieces share similar compositional 
features. They depict single saints with gilded haloes, standing 
at three quarter profile, and occupying most of the panel. This 
motif is shared with two thirds of the 28 Lübeck-attributed al-
tarpieces in Norway, which still have their painted wings in-
tact. Reoccurring saints are St Olav and St Sunniva, and St 

Figure 2. Bygland altarpiece, 74,5 x 49,5 cm. Inventory C6113, Museum of Cultural History (KHM), Oslo (© KHM)
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Barbara and St Catherine of Alexandria. Also depicted are St 
Pope Clement I, Virgin and Child with St Anne, and St Doro-
thy. The common link between these saints is that they are all 
patron saints of people in need of protection from the forces 
of the sea, either through their living at the coast, or from ear-
ning a livelihood from the sea. It is not surprising to find most 
of these saints frequently featured on the late medieval altarpi-
eces in Norway, which are predominantly located in churches 
along the northwestern coastal line. The pairing of St Sunniva, 
protectress of the port town Bergen and west coast Norway, 
and St Olav, the main saint of Norway and patron of Bergen 
traveller guilds in Lübeck and Deventer, is a common pairing 
of saints found in Norwegian altarpieces. 

Visual investigations reveal that the five artworks’ appear-
ances have been severely altered over time; the result of over-
painting, loss, and changes of the wings’ positions.10 Originally, 
the panels were more alike than is now immediately evident. 
With the exception of the gilded fragments of Røldal, the in-
tended appearance of the paintings in Lent position (visible 
when the altarpiece is closed) depicts the saints on a tiled floor 
upon a red background, while the Feast position (wings open) 
shows them standing on a tiled floor in front of a grey brick wall, 
under a sky gradating from white to blue (fig 6). This follows 
a somewhat standardised system of composition of the single 
saint motif, the program of which was dictated by their position 
within the altarpiece hierarchy, as displayed from inwards out. 
Innermost is a gold background, followed by a brick-framed sky 
background, followed by a monochrome red background. This 
scheme reappears on the majority of early 16th C altarpieces 
featuring standing saint motifs in Norway, and also appears in 
the work of other art producing regions around the Baltic Sea.11 

While there exist endless variations on this compositional 
theme, with different types of tiles and walls, with or without 
arcades or distant landscapes, the altarpieces in this study are 
noticeably consistent in their simple structure, supporting the 
hypothesis that they derive from a work group of painters. 
However, there are some subtle differences which might point 
to different workshops. Bygland and Vik feature shadows and 
a perspective focused towards the centre of the altarpiece. In 
Hjørundfjord and Skjervøy the spatial illusion is less realistic, 
and the tiles of a different type. Skjervøy also has perspective 
rendering focusing into the distance rather than towards the 
corpus. The two small panel fragments of Røldal (75 x 21) fea-
ture a gilded sky and grass ground. There is no proof of their 
original size or that they functioned as wings of an altarpiece, 
as stated in the 1936 catalogue.12 Their substantial thickness 
(2 cm) might indicate another function, forming part of the 
church furniture. This makes them unsuitable for composi-
tional and material comparison in regards to respective posi-
tions within an altarpiece hierarchy. 

2 . 2  S t y l i s t i c  fe a t u re s 

In addition to the somewhat formulaic compositional ele-
ments, other conventional stylistic traits further unify the 
group, such as the saints’ hairstyles, and the rendering of metal 
objects by simple outlining of gilded areas and hatched shad-
ows in black. Other, more specific traits are not commonly 
seen, and could be connected to this specific work group, 
such as St Olav’s peculiar headgear in Røldal and Bygland, a 
cap with a wide, split brim, upturned at either side. The open 
front exposes his crown (fig 7 a-b). That there is a familiarity 
between the paintings beyond contemporary convention is 
also reflected in the rendering of the nine single female saints, 
who can be grouped into three distinct prototypes (fig 8-10). 

Figure 3. Røldal panels, each panel 75 x 21. Inventory C5067, Museum of Cultural 
History (KHM), Oslo (© KHM)
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Figure 4. Skjervøy altarpiece, 85 x 85 cm. Inventory C3000, Museum of Cultural History (KHM), Oslo (© KHM)

Figure 5. Hjørundfjord altarpiece with wings closed, 73 x 59,5 cm. Inventory MA249, 
University Museum of Bergen (© University Museum of Bergen)

The shared, recurring features in each of the three individual 
groups – such as similar stance, arm gestures and draperies – 
indicate that they are based on a common source, such as a 
pattern book or print, in widespread use in this period. 

2 . 3  Pa t te r n  b o o k s  a n d  g ra p h i c  p r i n t s

No complete correspondence was found between the paint-
ings and the popular print series’ of single saints by German 
and Dutch engravers, which by the first decade of the 16th cen-
tury were in common use as patterns by painters and sculp-
tors in both Germany and Scandinavia.13 The three female 
saint designs which appear to have been used in the altarpieces 
bear resemblance to certain prints by Master E.S. and Israhel 
van Meckenem, which, rather than being copied, could have 
served as influences (fig 10).14 All of the paintings appear to 
diverge in the same manner from these prints, especially in the 
simpler modelling and changes in fashion. This is the oppo-
site of what one would expect from painters working totally 
independently of each other, who naturally would use a print 
in different ways. Therefore it is highly likely that the designs 
stem from stock figures from a model- or pattern book, loosely 
based on a specific print, a feature also noted among late me-
dieval local work groups of painters in England in their depic-
tions of the single saint motif.15 



51

One such medieval model book from Iceland16 is a rare 
surviving example of this type of workshop practice, where 
numerous single international saints are sketched and re-
worked over a period of more than 50 years, from 14th C to 
after 1450.17 Alongside freehand drawings of Norwegian ani-
mals, the latest drawings are said to be influenced by Flemish 
and North German art of the 15th C.18 Here, an anonymous 
beardless and crowned saint is depicted, his empty left hand 
strangely grasping the air. The accompanying text reveals the 
purpose of these templates: ‘one can call the figure whatever 
one wants to, and put in his hands whatever weapon one 
wants’.19 Whether based on similar ‘dummies’ or adapted from 
prints, the saints’ rigid hands combined with the unnatural 
position of the attributes attest to a flexible ‘mix and match’ 
approach within the Norwegian panels. In addition to the de-
signs, specific attributes such as St Sunniva’s large rock share 
a striking similarity across the works, again an indication of 
shared work group influences. 

3 Technical examination

The technical investigations20 revealed at least three, and pos-
sibly four, hands at work on the paintings. The differences be-
tween Skjervøy and Hjørundfjord and the other paintings, as 
indicated by the compositional comparison, were reinforced 
by the technical examinations. Two different painters were 
likely responsible for executing the panels of Bygland. That the 
same workshop was responsible for executing Røldal and pos-
sibly also Vik cannot be dismissed through the present techni-
cal investigations. 

3 . 1  P re p a ra to r y  l a ye r s 

The panels have traditional glue-bound chalk grounds. Coc-
colith analysis revealed that the chalk used on the paintings 
of Skjervøy and Bygland came from a continental source, and 
dates from the Maastrichtian age (CC26). These outcrops 
were located around the Baltic Sea, in areas such as Poland, 
southern Sweden and Denmark, and North Germany, near 
art production centres and established Hanseatic trade routes. 
This type of chalk was, from the mid 14th Century, used by 
Norwegian painters who could not obtain chalk locally.21 

Figure 6. 3-D illustration of possibly intended appearance with virtual predella, shelf 
and sculpture, and reversed wings (© Kristin Kausland)

Figure 7 a-b. St Olav a) Fragment from Røldal b) Panel from Bygland altarpiece 
(©Museum of Cultural History, Oslo 
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While not affirmed, North German artists probably used lo-
cal Continental chalk because of ease of availability, and not 
the high quality chalk found in western and southern parts of 
Northern Europe.

The white ground layer appears to have been thinly applied 
on all the paintings. On Bygland, the thickest layer of ground 
obtained in cross-section is a mere 300 mm in thickness. On 
the surface of Røldal, Skjervøy and Bygland, there are distinctive 
small parallel marks spaced one millimetre apart, characteris-
tic of the juddering of a flat scraper. Before painting, incisions 
were made in the ground of all the panels to define straight 
lines and circles, such as floor pattern, swords and haloes. 

3 . 2  U n d e rd ra w i n g 

The underdrawings in all five artworks are executed using a 
black fluid medium. Analysis of the underdrawing in three 
samples from Bygland indicates that carbon black was used as 
a pigment.22 A common feature is a freehand application of 
the design with bold brushwork. It appears occasionally like 
a loose sketch, such as in St Anne holding the Christ child in 
Vik, which might have proven more challenging than the other 
female models in standard three-quaters profile (fig 11). In 
general, only main contours in face and primary folds seem to 
have been defined. However, although similar in overall tech-

Figure 8 a-c. Model one a) St Catherine, Hjørundfjord altarpiece (©University Museum 
of Bergen) b) St Catherine, Bygland altarpiece (© Museum of Cultural History Oslo 
c) St Barbara, Røldal fragments (© Museum of Cultural History Oslo) 

Figure 9 a-d. Model two a) St Sunniva, Bygland altarpiece (© Museum of Cultural History Oslo) b) St Sunniva, Skjervøy altarpiece (©Museum of Cultural History Oslo) c-d) St 
Sunniva and St Dorothy, Vik altarpiece (©NTNU University Museum, Trondheim)
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nique, there are some nuances, which suggest different hands 
at work.  

In Hjørundfjord, the preliminary sketch is different than 
that of the others. Most noticeably, the position of the eyes 
is clearly marked through circles, and small scrolls in the dra-
peries mark the endpoints of folds (fig 12). Two different 
types of preparatory sketches are discernible on the Bygland 
panels. The Catherine and Sunniva panels share traits, such 
as the anatomy of the neck, which is defined through mark-
ing of the central cavity between the collarbones. St Cath-
erine’s detailed underdrawing has hatching to define areas 
of shadows in face and dress (fig 13). Hatching, although to 
a lesser degree, is also present in Sunniva’s hand, which has 
also changed position during the final paint stage. The under-
drawing of Barbara in the same altarpiece has another type 
of neck definition: curved strokes along the outlining. This 
feature is repeated in the three-quarters profiled female saints 
in the Røldal fragments and Vik altarpiece, which along with 
a similarly general bold and simple underdrawing, connects 
these three works. 

3 . 3  G i l d i n g

On all the panels, there is a lack of real gold leaf. On Bygland, 
Hjørundfjord and Skjervøy part gold (zwischgold) is used to 
emulate golden details, such as haloes and gold objects. Silver 
is used for rendering white metal such as armour and weapons, 
and in a few instances as a foundation for the imitation of bro-
cade dresses. Part gold was used in late medieval polychromy 
in both North Germany and Norway.23 The use of part gold 
has been systematically documented on panel paintings in late 
medieval Cologne.24 Despite some precautions connected 
to its use in North German painters’ guild ordinances,25 part 
gold was frequently used on Lübeck and Hamburg paintings, 
on side altars as well as elaborate guild- and high altars.26 Part 
gold is often used adjacent to gold to achieve certain aesthetic 
effects or – as in our case - as the sole golden metal on altar-
piece wings. It has been observed that the rise in hierarchy 
between the different states of the altarpiece sometimes was 
matched in the use of golden metals; part gold in closed state 
and gold in the open state.27 One of the reasons to substitute 
gold with part gold was price; in 15th Century Bergen, part 

Figure 10 a-c. Model three a) Master ES: St Barbara (© Trustees of the British Museum 1857,0520.11-AN45728001 b) St Catherine, Vik altarpiece (©NTNU University Museum, 
Trondheim) c) St Barbara, Bygland altarpiece (©Museum of Cultural History Oslo)
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gold was traded at a price of between half and three-quarters of 
the price of real gold leaf.28 

The gilding technique differs across the panels. In Skjervøy, 
Vik and Bygland, a matte gilding technique was employed 
upon mordants varying in tone and leanness, which espe-
cially in Skjervøy protrudes with an oily character causing 
wrinkling of the gold.29 Burnished gilding is used on Hjørund-
fjord, where both part gold and silver is applied on a dark red 
bole. The findings are consistent with late medieval Northern 
European practice. Matte gilding was commonly used along-
side burnished gilding, and from the 16th Century even silver 
was often applied to bole, alongside the more conventional 
ground-gilding.30 The different techniques in the application 

Figure 11 a-b. Infrared photography of sketch-like underdrawings in a) St Anne, Vik altarpiece b) St Olav, Røldal panel (photos: Kristin Kausland) 

Figure 12 Infrared photography of underdrawing of St Catherine, Hjørundfjord 
altarpiece (photo: Kristin Kausland) 

Figure 13 Infrared photography of underdrawing of St Catherine, Bygland altarpiece 
(photo: Kristin Kausland)
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of same metal type to depict similar motifs indicate differ-
ent workshop practices, especially the burnished gilding in 
Hjørundfjord which, from an early stage in the process, re-
quired another type of preparation in which areas to be gilded 
were incised in the ground. 

On the fragments of Røldal, imitation gold was em-
ployed for all gilded areas, even the symbolically important 
haloes. The illusion of gold is created by the application of 

a yellow glaze over highly polished silver, imitating a rich 
gold. The application method is explained in the 14th Cen-
tury Icelandic recipe Líkneskjusmíð (AM 194 8°).31 Instead 
of using ground-gilding as instructed in Líkneskjusmíð, on 
Røldal the silver was applied onto dark red bole after the 
areas to be gilded had been coarsely incised in the ground, 
following a more contemporary 16th Century practice of 
silver gilding. 

Figure 14 a-b. St Catherine, Bygland altarpiece a) Modelling of blue drapery b) cross-section of blue paint sample: I chalk ground (60 mm) II carbon black underdrawing 
(5 mm) III blue layer consisting of azurite, lead white and ochre (120 mm) (photos: Kristin Kausland) 

Figure 15 a-b. Paint build-up of hair a) St Catherine, Bygland altarpiece b) St Sunniva, Skjervøy altarpiece (photos: Kristin Kausland)
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Specific regional traditions are especially noticeable in the 
use of gold substitutions.32 Imitation gold was the preferred 
gilding technique on panels by painters in 13th Century Nor-
way, where the yellow glaze has been identified as a mixture 
of pine resin and linseed oil.33 Reconstructions where differ-
ent tones of the glaze made from heat extracted pine resin was 
applied to burnished silver on bole, confirmed that the resin 
is sufficient to create a very illusionistic gold effect and that 
it could be produced locally.34 More costly variants of glazes 
for gold substitution were also available in Norway, sold pre-
made by the pound in Bergen in the second half of the 15th 

Century.35 Imitation gold is not commonly found on North 
German panel paintings.36 Its use was even banned in the 
Hamburg painter’s guild ordinances of c. 1458.37 Its presence 
on the Røldal fragments therefore forms a strong argument in 
connecting them to a local Norwegian origin.   

3 . 4  P i g m e n t s 

There is consistency in the types of pigments used in the five 
artworks. Azurite is identified as the blue pigment. There are 
several red colours; organic red, vermillion and red lead, as 
well as red ochre. Copper green is also identified. In addition to 
ochre, lead tin yellow was used as a yellow pigment, both alone 
and frequently in mixtures with green. Earth pigments were 
used in browns and in mixtures. Carbon black and lead white 
is found, either alone or in mixtures with other pigments. The 
pigments identified are common in late medieval North Euro-
pean painting, used by both North German and Norwegian 
painters.38 Most of the pigments, apart from ochres and car-
bon black, which could be obtained locally, were traded in the 
port of Bergen in the second half of the 15th Century. Of these, 
azurite was the most expensive, sold by the pound for a price 
equal to 100 leaves of gold.39

The size of the palette varies. At one end of the spectrum 
is Røldal, where – alongside the dominating gilding - a limited 
selection of red and green pigments are repeated on both pan-
els. At the other end is Bygland, which applies the whole gamut 
of the above-mentioned pigments in various colour structures 
across the different panels. Unlike the other artworks with the 
conventional red, green and yellow painted exteriors, Bygland 
also incorporates blue on the panels on this side. In general, 

Figure 16 a-b. Red dress of St Sunniva, Bygland altarpiece a) modelling of drapery b) cross-section of paint sample: I chalk ground (90 mm) II intermediate layer (5 mm) III 
vermillion and red lead layer (15 mm) IV organic red layer (55mm) (photos: Kristin Kausland)

Figure 17 St Sunniva, Skjervøy altarpiece. Characteristic dots of paint from blotting on 
the red glaze with a cloth (photos: Kristin Kausland) 
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in Bygland there is a focus on painting the metal details as 
opposed to emulation through gilding. This was not a cost-
cutting measure, as testified by the use of expensive azurite on 
the sword blade and dress of Catherine in the hierarchically 
less important Lent position. In her drapery the deep azurite, 
made of coarse particle sizes up to 40 mm, was mixed with 
some lead white and red ochre, and skilfully applied in thick, 
relief-like layers (fig 14). In addition to Catherine, the panel 
depicting Sunniva is distinctive in terms of using complex pig-
ment mixtures, as well as glazing pigments, compared to the 
other two panels in the same altarpiece. 

3 . 5  Pa i n t  te c h n i q u e

In general, modelling is typically achieved through one to two 
paint layers, either applied wet-in-wet or through distinct lay-
ering with various degrees of blending of highlights and glazes 
over mid-tones. Previous micro-chemical tests on samples 
from Bygland indicate that a drying oil was used for the azurite 
in the sky, for red colour structures, and for the green mid-
tones.40 The copper green glaze was probably applied with a 
heat-bodied oil. 

In Skjervøy, and to some degree Hjørundfjord, the paint con-
sistency is smooth and the application economical, using thin, 
translucent layers. On the other three artworks a stiffer paint 
is used, creating visible brush strokes on the surface, especially 
in the thick lead white flesh tones. These different properties 
of the oil medium naturally effected the modelling. In Skjervøy, 
the base colour of the hair is applied thinly so that the ground 
vibrantly shines through, needing only pastose dots of high-
lights as further modelling (fig 15b). Bygland, Vik and Røldal 
rely on applying mid-tones and highlights for the same effect 
(fig 15 a). Again in Skjervøy, underlayers are locally exposed in 
details to model and act as highlights, such as in the lips. This 
contrasts the additive method of the other group, where these 
areas are modelled through application of final lead white high-
lights. In general, a better understanding of handling oil paint 
is evident in Skjervøy, where the economical layering creates 
realistic effects. 

3 . 6  M o d e l i n g  o f  f l e s h ,  d ra p e r i e s  a n d  b ro ca d e  p a t te r n s

The emulation of draperies is executed to varying degrees of 
success, as attested to by the variation in modelling of the ver-
million red dresses. The Røldal fragments stand out, with their 
modelling based solely on opaque pigments, illustrated by the 
vermillion red draperies with simple subsequent shading of 
black. This structure is repeated in Bygland’s Barbara panel.41 
This lies in contrast to the painterly realism of the other female 
saint panels in the same altarpiece. For example, on Sunniva’s 
dress the vermillion and red lead mixture is adjusted with lead 
tin yellow and lead white to model the different light tones, 

Figure 18 a-b. Detail of female faces a) St Sunniva, Skjervøy altarpiece b) St Catherine, 
Hjørundfjord altarpiece (photos: Kristin Kausland)

Figure 19 a-c. Detail of right-facing female faces (from top, left to right): a) St Sunniva, 
Bygland altarpiece b) St Barbara, Bygland altarpiece c) St Catherine, Vik altarpiece 
(photos: Kristin Kausland)
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and subsequently glazed using an organic red in the dark folds 
(fig 16). On Skjervøy, yet another method is used in the ap-
plication of red glazes; namely blotting with a cloth over the 
vermillion base colour (fig 17). The technique has been ob-
served in relation to red and green glazes on paintings from all 
over Europe.42 It has only recently been discussed in relation 
to North German painting techniques.43 

The flesh paint in Skjervøy and Hjørundfjord, following 
convention, employs a white base tone in the females, and 
pink in the males. Bright pink is applied to small distinct areas 
such as the rosy cheeks, and a wash-like grey is used in shad-
ing (fig 18). In the three other artworks, the overall modelling 
relies to a larger extent on lead white and pale pink, in subtly 
blended nuances (fig 19-20). In Skjervøy and Hjørundfjord grey 
is employed for outlining, while on the others the outlining is 
in brown. Finally, on Skjervøy, single strokes of deep red are 
used effectively to reinforce the 3-dimensionality of facial de-
tails, and blue is used in the eye apple (fig 18a).44 In the other 

group of paintings, the lower eyelid has a vague white or pink 
marking (fig 19-20). Pastose lead white is finally used for high-
lights in a conventional manner in both groups. The left facing 
female figures in Bygland, Vik and Røldal have a characteristic 
reflection in the white of the eye (fig 20). Among the right-
facing figures, again Sunniva stands out with a more realistic 
modelling of the flesh paint, another indication of a different 
painter  on this particular panel (fig 19a).

On all the altarpieces except Røldal, one finds imitation of 
brocaded fabrics. Both the older method of combining metal 
and paint, as well as the newer technique of rendering fabric us-
ing only paint is found, the techniques being used interchange-
ably in North German and Scandinavian painting in the early 
16th Century.45 Neither the underlayer nor the patterns are sim-
ilar in any of the pieces. On Skjervøy the pattern is applied onto 
silver on both sides of the wing, on Hjørundfjord on a layer of 
underpaint. On Vik it is built up with painted undermodelling 
on the exterior while applied onto metal in the Feast position, 

Figure 20 a-c. Detail of left-facing female faces a) St Barbara, Røldal b) St Dorothy, Vik altarpiece c) St Sunniva, Vik altarpiece (photos: Kristin Kausland)

Figure 21 a-b. Dress of St Sunniva, Bygland altarpiece a) Detail of brocade pattern b) cross-section of paint sample, brocade pattern: I chalk ground  (130 mm) II Intermediate later of 
lead white and carbon black (10 mm) III Rosy beige layer of vermillion and umber (15 mm) IV Blue layer of azurite, mixed with lead white and some earth pigments (10 mm)  



59

reflecting the increasing importance in the subsequent open-
ings. Likewise in Bygland, the emulation of increasingly costly 
textiles from exterior to interior reflects the hierarchical im-
portance. Only in this altarpiece are details applied to heighten 
the realistic effect of the brocade, such as dots and lines of lead 
tin yellow to imitate the highlights and reflections in the gold 
thread (fig 21). The resulting realistic painterly illusion is lack-
ing in the other altarpieces. On all the altarpieces the patterns 
are applied in the flat regardless of folds, relying on the under-
modelling to create the illusion of foreshortening. 

4 The former attribution to the so-called 
master of the Jegher epitaph

There is no documentary evidence revealing the commission-
ing process of the altarpieces. On vague, stylistic grounds, 
Busch connected the panels to the master of the Jegher epitaph 
(c. 1510-1520), originally located in the Mary Magdalene 
church in Lauenburg in Schleswig Holstein, Germany.46 
However, the only firm link between this painter and any ex-
port to Norway is his production of an Adoration of the Magi 
panel from c. 1510 (fig 22).47  This painting was donated to 
a Norwegian church by the German merchant Gert Alant at 
the Hanseatic Kontor in Bergen, one of the four main Hanse-
atic overseas settlements. The stylistic similarities between the 
Jegher epitaph and the Adoration of the Magi can be supported 
by similarities in the painting technique.48 It also seems logi-
cal that the German merchant and traveller to Bergen turned 
to his homeland for commissioning the artwork, which he in-
tended to donate to a Norwegian church. 

It is hard to establish any parallels between the Jegher epi-
taph and the five artworks in this study. Close visual investiga-
tions of underdrawing and paint technique conducted for the 
purpose of this research found no convincing evidence for a 
workshop connection. For example, the underdrawing in the 
Jegher epitaph has distinct bold markings for mouth, noses and 
eyes (fig 23b). The circle of the halo is incised by the aid of 
a compass, which has left a hole in the centre, today visible 
through the paint layers. These preparatory processes are not 
reminiscent of any of the Norwegian altarpieces. Additionally, 
on the Jegher epitaph, water gilding on dark red poliments is 
used conventionally for areas intended to be highly polished, 
such as the haloes and sky, while matte gilding on an orange 
mordant is used as base for the brocaded textiles. These differ-
ent types of gilding are juxtaposed to create dramatic contrasts, 
effects not found in the Norwegian pieces. Furthermore, the 
German work displays a deeper understanding of emulating 
different textile textures, such as imitation of shimmering silk, 
wherein highlights are painted along the sharp edges of the 
folds (fig 24). There is extensive use of azurite modelling, as 

Figure 22 Detail from Adoration of the Magi, University Museum of Bergen (photo: 
Kristin Kausland)
well as green glazes that have been blotted on. The brown out-
lines are occasionally reinforced with black in specific areas, 
and the eye whites are built up with grey base with modelling 
of white (fig 23a). Based on these findings, the former attribu-
tion of the Norwegian panels to a ‘work group of the so-called 
master of the Jegher epitaph’ seems to have little hold, where 
the few shared technical and stylistic features can be assigned 
to convention rather than workshop features. Indeed, an art 
historical style analysis recently concluded that different 
painters were at hand.49 One must therefore look elsewhere 
to investigate the origin of the Norwegian altarpiece panels. 

5 The missing link

The painted panels function as shutters of composite altar-
pieces. The central shrine (corpus) of the altarpieces consists 
of shallow, open-fronted boxes, in which a back panel and 
four wide frame boards function as the walls, roof and floor 
for sculptures.50 The North German altarpieces were typi-
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cally rectangular in format.51 Of the case-studies, only Bygland 
is noticeable rectangular in height, while the three others are 
square or close to square. While their dimensions to a large de-
gree were decided by the size of altar and sculptural program, 
a similar depth of the intact shrines (14,5-15 cm) poses ques-
tions regarding the existence of standardised sizes. Further 
study of technical features in construction and gilding of the 
casing therefore seems appropriate. 

5 . 1  Th e  ca s i n g  o f  t h e  s h r i n e s 

The shrines, panels and decorative parts of the altarpieces are 
made of oak. Oak was used in medieval church art in both 
Norway and in North Germany; in Lübeck it was even a re-
quirement put forth by the guild statues.52 On Norwegian 13th 
C painted panels, valuable, well-sized imported oak boards 
have been found in regions without oak growth, and in for-
ested regions, narrower, less precious oak boards have been 
identified, presumably sourced from local wood.53 On the vis-
ible parts of the altarpieces under investigation, the grains are 
straight, attesting to high quality oak.54 One exception is parts 
of Skjervøy, where the lower horizontal board is knotted and 
has irregular wavy grains, indicating a local origin. This would 
unlikely pass strict North German guild controls such as those 
in Hamburg, which in the 1375 ordinances specified that the 
oak should be of good quality.55 

In Hamburg, as in Lübeck, high quality split panels (wain-
scots) from Southern Baltic oak were used in the altarpiece 
structure, since suitably large, straight timbers could not be 
obtained locally, as was the case in many other parts of western 

Europe.56 In Norway, although oak timber was being manu-
factured in southern regions in late medieval times, imported 
wainscots from the Baltic might have been preferred as panel 
supports, especially in the large milieu around the German Ber-
gen Kontor due to established trade routes, networks and low 
costs. One possibility in choosing materials could have been to 
mix Baltic wainscots for the painted panels, and local oak for 
structural elements, a feature observed in local English church 
art.57 Indeed, Skjervøy gives this impression. The gilded back 
panel consists of straight-grained wide boards, while, in addition 
to the knotty plank, the remaining sides of the box frame are as-
sembled from narrow planks glued together (fig 25). This creates 
an impression of using leftover scraps and wood from a mixture 
of origins, a practice not seen in North German altarpieces. 

Furthermore, the workmanship is generally of a poor 
standard in this particular altarpiece, featuring peculiar dove-
tail joinery with pins in the upper part of the vertical boards, 
and dovetails in the lower part, causing uneven resistance to 
the lateral pull of the wings (fig 25). Again, this is a feature 
not seen in North German construction techniques, where 
the pins are placed on both ends of either the vertical or the 
horizontal boards– interlocking the two adjoining boards with 
dovetails.58 The somewhat misunderstood principle of dove-
tail joinery applied to Skjervøy is, however, observed in late 
medieval Swedish production.59

The incongruence to Northern German practice is ech-
oed in the two remaining shrines in this study, Bygland and 
Hjørundfjord. The horizontal boards of the box frame of Byg-
land sit in shallow recesses in the vertical boards in a rebate 

Figure 23 a-b. Detail of female figure in Jegher epitaph, Landesmuseum Schloss Gottorf: a) Normal light b) infrared photography (photos: Kristin Kausland) 
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joint, requiring two wooden pegs to reinforce each corner. The 
front of the box ends in a simple chamfer. Contrary to this, in 
North Germany the more advanced dovetail joinery and mi-
tred corners, which had been developed in the first third of the 
15th Century, were standard construction practice, both in 
altarpieces destined for local churches in Lübeck, Schleswig-
Holstein, and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, as well as those 
produced for export.60 Along with the joinery developments, 
the frame fronts were adorned with profile mouldings. 

In both Bygland and Hjørundfjord, the back panel is at-
tached to the reverse of the box frame with wooden nails. In 
North German construction on the other hand, the boxmaker 
inserted the panel into the box frame in a tongue and groove 
joint, allowing for movement of the hygroscopic wood.61 Rath-
er than North German, the method of attaching the back pan-
el in our case studies, together with Bygland’s box frame joints 
and simple profile, resemble the construction techniques of 
the North Netherlandish shrines located in Norway.62Also 
in Sweden, where the technological development of joining 
methods was less consistent than in North Germany, the back 
panel was either fixed to the reverse of the box frame with nails 
or inserted into grooves in the box frame. Both methods were 
used on shrines made for the same carver’s workshop, and 
were used in parallel into the 16th Century.63 While there is 
not enough material available for comparison with Norwegian 
developments, it is reasonable to assume that similar practices 
existed in the neighbouring countries. What can be concluded 
with certainty is that the altarpiece construction does not bear 
a resemblance to German practice.  

5 . 2  G i l d i n g

The differences between the technicalities of the shrines in 
this study and North German practice become even more 
evident when looking at the gilding techniques. Contrary to 
the tradition of North German altarpieces, gold leaf was not 
applied to the most holy part of the shrines; the interior of 

the corpus. Hjørundfjord has a painted interior imitating a 
backdrop behind the now missing sculpture. This was made 
of copper green paint with part gold stencils, suspended from 
a silver rod. The interior sides of the vertical frameboards 
have a vermillion red surface with silver stencils, a feature also 
found in Bygland. In Bygland and Skjervøy, to substitute the 
presence of gold, imitation gold covers the main parts of the 
shrines (fig 2 and 4). In Bygland it is applied to the back panel, 
apart from the area reserved for the now missing sculpture and 
its part gold halo and green ground. In Skjervøy it is applied 
to the back panel, the shelf for the three sculptures and the 
frame profile. On both pieces the imitation gold consists of 
silver with a yellow glaze, applied through slightly different 
approaches. In Bygland, a smooth, red-brown ochre-based 
poliment is thinly applied, forming a layer of c. 5 mm, (fig 26), 
while on Skjervøy a more covering dark red bole is used. In 
Bygland, the yellow glaze is applied thickly, around 20 mm, (fig 
26), while on Skjervøy, the glaze was applied thinly onto highly 
burnished silver (fig 27a) and smoothed out with the aid of 
the fingers tips, as instructed in Líkneskjusmíð (fig 27b).64 A 
brocade pattern is finally painted in black on top of the gilding 
of Bygland, while Skjervøy has no similar textile imitation. 

Identifying the presence of gold substitutions, such as imi-
tation gold on dominant parts of the shrines, is a very useful 
method to exclude art production centres along the western 
Baltic Sea coast such as Lübeck and Hamburg if the prov-
enance is uncertain.65 The painters’ guild statues in Hamburg 
of c. 1458 forbade the use of imitation gold,66 and its absence 
on the surviving altarpieces from this region – as with other re-
gional and exported North German shrines – attests to a gen-
erally negative attitude toward the technique. The surfaces of 

Figure 24 Rendering of blue shiny silk with contrasting yellow in Jegher epitaph (photo: 
Kristin Kausland)

Figure 25. 3-D illustration seen from the lower right corner of the construction of the 
Skjervøy shrine with the parts separated. Dark grey colour illustrates missing pieces (© 
Kristin Kausland)
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these shrines were instead covered with gold leaf, often highly 
burnished and decorated with punching or relief patterns that 
had first been carved into the ground before gilding.67 Con-
trary to this practice, imitation gold was the preferred tech-
nique in coastal regions east of Lübeck (for example Danzig 
and State of the Teutonic Order). The presence of imitation 
gold has been used as important criteria in determining the 
origin of these, which were exported north over the Baltic Sea 
in the beginning of the 15th Century.68 In Scandinavia, imita-
tion gold, being standard gilding practice on Norwegian altar 
frontals and sculpture, might have continued to be used well 
into the 16th Century. Imitation gold, as well as part gold, is 
present on the back panels of some 16th Century altar shrines 

in Sweden.69 That imitation gold is used in a similar manner on 
the Norwegian altarpieces in this investigation, adds to the list 
of features which makes a strong case for them being part of 
what might be called a Norwegian production. 

6 Specialist craftsmen in Bergen 

The original church provenances of the five altarpieces are lo-
cated over the whole of Norway, from Skjervøy in the North 
to Bygland in the South. Thus the artworks’ similarities cannot 
be assigned to workshop practises native to these respective 
locations, but rather to interrelationships between town-based 
workshops operating in geographically close proximity of each 
other. A common link between the five locations was the in-
ternational trading town of Bergen on the west coast, which 
functioned as an entrepôt for goods to be shipped onwards, 
and whose merchants exercised strict control between the fish 
trade from the North and the rest of Europe. Because of these 
trade connections, commissioning altarpieces in Bergen might 
have proven easier for various dioceses than dealing with near-
er towns such as Trondheim or Stavanger.  

Bergen seems to have been the centre from which many 
artists originated in the 14th Century, and possibly where the 
majority of the altar frontals of the time were painted.70 Con-
trary to the traditional art historical view, more recent stud-
ies have concluded that a considerable art production might 
have taken place in Bergen in the 15th and early 16th centu-
ries.71 In particular, the ‘collapse’ of Lübeck’s art export in the 
beginning of the 16th Century might have contributed to the 

Figure 26 a-c. Imitation gold on the back panel of Bygland altarpiece: a) detail b-c) cross-section of paint sample in normal and UV light: I chalk ground (250 mm) II red bole 
(5 mm) III silver (2-5 mm) IV yellow organic glaze (25 mm) V Secondary layer (photos: Kristin Kausland)

Figure 27 a-b. Imitation gold on the back panel of Skjervøy altarpiece: a) detail b) 
fingerprints from the distribution of the yellow glaze (photos: Kristin Kausland)
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‘late-blooming’ of local painters, as seen in Stockholm and Re-
val.72 However, unlike these towns, scarce written documents 
have survived from Bergen (as with the rest of Norway) and 
the case has even been more obscured by earlier researchers’ 
search for a distinct Norwegian style, which in all likelihood 
did not exist. Specialist craftsmen in Bergen were probably 
both natives and immigrants. At its peak, around 1000 Ger-
mans were permanently based in the Hanseatic Bergen Kon-
tor.73 In addition, traders and craftsmen from Holland were 
increasingly present in the economic hub of Bergen. Bergen-
hus Castle accounts reference sixteen of them being paid for 
services in the years 1518-1523.74 In the castle’s 1518 records, 
one finds specific mention of a Dutch painter ( Joachym maler 
Hollender), alongside both native and foreign craftsmen of 
the profession ‘snitker’/’snikker’ which could refer to paint-
ers, carvers and joiners.75 Thus, the cosmopolitan workforce of 
the city makes the search for a typical Norwegian style moot, 
and material evidence even more important in questions of 
artworks’ origins. In Norway, even the German immigrant 
was probably freer in his choice of materials and their qual-
ity than was the situation in his home country, from what we 
understand from surviving North German objects and guild 
regulations. Indeed, in cases where German master craftsmen 
in periods seem to have been active on Swedish ground, they 
appear to have picked up certain local traditions, such as less 
consistency in their choice of wood types, and occasionally in-
corporating oak of inferior quality, probably made possible by 
a lack of regulations.76 

7  Co n c l u s i o n 

This study shows that in addition to the formulaic scheme of 
the single saint motif, the five artworks share specific, unique 
features that place them in connection with each other. The 
repeated models could stem from a pattern book from which 
drawings were copied. In theory, the designs could have been 
painted by the same painter, by different workshop members, or 
shared by workshops working in close proximity to each other. 
In practice, the technical investigations show that the designs 
indeed were shared beyond the doors of a single workshop. 

Compositional features, such as spatial illusion, indicate 
that Skjervøy and Hjørundfjord belong to different workshops 
than the others. This conjecture is reinforced by the technical 
findings, which show that throughout the process of produc-
tion, from initial underdrawings to final details, Skjervøy and 
Hjørundfjord were painted using different methods to achieve 
similar effects. In general, Skjervøy display a more sophisti-
cated understanding of handling the oil medium, manifested 
especially in the rendering of hair and flesh.  

There are no equally strong indications that Vik, Byg-
land, and Røldal are not products of the same workshop. Re-

occurring features are found in both underdrawing and paint 
technique. However, only further complementary scientific 
investigations of Vik and Røldal might provide convincing evi-
dence of shared attribution. In the same discussion, one has to 
acknowledge that the context of the Røldal fragments is miss-
ing, and thus we cannot say for sure that they were originally 
intended for an altar. Comparative analysis has therefore to 
take into account that differences in the panels’ motif and gild-
ing materials, rather than indicating different workshop prac-
tices, could be explained by a different intended function than 
the other panels. Paint techniques seem to suggest a close con-
nection, placing Røldal in the same workshop as the others. 

The panels’ label as ‘work group of the so-called Master of 
the Jegher Epitaph’ bears no hold, since there are no convincing 
technical similarities to the North German panel painting. In 
fact, there is nothing linking the pieces to North German import 
but rather to the contrary, features in the altarpieces’ shrines 
strongly suggest a local origin and thriving regional workshop 
practice. Their definition as a ‘work group’ should rather be 
explained from a milieu of painters and other craftsmen such 
as boxmakers working in close proximity to each other, shar-
ing inspiration and regional traditions. The most likely place for 
the existence of such town-based workshops was the thriving 
trade centre of Bergen, on the west coast of Norway. Here, mer-
chants and craftsmen from North Germany and Holland had 
settled as a consequence of the lucrative stockfish trade. This 
international environment made its mark on the construction 
techniques of the shrines. They were produced along technical 
variations of North German, North Netherlandish and Scan-
dinavian practices and reveal a greater freedom in the choice 
of materials used than Continental practice would allow. The 
gilding techniques of the shrines reflect Norwegian tradition, 
and particularly the absence of gold leaf is a distinctive feature 
which separates the group from North German practice. Rather 
than simply pigeonhole the work group as art of North German 
import, a better characterisation would be multi-national influ-
ences from the different craftsmen involved in the production 
of each altarpiece, an enterprise which in all likelihood took 
place in the busy port town of Bergen. 
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