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Haude Morvan

Objects as supports for individual prayer  
in late Middle Ages

In medieval Western Europe, religious and lay communities practiced common 
prayers in dedicated places, with special furniture and objects. For the monks, these 
places were mainly the choir stalls of the church and the chapter house; for the laity, the 
church, and more precisely the nave, but also some confraternities’ chapels. During the 
late Middle Ages, daily personal prayers took more and more room in religious practices, 
alongside common prayer. Personal prayers took place mainly in the church too, outside 
of common prayer hours, but also in more intimate spaces, such as monks’ and friars’ 
cells, the laity’s bedrooms, and the private oratories of lay princes and Church prelates. 
Individual prayer could be supported by personal belongings, mainly rosaries, books 
(psalter or hours book) and painted panels.1

Painted panels for personal devotion, either single panel, diptych, triptych, or more 
complex polyptychs, are identified by their small dimensions (less than 1 m high) that 
make them portable.2 They were made to be stored in a box when not hanged on the wall 
or put on a table, and they could even be carried on during travels. Quality is extremely 
variegated: some are refined works of art, realised by the greatest artists of their time, 
such as Simone Martini or Jean de Beaumetz, others are minor workshops’ crafts. 
Preserved works are rarely documented, but we can draw much information on the use 
of these small panel paintings and assess on how much have been lost thanks to written 
sources, e.g. inventories and testaments, or hagiographical literature and iconography 
(such panels are often actors of miracles). 

These items display the same iconography as altarpieces. The main subjects are 
the enthroned or half-length Virgin and Child, often surrounded by saints, and Christ’s 
Passion (mainly Crucifixion and Man of Sorrows). One or more kneeling figures, called 
supplicants, are sometimes represented. They can be identified as the owner of the 

1	 Os et al. 1994.

2	 Schmidt 2005.
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panel: thus, the painted supplicant prolongs his or her prayer. In other cases, kneeling figures may 
be identified as relatives or friends, that are possibly dead, the owner want to pray for. As a matter 
of fact, the prayers for the dead, along with paternoster and some other prayers, was at the core of 
personal devotion.

Small panels for personal devotion were realised on demand or on spec by workshops in Italy, 
and later also in France and Flanders. They were sometimes exported: small Sienese and Florentine 
panels for examples were part of the items rich merchants such as Francesco Datini were exporting 
in all Europe.

A particularly touching panel for personal devotion is kept at the Metropolitan Museum in 
New York, in the Lehman collection.3 The wooden panel is rectangular, topped by a cusp. Within 
the frame, the panel is 53 cm high and 30 cm large, but we may imagine it was only originally the 
central part of a triptych. The work was realised by a Sienese painter whose style reminds Duccio, 
around 1315-1330. Siena was one of the main centres of panel paintings back at the time. The 
painting represents the enthroned Madonna on a gold background, with a kneeling man on the 
right, dressed as a member of the city elite, and a boy in a red robe on the left. The Christ Child 
is looking at the boy and he is blessing him. The man is probably the owner, and we may assume 
that the boy was already dead when his father commissioned the panel. The triptych was probably 
displayed in an intimate space of the house, probably the bedroom. It could be opened by the 
owners during prayer time, and closed the rest of the day. But thanks to the image, the Christ Child 
was blessing their deceased son in aeternum.
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	¾ Fig. 1. Sienese painter, Madonna and Child enthroned with 
two donors, 1315-1330 ca., tempera and gold on wood, 52.7 x 
29.8 cm, New York, Metropolitan Museum, Robert Lehman 

Collection (public domain).
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