
 
 
 

What is the oldest Marian hymn? 
 
A piece of Egyptian papyrus shows the ancient origins of Marian devotion.. 
 
In 1917, a stunning treasure came to the John Rylands Library in Manchester, England. 
It was a piece of papyrus, Egyptian in origin. 
 
On this fragment, in Greek, is inscribed a hymn to Mary, called in Latin Sub Tuum 
Praesidium, or “Under Thy Protection.” It was part of the Christmas liturgy of the 
Coptic Church, and continues to be sung in both the Eastern and Western Church 
today. 
 

 
The original papyrus fragment 

 
The fragment is from around 250 A.D., making Sub Tuum Praesidium the oldest known 
prayer to Our Lady. Obviously this is just the date of the fragment itself, so the hymn 
may be older, and there are likely other ancient devotions that have not made it to 
subsequent generations. 
 
Additionally, the lyrics hail Our Lady as “Theotokos”—“God-bearer” or “Mother of 
God”—showing that this title was already applied to her long before she officially 
received it at the Council of Ephesus in 431 A.D. 
 
We can see, therefore, that devotion to Our Lady dates back to the very earliest 
centuries of the Church. 
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Here is an English translation of this beautiful song: 
 

Under your mercy we take refuge, 
Mother of God! 

Do not despise our prayers in necessities, 
but from danger deliver us, 
only pure, only blessed one. 

 
Continue the Church’s ancient devotion to the Mother of God by wearing her chosen 
emblem. Many, many centuries after Sub Tuum Praesidium was written, Our Lady gave 
us the Miraculous Medal as a sign of our devotion to her, promising great graces to 
those who would wear it. This bestselling Miraculous Medal Pendant features a 
sterling silver medal overlaid with stunning 18 kt gold on an 18” gold-plated chain. 
Features beautiful detailings around the edges and can be personalized! Order yours 
today! 
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