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1st Issue of Forum: Mary in Art 

 

A  couple of years ago, Nuestro Padre spoke about 
the urgent need for apostles to be able to draw 
out the pristine waters of the deep well of culture 

that each Legionary has within him.  That water is useless 
and will eventually stagnate if the tools are not used in 
order to bring it out into our daily conversations, our 
preaching, our presentation of the Gospel message.  This 
publication aims at being one of those tools.  But, not 
only that, it also aspires to deepen the well, offering infor-
mation about vital current events and topics. 

 

Pope Benedict XVI, at the outset of this month of 
May, reminded us that it is dedicated to the Blessed Virgin 
for one salient reason: she is the Mother of the Church. 
In the Upper Room, gathered around her in prayer, the 
Apostles awaited the coming of the Holy Spirit. They 
were able to contemplate Mary’s face up close, seeing in 
her countenance the features of Christ. They left that Up-
per Room to conquer the world, filled with the Holy 
Spirit and knowing that their mother was always watching 
over them. The first issue of Forum is dedicated in a spe-
cial way to the Madonna in Art. 

 

Upon the publication of this first issue, special 
thanks must go out to the editors of InFormarse for goad-
ing us along to publish something similar in English. We 
would appreciate any feedback from the readers, hoping 
that this publication helps to be better apostles in the 
world we live in. 

- CK LC 
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T he Virgin Mother holds a place sec-
ond only to Christ in Christian art, 
a place gained through a complex 

and fascinating history. The story of  the 
Madonna in Art is an intricate intertwining 
of  the history of  the Marian cult and the 
history of  religious images.  

 

 

 
Early Christian Art and Medieval Art up to AD 1300 

The cult of Mary and Marian art developed side by side. 
There is evidence of an early Marian doctrine in opposition 
to Gnosticism in the second century, and of Marian devo-
tion in third-century Alexandria. By the fourth century, the 
Eastern church venerated Mary as Theotokos, Mother of 
God.  An ecumenical council of Eastern and Latin churches 
convened at Ephesus in 431 and officially proclaimed Mary 
Theotokos. Throughout the following centuries theologians 
would continue clarifying her place in Christian theology 
and worship, but the cult of Mary continued to flourish, 
and with it Mary’s place of increasing prominence in art.  

According to legend, St. 
Luke painted three pictures 
of Christ’s mother during 
her lifetime, but no such 
images have survived. In 
fact, there are no images of 
Mary—or Christ—that can 
be traced to the first three 
centuries of Christianity. 
The first extant images of 
Mary are found in the cata-
combs. These late-third- and 
fourth-century mosaics, fres-
coes, and bas-reliefs, depict-
ing Mother and child, or 
tableaux from the New Tes-
tament, imitate Greco-
Roman funerary art and its reassuring scenes of immortal-
ity. The absence of imagery in the early years of the Church, 
due in part to the enduring influence of Old Testament 
prohibitions against images among Jewish converts and in 
part to official vigilance against any suggestion of pagan 
idolatry in Christian worship among pagan converts, began 

Madonna  in art The  

to yield somewhat after Con-
stantine’s conversion in the 
early fourth century. The pagan 
belief that images signify actual 
presence was appropriated and 
revised to permit images in 
churches. For the newly Chris-
tianized pagans, images of holy 
persons signified not real pres-
ence but rather spiritual pres-
ence. The images of the Virgin 
Mary which are found in mosa-
ics and frescoes decorating 
churches in Italy, Greece, 
Egypt, and Syria reflect the 
Christian distinction between 
real and spiritual presence. The 
compositions are formal, almost 
abstract, and the Virgin is fig-
ured frontally, with or without 
the child Jesus, her expression 
fixed and solemn. Late antique 
Byzantine icons portray Mary as 
Theotokos or Bearer of God, 
holding the child Jesus 
(supposedly copies of St. Luke’s 
lost images and known as elousa 
or tenderness icons), and other, 
more linear and schematic com-
positions depict Mary’s child-
hood, Dormition, and Assump-
tion, as well as scenes from 
scriptural passages. The elousa 
icon, epitomized by the Virgin 
of Vladimir-, the oldest surviv-
ing icon brought from Byzan-
tium- has been copied or imi-
tated with variations by Russian 
painters for centuries. 

In the eighth century the Icono-
clasts’ persistent opposition to 
images, especially in the Latin 
church, led to a style of religious 
art that attempted to heal the 
opening breach between Con-
stantinople and Rome: one that 
sought spiritual revelation rather 
than naturalistic representation. 
A highly symbolic, nonrealistic 
style of art, it prevailed until the 
late thirteenth century.  

 

St Luke Painting the Virgin and 
Child, El Greco, before 1567. 

Vladimir  Mother of God 
(Bagomater Vladimirskaya)  
Russian, Late 19th Century,  

Virgin and Child Enthroned 
with Saints, Duccio di Buon-
insegna, 1398-1311. 

Madonna and Child.  
Berlinghiero, active by 1228,-
dead by 1236.  
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Renaissance Madonnas 

The late thirteenth century saw the ad-
vent of naturalism in art. Giorgio Vasari 
reported in his Lives of the Artists (1568) 
that Giotto “convincingly depicted the 
fear and trembling of the Virgin Mary 
before the Archangel Gabriel; Our Lady 
is so fearful that it appears as if she is 
longing to run away.” The Giotto 
Madonna reproduced here is a transi-
tional image. It cannot be described in 
the animated terms Vasari bestows on 

the Virgin An-
nunciate in Flor-
ence (which now 
is lost), but the 
iconic image is 
animated by an 
expression that 
suggests more 
than a spiritual 
presence. Here 
the Virgin’s head 
is slightly turned 
and inclined 

forward, her expression is thoughtful 
and contemplative and her straightfor-
ward gaze that seeks the viewer’s eye is 
somewhat challenging. Her lips just 
parted might speak or may have just 
spoken. There is a presence here that 
suggests more than a symbolic represen-
tation of the Incarnation. Giotto’s 
Madonna is a real woman. In 1435-36, 
the appearance of Leon Batista Alberti’s 
handbook On Painting (Della pittura) in-
troduced a new approach to art that the 
work of Giorto and Gaddi, among oth-
ers, anticipates. His theory placed the 
brush in the hand of an artist/creator 
whose job it was to produce works of 
art that would bring the dead to life, 
bring fame to the artist, and inspire the 
viewer. Using the principles of perspec-
tive, the artist should strive to achieve 
visual, temporal, and spatial unity. Fur-
ther, according to Alberti, artists should 
look to the artists of antiquity, whose 
aesthetic followed the ancient credo that 
art should imitate nature and who cele-
brated natural physical beauty and grace. 
These theories contributed significantly 
to the development of a new aesthetic in 
Renaissance and Baroque sacred art. 
Renaissance artists sketched, painted, 
and carved real human bodies and ideal-

Raphael 
and his Madonnas 

R aphael’s greatest paintings seem so effort-
less that one does not usually connect 
them with the idea of hard and relentless 

work. To many he is simply the painter of sweet 
Madonnas which have become so well known as 
hardly to be appreciated as paintings any more. 
For Raphael’s vision of the Holy Virgin has been 
adopted by subsequent generations harmony in 
the same way as Michelangelo’s conception of 
God the Father. We see cheap reproductions of 
these works in humble rooms, and we are apt to 
conclude that paintings with such a general appeal 
must surely be a little ‘obvious’. In fact, their ap-
parent simplicity is the fruit of deep thought, care-
ful planning and immense artistic wisdom . A 
painting like Raphael’s ‘Madonna del Gran-
duca’ (bottom left) is truly ‘classical’ in the sense 
that it has served countless generations as a stan-
dard of perfection in the same way as the work of 
Pheidias and Praxiteles has. It needs no explana-
tion. In this respect it is indeed ‘obvious’. But, if 
we compare it with the countless representations 
of the same theme which preceded it, we feel that 
they have all been groping for the very simplicity 
that Raphael has attained. We can see what Raph-
ael did owe to the calm beauty of Perugino’s 
types, but what a difference there is between the 

rather empty regularity 
of the master and the 
fullness of life in the 
pupil! The way the 
Virgin’s face is mod-
elled and recedes into 
the shade, the way 
Raphael makes us feel 
the volume of the 
body wrapped in the 
freely flowing mantle, 
the firm and tender 
way in which she 
holds and supports 
the Christ Child—all 
this contributed to the 

effect of perfect poise. We feel that to change the 
group ever so slightly would upset the whole har-
mony. Yet there is nothing strained or sophisti-
cated in the composition. It looks as if it could 
not be otherwise, and as if it had so existed from 
the beginning of time.  

Madonna and Child, 
Giotto, c.1320-30. 




