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      Our Lady of Vladimir, first third of the 12th century. Tempera on wood, 104 x 69 cm. The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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      Mary as Sophia on the Lion Throne, c. 1150. Illuminated manuscript. Bodleian Library, Oxford, England.


    




    
Introduction




    The image of the Madonna has been embedded in the arts of the Western world for nearly two thousand years. In all these Euro-centric cultures, she embodies the purest form of unconditional love and is perceived as the compassionate and forgiving nurturer of all Christian people. The Madonna is also seen as the loving mother and protector of all humanity. Her followers believe that only she can fully understand human grief, passion and happiness; she forgives, mediates, and consoles, and she is the connection between human beings and their God. She has been venerated as the Queen of Heaven, the Mother of All, and as the embodiment of compassion. She is seen as selfless, humble, and caring, and represents the feminine spirituality within Christianity. She is also known as the Virgin Mary, Our Lady, the Queen of Heaven, and the Blessed Mother of God.




    For many centuries the Madonna has inspired thousands of artists who laboured innumerable hours creating her images using different styles, materials, and techniques. This huge body of artwork, a cultural legacy of major proportions, represents a social system that still dominates the world. Art museums, galleries, palaces and private collections are filled with her icons.




    Through the centuries, images of the Virgin were created according to the religious interpretations of beliefs, myths, iconography and symbolism prevalent at the time.




    Today, Mary represents different things to different people, yet her universal message of unconditional love is accessible to all. The proof for contemporary Marian devotion may lie in the frequent sightings of apparitions of the Madonna all over the globe, and in her prominent presence on the Internet.




    The images of Mary are familiar to most people on this planet. As centuries unfolded and as the roles of women within society were modified, diminished, or expanded, the role of the Madonna was understood and interpreted in a new way. The dialogue about Mary’s divine nature, her dogma, her conventional and occult symbols, and her origins continues among the theologians, the philosophers, and the sociologists of the new millennium. Although modern artists are no longer obligated to produce religious images, many – particularly women – are often inspired by her traditional or expanding role. To create their art, they often choose new forms of artistic expression.
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      Teacher and Pupils, Orant, and Child, 3rd century. Wall painting in a lunette. Catacomb of Priscilla, Rome.


    




    The presence of Mary within Western civilisation has a long theological history of transformation. Scholars concur that during early Christianity there were other paramount feminine faces of spirituality, such as Sophia, who was understood to be the feminine aspect of the complex Christian God. Hagia Sophia represented the Divine Wisdom and was celebrated as a co-creator, together with the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. At the beginning of Christianity, particularly in Eastern Europe, the Holy Ghost was understood as female. Yet it usually was Sophia who was celebrated as the feminine aspect of the divine.[1] As Sophia’s popularity among the dogma-generating clergy waned, the popularity of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, gradually increased. One of the earliest images of Mary still extant was painted in the 2nd or 3rd century, and is located in the Crypt of the Veiled Lady, the Catacombs of Priscilla, in Rome. This image represents her in the company of a centrally-located female figure, perhaps an early image of Sophia. A figure, possibly of Jesus, with students, is placed on the right of the figure in the centre. The Virgin Mary, holding her infant, is located on the left side of the standing figure.




    During the 6th century, the presence of the Mother of God was reaffirmed within the Christian religious dogma all over Europe, including the Byzantine Empire. This affirmation effectively neutralised the threat of a competitor religion, that of the Great Goddess Isis of Egypt. During early centuries CE,[2] the image of Mary was frequently equated to and even confused with the image of the Egyptian goddess whose religion had been in existence for several thousand years. Like the Madonna, the Goddess Isis also had a divine son, Horus, and the artists often depicted her tenderly holding her precious infant on her lap and suckling him. One of her main characteristics was that of a nurturing mother. She was, like Mary, a compassionate and loving divinity, ultimately dedicated to her people’s wellbeing.[3]
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      Figure of Isis and Horus, 200 BCE – 100 BCE. Copper alloy and bronze, height: 27 cm. The Fitzwilliam Museum, University of Cambridge, Cambridge.


    




    

      [image: ]




      Virgin and Child, 9th century. Mosaic. Apse, Hagia Sophia, Istanbul.


    




    There are many similarities between the myths of Mary and the myths of Isis. Both conceived their sons in unusual ways and were believed to be extremely loving and receptive to their followers’ plights and prayers. Both were understood to be protectors of children and of women in distress or sorrow, and both generated an array of miracles. Many of Mary’s temples were built on the sites of temples formerly dedicated to Isis. Most people did not see many differences between the two female divine figures. Early Christian worshipers perceived their Madonna as the new interpretation of the ancient Great Goddess Isis.




    The religion of the Goddess Isis lasted for a minimum of four thousand years. However, new evidence suggests that the goddess may have endured for more than six millennia. Although originally an Egyptian goddess, Isis was worshiped throughout most of the ancient world, including a substantial part of Europe. She was the daughter of an earlier Egyptian divinity, the sky goddess Nut. Isis was also understood to be a more recent version of two Egyptian goddesses that chronologically preceded her, Hathor and Sekhmet. Like the Great Sekhmet, Isis was a sun goddess, and like Hathor, Isis possessed lunar powers. An abundance of symbols, including different plants and animals, were used by artists to represent her many aspects. Numerous former symbols of Isis were later incorporated into the iconography of the Virgin Mary. By the year 431, the Church Council of Ephesus of the Byzantine Empire declared the Virgin Mary to be the Theotokos, or the Bearer of God. This event was followed by an increase in the artistic production of her images.




    Yet many icons of Mary were later destroyed due to the theological struggle within Christianity during the 7th and 8th centuries, although some were miraculously spared. Eastern Christian clergy recognised their emperors as leaders of the Church, and in 726, Leo III, a Byzantine emperor, initiated a movement called Iconoclasm. The proponents of the movement feared that the population would worship the icons of Christian religious characters rather than the concepts that they represented. During the 8th century, the Iconoclastic movement banned all sacred images located within the Byzantine empire, believing that the worshipers were venerating the actual images instead of the spiritual beings. However, this decision was permanently reversed by the following century, and the creation of icons dedicated to the Virgin Mary resumed with fervour.[4]




    Besides the Goddess Isis, statues or icons of other pagan goddesses were often reinterpreted as images of Mary during early Christianity. One of them was the ancient Greek earth goddess Demeter, who also had a child, Persephone or Core, the resurrecting goddess of spring. Another such goddess was Artemis/Diana of the Greco-Roman world.




    Cybele, originally from the Near East, was also often viewed as an early version of Mary. Each of these goddesses had a long history of veneration. Complex rituals were performed to celebrate them and numerous temples were built in which to worship them.




    Perhaps the most interesting of these temples is the one that was dedicated to the Goddess Artemis and was located in Ephesus.




    Even today its ruins are deeply admired and reflect the great love and respect that the goddess received from her subjects throughout the millennia.




    Her extraordinary statue, representing her as the Great Mother, her body covered by fruit and animals that were believed to be her attributes, attests to her role as the Nurturer of Humanity throughout antiquity all over Europe and the Near East.




    Imported from Anatolia into the Roman Empire, the Goddess Cybele – worshipped as the creator goddess – inspired a temple that was located on the site of today’s St Peter’s Cathedral in Rome.
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      Demeter Holding Grain and Poppy Pods Between Serpents, 3rd-2nd century BCE. Terracotta. Museo Nazionale delle Terme, Rome.
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      Cybele with a Dove and Patera, 3rd-2nd century BCE. Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Reggio Calabria, Italy.


    




    During these times, the newly established patriarchal societies retained strong matriarchal components that were still firmly embedded within their structure. Women often therefore possessed considerable rights and powers.




    Consequently, the feminine spiritual powers were celebrated within their religious structures. The divinities of both genders were worshipped within these societies with equal ardor and reverence. A number of these goddesses and gods from the religions of the ancient world later became very popular Christian saints, and many churches were dedicated to them.




    Beneath the layers of goddess images and temples created by the artists of the pagan world, there is another earlier layer of art that was produced by prehistoric men and women to celebrate their Mother God.




    Early images of the Great Goddess of Neolithic and Paleolithic Europe that survived the test of time were often carved out of stone. Marija Gimbutas, an archeologist and author of several volumes of texts on the history of prehistoric matriarchal cultures of Europe, describes in detail the societies that produced images of the Mother Goddess. These prehistoric social systems were matriarchal.




    God the creator was visualised in female form since people’s beliefs reflected a social order that was essentially organised and implemented by the women of these cultures. An abundance of images that represent the oldest religious belief system of humanity has been unearthed and these images can be viewed at major museums around the world.




    The earliest of these images in Europe is considered to be the Venus or Goddess of Willendorf, and she dates from around 35,000 BCE. These prehistoric icons of the goddess are the most distant ancestors of Mary.




    Under the strictly patriarchal social order of the last two millennia, the role of the female gender was clearly defined as subservient and less valuable than the role of the male gender. It was no longer possible, therefore, to sustain a belief in a female divinity within the Christian dogma.




    Yet the Madonna retained her occult divine status, often apparent through the symbolic messages incorporated into her iconography by the artists who created her icons.




    For the last five centuries, as the Western world expanded its boundaries into the rest of the globe, many new temples dedicated to the Virgin Mary were built directly upon the sites of the old Mother Goddess temples of indigenous cultures.




    After the conquest of the Americas, countries such as Mexico and Peru made a significant artistic contribution of images dedicated to Mary. Like her European counterparts, these images often depicted the Holy Virgin as the Black Madonna, considered to be the most miraculous and powerful.




    Within the new continent, the Virgin Mary often assumed the role of the former regional mother goddess, and became the patron of the particular region or an entire new country. Additional symbols, previously representing the native divinities, were then incorporated into the Marian iconography.




    Consequently, the new populations perceived the Virgin Mary as the Christian Mother of God, and, at the same time, as the indigenous Mother God of the earlier conquered civilisations.




    All indications are that the role of the Madonna is still evolving. The lore, the origins, the dogma, the myths, and the expanding array of symbols and archetypes continue to surround the enigmatic persona of the Virgin Mary. As a prototype of spirituality and perfection in womanhood, the Madonna looms larger than life.




    This book offers the reader some of the best art that has been produced through the centuries to celebrate Mary. The works of art were created by many different individuals who tried to convey and explain, from their different points of view and using the visual language available to them, the depth of the feelings and convictions of their cultures in respect of this Great Mother.
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      Artemis of Ephesus, 150-199. Alabaster, height: 130 cm. Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Napoli, Naples.
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      The Venus (Goddess) of Willendorf, c. 35,000-25,000 BCE. Naturhistorisches Museum, Vienna.


    




    

      [image: ]




      Simone Martini, Madonna (The Annunciation), 1340-1344. Tempera on wood, 30.5 x 21.5 cm. The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg.


    


  




  

    
Early Medieval through Late Medieval




    The earliest images of Mary were probably introduced into early Christian iconography during the 2nd and 3rd centuries. This was a time in human history when society was committed to relieving women of their remaining rights and powers; vestiges of the old matriarchal rights were excised from the prevalent patriarchal order. The officially accepted Gospels of the New Testament were written by males for a patristic social system, and very few references about the Madonna were made in these texts. Neither Mary nor her son, Jesus, wrote any material, and the first official Gospel, believed to be written by Mark, was completed in its unedited version in 66. Apparently the second official version of the Gospels was written by Luke in 80, shortly followed by Matthew’s version. It is possible, however, that John’s version was in fact the earliest one, at around 37, since it includes more details, which has led many to believe that perhaps this version may be closer to the real occurrences of the events in the lives of Mary and her son, Jesus.[5] These accounts, primarily of the story of Jesus, mentioned his mother on very rare occasions, and were not nearly enough to satisfy the people, who, in spite of the patriarchal trivialising of women, desperately desired a divine female figure to worship and venerate. The yearning for the powerful but gentle Great Mother could not be silenced, and the worship of the goddesses from the old religions, such as Isis, Cybele, Demeter, Aphrodite and Athena continued. The devotion to Isis was, perhaps, the most widespread, posing a formidable threat to the fledgling Christian cult.




    The new Christian religion needed its own Great Mother, and that Mother manifested itself first in the early interpretations of the Holy Ghost as female, and of Sophia as the Wisdom of God.[6] These powerful female archetypes of the new predominantly patriarchal religion were soon overshadowed by the inclusion of Mary, the mother of Christ. From the beginning, the Madonna was seen as the symbol for the Mother Church herself. Consequently, the cult of Mary sprang into existence, based on the minimal information obtained from the official four Gospels, inferences drawn from the book of Revelation, and information from the Apocrypha. These officially rejected later writings were derivative of the earlier Gospels, and contained more information on the life of Mary, a fact that may indicate the growing need of Christian worshippers to celebrate and venerate her.




    By incorporating the information from all the sources together, and by embellishing it with additional popular mythology, often derived from the ancient goddess myths, the complex cult of the Virgin Mary was born. Yet the paramount patriarchal issue of the virginity of Mary and the virgin birth was briefly mentioned only in two of the four accepted Gospels – those by Matthew and Luke.




    Even so, the possibility that the word “virgin”, or almah used in these texts, was not a word that defined a virgo intacta but simply a term for a young woman, presented an argument against the issue of the virgin birth for centuries to come.[7]




    The presence of the Madonna was critical to the universal acceptance of Christianity in Europe, both eastern and western; her presence created a bridge that allowed the followers of the matriarchal goddess-worshipping religions to join the new patriarchal cult.




    A complex Marian dogma was gradually developed by the clergy, always in response to the public’s needs and desires to worship and venerate this divinity. In many cases, the official dogmatic proclamations lagged behind the beliefs of the people and the artistic renderings of Mary by several centuries. The artists always listened carefully to the desires of the masses, and developed a rich pool of symbols, archetypes, and themes that enabled them to successfully interpret the sacred events and visions of Mariology.




    However, the Christian dogma of the early centuries included another powerful female figure, the mysterious Sophia, or the Word of God, as the female element within the Creation. Many early images were dedicated to her, and Mary, the Mother of God, was often represented as Mary/Sophia.




    In addition, the parallels between the images of Mary and the images of the Goddess Isis contributed to the acceptance of Christianity by a large sector of the medieval population that formerly worshipped Isis and other female gods. This last development unified and cemented Christianity as the dominant religion of both eastern and western Europe. The Marian artists promptly adopted numerous symbols of the goddesses for iconographic purposes, further eliminating any doubts in the mind of the worshippers that their Universal Mother was no less important than the female divinities of previous religions.[8]




    Meanwhile, in response to the needs of the Christian population searching for a female divine principle, Marian iconography, cult, and dogma were gradually created and refined.




    But the Fathers of the Church were keenly aware that their ascetic religion, which saw sexuality as a form of evil, and women as more sexual and physical than men, needed to fortify and reaffirm the virginity of Mary to further separate her from the rest of womanhood, which most of them believed to be evil and inferior to men.
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      George of Antioch at the Feet of the Virgin. Mosaic. Martorana, Palermo, Sicily.
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      The Black Virgin of Rocamadour, c. 1000 CE. Walnut wood. Notre-Dame de Rocamadour, Rocamadour.


    




    Since only a perfect being could engender a divine son, not only the perpetual virginity of the Madonna but also her own immaculate conception, or birth without taint of Original Sin, were discussed and proclaimed by the Church Fathers, who also made sure that women were not accepted into the priesthood.[9]




    The myth of the virgin birth is not unique to Christianity. In many ancient and pagan religions a goddess gives birth to a daughter or a son without any help from a god, a phenomenon known as parthenogenesis. While in prehistoric Europe and its vicinity, the creator was worshiped in female form, in late prehistoric times the Great Mother Goddess finally multiplied herself by giving birth to the first male divinity, her son. Later, in ancient Greek and Roman times, many heroes and other important male historical figures claimed to be born of a woman by the power of the Holy Spirit. Several versions of the early Christian birth miracle were formulated by the early theologians. In Eastern Europe, since the gender of the Holy Spirit was yet unclear, it was seen as a Mother God, taking possession of Mary’s body till the day the child was born. The dove – a symbol of the Holy Ghost – was sacred among the Greeks and the Romans as a symbol of Aphrodite, the goddess of love.




    The gender-specific change from a “she” to a “he” in the Latin language transformed the female holy spirit into the male spiritus sanctus, and the masculine iconography for the images of the Annunciation theme emerged into existence in Western Europe, and soon was established as the correct interpretation of the dogma. Even though the miracle of a virgin birth had a long pre-Christian tradition spanning thousands of years of previous religions, Christianity’s validation of their Son of God, incarnated into human flesh, needed further justification. Mary was declared a perpetual virgin, even while pregnant, and during birth. This miracle was more difficult to explain than the one of the virgin birth alone.




    The catechism meetings during the Council of Trent upheld this belief between 1545 and 1563, but centuries later, “the Second Vatican Council of 1964 refrained from proclaiming it an article of faith”. Mary therefore emerged in Christianity as a matriarchal divinity, a mother who bore a child without any assistance from a male, yet her sacred virginity was used by the patristic Church for centuries to devalue and demean women. Their carnal, non-virginal wombs that produced children’s bodies were considered inferior to the father’s “more spiritual” role in reproduction. The Virgin of Christianity was perceived as chaste, while the parthenogenesis and virginity of the pre-Christian goddesses did not imply their abstinence from male company, human or divine. Mary’s virginal state was ultimately paramount to the Church leaders. It not only represented the Church’s aversion to sexuality, particularly in women, but also a new hope for redemption from Original Sin, a redemption from the sins of the sexual Eve who earlier plunged the whole of humanity into its sinful and inferior existence.




    In fact, the Virgin was seen as the Second Eve, the perfect redeemer that would slay the serpent of corruption and save humanity from Eve’s evil transgression and disobedience of the patriarchal God. According to the dogma, Mary was the paragon of virtue and obedience to the same God, and the ideal example that would encourage women and men to also remain virginal. Christ, incarnate through the Virgin, was also seen as virginal.




    Both Mary and Jesus, therefore, were to save humanity from the corruption of the flesh, sexuality, and eventually, from death. The Immaculate Conception of the Virgin was another prerequisite for the Madonna’s purity and perfection (although it was not officially proclaimed as dogma till 1854). She was believed to be born without the blemish of Original Sin, as the people saw in her the incarnation of the Holy Spirit and Sophia.




    As the Mother of the Church she was effective in placing it above the rulers of the lands. Thus, Mary was elevated by the priesthood to the status of the Queen of Heaven, the militant ruler, as the Church itself aspired to be, of the world.[10]




    The adoration of Mary inspired specific themes in the visual arts. Various myths that highlighted important Marian events were clearly formulated by the artists. These themes included episodes from her childhood, her engagement to Joseph, the Annunciation by the Archangel Gabriel of the conception of her son, Jesus, the visit of Mary to Elizabeth, the birth of Jesus, or the Nativity, the flight to Egypt, Mary’s lament over the body of Christ, her death, her assumption to the heavenly realm, her coronation as the Queen of Heaven, and her many appearances to saints and people.




    Other images revealed her role as the protector of the people, or as the giver of abundance, Mary as Sophia, Mary as the New Eve, Mary as the Queen of Heaven, and Mary as the Savior and the maker of miracles, particularly in her role as the Black Madonna. These themes originated in medieval times, and remained well-defined formulas in art over many centuries.




    During the first thirteen centuries of Christianity, artists employed an abstract style to represent Mary. This approach, used for all Christian iconography, was consistent with the Church’s denial of human sensuality: the Christian doctrine, unlike the old earth-based religions, divided the world into the earthly realm and the heavenly realm, the latter of the two being the more desirable. Spirituality was equated with dematerialisation, disembodiment, the absence of all sexual and sensual feelings, and the elevated value of virginity.




    Many early Christian works of art were created in the cloisters and monasteries by the clergy, the monks and the nuns. An abstract, linear style was considered the most appropriate for conveying a spiritual message.




    The Black Madonna




    The cult of the Black Madonna, a miraculous and compassionate intercessor for her people, was widespread during early centuries of Christianity, and peaked during the 11th, 12th and 13th centuries in Europe, particularly in France and Spain. Many of the original icons ended up disappearing from their sites due to theft, and were replaced by newer replicas, equally venerated nevertheless. Black or dark-skinned representations of Mary, often statues, can be traced back to the worship of the Mother Goddess from whom she inherited many of her attributes and powers. Variants of this goddess included Cybele, Artemis/Diana, and of course, Isis.
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