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The Cult of the Virgin Mary

by Lady Dominica de Zeragoza

Discuss the development of the Cult of the Virgin Mary and its participation in the establishment of the image of a Christian woman and the structure of their participation in monasticism within the Christian church.


To adequately discuss the development of the cult of the Virgin Mary, its impact on both the imagery of women and their roles in monastic participation, one must take into account the factors that brought about its creation: the changing social structures of the times, the changes in culture and station of the Catholic Church within the Roman Empire, the Churches endeavours to encapsulate the rituals and customs of other religions to support their growing constituency and the formalisation of structures and doctrines within the Church itself.  This paper will address these issues in relation to Byzantium from the first to seventh centuries.


It must be noted that the Christian Church moved away from the pagan rituals that often involved fertility and sexuality to an ideology based on human frailty, guilt - as personified by Adam and Eve, and death.[
]  Brown tells us that the renunciation of sexual activity became linked at a symbolic level "with the regaining of the Spirit of God, and, so, with man's ability to undo the power of death."[
]  From this beginning Christianity established two representatives for women:  Eve, who became the defining woman of "Original Sin,"[
] and Mary who was the untainted ever-virgin.[
] 

And it was through a virgin who disobeyed [namely Eve] that mankind was stricken and fell and died, so to it was through the Virgin [Mary], who obeyed the word of God, that mankind, resuscitated by life, received life.  For the Lord [Christ] came to seek back the lost sheep, and it was mankind that was lost; and therefore He did not become some other formation, but He likewise, or her that was descended from Adam [namely, Mary], preserved the likeness of formation; for Adam had necessarily to be restored in Christ, that mortality be absorbed in immortality.  And Eve [had necessarily to be restored] in Mary, that a virgin, by becoming the advocate of a virgin, should undo and destroy virginal disobedience by virginal obedience.[
]
It must also be noted here, that Mary is not named within the extra-canonical literature until Ignatius of Antioch,[
] she does not appear by name again until Justin Martyr sets out to justify her praise by the Church.[
]


The imagery and fabrication of the Mary ideal was created over a considerable period of time; it can be argued that many pagan goddesses have been melded into her persona.  Incorporation of aspects of the great Mother, Mother of Gods, Rhea, Cybele, Tyche and Isis can be supported.[
]  This encompasses the creation of her image – mother and child – which was an almost direct copy of an image of Isis and Horace.[
]  


While Mary was venerated for her role in the incarnation of Christ almost from the beginning of Christianity,[
] documentation for the founding of the cult of the Virgin is possible from the second century: apocryphal stories written around 140-160 CE, and the Protoevangelion of James[
] began to establish her among the common people by making her, and Christianity, more understandable to the masses.[
]  


Over the next two centuries Mary's role was expanded, with more emphasis placed on her saintliness.  Her role as the "ideal model for Christian virgins"[
] was solidified, with the ideals of purity, modesty, good works and prayer becoming the template for all to follow.[
]  She was, however, still seen to have imperfections, a notion that would later be weeded out of the literature.[
]  It is within these centuries that hymns to Mary began to emerge,[
] Ephraim the Syrian[
] being one example, when initial documentation for the conception can be found,[
] and when the idea that it was Mary who imparted "immortal flesh to Christ" was first documented.[
]

Within the fourth century the first 'cults' are documented, Ephanius describes a group called the Collyridians, he cites them as a cult that worshipped Mary as a goddess of possible equal standing to God,[
] later research by Carroll, suggest that these 'Collyridians were a derivative of the Montanist's.  This clarification is advantageous as it removes Ephanius' notation from one stand-alone organisation to a group that has a history prior to his writing and a future after it.  This group continued to flourish into the sixth century and could be found throughout Asia Minor and North Africa.[
]  

Perhaps the most fundamental solidification and validation of the cult occurred during the fifth century:  Initially this began with Christianity moving into the role of accepted religion, publicly if not privately, due to the enforcement of restrictions against the practices of pagan faiths,[
] and the Edict of Milan.  Carroll believes that the sudden rise in the profile of the cult at this time cannot be ignored; it grew, side by side with the station of the Church.[
]  

The conflicts between Nestorios and Cyril, which would eventually lead to the Council of Ephesus, focused the title of 'God-bearer' or 'Theotokos' onto Mary.[
]  Incorporated into this conflict was Proclus' sermon, 428,[
] which established the first commemoration to the Virgin within the capital.  This commemoration established not only a point for women to celebrate being women,[
] but also the focusing of praise onto the Virgin herself.[
]  Over this decade of the fifth century Mary was raised as an object of devotion "second only to Christ himself."[
]   

The Council of Ephesus 431, ratified Mary as Theotokos - 'She Who gave birth to God,'[
] solidifying her image as a woman with a child to her breast, as taken from Isis[
], the image that would be transferred throughout the Christian world.[
]  From this point there is an increase in liturgical praises to the Virgin both in the form of poems and hymns.[
] 

The Council of Chalcedon 451, further cemented Mary's role within the Church,[
] spearheaded by Pulcheria, who had devoted much of her private and public life to promoting and the worshiping the Virgin.[
]  She achieved not only the Councils ratifications but established the validity of the cult by erecting three major Churches dedicated to her worship.[
]  This provided Theotokos – the Virgin – with a permanent residence within a major city.[
]  It also gave The Virgin a new level of 'supernatural' persona that would lead to her becoming the patron saint of the city.[
]  Pulcheria further validated the Virgin and her worship by developing and expanding the Churches devotionals to Mary: public veneration with new ceremonies and practices were introduced.[
]  Further weight was added to these ceremonies with Pulcheria acting as a pontifex to the people, and instructing the ecclesiarchs.[
]  Perhaps, however, the most distinguishing action cementing the Virgin and her cult as a religious force to be reckoned with was Pulcheria's claim that her identity and that of the Virgin were one and the same.  In the manner of Tetrarchs she claimed divinity, the first imperial person since 325 to do so.[
]

It can be argued that despite all these changes, for the average Christian, the most important change was the confirmation of Mary's high status within the church pantheon.[
]  Her appeal to the new constituents of the church may have played a role in this increased station.[
]  The reality of these changes was more attitude than lifestyle; the cult of the Virgin now carried powerful messages and icons, with virginity and obedience at the forefront of its creed.[
]

From this point many scholars agree that the cult of the Virgin was allowed to expand almost unchecked.[
]  Churches and shrines in her honour appeared not only in Byzantium, but also in Rome itself.[
]  It is also argued that the Church recognised the potential of the cult to maintain and increase its constituents, providing them with a form of Christianity they could readily understand and accept.[
] It is during the sixth century that liturgical praises began to appear, both in the form of hymns and poems,[
] feast days in her honour made their way into the Church calendar, and the story of her childhood, life and death were expanded and documented, as were the works on her miracles. It is also during this century that she becomes the official patron of Constantinople.[
]  

By the seventh century feasts for the Virgin had made their way to the West[
] Within Byzantium, Theotokos – the Virgin, absorbed more and more of the older deities roles and duties, especially those of Tyche, and a greater transition of worshipping practices from the older religions crossed over into use within the Catholic Church.[
] Through this melding of images, Theotokos was able to appear as a powerful image for public veneration.[
]  Fundamental in all these changes was the consistent veneration and expectation of chastity, humility and obedience from women.[
] 

From the beginning the ideal that those "who 'neither married nor were given in marriage' might become 'already equal to the angels,' and had already 'attained the world beyond and the resurrection.'"[
]  Amphilochius states "virginity is an unenslaved position, a free dwelling-place, an ascetical training ornament. Higher than human habits, and a release from the sufferings which occur daily from the mortal human condition"[
]  

Prior to this it appears that many attitudes carried over from the Jewish faith. [
]  From the second century on, virgins, and the practitioners of abstinence, would change both the balances of power in society and religion.[
]  It must be realised that the promotion of virginity as a life long role had foundations firmly based within the evolving social structures.  People were discouraged form marrying outside their faith or social status, these limitations would have made finding suitable marriage partners within some social structures difficult, if not impossible.[
]  


These facts impacted on female participation within the Church itself, more women, and men, were instilled with this 'devotion' to abstinence, virginity, and the ideal of monasticism,[
] leading larger numbers to join monastic orders, either voluntarily, or through family placement, often from a younger age.  However, should a family later find a suitable marriage arrangement, these youths could be just as easily removed from the monastic life and thrust back into the world.[
]  The church also became an alternate to exposing unwanted children; they could now be dedicated to the Church.[
]  These 'Brides of Christ' would become the status image for virginity itself.[
]


Brown describes some of the paths virginity and abstinence could take during these centuries: virginity itself – throughout life, the abstinence from sex within married relationships,[
] a withdrawal from sexual relations within marriage after entering into the Christian faith,[
] and a move into continence after the death of a partner.[
] Chaste communities developed, the faithful lived together;[
] these communities became the foundation of what would later develop into the monastic orders, initially non-segregated, later separated under evolving stringent doctrines.[
]


With this ecclesiastical history in mind one must look at the development of the depiction of the Virgin and its use within the Church.  Mary has become one of the most portrayed women within art and music.[
]  As stated previously, Marian iconography was influenced by depictions of Isis.[
]  Depictions of the virgin from this point, within two major streams, retain the same formula throughout the following centuries. The first major stream of icons depicts the mother and child, as with Isis: A third century Coptic frieze[
] demonstrates an initial starting point.  While the backgrounds may change and facial features and colouring move more towards the western European over time, little else changes.[
]  One depiction in this style became important in another way; The Virgin of Vladimir[
] transported the iconography of the Byzantine Virgin to Russia.  The other major style depicts Mary and child with supporting guards in the form of saints or angels.[
]  


Tertullian put forward these questions: 

"How could ordinary human beings, men and women 'subject still to doctors and debt,'[
] dare to claim to have achieved, in the narrow compass of their cramped lives, the new freedom which, so they said, had become available to them with the coming of Christ?  'How can you possibly think that you are freed from the Ruler of this Age, when even his flies still crawl all over you?'[
]"

The cult of the Virgin gave people some of the answers. Within the Catholic structure Virgins moved from status symbols held inside the home overlayed with supernatural powers.[
] To groups who could congregate together,[
] establishing relationships outside the home,[
] and taking on roles within the church and its surrounds.[
]  This change in structure allowed access to education,[
] mobility,[
] and a sense of freedom for many,[
] for a time women had equal access to holiness.[
]  Basil of Ancyra believed "that men needed in women what they lacked in themselves" and that this was gift "bestowed on women by God".[
]


There were alternate views to these ideas: some saw the development of the cult as a means to enslave women totally.[
] 

'For the first time in human history the mother kneels before her son; she freely accepts her inferiority.  This is the supreme masculine victory, consummated in the cult of the Virgin – it is the rehabilitation of woman through the accomplishment of her defeat'[
]

Virginity, obedience, purity and modesty, became the chains that bound women into a role where the Catholic Church controlled nearly every aspect of their lives.[
]  Part of this enslavement was the establishment of guilt, through Eve, to all women.  Mary achieved redemption from this sin[
], but she remains unique.  Others saw an attempt to turn women into men.  Mary herself states "Praise his [Jesus'] greatness, for he has prepared us and made us into men,"[
] the Gospels of Thomas provide other examples.[
]


Through all of this the one consistence is the loss or denial of sexuality for women.[
]  The ever-increasing advocacy for virginity, the move of monastic communities into controlled and segregated monastic orders, placed greater control into the hands of the Church.  It is also clear that the Church is not above using worship, including the cult of the Virgin, to obtain and control new constituents.  The development of the cult initially allowed women an opportunity to worship in a manner almost of their own making.  As the Christian Church formalised itself into a major religion this worship was formalised to adhere to the new ideals.  The cult became a tool; one that has developed over time to encapsulate all that is required for 'good women' within the faith, both monastically and within the outside world. It also provided the alternate image in Eve. 

Attachment One: Examples of Cyril's hymn's to Mary
Hail, Mary, the revered ….

The treasure chest of the world, 

The inextinguishable lamp, 

The crown of virginity,

The sceptre of orthodoxy

The indissoluble temple.

Hail the location for the uncontainable one

The mother and virgin

Through whom the Trinity sanctifies

Through whom the honored cross is named

And revered in all the world.

Through whom heaven delights

Through whom the angels and archangels rejoice

Through whom demons flee

Through whom the devil who tempts fell from heaven…[
]

Hail to Mary, Theotokos, Virgin Mother

Lightbearer, unstained vessel.

… For conceiving without seed, you gave

birth in a manner meet for a god.

Hail Mary, the temple where God rested, 

More than holy, as the prophet David spoke, 

Crying out, 'Your holy temple , marvellous in

       Righteousness'[
] 

Hail Mary Theotokos, through whom the prophets

Cried aloud, through whom the shepherds glorified, 

Saying with the angels, this fearful hymn,

'glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace

and good will towards men.'[
] 

… Hail Mary Theotokos, through whom came the true

light our Lord Jesus Christ, who said in the Gospels

'I am the light of the world.'[
] 

… Hail Mary Theotokos, through whom was announced

in the Gospels, 'Blessed is he who comes in the name of

the lord,'[
] And through whom the orthodox church

was founded in cities, villages and on islands,

… Hail Mary Theotokos, through whom blossomed and shined the beauty of the resurrection.[
]

Figure One: Italian altarpiece The Madonna of Humility with the Temptation of Eve[
] Female good and female evil are clearly identified in these contrasted figures
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The positives and the negatives of this image formulated that which should be attained, and that which should be avoided.  Within The Madonna of Humility with the Temptation of Eve the Madonna is displayed as the 'good woman,' disembodied, she is shrouded except for her face, hands and breast, all required fields for the nurturing and protecting of the child, she is guarded by angels, is surrounded by stars.  Eve, the 'evil woman' while given less space, displayed naked and given no comfort in her pose, is body itself.  She is earth, life and death, plants and animals, her form is realistic: "Her naked body – her realistic breast, so different from the Virgin's breast above; her flowing, wavy hair and shapely thigh – signals her sinfulness, just as the Virgin's lack of body reveals her goodness."[
]

Figure Two:  Isis and Horis and the Virgin with Jesus[
]

Figure A is a depiction of Isis suckling Horus a third century Coptic frieze, Figure B is Mary suckling Jesus, fifth to sixth century tombstone from Fayum, Egypt

A





B
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Figure Three: six century Syrian ivory panel[
]

Though the eastern territories had never been fully Hellenized, Byzantime influences are often evident in their art, as demonstrated in the Virgins features below. 
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Figure Four: pre-iconoclast Byzantine six-century Virgin enthroned.[
]

The monastery of St Catherine's, built by Justinian, where this image is located, holds the only extensive collection of pre-iconoclast Byzantine images.
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Figure Five: Sixth century icon of Mary[
]

This image is found in St Catherine's Monastery in Sinai and depicts the Mother of God flanked by two saints.
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Figure Six: Virgin and Child in the apse of Hagia Sophia[
]

"This monastic depiction of the Virgin and Child in the apse of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople is dated 867.  A famous sermon by the patriarch Photios describes the image and celebrates the end of the period of iconoclasm." [
]
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Figure Seven: the Virgin of Vladimir[
]

Byzantine art exercised a profound influence over the art of Kievan Russia, particularly through this icon, the Virgin of Vladimir, painted in Constantinople about 1125 and subsequently taken to Russia.
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Figure Eight: Late 15th century Icon[
]

The Virgin is almost always depicted with Christ in Byzantine art, emphasizing the importance of her role in his incarnation.  This representation has her flanked by two angels
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