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I. Saint Anne's Devotion in Late Medieval Europe 

 

I. 1. Methodological approach: Text and Image 

 

“…any symbol or artefact – a book, a procession, a prayer – will have a 'reception' 

amongst different groups and individuals which may be vastly different, or surprisingly 

similar. This difference will be the product of the context, into which the symbol is 

inserted, the pre-existing ideas against which its use will take place.”
1
 

  

Though Hungarian research on hagiography developed a lot since Gábor 

Klaniczay’s eye-catching article
2
 appeared in the 1980s, connected to hagiography we have 

to mention works from the interwar period which could be used in further studies, such as 

Elemér Mályusz’s study of ecclesiastical society and Lajos Pásztor’s work on the devotion 

of laity in the Jagellonian period.
3
 

Klaniczay drew the attention of scholars on the various aspects of saints’ cult which 

were not studied until that moment, while emphasizing the importance of anthropological 

and interdisciplinary approach to the subject. His work on the dynastic saints’ cult show 

the same idea of comparing different types of textual sources and placing the Hungarian 

cultural area within a broader context, the European one.
4
 Some of the ideas propagated by 

the historian – besides the importance of royal sanctity as research area, the necessity of 

gathering archival sources for historical strata of the cult of saints, the question of 

pilgrimage, the analyses of legends, sermons, and the cult of saints touched by the 

Reformation emerged as various aspects – came to life later on. 

                                                 

1  Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi. The Eucharist in Late Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1991), 8. 
2  Gábor Klaniczay, Le culte des saints dans la Hongrie médiévale (Problèmes des recherches), Acta Historica 

Academiae Scientiarium Hungaricae 29 (1983), 57-78. 
3  Elemér Mályusz, Egyházi társadalom a középkori Magyarországon (The ecclesiastic society in medieval 

Hungary) (Budapest, Akadémiai Kiadó, 1971); Lajos Pásztor, A magyarság valláos élete a Jagellók korában (The 

religious life during the Jagellonian dynasty) (Budapest: Királyi Magyar Egyetemi Nyomda, 1940).    
4  Idem, Az uralkodók szentsége a közékorban: Magyar dinasztikus szentkultuszok és európai modellek (The cult 

of royal saints in the Middle Ages: Hungarian dynastic sainthood and European models) (Budapest: Balassi Kiadó, 

2000); Idem, Holy rulers and blessed princesses. Dynastic cults in medieval Central Europe, trans. By Éva Pálmai 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
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Philological studies on the early preaching materials from Hungarian cultural area 

were carried out by Edit Madas.
5
 Further on, studies concentrating on single saint’s cult 

analyses on sermons were carried out by Ottó Gecser
6
, Stanislava Kuzmova.

7
 

Concentrating on the second largest collection of miracles preserved in Hungarian cultural 

area, Stanko Andrić
8
 analyzed the miracles at the tomb of Saint John the Capistran in Ilok.  

Viktória Hedwig Deák OP
9
 concentrated on the legends of Saint Margaret of 

Hungary who, just as John of Capistran, was a local product of sanctity in Hungarian 

culture. Both saints failed to be canonized during the Middles Ages. This aspect makes 

their works even more valuable: due to these studies we are able to have a view on the 

Dominican, respectively Franciscan Order’s canonization policy attempting to elevate their 

blessed to a higher rank. 

Dávid Falvay
10

 picked up an interesting element of Saint Elisabeth’s cult, 

respectively her visions with the Virgin Mary and through his thesis draw the genealogy of 

its literary source. This was a very popular mystical writing at the end of the Middle Ages 

containing visions of Elisabeth with the Virgin Mary, Saint John the Evangelist and Christ. 

Although it was very popular in the Middle Ages it was almost forgotten by scholars as a 

research topic. Further on he extended his research field to the reception of Hungarian 

princess’ devotion and reception in codices in medieval Italy. 

For late medieval hagiographical forms, using textual sources, we have to mention 

the study of József Sümegi
11

 on the Bleeding Host (especially the miracles that took place 

in Báta, Hungary), and those of Éva Knapp and Gábor Tüskés concentrating on the cult of 

the Holy Blood.
12

 Several works on images offer a wider regional overview of a selected 

                                                 

5  Edit Madas, Középkori prédikációirodalmunk történetéből (From our history of medieval sermons) (Debrecen: 

Kossuth Egyetemi Kiadó, 2004); Eadem, Sermones de Sancto Ladislao rege Hungariae. Középkori prédikációk Szent 

László királyról (Medieval Sermons on Saint Ladislaus), Agatha nr. 15 (Debrecen: Debreceni Egyetem, 2004). 
6  Ottó Gecser, Aspects of the cult of Saint Elisabeth of Hungary with a special emphasis on preaching 1231-c. 

1500 (Budapest, CEU Medieval Studies Departement, PhD Thesis, 2007); Idem, The feast and the pulpit:preachers, 

sermons and the cult of Saint Elisabeth of Hungary 1235-ca. 1500, Medioevo francescano. Saggi nr. 15 (Spoleto: 

Fondazione Centro Italiano di Studi sull’alto Medioevo, 2012).  
7  Stanislava Kuzmová, Preaching Saint Stanislaus of Cracow, his image and cult (Warsaw:Wydawniatwo DIG, 

2013).   
8  Stanko Andrić, The Miracles of Saint John Capistran (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2000). 
9  Viktória Hedwig Deák OP, Árpád-házi szent Margit és a domonkos hagiográfia. Garinus legendája nyomában 

(Saint Margaret of Hungary and the Dominican hagiography. The legend of Garinus) (Budapest, Kairosz Kiadó, 2005). 
10  Dávid Falvay, Szent Erzsébetnek tulajdonított Mária-revelációk és itáliai kontextusuk (Budapest, Eötvös 

Lóránd Tudományegyetem BTK, PhD thesis, 2005); Idem, Magyar dinasztikus szentek olasz kódexekben. Santi dinastici 

ungheresi in codici italiani (Budapest: Eötvös Lóránd Tudományegyetem BTK Olasz Nyelc és Irodalom Tanszék, 2012).  
11  József Sümegi, “Az oltáriszentség és a Szent Vér tisztelete a középkori Magyarországon” (The Holy Host’ s 

and Holy Blood’ s devotion in medieval Hungary) Essays in Church History in Medieval Hungary, 3(1990), 107-119.  
12  Gábor Tüskés and Éva Knapp, “A szent vér tisztelete Magyarországon” (The devotion of the Holy Blood in 

Hungary) in Erik Fügedi ed., Művelődéstörténeti tanulmányok a magyar középkorról (Budapest, Gondolat, 1986), 76-

117. 



3 

topic. In this respect we have to mention the PhD-thesis of Marie Lionnet
13

 who gathered 

and interpreted the frescoes representing the Virgin Mary from late medieval Hungary, 

while also putting together a database, which was not available for scholars at that 

moment. An ethnographical approach to the cult of the Virgin is given by Beatrix Gombosi 

in her study on the Madonna of Mercy.
14

 Maria Crăciun, through several articles, 

concentrated on altarpieces from the Eastern part of medieval Hungary, the Saxon region. 

She analyzed these images from the point of view of pre-reform ideas and changes occured 

during the Reformation.
15

  

Carmen Florea in her PhD-thesis focused on the devotional life of medieval 

Transylvanian cities, especially in some Saxon settelments as Sibiu (Hermannstadt, 

Szeben, Romania), Braşov (Kronstadt, Brassó, Romania) and Cluj (Klausenburg, 

Kolozsvár, Romania). She proved based on the sources the influence of Alba Iulia 

(Gyulafehérvár, Romania), the center of ecclesiastical power in Transylvania, on the 

development of hagiography and devotional forms throughout Transylvania with the 

exception of Saxon cities, which were under the direct rule of the Bishopric of Esztergom 

(Hungary). In the case of Cluj, which was not part of the Saxon Universitas, the influence 

came from the ecclesiastic center of Alba-Iulia. The mendicants, especially the Franciscan 

Order, as well had a special role in the evolution of late medieval Transylvanian piety.
16

  

 Without having an overall view on the latest hagiographical works I intended to 

show how wide is the spectrum of the different topics treated by scholars in the discipline 

of hagiography for the medieval Hungarian cultural area. Within the wide variety of such 

works there are few for Western European culture and Hungarian culture as well that 

handle the cult of Saint Anne, the topic of my thesis. 

                                                 

13  Marie Lionnet, “Les peintures murales en Hongrie à la fin du Môyen Âge (v. 1300-v. 1475). La transmission 

des formes iconographiques et les formes originales de leur appropriation locale sur deux themes majeurs: La Mere de 

Dieu et le Jugement dernier,” Ph. D. dissertation, (University of Paris X, 2004), vol. 2, 3, 46, 66. (hereinafter: Lionnet, 

“Les peintures murales”) 
14  Beatrix Gombosi, “Köpönyegem pedig az én irgalmasságom...” Köpönyeges Mária ábrázolások a középkori 

Magyarországon. “Mein weiter Mantel ist meine Barmherzigkeit…” Schutzmantelmadonnen aus dem mittelalterlichen 

Ungarn (Szeged: Néprajzi és Kultúrális Antropológiai Tanszék, 2008). 
15  Maria Crăciun, “Eucharistic devotion in the iconography of Transylvanian Polyptych Altarpieces” in José Paiva 

ed. Religious Ceremonials and Images. Power and Social Meaning (1400-1750) (Lisabon: Pálimage Press, 2002), 191-

230; Idem, “Iconoclasm and Theology. Incarnation and Redemption in the Iconography of Transylvanian Polyptychs. 

The case of Biertan,” Archiv für Reformationsgeschichte/Archive for Reformation History, 95(2004), 62-97; Idem, 

“Eucharistic Iconography and the Confessional Identity of the Saxon Community in Early Modern Transylvania” in 

Jaroslav Miller, László Kontler (eds.), Friars, Nobles and Burghers - Sermons, Images and Prints. Studies of Culture and 

Society in Early Modern Europe, In memoriam István György Tóth (Budapest: CEU Press, 2010), 49-71; Idem, 

“Mendicant Piety and the Saxon Community of Transylvania c 1450-1550” in Maria Crăciun, Elaine Fulton (eds.), 

Communities of Devotion. Religious Orders and Society in East Central Europe, 1450-1800 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 

29-70; Idem, “Marian Imagery and Its Function in the Lutheran Churches of Early Modern Transylvania” in Andrew 

Spicer (ed.), Lutheran Churches in Early Modern Europe (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 133-164. 
16  Carmen Florea, “The Cult of the Saints in Late Medieval Transylvania (14th-16th centuries),” Ph. D. 

dissertation (Cluj, Babeş-Bolyai University, Departement of Medieval and Modern History, 2013). 
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Saint Anne was subject to a number of debates throughout the Middle Ages; her 

cult reveals theological and anthropological issues. Different attitudes toward the saint’s 

cult by different social groups (e.g., friars, nuns, bishops, the bourgeoisie) refer to the 

ideological differences among them concerning devotion to Saint Anne. Thus her cult can 

not be interpreted without treating the period’s mentality issues regarding sainthood, 

motherhood, and virginity. The saint’s representations and textual sources complement 

each other by giving a solid basis for a comprehensive interpretation. New approaches to 

interpreting the saint’s cult in Western Europe offer an appropriate methodology, while 

giving the ideological, historical and comparative background on this issue.  

 

I. 2. Historiographic Overview 

 

The cult of Saint Anne has an ample literature from the beginning of the twentieth century 

to the present. It contains different kinds of approaches to the topic, varying on the basis of 

the major trends in the historiography of the time. As the saint’s cult has developed 

especially in Western Europe (France, England and the German-speaking areas), several 

studies treat the cult of the saint in these regions. 

The basic studies of Saint Anne’s cult and images date from before the Second 

World War (Paul-Victor Charland,
17

 Beda Kleinschmidt
18

). Charland and Kleinschmidt 

refer to all aspects of the cult: historical development, liturgical aspects, literary and 

hagiographic works, brotherhoods, images, dedications. Beyond the enumeration of 

different kind of sources, in the frame of well-defined thematic chapters, they analyze these 

sources by giving an overview on the cult’s appearance in East and its further development 

in Western European culture, especially France (Charland), and medieval German 

territories (Kleinschmidt). 

These studies with their accurately gathered source material and wide historical and 

ethnographical approach set the basis for further analyses and studies on the matter. 

Though these approaches are very useful and un-avoidable, further historiographical trends 

influenced the analyses of hagiography and within it the debates regarding Saint Anne’s 

cult.   

                                                 

17   Paul-Victor Charland, Le culte de Saint Anne en Occident, second période: De 1400 (environ) à nos jours 

(Quebec: Imprimerie Franciscaine Missionaire, 1921).  
18   Beda Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna, ihre Verehrung in Geschichte, Kunst und Volkstum (Düsseldorf: Druck 

und Verlag von L. Schwann, 1930). (hereinafter: Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna.) 
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One of the earliest works which applies a cultural approach to this topic is written 

by Jean Wirth.
19

 The author brings together the different interpretations related to Hans 

Baldung Grien’s work on Saint Anne Trinity. Wirth gives an anthropological interpretation 

to the images when comparing Hans Baldung Grien’s work with other Saint Anne Trinity 

images and with textual sources of the time related to the lot debated trinubium legend. 

Another possible feature of the saint, that of a witch, is outlined in the context of the cult’s 

decline. 

Scholars working on late medieval visual and textual sources considered the figure 

of Saint Anne an example for drawing the construction and fluidity of medieval and 

modern gender roles. The new anthropological and gender-like trends in historiography 

can be seen further on in the writings of the 1980-90s. A new generation of scholars from 

the 1980s turned their attention to new approaches concerning the Saint’s cult. The 

varieties of these approaches are generated by women studies, and cultural and 

interdisciplinary studies. These approaches which could be developed due to a more 

general phenomenon, noticed in hagiography, in our case, were developed further on in the 

frame of topics as for e. g. the relationship of sainthood and motherhood which was 

considered an analytic point of view in the 1990s . These works seize the changes in the 

perception of the notion of motherhood over the centuries. While in the vitae of saints from 

the early Christians the notion of “spiritual motherhood” is a frequently found motif 

describing the relationship between abbots/abbesses and their communities (e.g., 

Baudovinia, the writer of Saint Radegund’s life, relates that the saint loved her community 

so much “that she forgot her family”, she also called the nuns her “daughters”),
20

 “spiritual 

motherhood” received a new feature, the physical reality of pregnancy, birth, and lactation, 

which resulted in a new perception: a mystical union with the infant God as Atkinson 

formulates in her study.
21

 Caroline Walker Bynum in her study on the spirituality of 

Cistercians analyzes the different contexts and ways maternal imagery was used (e.g., 

Bernard of Clairvaux used this type of imagery when describing male figures – Jesus, 

Moses, Peter, Paul – and himself as abbot
22

). She explains this phenomenon with the 

                                                 

19  Jean Wirth, “Sainte Anne est une sorcière,” Bibliothèque d’humanisme et renaissance. Travaux et documents 

XL (1978): 449-480. 
20   Jo Ann McNamara and John E. Halborg, eds., Sainted women of the Dark Ages (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 1992),60-105 (hereafter: McNamara and E. Halborg, Sainted women); Mulder-Bakker, “‘Golden Wombs:’ 

Motherhood and Sanctity” in Sanctity and Motherhood. Essays on Holy Mothers in the Middle Ages, ed. Anneke B. 

Mulder (New York: Garland Publishing, 1995), 261. 
21         Clarissa W. Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation: Christian Motherhood in the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1991), 6. (hereafter: Atkinson, The Oldest Vocation.), 163.  
22   Caroline Walker Bynum, Jesus as Mother, Studies in the Spirituality of the High Middle Ages, Publications of 
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appearance of a new devotion to Christ’s humanity, which signified “a shift in theological 

emphasis from atonement-resurrection and last judgment to creation and incarnation.”
23

 

As Anneke Mulder-Bakker formulates in her study the significant change regarding 

motherhood in the late Middle Ages can be noticed by the phenomenon of charity 

preceding chastity. She also divides mother saints into groups: those who achieved spiritual 

perfection, thus sanctity, by becoming martyrs, the so-called “mother saints” (e.g., 

Perpetua, Felicitas, Symphorosa), and those whose sanctity consisted in their motherly 

status, the “holy mothers” (e.g. the Virgin Mary, Saint Anne).
24

 

In the frame of these interpretations Saint Anne occupied her place as a holy mother 

within sainthood. Through these approaches it is understandable why Anne’s figure could 

evolve to that of a mother contrary to her barrenness for long time. The interpretation of 

her legend through textual and visual material gives her this role. Although the trinubium 

legend which appeared in the ninth century led to several debates regarding her cult in the 

Middle Ages, she remained a holy mother, the mother of the Virgin, but integrating several 

aspects as attributes.  

Here we have to mention a conference volume containing several essays on Saint 

Anne, edited by Kathleen Ashley and Pamela Sheingorn: Interpreting Cultural Symbols. 

Saint Anne in Late Medieval Society.
25

 As the saint’s cult developed mostly in Western 

European countries, the essays focus on some of the aspects of Saint Anne’s cult in France, 

England, and the German-speaking areas. A special case is presented as well, that of Saint 

Anne’s role in Florentine Art. Part of an interdisciplinary conference, these approaches are 

based on philological, ethnographical, and art history studies. Saint Anne’s multifaceted 

image requires such an interdisciplinary approach. 

This is the first comprehensive volume on Saint Anne in late medieval culture. The 

studies within it examine the different images of Saint Anne from a variety of sources 

including folklore, drama, rituals, the visual arts, local and political history, hagiography, 

and theology. The editors trace the historical development of Saint Anne’s legend and her 

cult in the introduction and offer a methodology for interpreting cultural symbols. 

The first two studies, based on medieval texts from France and England, reveal the 

                                                                                                                                                    

the Centre forMedieval and Renaissance Studies, no. 16 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 115. 

(hereafter: Bynum, Jesus as Mother). 
23             Ibid., 17.  
24   Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker, “Introduction,” in Sanctity and Motherhood, 3-30. 
25   Kathleen Ashley and Pamela Sheingorn, “Introduction,” in Interpreting Cultural Symbols. Saint Anne in Late 

Medieval Society, eds. Kathleen Ashley and Pamela Sheingorn (Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1990), 1-

69. 
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prosperity of the cult in Late Middle Ages and analyze the various legends of the saint. 

These folklore studies from medieval oral culture contrast the orthodox legends of the 

saint, part of the apocryphal sources from two and four centuries after Christ. 

Francesca Sautman’s
26

 essay on French folk tradition puts in parallel the apocryphal 

texts of the Protevangelium of James of about 150 A.D referring to the parents of the 

Virgin and a less known variant of Saint Anne’s legend, preserved in French manuscripts of 

the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The legend presents details regarding the ancestry 

and birth of Saint Anne that are not found in any established tradition. The study is a 

wonderful methodological example for the analyses of medieval mentality and of the 

manner in which the cult of the saints in the Middle Ages was not arbitrarily established, 

but it was full of popular initiatives of various aspects. 

Another study dedicated to folk traditions is that of Gail McMurray Gibson.
27

 

Although the official recognition of the cult of Saint Anne in England did not come until 

1382, there is evidence of considerable English devotion to the mother of the Virgin 

especially in eastern England. The author takes into consideration an unusual 

iconographical example from a Nativity alabaster relief. The alabaster carving and some 

textual evidence emphasize the physical and spiritual danger of childbirth. 

The comparative study of images, late medieval drama and narrative, by one of the 

editors, Kathleen Ashley,
28

 reveals an unexplored field of methodology regarding the 

saint’s cult. Although the flourishing of Anne’s cult coincides with the period of the 

religious drama’s greatest efflorescence, this connection has been neglected generally. The 

comparative analysis of three plays, each associated with the cult of the saint, explores the 

complexity of late medieval gender symbolism. While the legend of Saint Anne was 

widely known and her cult was popular among a wide variety of social groups, these facts 

do not show us how the figure of Anne actually functioned as a cultural symbol. 

Pamela Sheingorn
29

 analyzes the images of Holy Kinship from a cultural rather 

than an art historical approach. The author’s belief is that one can grasp changes in the 

mentality of that period by analyzing the changes that occurred in these iconographical 

representations. 

                                                 

26  Francesca Sautman, “Saint Anne in Folk Tradition: Late Medieval France,” in Interpreting Cultural Symbols, 

eds. Ashley and Sheingorn, 69-95. 
27       Gail McMurray Gibson, “Saint Anne and the Religion of Childbed: Some East Anglian Texts and Talismans,” 

in Interpreting Cultural Symbols, eds. Ashley and Sheingorn, 95-111.  
28  Kathleen Ashley, “Image and Ideology: Saint Anne in Late Medieval Drama and Narrative,” Interpreting 

Cultural Symbols, eds. Ashley and Sheingorn, 111-131. 
29  Pamela Sheingorn, “Appropriating the Holy Kinship: Gender and Family History,” Interpreting Cultural 

Symbols, eds. Ashley and Sheingorn, 169-199. 
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The appearance of the Holy Kinship images based on the trinubium legend added 

another aspect to the cult of Saint Anne, that of a matriarch and the human role of 

grandmother. The iconography of this period represents Saint Anne as the main character 

of her family (a wise and nurturing grandparent with her three young daughters, the three 

Marys, and their children, the future apostles). 

Devotion to the Holy Kinship in France appeared with some frequency in visual 

arts in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, notably in sculpture, stained glass, and 

manuscripts representing Saint Anne alone. Treatises devoted to the Holy Kinship appeared 

only in the first half of the sixteenth century and they followed earlier German prototypes. 

Myra D. Orth’s
30

 essay deals with an episode that involved the denial of the existence of 

the Holy Kinship in France, the political overtones of Saint Anne’s cult in a period when 

her cult was redefined. Humanists disputed the three marriages of Anne propagated by the 

Golden Legend. Figures like Erasmus of Rotterdam and Jacques Lefèvre d’Etaples were 

involved in these discussions. Lefèvre reduced the Holy Kinship to four persons, 

recognizing only the Virgin Mary as the only daughter of Saint Anne. The essay discusses 

how the royal family came to be involved in the dispute over Saint Anne, which was part 

of the gathering crisis of the Reformation in France. 

Another study by Pamela Sheingorn, not included among the conference papers, 

reveals a new feature of Saint Anne’s character through images: Saint Anne teaching the 

Virgin Mary. This iconographic type can be associated with female literacy and specifically 

with the role of mothers as teachers of their daughters. Her approach is not only new for 

the saint’s cult and iconographic representations, but also for medieval art, where the 

subject of female literacy has been neglected.
31

 

Elisabeth L’Estrange, in the frame of her book “Holy motherhood: Gender, dynasty 

and visual culture in the later middle ages”
32

 aims to offer some answers to questions 

regarding the place of the female viewer in late medieval visual culture and modern 

attempts to define her. She takes in the focus of her study especially manuscripts with Saint 

Anne images. Through this she draws the attention on the importance of the holy mothers 

in devotion to Christ’s family instead of the cult of the male characters. For example the 

cult of Saint Joseph was growing in the fifteenth century when he was rehabilitated from a 

                                                 

30  Myra D. Orth, “Madame Sainte Anne: The Holy Kinship, the Royal Trinity, and Louise of Savoy,” Interpreting 

Cultural Symbols, eds. Ashley and Sheingorn, 199-229. 
31  Pamela Sheingorn, “‘The Wise Mother’: The Image of St. Anne Teaching the Virgin Mary,” Gesta 32, no. 1 

(1993): 69-80.  
32   Elisabeth L’Estrange, Holy Motherhood: Gender, dynasty and visual culture in the later middle ages, 

Manchester Medieval Studies, first published 2008 (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2012) 
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rather comic figure who believes he has been cuckolded by his young wife to the figure of 

a more respectable family man. She pointed out that despite the inferior status ascribed to 

the female sex in many late medieval ecclesiastical writings, this focus on holy 

motherhood would appear to privilege the social roles of late-medieval lay women. Pamela 

Sheingorn has noted
33

 that Saint Anne and her family propagated “the positive value of 

marriage and motherhood”, thus they were used as devotional paradigms by, and for, 

married woman.  

Earlier scholars
34

 already noted the connection between the expression of 

childbearing and parenting interests and visual and textual sources expressing miraculous 

conceptions of holy women defined in the context of illuminated Books of Hours. Anne 

Rudloff Stanton by analyzing the Queen Mary Psalter pointed out that the birth scenes and 

other images of holy mothers and their children illustrating the Psalter were commissioned 

for a royal woman expected to bear children. There is an interest from the part of patroness 

in themes of motherhood (including Anne).
35

 L’Estrange draws the attention to the fact that 

emphasizing the link between female viewers and Anne’s devotion is problematic due to 

the wider problem of analyzing women’s engagement with objects produced for them by 

patriarchal society.
36

 Brigitte Buettner and Sandra Penketh pointed out that Book of Hours 

were often given to a woman on the occasion of her marriage and it could include prayers 

and iconography carefully selected by her bridegroom or his family meant to encourage 

her in her new role.
37

  

The study of L’Estrange shows how the social role of parenthood was part of 

fifteenth-century aristocratic patriarchal society for both genders. In the case of aristocratic 

women though images were produced for them often with the aim of reinforcing their roles 

as wives as the author formulates “the cultural practices available to those women allowed 

them to read images of holy motherhood in such a way that they could manage the 

execution of those roles, both devotionally and practically.” 

                                                 

33    Sheingorn, “Appropriating,” 169-98, 180.  
34  Susan Groag Bell, “Medieval Women Book Owners: Arbiters of Lay Piety and Ambassadors of Culture,” in 

Women and Power in the Middle Ages, ed. by Mary Erler and Maryanne Kowaleski (Athens, GA and London: University 

of Georgia Press, 1988), 149-87; Sandra Penketh, “Woman and Books of Hours” and Martha W. Driver, “Mirrors of the 

Collective Past: Re-considering Images of Medieval Women,” both in Women and the Book : Assessing the Visual 

Evidence, ed. by Lesley Smith and Jane H. M. Taylor (Toronto and London: University of Toronto Pressand the British 

Library, 1997), 266-80 and 75-93 etc.  
35  Anne Rudloff Stanton, “From Eve to Bathseba and Beyond: Motherhood in the Queen Mary Psalter,” in 

Women and the Book, ed. by Smith and Taylor, pp. 172-189. 
36  L’Estrange, Holy Motherhood, 13. 
37  Brigitte Buettner, “Women and the Circulation of Books,” Journal of the Early Book Society, 4(2001), 9-31; 

Penketh, “Woman and Books of Hours,” 275; Madeleine H. Caviness, “Patron or Matron? A Capetian Bride and a Vade 

Mecum for Her Marriage Bed,” Speculum, 68(1993), 333-362. 
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Ton Brandenbarg analyzed the growth and the distribution of writings of 

theologians and pastors in relation to views on virginity, sexuality, marriage, and family 

life, restricting his research to Northern Europe between 1480 and 1550, the flourishing 

period of the saint’s cult.
38

 He concentrated on such sources as Jan van Denemarken’s, 

Pieter Dorlant’s well-known Anne legends in one of his studies.
39

 He also took into 

consideration the social background of these works, in the case of the latest Anne legend, 

as for e.g. the representative humanist, Johannes Trithemius, and also others who wrote as 

well on this matter. After the interpretation of the enumerated basic textual sources from 

North-German territories, he discusses the Saint Anne brotherhood from Frankfurt and the 

presentation of the altarpiece supported by it in both of the studies, mentioned above. This 

interdisciplinary approach allows to the author to formulate larger conclusions, to see the 

social background of textual and visual sources: the propagators and the recipients of these 

sources. 

Karin Tilmans in her study also focuses on the late medieval period of Anne’s cult. 

She says that in the later Middle Ages the discussion over the Immaculate Conception of 

Mary reached a new episode under the influence of two movements, Carmelitism and 

Humanism. She details how the story of Anne’s mother, Emerentia could develop at that 

time. As she mentions “The virginal birth of Christ was expanded to include similar births 

among his and Mary’s ancestors.” She reaches the conclusion in her study, that the Neo-

Latin poems had little to say about marriage and family-life, because they were intended 

for religious, Latin-trained schoolboys and humanists, who “preferred to avoid an overly 

demanding married life.”
40

      

Separate works dedicated to confraternities and textual materials contribute to the 

creation of databases concerning the topic, especially referring to German speaking areas.
41

 

Angelika Dörfler-Dierken dedicated a book to the writings of preachers, humanists 

from the 14
th

 century until the middle of the 16
th

 century, especially from German 

territories. She enters in a more detailed interpretation of the cult of the saint from the point 

of view of ecclesiastic history. A separate chapter of her book takes into consideration the 

                                                 

38  Ton Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne, A Holy Grandmother and Her Children,” in Sanctity and Motherhood, 31-65. 

(hereinafter: Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne.”)  
39  Idem, “Saint Anne and her Family: The veneration of Saint Anne in connection with concepts of marriage and 

the family in the early-modern period,” in Saints and she-devils: images of women in the 15th and 16th centuries, ed. by 

Lène Dresen-Coenders, trans. by C. M. H. Sion (London: The Rubicon Press, 1987), 101-130. 
40  Karin Tilmans, Sancta Mater versus Sanctus Doctus? Saint Anne and the Humanists in Sanctity and 

Motherhood, 331-355.  
41  Angelika Dörfler-Dierken, Die verehrung der heiligen Anna in Spätmittelalter und früher Neuzit (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1992).  
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religious aspect of the cult. In the frame of this chapter she treats the early lives of the 

Saint, which were included in the Marian feast. She contextualizes the legends in the 

ecclesiastic history, having a brief analysis of the cult’s development during the papacy of 

Sixtus IV, who promoted the Marian cult as a Franciscan. During his papacy was 

introduced the cult of Saint Anne in the Roman calendar. In her book Dörfler-Dierken 

opposed the view of Beda Kleinschmidt connected to the partial acceptance of the dogma 

of Immaculate Conception. In her view this has no direct effect on the sudden blossom of 

the cult on the Late Middle Ages. 

She took in view also the role of the Saint Anne brotherhoods, their social activity, 

idea which she developed further on in a separate book on the matter
42

. The last part of her 

book relies on the analyses of late medieval Anne lives which were written by humanists, 

who had an important role in the promotion of the cult in this period of time. The 

pedagogical function of lives is also treated in the frame of this book. She also enumerated 

the legends at the end with accurate information connected to it, including subtitels. This 

ample work is a reference book on the saint’s texual sources. 

The studies of Ton Brandenbarg and Angelika Dörfler-Dierken show that Saint 

Anne’s cult blossomed at the time when many disputes were present over the Immaculate 

Conception in Western Europe, which attracted scholars to be perhaps more interested in 

the cult of Anne. But as Ton Brandenbarg formulates it “Was she not the ancestor of a 

powerful line, was she not an exemplary wife and dedicated mother, was she not the chaste 

widow who assumed a helpful and modest role? Did she not promote prosperity and 

success?...(meantime) in the peasent society she was reminiscent of the old grandmother 

who from time past occupied a central position and advised and assisted the community, 

especially in matters of life and death.”
43

 The attention of scholars and humanists do not 

explain the prosperity of the cult, especially in circumstances when the Anne lives didn’t 

included the dispute over the doctrine, as Brandenbarg formulates it. 

The figure of Saint Anne cannot be attached solely to women’s behavior. Although 

her main character is that of the holy mother and as such she represents women’s roles 

related to motherhood, at the same time she could express the dynastic impulses of royalty 

or symbolize the civic liberties of Florence. She could represent a genealogical mother and 

the idea of lineage and dynasty as well. As Ashley and Sheingorn argued in their study on 

Saint Anne that “symbols have an intrinsic and permanent meaning” which they meant as 

                                                 

42  Ibid, Vorreformatorische Bruderschaften der heiligen Anna (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1992). 
43  Ton Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 39. 
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though Saint Anne was associated mostly with female experiences, she was also a figure 

available to men, who used her to express the dynastic interests of royalty or symbolize the 

civic war and liberty of Florence.
44

  

Saint Anne appeared as a political symbol in Florentine art between the fourteenth 

and the sixteenth centuries. From the mid-trecento onward, Florentines employed Saint 

Anne’s name and image to proclaim their liberty and republicanism in the front of internal 

and external threats of subjugation. Roger J. Crum and David G. Wilkins
45

 present this 

aspect of the cult connected to an important event of fourteenth century Florence: the 

revolt of the Florentines against Walter VI of Brienne on Saint Anne’s day, 26 July 1343. 

The study deals with textual and visual materials that trace the development of this aspect 

of the cult. The authors also present how the Medici dukes (whose ancestors were among 

those who fought against Brienne) applied the image of Saint Anne to their own political 

advantage. 

Further on, one of the most recent studies dedicated to Saint Anne by Virginia 

Nixon,
46

 reveals the importance of the topic in newly discovered source materials and 

suggests new possibilities of interpretation. As Virginia Nixon formulated in the 

introduction of her book, based on previous works her study represents a different 

approach to the topic. In conformity with new tendencies of interpreting art in the Middle 

Ages,
47

 Virginia Nixon analyzes the textual and visual sources of the late fifteenth and 

early sixteenth century, by taking into account the different aspects of late medieval 

devotion: the creation of the cult (ideological and economic factors), relics, images, 

miracles, pilgrimages, personal devotion (names and naming). She didn’t agree with the 

statement of Kleinschmidt concerning the cause of the blossom of the cult in the Late 

Middle Ages. In her opinion this phenomenon has at its bases different causes and cannot 

be connected to the semi-official recognition of the cult by the sinod of Trent. 

The methodology chosen, that of interpreting Saint Anne images by analyzing the 

images in Marian context, regarding both iconography and cult and comparing regional 

differences is totally new and, at the same time, convincing. The author highlights for 

example how changes in the sizes of figures (Anne-Mary-Christ) can be connected to 

                                                 

44  Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 4-5. 
45  Roger J. Crum and David G. Wilkins, “In the Defense of Florentine Republicanism: Saint Anne and Florentine 

Art, 1343-1575,” Interpreting Cultural Symbols, eds. Ashley and Sheingorn, 131-169. 
46  Virginia Nixon, Mary’s Mother. Saint Anne in Late Medieval Europe (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2004). (hereinafter: Nixon, Mary’s Mother.) 
47   See the work of Jean-Claude Schmitt, “Images and the historian,” in History and Images. Towards a New 

Iconology, eds. Axel Bolvig and Phillip Lindley (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2003), 19-45. 
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changes occurred in the saint’s devotion. 

The different case studies on the promoters of Saint Anne’s cult, on a commissioner 

of her image, on pilgrimage, on the salvational aspect of the cult based on texts and images 

and concerning the motif (ideological, economical) and methods of the cult’s promoters 

reveal the complexity of the topic. Virginia Nixon gives an overview of Saint Anne’s cult 

between 1470 and 1530, the growing, flourishing, and then declining periods of the cult in 

late medieval Europe. 

 

I. 3. Saint Anne’s cult in the work of Hungarian scholars 

 

Saint Anne’s cult has been mostly overlooked in the Eastern part of Central Europe until 

now, and in our case specifically in medieval Hungary. The saint’s cult was mostly spread 

in Western Europe (France, German-speaking areas, England); consequently thorough 

studies have been published regarding these areas. Nevertheless we also have to mention 

the study of Piotr Maniurka on Saint Anne for Poland.
48

 Previous studies on medieval 

Hungary treat iconographic, ethnographic and textual sources. Nevertheless the complex 

analysis of Saint Anne’s cult in its hagiographical (e.g., the cult of the Virgin Mary) and 

geographical context has not been carried out by handling different sources together yet. 

Nevertheless, there are some studies with different approaches, especially 

concerning ethnography, iconography, and literature. These studies present general 

information (ethnography) on the saint’s cult, stylistic influences on the saint’s 

representations (iconography), literary sources concerning her legends in Hungarian 

codices (literature), but do not give an overall view of the devotion to Saint Anne, and do 

not treat it by considering late medieval piety. On the other hand these works set the basis 

for further studies. 

The ethnographic study of Sándor Bálint
49

 from the first part of the twentieth 

century gives an overview of the historical development of the saint’s cult. He treats all the 

information concerning Saint Anne: literary sources (their legends), liturgical references 

(sermons), iconographic sources (frescoes, images on altarpieces), brotherhoods and place 

                                                 

48  Unfortunatelly I was not able to find the book in Hungary. Piotr Pawel Maniurka, Matet Matris Domini Šwięta 

Anna Samotreć w gotyckiej rzeźbie śląskiej (Opole: Wyd. Świętego Krzyża, 1997). 
49   Sándor Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium. A Mária-ünnepek és jelesebb napok hazai és közép-európai 

hagyományvilágából (Liturgical calendar. On the feasts of the Virgin and other important feasts in Central European 

culture), new ed., vol. 2 (Budapest: Mandala, 1998), 95-118. (hereafter: Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium). 
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names. This ample aspect of the book makes it a reference work. Lajos Katona’s 

philological study on the oldest Hungarian Saint Anne legend traces the origin of the text.
50

 

Another study of Lajos Katona presents some aspects of the saint’s cult regarding popular 

devotion.
51

  

Another philological approach is that of Anna Veress.
52

 She compared the 

Hungarian Anne-legends from the Teleki-, Kazinczy- and Érdy codices with the 

apocryphal source from the Protevangelium of James. The later source is the earliest of the 

saint’s legend. She didn’t take into consideration the most direct source of the above 

mentioned codices, the work of the Anonymous Franciscan Friar.
53

 

The iconographic study, written by Edit Sz. Lajta,
54

 analyzes the representations of 

Holy Kinship in Upper Hungary from the point of view of artistic influences. The author 

succeeds in establishing the process of the compositional evolution of the images. This 

approach does not refer directly to the features of the saint’s cult in late Middle Ages, 

however. 

A recent interpretation based on Sándor Bálint’s and Edit Sz. Lajta’s works is the 

PhD thesis of Anna Ridovics. She wrote her thesis on the baroque Saint Anne devotion in 

Hungary, namely on a prayer book with textual and visual sources. In the frame of her 

work she also analyzed shortly the medieval period of the saint’s cult taking into 

consideration foreign literature and interpretations concerning the Saint Anne devotion.
55

 

She based her research on a Jesuit’s, Ferenc Szabolt’s, work: “Isten mindenhatóságának 

tárháza. Az az Szent Anna, a Boldogságos Szűz Mária édes anyjának tiszteleti” (The house 

of the Lord. The devotion of Saint Anne, mother of Virgin’s). The aim of the later 

mentioned book was to gather the literary sources connected to Saint Anne’s devotion and 

make it accessible to the Saint Anne brotherhood in Hungarian language. The genre of this 

                                                 

50  Lajos Katona, “A Teleki-kódex legendái” (The legends of the Teleki codice) Magyar Tudományos Akadémia 

Nyelv és Széptudományi Osztályának Közleménye 18 (1904): 1-30. (hereafter: Katona, “A Teleki-kódex legendái”) 
51  Lajos Katona, “A kedd asszonya” (The Lady of Tuesday), Etnográfia 1 (1905): 1-16. (hereafter: Katona, “A 

kedd asszonya”). 
52  Anna Veres, “Szent Anna alakja a Jakab-féle ősevangéliumban és három kódexünkben,” Sermones Compilati, 

Plaustrum III, file:///F:/Sermones%20compilati%20-%20Plaustrum%20III.htm (downloaded on 02.03.2008). 
53  Anonymus Franciscan, Legenda sanctissime matrone Anne genitricis Virginis Marie matris et Hiesu Cristi avie 

(Leipzig: Melchior Lotter, 1497). http://tudigit.ulb.tu-darmstadt.de/show/inc-ii-236/0001 (downloaded on 11.05.2011) 
54   Edit Sz. Lajta, “A ‘Nagy Szent család’ ikonográfiája. A későközépkori művészet elvilágiasodásának tipikus 

példája” (Iconography of the Holy Kinship. A typical example for the laicism of late medieval art), Művészettörténeti 

Értesítő 1 (1954): 34-48. (hereafter: Sz. Lajta, “A ‘Nagy Szent család’ ikonográfiája.”) 
55  Anna Ridovics, Isten mindenhatóságának tárháza: Szent Anna barokk kori tisztelete és ábrázolásainak 

ikonográfiája egy korabeli imádságoskönyv tükrében (The house of the Lord: Baroque devotion and iconography of Saint 

Anne’s cult), Ph. D. thesis (Budapest, Eötvös Lóránd University, 2000), esp. 1-26; Idem, “The changing aspects of the 

female roles through the cult of Saint Anne in the visual art from the historical territory of Hungary (14-16th c.)” in Attila 

Kiss and György E. Szőnyi (eds.) (Papers in English and American Studies XV) The Iconology of Gender I. Eastern and 

Western Traditions of European Iconography 3 (Szeged: JATE Press, 2008), 49-62. 
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book is mixed: it is a prayerbook, a book containing the saint’s vita and her miracles as 

well.
56

  

Concerning the medieval part of her research, included in her thesis and also 

published separately, she pursued Edit Sz. Lajta’s idea regarding the structural changes of 

the images, exemplifying through these the changes occuring in some aspects of the cult, 

especially in the gender roles. 

 

I. 4. The aim of the present thesis 

 

In my study I pursue the idea of the need for an interdisciplinary approach to the analysis 

of Saint Anne’s late medieval Hungarian devotion. The first part of the thesis gives an 

overview of the cult in Western Europe, especially in German speaking territories. I 

analyze in a more detailed manner the sermons written to Anne, and also woodcuts 

produced in German speaking area. I focus on these sources because the cult of the saint 

could have been most easily spread through these vehicles. Though textual sources were 

analysed by Angelika Dörfler-Dierken, she didn’t enter in a detailed interpretation of the 

sermons. Therefore I considered necessary an analysis by considering the times’ 

hagiography. The woodcuts were not analysed at all with this entireness, taking into 

consideration all the images survived from the 15
th

 century (based on Paul Heitz’s edition), 

by German scholars. Finally, it is the German speaking territory from where the cult of 

Saint Anne came in medieval Hungary especially in the late middle ages when the cult of 

Anne blossomed spontaneously. In the second part of my thesis I interpret the Latin 

sermons produced in medieval Hungary in Observant Franciscan milieu and the Old 

Hungarian legends copied also in Franciscan and Carthusian milieu. I interpret these 

sources in the frame of late medieval hagiography. This approach allows me to analyze, 

based on the different points of view, how the texts were used or written, and finally 

through this to clarify the different, and in some cases the debated, aspects of Anne’s cult. 

This is a philological approach which was not used until now by scholars in the case of 

                                                 

56  Idem, “Isten mindenhatóságának tárháza: Szent Anna barokk kori tisztelete és ábrázolásainak ikonográfiája egy 

korabeli imádságoskönyv tükrében” (The house of the Lord: Baroque devotion and iconography of Saint Anne’s cult), 

Ars Hungarica 25 (1997): 247-254. 
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Saint Anne legends in Hungarian context. The Saint Anne sermons written in late medieval 

Hungary were not analyzed at all. 

I also take into consideration the vast visual material (frescoes and altarpieces) from 

late medieval Hungary. Beside the basic database of Dénes Radocsay
57

 which offers the 

major part of the information I gathered further data on visual sources from the Hungarian 

National Gallery and the Institution of Art History. As in Central Europe the genealogical 

representations (Anne Trinity and the Holy Kinship) were mostly present instead of Anne 

presented alone (characteristic for France) or the Education of the Virgin (characteristic for 

England) I analyse this type of iconography. In my analyses I follow not only the changes 

occurring in the iconographic type, but also the enriching aspect of the images from 

hagiographic point of view. Thus the textual and visual interpretations complement each 

other giving a more comprehensive view on the different aspects of the cult. Further on in 

a case study I treat the background information on some Saint Anne altarpieces from 

Upper Hungary in cases where I could find enough archival information on the persons, 

institutions who ordered them. Due to this I can approach to a certain extent the problem 

related to the identity of cult’s propagators. And finally I enter in a more detailed 

interpretation with regards to the Virgin Mary altarpiece of Biertan (Birthälm, Berethalom, 

Romania). My special attention to this altarpiece is based on the fact that the construction, 

adjustment of the altarpiece went through different phases, episodes by this influencing the 

iconography of the altarpiece itself. I follow this procedure through the fifteenth and 

sixteenth century, when many changes occurred in the ecclesiastical history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

57  Dénes Radocsay, A középkori Magyarország falképei (Wall paintings of medieval Hungary) (Budapest: 

Akadémiai Kiadó, 1954). (hereinafter: Radocsay, Falképek); Idem, A közékori Magyarország faszobrai (Sculptures of 

medieval Hungary) (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1967). 60. (hereinafter: Radocsay, Faszobrok.) 
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II. Origins and Changes of the Cult of Saint Anne 

 

Saint Anne was the subject of a number of debates over the course of the Middle Ages, and 

she was perceived differently in different places and at different times as we could see this 

aspect of the cult in the historiographic overview of the thesis. She became an important 

fertility patron; she even evolved into the central figure in the family of Christ. In the late 

Middle Ages Saint Anne became the most important protector of families; she was the 

protector of pregnant women and of different household activities – attributes which were 

based on her life. According to medieval traditions, she was the protector against plague 

and also the patron of an easy death. One of the late medieval characteristics of the saint’s 

attributes was her admitted role in the history of Salvation. In some regions of Europe 

Anne had specific attributes due to specific local events  (e.g., the symbol of political 

liberation in Florence). 

Her cult evolved closely connected to that of her daughter, Virgin Mary, and has its 

roots in Byzantium. Thus on examining the textual apocryphal sources, the first liturgical 

feasts cannot be presented separately from the cult of the Virgin; the theological debates 

around Mary’s figure (the Immaculate Conception) also involved her mother, Anne, in the 

discussion. Besides textual and liturgical evidence and theological debates, the spread and 

development of the cult in the West can be followed through several relics and images. 

 

II. 1. The Apocryphal Sources and Liturgical Feasts 

 

The names of Mary’s parents are mentioned for the first time in the Protevangelium of 

James (second century A.D.) as part of the story of the birth and maternal ancestry of 

Jesus. The Protevangelium was widely spread in the East and it had the role of giving 

information about what was omitted in the officially approved, canonical Gospels. It 

efficiently popularized the story of Mary’s childhood and resulted in liturgical feasts.
58

 

Anne was celebrated in the Eastern liturgy connected to Marian feasts: the Nativity of 

                                                 

58        For the text of the Protevangelium see Constantin Tischendorf, ed. Evangelia apocrypha: adhibitis plurimis 

codicibus Graecis et Latinis maximam partem nunc primum consultis atque ineditorum copia insignibus (Lipsiae: 

Mendelssohn, 1876); For a recent study on the Protevangelium see György Geréby, “Egy orthodox apokrif műhelyében: 

A Jakab-ősevangélium (Protevangelium Jacobi) filozófai szimbolikája” (In the workshop of an orthodox apocryphon – 

the Protevangelium of James), Ókor 6 (2007/3), 50-61; Idem, “A világ és az idő megállása Jakab Prótevangéliumában” 

(The stopping of time and the world in the Protevangelium Jacobi), Vallástudományi Szemle 2 (2006/1), 93-126; For 

further information on Anne’ s and Joachim’ s legend in the Protevangelium: Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,”, 7-9; 

Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 11. 
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Mary (seventh century), the Presentation of Mary in the Temple (fifth century), the 

Conception of Anne (eighth century).
59

  

The Protevangelium of James was not known in the West until the sixteenth 

century. Thus the saint’s vita was propagated in the West by a Latin version of the 

Protevangelium, the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew,
60

 also known as the Liber de Ortu Beatae 

Mariae et Infantia Salvatoris (ca. 550-700), and works derived from it, of which the most 

important was De Nativitate Sancte Mariae, also called The Gospel of the Birth of Mary.
61

 

The gospel on Mary and her parents spread to the West in the Carolingian Empire (eighth, 

ninth century), and the number of texts increased considerably in the Ottonian Empire 

(tenth century).
62

 

Anne’s first liturgical mentioning within a Marian feast (the Nativity of Mary) was 

celebrated in Rome in the seventh century, which also marks the beginning of devotion to 

Saint Anne. Thus the first data on the cult of Saint Anne are connected to the spread of the 

religious feasts of the Holy Virgin from East to West.
63

 Nevertheless, the liturgical 

evidence referring to Saint Anne is sporadic before the twelfth century (e.g., the feast of 

Anne and Joachim, Anne’s conception, Naples, tenth century).
64

 In England and Ireland 

the feast Anne’s Conception was probably introduced by Greek monks coming from Italy 

(ca. 1030).
65

 

In the twelfth century two major controversies began which also involved Saint 

Anne. One of these was related to Anne’s conception. There were intensive debates 

regarding the dogma of Immaculate Conception. Theologians agreed on the pure 

conception of Mary’s soul. As Mirella Levi D’Ancona formulates it, the debated issue of 

the theologians was related to Mary’s body: “Was the body of Mary also conceived 

                                                 

59 Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna, 13-73; Ashley, and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 9. Virginia Nixon mentions in 

her study of Saint Anne that no study of the cult’s early phases (Jerusalem, Constantinople) has yet been done, see Nixon, 

Mary’s Mother, 12.  
60  János Bollók, “Pszeudo-Máthé evangéliuma” (The gospel of Pseudo-Mathew), in Csodás evangéliumok 

(Miraculous gospels), ed. Tamás, Adamik, trans. Tamás, Adamik and János, Bollók (Budapest: Telosz Kiadó, 1996), 47-

60; Aurelio de Santos Otero, ed. Los Evangelios Apocrifos: Collección de textos griegos y latinos, versión crítica, 

estudios introductorios, comentarios e ilustrationes, (Madrid, Biblioteca de Autores Cristianos, 1956), 189-258. 

(hereinafter: de Santos Otero, ed. Los Evangelios Apocrifos) 
61 Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 166; Ashley, and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 10. 
62 Ton Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 40-41.  
63 Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 10. They also mention that the cult of the saint was probably fostered by 

Muslim conquests coming from East in the seventh century. 
64 Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 10-11. 
65 Ibid., 12. 
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immaculately, and in that case was the conception of the parents of the Virgin immaculate, 

or was it subjected to the laws of Original Sin?”
66

  

 Theologians debated about the time when Mary was released from Original Sin: in 

the moment of the Annunciation, in Anne’s womb or before, at the moment of her 

conception.
67

 

 Most of the theologians agreed with Saint Augustine’s opinion
68

 stating that those 

who are conceived in sexual desire are conceived in Sin. At the early stages of the debates 

on the Immaculate Conception the question was whether Mary was conceived in Original 

Sin, and if so, when she was released from it. Saint Bernard thought that Mary was 

sanctified in Anne’s womb.
69

  

 Saint Anselm’s comment
70

 preceded the basic idea of the doctrine of the 

Immaculate Conception. According to him, though Mary was conceived in the Original Sin 

because of the human law, she was released from it, as Christ’s crucifixion cleansed her 

from all Sin before the birth of Christ. 

 

But in sin is the Virgin conceived, from whom Jesus Christ was born, in sin was her 

mother conceived, and was born in Original Sin, because she as well fell in sin in 

Adam, in whom everybody has sinned.
71

   

 

The Franciscan view was that Mary wasn’t conceived in the Original Sin, that 

means her parents were not driven by sexual desire. Duns Scotus (1265/66–1308) believed 

that Mary was exceptional, chosen by God. According to him Mary stood away from sin 

from the beginnings of her conception until the crucifixion of Christ, when together with 

the whole human race she was released from Original Sin. Christ’s salvific action cleansed 

her mother in advance.
72

 

                                                 

66 Mirella Levi D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception in the Middle Ages and Early 

Renaissance (New York: College Art Association of America and Art Bulletin, 1957), 7. (hereinafter: D’Ancona, The 

Iconography of the Immaculate Conception.). 
67 Charles Journet, “Scripture and the Immaculate Conception,” in The Dogma of the Immaculate Conception. 

History and Significance, eds. O'Connor, Edward Dennis (Paris, 1958), 1-51; Carlo Balić, “The Medieval Controversy 

over the Immaculate Conception,” in The Dogma of the Immaculate Conception, 174; D'Ancona, The Iconography of the 

Immaculate Conception, 7. 
68 Augustinus, De spiritu et anima, lib. 1 (PL 40, 779-832). 
69 Bernardus, Epistola 174, n.7. (PL 182, 335). 
70 Anselmus, De conceptu virginali et originali peccato, c. 18, c. 19, c. 20, c. 21, c. 22. (PL 158, 451-454); Uő: 

Cur Deus homo, lib. 2, c. 16. (PL 158, 416-419).  
71 „Virgo tamen ipsa, unde assumptus est, est in iniquitatibus concepta, et in peccatis concepit eam mater eius, et 

cum originali peccato nata est, quoniam et ipsa in Adam peccavit, in quo omnes peccaverunt.” Ibidem. 
72 Johannes Duns Scotus, “Lectura in librum tertium Sententiarum,” in Opera Omnia, vol. 20, d. 3, q. 1. (Vatican 

City, 2003), 119-138; Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and the Cult of the Virgin Mary, 2nd edition (New 
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 Mary’s immaculate nature was further developed by William of Ware, a Franciscan 

scholar of the 14
th

 century. Both of them explained Mary’s immaculacy based on the 

Augustinian hypothesis.William of Ware, also referred to Mary’s previous redemption in 

his treatises: 

 

...We have to know that the Virgin Mary was filled with as much sanctity after 

being sanctified for the first time, as a pure human being can be filled, as much as 

possible. At her second sanctification she gained so much strength, that he couldn’t 

make neither a forgivable nor a deathly sin couldn’t be committed. By this she 

gained so much grace, as a simple human being cannot receive, only if she is the 

mother of the God.
73

 

 

 In the late Middle Ages, among those who followed Duns Scotus’s thesis the group 

of the so-called Opinio Scoti was formed, as opposed to those who accepted the opinion of 

Saint Thomas Aquinas – Opinio Thomae.
74

    

 Thomas Aquinas rejected the Immaculate Conception. Quoting Saint Augustine as 

support, he condemns marital sexual life: omnem quae de concubitu nascitur, carnem esse 

peccati.
75

 At the same time, he explains the doctrine of Mary’s Sanctification, because 

although Mary was conceived in Original Sin, according to the laws of humanity, “when 

her sanctified soul joined her body in the womb of her mother Anne, it freed the body from 

impurity and restored it to the state of grace which would have had naturally but for the 

Fall of Man.”
76

 

 Therefore though Mary was conceived in the Original Sin, she was not touched by 

it. The question of the time of her release from the Original Sin, when her soul joined her 

                                                                                                                                                    

York, 1983), 242; Journet, “Scripture and the Immaculate Conception,” 46; Balić, “The Medieval Controversy over the 

Immaculate Conception,” 202-212. 
73 Sciendum est etiam, quod beata Virgo fuit repleta tanta gratia in prima sanctificatione, quantam potuit pura 

creatura habere, stans in proprio supposito absolute. In secunda fuit confirmata, quod nec venialiter, nec mortaliter postea 

potuit peccare, in qua recepit tantam gratiam, quantam non potest pura creatura recipere, nisi fierit Mater Dei.” Gulielmus 

Guarra - Johannes Duns Scotus - Petrus Aureolus: Questiones Disputatae de Immaculata Conceptione Beatae Mariae 

Virginis (Bibliotheca Franciscana Scholastica Medii Aevi, Tom. III) Quaracchi-Firenze, 1904. 8. 
74 Balić, “The Medieval Controversy over the Immaculate Conception,” 202-212; One of the questions related to 

the dogma was: When was exactly Mary released from Original Sin? Different moments stood at the base of the 

discussions among theologians: The Santification of Mary – the belief that Mary was sanctified in the womb of her 

mother Anne, in consequence she was born without being touched by Original Sin, although she was conceived in 

Original Sin, supported by the Dominicans (maculists); Immaculate Conception - the theory that Mary was conceived 

without Original Sin, a doctrine that became identified with the Franciscans (imaculists), see D’Ancona, The 

Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 5-11. 
75 Thomas Aquinas, “Quaestio 27. De sactificatione beatae virginis. In sex articulos divisa,” in Summa theologiae 

3, q. 27, a. 2, 2nd ed. (Milan: Edizioni Paoline, 1988), 14-15; Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 14. 
76 D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 9; Ashley, and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 16. 
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body in her mother’s womb, remained a unsolved question among the scholars who 

analysed the thesis of Saint Augustin. But this latter approach was supported by the 

Dominicans.
77

 

 Though the mendicants were those who embraced the different opinions regarding 

the sanctification, respectively Mary’s immaculate conception, other orders followed one 

of the above mentioned views. 

 In the late Middle Ages, besides the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, the 

trinubium legend served as the basis for discussions, which influenced the cult of Saint 

Anne as well. The story of Anne’s triple marriage in the view of the debates regarding the 

Immaculate Conception, questioned Mary’s immaculate nature indirectly, because Anne’s 

three marriages and her fertility, her first conception (of the Virgin Mary) and through this 

the divine miracle and grace was questioned in the view of some clerics. 

The controversy over the trinubium legend arose in the twelfth century. The 

Protevangelium of James and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew and its variants did not 

include the legend about the three marriages of Saint Anne. Thus the legend of Anne’s 

three marriages is a Western addition to the cult of the saint; its origins are not precisely 

known. The first traces of this legend appeared in the West in the Carolingian period; it 

was recorded by Haymo of Auxerre (ninth century), a Bible commentator, in the Historiae 

Sacrae Epitome and it began to spread around 1100 from Anglo-Norman regions.
78

  

Trying to solve the mystery of remarks regarding Christ’s brothers (as kin) 

appearing in the New Testament, also questioned Mary’s immaculate nature indirectly, he 

reached to the conclusion, on the basis of Jerome’s comments, that Mary had two other 

younger sisters, also Marys, and their sons were presented as Christ’s brothers:  

Maria mater Domini, et Maria mater Jacobi, fratris Domini, et Maria 

fratris Joannis evangelistae, sorores fuerunt, de diversis patribus genitae, 

sed de eadem matre, scilicet Anna.
79

  

 Thus, Anne had three daughters named Mary from three different marriages. 

According to old Hebrew laws, in the event of the death of the husband, his brother was 

supposed to marry the widow. Anne, after Joachim’s death, married his brother Cleophas, 

                                                 

77 Journet, “Scripture and the Immaculate Conception,” 1-51; Balić, “The Medieval Controversy over the 

Immaculate Conception,” 161-213, esp. 194-195; Ashley – Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 13–17; Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 

13–16. 
78 Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 41-42. 
79 Haymo [of Halberstadt], Historiae sacrae epitome, in PL 118, 823-824. (hereinafter: Haymo, Historiae sacrae 

epitome). The text was reattributed to Haymo of Auxerre, see B. de Gaiffier, “Le Trinubium Annae,” Analecta 

Bollandiana 90 (1972): 289-298; mentioned also by Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 59; Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 

168. 
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and after his death, the third brother, Salome. Mary Cleophas (named after her father) 

married Alpheus and became the mother of James the Lesser, Simon, Jude Thaddeus, and 

the disciple Joseph the Just. Mary Salome (named after her father) married Zebedee and 

gave birth to James the Greater and John the Evangelist.
80 

 
Despite the controversies, the legend of the trinubium was included in the famous 

collection of legends of the Dominican friar Jacobus de Voragine, the Legenda Aurea 

(1261-1266), and in the late variants of Pseudo-Matthew’s Gospel.
81

 The work of the 

Dominican friar enjoyed popularity and immense circulation. Franciscans, Dominicans, 

and Carmelites defended Anne’s trinubium. Jacobus de Voragine compiled the legendary 

for the use of his order, thus he included the legend of trinubium as part of the reading in 

the Nativity of the Virgin. The Legenda Aurea was used as a source for writing sermons; 

by this the legend spread even more widely, all over Western Christianity, being 

incorporated into biblical history.
82

 

The legend of the trinubium, Anne’s three marriages, was also the subject of further 

debates, although the disputes regarding Mary’s sanctification had an earlier origin. The 

Dominican Jean de Fribourg (Breisgau) in Defensorium beatae Annae (ca. 1300) rejected 

the hypothesis of Anne’s three marriages, arguing that it was not based on real facts.
83

 

The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception came close to receiving official 

recognition when it was examined and proclaimed to be a dogma of faith by the Council of 

Basel in 1438, but the Council represented only a minority of the Church and was declared 

schismatic by the pope. Semi-official recognition
84

 was extended to the feast by the 

Franciscan Pope Sixtus IV, who ordered a special office of the Immaculate Conception to 

be created in 1476.
85

  

Saint Anne’s cult was first approved by Pope Urban VI (1378-1389), who officially 

recognized the cult of the saint in England through the bull Splendor aeternae gloriae in 

                                                 

80 Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 11-12; Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 16. 
81 Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 16. 
82 Iacopo da Varazze, “De nativitate sancte marie virginis. La natività della Santa Vergine Maria,” in Legenda 

Aurea con le miniature dal codice Ambrosiano C 240 inf., ed. Giovanni Paolo Maggioni, (Firenze: SISMEL, Edizioni del 

Galluzzo, 2007), 1004-1023. (hereinafter: Jacopo da Varazze, “De nativitate”); Jacobus de Voragine, “The Birth of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary,” in The Golden Legend, trans. William Granger Ryan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1993), vol. 2, 149-158. (hereinafter: Jacobus de Voragine, “The Birth”); Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 17; 

Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 41-42. 
83 Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 16; B. de Gaiffier, “Le Trinubium Annae,” Analecta Bollandiana 90 

(1972), 289-298. 
84 Although the feast of the Immaculate Conception was celebrated in local centres, it was not officially accepted 

by the Catholic Church for a long time. Before the official recognition of the dogma in 1854 by Pius IX, the celebration 

of the feast was principally a local affair, or it was connected to some monastic orders (Benedictines, Franciscans, and 

Jesuits), see Journet, “Scripture and the Immaculate Conception,” 1-51; Balić, “The Medieval Controversy over the 

Immaculate Conception,” 161-213; D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 5-11. 
85 Ibid., 5-11; Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 25. 
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1378. The Franciscan Pope Sixtus IV (1471-1484) introduced the feast of Saint Anne in 

the calendar of Rome in 1481.
86

 

Another important element – which probably fostered the saint’s cult besides the 

liturgical feasts and the theological debates – was her relics, brought from the Holy Land 

by the Crusades. The places where the saint’s relics were kept became important 

pilgrimage centres and functioned as focal points for the spread of the cult.
87

 Saint Anne’s 

veil was kept at the Cathedral of Apt, her head was kept in the Cathedral of Chartres and 

another head relic of the saint was placed in Düren (in Mainz before the sixteenth century), 

near Aachen, an important Marian centre.
88

 As an important female saint of the Late 

Middle Ages, the cult of Saint Anne attracted other late medieval devotional forms, such as 

brotherhoods and altars dedicated to her.  

The sudden blooming of Saint Anne’s cult was well noticed by its contemporaries. 

Martin Luther mentions in his sermons that the cult of Anne was barely present in his 

hometown when he was a child: 

 

As I recall it the big event of Saint Anne’s arrival happened when I was a boy of 

fifteen. Before that nobody knew anything about her; then a fellow came and 

brought Saint Anne. She caught on right away, and everybody was paying attention 

to her.
89

      

 

This critical observation of the sudden and spontaneous way of distributing Saint 

Anne’s cult is valuable information regarding the quick spread of the cult. This would 

mean that around 1490 (Luther was born in 1483) the cult of Saint Anne arrived in 

Eisleben. Later on Luther notices an even more critical attitude toward the popularity of 

the cult
90

: This Anne is exalted almost above the Blessed Virgin.
91

  

 

                                                 

86 Dörfler-Dierken, Die Verehrung der heiligen Anna, 54-61; Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna, 123-136. 
87 For the role of relics in the distribution of the saint’s cult see Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: its Rise and 

Function in Latin Christianity, Haskell Lectures on History of Religions, no. 2 (Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1981; reprint, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1982). 
88 Sheingorn and Ashley, “Introduction,” 18; Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna, 138-149. 
89 Bej meinem gedencken ist das gross wesen von S. Anna auffkomen, als  ich ein knabe von funffzehen jharen 

wahr. Zuvor wuste man nichts von ihr, sondern ein bube kam und brachte S. Anna, klugs gehet sie ahn, den es gab 

jederman darzu. Martin Luther, Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe (Weimar, 1883-1948), 47, 383. Trans. by Virginia 

Nixon, Mary’s mother, 38.   
90 For a more detailed observation on Luther’s attitude toward Saint Anne’s cult see Nixon, Mary’s mother, 38-

40.  
91 „Ipsa [Anna] pene supra quam B. Virgo extollitur.” Luther, “Decem praecepta Wittenbergensi praedicta 

populo, 1518,” Werke vol. 1., 415. 
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This attitude toward Saint Anne’s cult in Luther’s case it is not only a fervent 

negation of the cult of saints but rather an observation of the spontaneous blooming of 

“new” saints’ cults and most probably a critical observation on Anne’s apocryphal origin, 

which would be attacked by the Counter-Reformation itself. 

The character of the saint’s cult was changed by the Counter-Reformation. The 

Council of Trent (1545-1563), which aimed at the purification of the Church, banned the 

use of apocryphal sources. Thus Anne’s character was reduced to a purely motherly figure 

as a parent of the Holy Virgin. The council did not recognize that God had chosen Anne 

from the beginning, and as such did not admit her role in Salvation, yet the council did not 

define the doctrine of Immaculate Conception.
92

  

 

II. 2. Saint Anne’s vitae and her trinubium 

 

The Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew
93

 presents the story of Mary’s parents, an old childless 

married pair. According to the apocrypha, Joachim and Anne prayed to God for a child. 

Joachim wanted to offer God a sacrifice – a lamb, or a pair of doves – in the temple of 

Jerusalem, but his sacrifice was refused by the high priest because of being childless. 

Joachim fled with his sheep from the city in his shame, and an angel announced to him that 

he would have a daughter. He was commanded to go to Jerusalem, to the Golden Gate. The 

angel also appeared to Anne, who was praying to God in her garden, and she was also 

commanded by the angel to go to the Golden Gate.  

The work of the Dominican Jacobus de Voragine incorporated Anne’s life into the 

legend of Mary’s birth.
94

 The legend is based on the Gospel of the Birth of Mary,
95

 a late 

version of Pseudo-Matthew’s Gospel in which the legend of Anne’s trinubium is included. 

The Gospel of the Birth of Mary, which is more succinct than Pseudo-Matthew’s work, 

                                                 

92 Sheingorn and Ashley, “Introduction,” 43-47. 
93 János Bollók, “Pszeudo-Máthé evangéliuma” (The gospel of Pseudo-Mathew), in Csodás evangéliumok 

(Miraculous gospels), ed. Tamás, Adamik, trans. Tamás, Adamik and János, Bollók (Budapest: Telosz Kiadó, 1996), 47-
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(hereinafter: de Santos Otero, ed. Los Evangelios Apocrifos). 
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  Jacopo da Varazze, “De nativitate,” 1004-1023; Jacobus de Voragine, “The Birth,” vol. 2, 149-158. 
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    Los Evangelios Apocrifos, ed. Otero, 258-275. 
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suggests that the family tree of Christ should not be reconstructed through Joseph, as was 

done in the canonical Gospels, but via Mary.
96

  

The Gospel explains that Mary was the descendant of the priestly line of Levi and 

not that of the royal line of David. Though when describing Anne and Joachim’s origin, 

the author mentions that Joachim was of the tribe of Judah and the royal house of David 

and Anne was from Bethlehem.  

Incorporated in the Legenda Aurea, the Dominican friar gives a matrilineal 

genealogy of Christ in opposition to the Gospels of Mathew (1, 1-17) and Luke (3, 23-

38).
97

  

Saint Anne’s cult flourished at the end of the fifteenth century and during the first 

decades of the sixteenth century, especially in the German-speaking areas. In addition to 

the Golden Legend, the rich German hagiographical material disseminated the legend of 

Anne’s three marriages. 

 Angelika Dörfler Dierken collected and analyzed the hagiographical materials on 

Saint Anne compiled and printed in Germany during this period. She has demonstrated the 

influence of a Saint Anne poem, written by Rudolph Agricola (published in 1484, 

Deventer, Strasbourg, Basel) on later hagiographical works, such as Petrus Dorlandus’s 

Historia perpulchra de Anne sanctissima (Antwerp, ca. 1487)
98

.  

 Agricola’s poetry inspired several other poets as well: Conrad Celtis, Rudolph von 

Langen, Adam Werner von Themar, Johannes Herbst, Theodor Gresemund, Rutger 

Sticamber, Jodocus Beissel, and Johannes Trithemius all composed poetry in honour of 

Saint Anne. Johannes Trithemius collected these verses between the covers of his De 

laudibus sanctissime matris Anne (Mainz, Leipzig, 1494).
99 

Trithemius dedicated this work 

to the brotherhood in Frankfurt. Though the character of the tractate is rather a pious 

writing than a theological one, he openly expressed his opinion concerning the Immaculate 

Conception at a time when the debate regarding it was still not going on.
100

  

Other important Latin prose legends which contributed to the dissemination of the 

cult were the following: one composed by an anonymous Carmelite as a part of his 

                                                 

96 Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 41-42. 
97 For the interpretation of the Kinship see chapters II. 4. 4. and II. 4. 5. … 
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Speculum Rosarium (Antwerp, 1489; Lüneburg and Lübeck, ca. 1490); Petrus Dorlandus’s 

legend which also includes Agricola’s poem and other short pieces and epigrams published 

as part of the collection Historia perpulchra de Anna sanctissima (Antwerp, ca. 1487); and 

an anonymous Observant Franciscan’s Legenda sanctissime matrone Anne (Leipzig, 

1496).
101

  

 The Dutch secular priest, Jan van Denemarken, who was not part of the humanist 

circles, wrote two life stories on Saint Anne in Latin. These became known as they were 

translated and published by Wouter Bor. First Die historie, die ghetiden ende die 

exempelen vander heyligher vrouwen sint Annen was published in Antwerp in 1491, 

without mentioning the author or the translator of the text. In 1499 Die historie van Sint-

Anna appeared in Zwolle, only mentioning the translator, Wouter Bor. Anne’s marriages 

are discussed by the author defending Anne’s decision to marry.
102

 

 The Carthusian Petrus Dorlandus wrote several legends on Saint Anne. His first 

work on it, the Historia perpulchra de Anna sanctissima, appeared in Antwerp in about 

1490. A second biography, the Historie van Sinte Anna, moeder Marie, appeared in 

vernacular in Anwerp, 1501. This latter text was probably written for nuns, as it includes 

the address to ‘sisters.’ The text was included in a new edition of Vita Jhesu Christi by 

Ludolph of Saxony (Paris, 1502) therefore received a wide distribution. Most of the details 

of Saint Anne’s life in Dorlandus’ works correspond with those in Die historie, die 

ghetiden ende die exemplen van Sint-Annen by Jan van Denemarken. The most relevant 

difference according to Ton Brandenbarg is that Dorlandus places the motif of Anne, Mary 

and Jesus in a more central position. Anne’s life is presented with strong ties to Mary and 

Christ. 

The third publication on this topic is the Legendae Sanctae Annae, which appeared 

in Louvain in 1496 and was a great success, particularly in Germany. Translations of this 

particular text were made into the vernacular as well. In this latter edition the Dominican 

Dominicus van Gelre was also involved. This latter edition in fact is a life of Saint Anne 

which enjoyed great popularity in Germany and is considered to be written by an 

anonymous Franciscan. It was published in Louvain in 1496, while in Leipzig in 1497, 

1502, 1507 and 1517.
103
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 The Legenda sanctissimae matronae Annae
104

 has as its source the literary legend 

of Petrus Dorlandus.
105

 It was the most widely used legend besides the vernacular legend 

of Wouter Bor. An interesting aspect of this legend, mentioned by Angelika Dörfler 

Dierken is that the editor, an Anonymous Franciscan Observant, mentions several German 

missionary bishops as the descendants of Anne’s sister. The author made the missionary 

bishops relatives of Jesus. So he could not only satisfy the need of his audience to know 

genealogical, special ties to regional holy men, such as Maternus, Eucharius and Valerius, 

but gave it a new interpretation. In this genealogy the growing German nationalism is also 

reflected. As she says: “After this came the healing fiction no longer from Rome, but 

directly from the relationship of Jesus to the Germans. Maternus was the first bishop of 

Köln, his companion, Valerius Diaconus, was the first bishop of Trier. He put a historically 

constructed legitimacy for some existing ecclesiastical elements.”
106

 

 The German humanism in Angelika Dörfler-Dierken’s opinion contributed 

essentially to the quick spread of Anne’s cult in German speaking areas despite the fact 

that this hagiography had a poetic nature. As there was little biographical data about Saint 

Anne accepted as fact in the fifteenth century, through their writings about her the 

humanists expressed their ideas about religious and cultural reform.
107

 

 A French Carmelite friar from the fourteenth century, Jean de Venette (c. 1307 - c. 

1370) also dedicated a book to this topic. He relates the story of the three marriages, the 

life of Anne’s three daughters and the death of Anne in the L’histoire des trois Maries. 

Neither Anne’s parents, nor Anne’s miracles are recorded.
108

 

 Analyzing the text of the trinubium legends one should consider the ideologies of 

the period regarding virginity, marriage, and the family. As the subject has been debated a 

great deal and prompted a critical attitude on the part of some theologians, one should take 

into consideration the different aspects and manners of presenting Anne’s life and her 

trinubium in the different texts. The main question regarding these problems is: What are 

the characteristics of Anne as an exemplum? How detailed and thorough is the enumeration 

of the family members? Are there any references to the dogma of Immaculate Conception? 

Is Anne presented as an important figure in the salvation history or not? What can be 
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recognized here as specific symbolism, if any, what can be connected to the Franciscans? 

These questions should be answered by considering the characteristics of the sermons and 

legends as a genre. 

 

II. 3. Saint Anne’s legends represented on images 

  

Saint Anne’s iconography is based on two main types of images: 1) the narrative images 

from the Marian cicle, as for e.g. the meeting at the Golden Gate, and 2) images involving 

Christ’s genealogy, depiction of Anne with Mary and the Christ Child (the Anne Trinity – 

“Metterza,” “Anna Selbdritt,” “Anne Trinitaire”) and the Holy Kinship (“Heilige Sippe,” 

“Sainte Parenté”). These two iconographic types are related to each other from the 

theological point of view and represent the basis of Saint Anne’s popularity. Sometimes 

artists presented Anne Trinity together with Anne’s mother, Emerentia, this iconographic 

type being called Anna Selbviert. 

The first images showing Saint Anne are part of the Marian cycle presenting 

important elements from the life of the saint (the Annunciation of Anne, the meeting of 

Joachim and Anne at the Golden Gate, the Birth of Mary, the Presentation of Mary in the 

Temple). The iconographic representations of the life of Mary and that of her parents were 

formed in the Eastern Church, and this iconographic program was taken over by the 

Western Church as a response to liturgical feasts.
109

 Anne’s image resembled Mary’s until 

the thirteenth century, only later was her figure represented as a mature woman with a scarf 

or bonnet (usually in a green robe and red dress with a book – Old Testament/book of 

hours
110

 – or a lily in her hand). Virginia Nixon in her study on Saint Anne noticed that late 

medieval German visual and textual materials emphasize the fact that Anne was still 

capable of bearing children. This was made obvious in the fifteenth century by often 

depicting her breasts visible under her dress. It was the sixteenth century when her figure 

was rather depicted as an old lady.
111

   

The earliest known representation of Saint Anne, emphasizing her maternal 
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attributes (Anne with Mary) can be found in Rome. The frescoes of Santa Maria Antiqua 

(seventh century) represent her similar to the models of Mary and Elisabeth, other mother 

saints.
112

 In only a few representations of Saint Anne is she the main character. Artists 

usually present Anne’s life as part of the Marian cycle. Those few representations of 

Anne’s life which are not incorporated in the Marian cycle are the cave frescoes of Saint 

Anne in Cappadocia in the East, and the gate of Notre Dame (Paris) from the twelfth 

century in the West.
113

 

Genealogical representations appeared parallel to the evolution and spread of the 

saint’s cult. The earliest examples of the Anne Trinity images (late thirteenth and early 

fourteenth centuries) show the different solutions the artists adopted when representing 

Saint Anne. The typical solution was to use the already existing formats such as the 

different representations of Madonna and Child (the Gothic standing or seated Madonna or 

the Romanesque Throne of Wisdom).
114

 In some cases the figures of Anne and Mary are 

almost identical in the early representations. 

One of the earliest representations of Anne Trinity, mentioned by Beda 

Kleinschmidt,
115

 is a thirteenth century sculpture. The artist’s compositional arrangement 

represents the three generations; Mary is sitting (wearing a crown) on her mother’s lap, 

holding her child in her arms (Anna Selbdritt, ca. 1280, Nationalmuseum, Munich). 

Another similar composition, painted in a Byzantine style, features Mary sitting on her 

mother’s lap, holding her child, on the altarpiece of Luca di Tommè (Virgin and Child with 

Saint Anne, ca. 1370-1375, Pinocateca Nazionale, Siena, fig. 2
116

) The two figures are very 

similar; the figure of Mary is that of a miniaturized grown-up. 

The strict Byzantine types were gradually changing into more natural and realistic 

representations, where the characters are grouped in a natural way, distinguishable by their 

age. This aspect shows regional differences as well. A specific feature of the structure is the 

characteristic size of the figures, which suggests that the slightly miniaturized persons of 

Mary and Jesus emphasize their physical dependence on Anne. They are both subordinated 

to Anne, who is the dominant maternal figure.
117

 

A unique and interesting representation from the above mentioned point of view of 

symbols is the Saint Anne Trinity altarpiece from the Carmelite convent from Strzegom 
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(ca. 1400, Narodowe Museum, Wroclaw, fig. 3.). The usual representation for this period 

of the three characters, the dependence of the two figures of Mary and Christ on Anne is 

completed with another maternal motif, that of the kiss of Mary and the infant Jesus. The 

Greek iconographic motif, the “Eleusa,” is the symbol of maternal love. In this case it is 

the union of Mary and Christ for the same purpose, the salvation of humanity. This aspect 

is underlined by the symbol of the soul, the bird standing on the dummy in Jesus’s hand. 

This later motif is an influence of the Madonna and Child (with dummy in his hand) 

images characteristic of the Silesian art as well as that of Lesser Poland and East Prussia.
118

  

 Another very particular attribute for the Polish Saint Anne Trinity is the way it is 

represented by Veit Stoss (fig. 4). According to Piotr Skubiszewski the narrative nature of 

the image is due to the stylistic influence of Gerhaerts van Leyden (Staatliche Museen, 

Berlin).
119

 The image has a realistic compositional form and a way of presenting the three 

figures by using the popular bench-type structure. The narrative nature of the image is 

given by the contemplative aspect of the two grown-ups. Anne is watching how Mary 

nourishes the baby Jesus. This motif used for Marian representations (Maria lactans) is 

very rare, or unique for Saint Anne Trinity. It gives the image a theological meaning: the 

milk represents the Incarnation. Mary’s divinity is emphasized by this function as well. On 

the one hand the milk underlines the human nature of Christ, on the other hand it has an 

antique meaning, it is essential for living, thus represents giving life. By this the mystical 

theologians saw not only the nurturing mother, but also Mary symbolising the Church, her 

nurturing being interpreted as nurturing the soul.
120

 The link between the three generations 

is given by Anne’s movement as she touches Mary with one hand. 

 The compositional perfection of the painting on Anne Trinity was achieved by 

Leonardo da Vinci (Saint Anne, ca. 1508, Louvre, Paris, fig. 6.). It featured Anne, her 

daughter, and her grandson in a natural context, with Mary’s figure no smaller than Anne’s, 

as in former representations. The content of the drawing is revealed through the position of 

the characters: Mary sits at Anne’s feet (the traditional solution), and stretches her hand 

towards the child Jesus, who plays with a lamb (the symbol of Christ).
121
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A frequent type is the positioning of Anne and Mary on a throne or bench or seat 

with the child Jesus between them, which is a more natural compositional solution. This 

type varied considerably, especially in Germany and Flanders, where it was very popular. 

From the point of view of the evolution, concerning this type of images, Virginia Nixon 

observes that although the bench composition goes back to the early fourteenth century, the 

artists emphasized the figure of Christ as a link between Mary and Anne only later, during 

the fifteenth century (e.g., the Strasbourg master, Anna Selbdritt, ca. 1470-1480, 

Sandstone, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin;
122

 Hans Holbein the Elder, Anna Selbdritt 

Katharinenaltar, 1512, Augsburg Staatsgalerie,
123

 fig. 7.).
124

 She also points out that there 

was a tendency to realism in Dutch Anne Trinity, where Mary’s figure is less frequently 

miniaturized than in the Flemish and German representations.
125

 

While in the representations of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries Anne’s figure 

is similar to that of her daughter, in the fifteenth century artists started to represent Saint 

Anne as no longer a variant of Mary, but a separate, well-defined person: a mature married 

woman.
126

 

The other feature of the Anne Trinity images, characteristic of the late fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries, is the comparison or parallelism between patriarchal and matriarchal 

trinities. In these representations the traditional Trinity (the Father, the Son, the Holy 

Ghost) and the matriarchal Trinity (Anne, Mary, Christ) are placed vertically and 

horizontally (e.g., the Master of Frankfurt, Saint Anne with the Virgin and the Christ, 1510-

1515, National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C., fig. 8.).
127

 

The bench-type Anne Trinity was frequently used to be transformed from the 

compositional point of view in the Holy Kinship images.
128

 Representations of the Holy 

Kinship appeared at the beginning of the fifteenth century and they were popular until the 

middle of the sixteenth century, especially in German-speaking areas. Art historians 

present different kinds of origins for the development of this iconographic type. 

Virginia Nixon suggests that the first Holy Kinship representations probably 

appeared in the Rhineland as a row of figures and she connects their origins to the bench-
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type Anne Trinity images (e.g., Middle Rhinish artist, Ortenberg Altar, ca. 1420-1430, 

Hessisches Landesmuseum, Darmstadt, fig. 9.).
129

 The Ortenberg Altar has been 

interpreted by other art historians as an intermediate picture between Mary with Saints and 

the iconographical type of the Holy Kinship.
130

 Another feature of this representation is 

that it mostly depicts the female characters of the family with their children. Besides the 

three Marys and their children, other characters are also present: Anne’s sister, Esmeria 

(Hismeria), Mary’s husband, Joseph, and a more distant kin, Saint Servatius. The artists 

added other, non-kin to this group, such as popular female saints of the Middle Ages (e. g., 

Dorothy, Agnes, Barbara). While Saint Anne is represented with a book, the Virgin Mary is 

represented with a crown, holding her child in her arms; there are obvious physical 

connections between the members of the family. 

The formation of the Holy Kinship images was not uniform. There are cases when 

early representations bear the marks of a more developed type, while later representations 

show characteristics of early types.
131

 Although it belongs to the same period as the 

previously discussed altarpiece, the Master of Saint Veronica had the husbands painted and 

gave their names along with Saint Anne and her daughters holding their children in their 

arms, (Master of Saint Veronica, Holy Kinship, ca. 1420, Cologne, Wallraf-Richartz-

Museum, fig. 10.
132

). The husbands are only present as mere shadows, being divided by a 

barrier from the group of the women, who appear in the front. The figure of Anne is not 

emphasized, she is merely part of the group, sitting beside her daughter and reading.
133

 

Next to Anne from left to right Mary Salomas with her children and Mary Cleophas with 

her children are sitting. On Anne’s left side the Virgin with child is presented. The row of 

female characters is completed with Elizabeth, Anne’s cousin, Esmeria’s daughter and the 

mother of John the Baptist, Esmeria, Anne’s sister and Memelia, the wife of 

Eminym/Emiu, son of Esmeria, with her son, Servatius. This arrangement of the female 

characters, who are sitting in a garden filled with flowers, divided by the male characters, 

reminds us of the hortus conclusus as Sheingorn very properly mentions it in her book.
134

 

A century later, on the central panel of the Holy Kinship Altarpiece (Münster, 
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Westfälischer Kunstverein, 1510-1520, fig. 11.) Gert van Lyon features a less 

comprehensive family as the Holy Kinship with a similar structure. The female members 

of the family, Saint Anne with the three Marys are at the front of the image, sitting on a 

bench in a garden filled with flowers. It could be an allusion to the hortus conclusus, but in 

this case Joachim, Anne’s husband is also present at the front of the image. The other male 

characters are behind a barrier. 

The husbands usually appeared as secondary characters during the fifteenth 

century, separated from the women’s group.
135

 Pamela Sheingorn mentions that “these 

images deliberately focus on women as progenitors of the sacred.”
136

 

A later Flemish Holy Kinship altarpiece from 1500 (fig. 12.) is somehow 

constructed in the same manner as the previous two. The group of husbands is divided by a 

Gothic barrier from that of the majority of the women, who are at the front of the image 

together with their children. This is an extended Holy Kinship, where only Anne and her 

three daughters with their children (Mary Cleophas with her four sons on the right side of 

the Virgin and Mary Salomas with her two sons on the left side of Anne) are in the front of 

the tabernacle, the other women with their children being mingled with the husbands. From 

left to right behind Mary Cleophas, Eminym (or Emiu), grandson of Anne’s sister, Esmeria 

with his wife Memelia are represented. Memelia is holding her son, the future bishop of 

Rhineland, Servatius. Efraim with his wife, Esmeria, Anne’s sister are also represented. 

Next to them are the husbands of the three Marys. On the right side of the throne Anne’s 

parents, Emerentia and Stollanus are shown. In front of them are Anne’s three husbands. 

Elizabeth, Anne’s cousin, Esmeria’s daughter and the mother of John the Baptist are also 

present together with her husband, Zacharias.  

In this case the image is rich in details regarding the everyday life of a family. Mary 

presents Jesus to Anne, who stretches out her arms to catch the baby Jesus, who holds a 

grape in his hand, a Eucharistic symbol. Though in Anne Trinity images Anne might be 

usually represented with a book, teaching the Virgin Mary, in this case the Virgin is 

presented with a book. As there are no textual references to a specific (or any kind of) 

book, art historians interpret the opened feature of the book in different ways. One of these 

interpretations states that the book represents the Old Testament, in which the Messiah was 

promised to humankind. Other scholars interpret the book as the symbol of Christ, the 
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Logos and the Word. Both ideas suggest the same: Incarnation.
137

 At the same time we 

have to mention, that Byzantine sermons from as early as the eighth to the tenth centuries 

described Mary as spiritually and intellectually gifted. The idea of reading the psalms was 

widespread in England, for example, where the image of Anne teaching the Virgin Mary 

was quite popular (spread by the Meditationes vitae Christi
138

 in Nicholas Love’s 

translation).
139

 Further on, Mary Cleophas, sitting on the right side of the Virgin, feeds her 

youngest child from her breast. This Marian motif, Maria lactans, can be observed in 

another context, that of her wide family. The everyday character of the image is also 

suggested by the natural position and acting of the children and husbands. They are talking 

to each other; the image has the feature of a family portrait. This almost profane character 

is sanctified by two angels, who glorify the sacred family, while playing music. 

Saint Anne’s family was completed with her parents (Stollanus and Emerentia) in 

the fifteenth century, as well as with her younger sister, Esmeria (Hismeria) and her 

husband, Effra, and their children, Eliud and Elisabeth. The latter was Zachary’s wife and 

the mother of Saint John the Baptist, who were also included. The full version of the Holy 

Kinship representations are those where other family members are also included in the 

picture: Saint Anne’s parents (Stollanus and Emerentia), Saint Servatius, the Bishop of 

Maastricht (the great-grandson of Esmeria), his mother, Memelia, his father, Emiu and, 

rarely, Saint Maternus (the grandson of Esmeria), with or without his family.
140

 

There was a structural change in the Holy Kinship representations in the late 

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
141

 The families were featured separately on many 

altarpieces (e.g., Bernhard Strigel, Holy Kinship from Mindelheim, 1505, Germanisches 

Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg) and windows (e.g. Holy Trinity Church, window, 1470, 

Goodramgate, York).
142

 Nevertheless, traditional versions of the Holy Kinship, one panel 

representations, were still used (e.g. Quentin Massys, Saint Anne Altarpiece, 1509, fig. 

13.).
143

 

 Later versions of the Holy Kinship images represent a large family where male and 

female characters are mingled (e.g., Lucas Cranach the Elder, Holy Kinship, ca. 1510, 
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Staatliche Museen Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin, fig. 14.).
 144

 While the male figures 

seem to be related to literacy, the females have above all the function of nursing in these 

images.
145

 The Holy Kinship images provide a framework to the development of family 

representations in this transitional period. In the Holy Kinship altarpiece of Lucas Cranach 

(Lucas Cranach the Elder, Holy Kinship, central panel of Saint Anne or the Torgau 

Altarpiece, ca. 1509, Städelisches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt, fig. 15
146

), commissioned by 

Frederick the Wise, elector of Saxony, several male members of the holy family are used to 

portray the commissioner’s family members: the portrait of Elector Frederick (Alpheus) 

and the Elector’s son, Duke John (Zebedee). This family picture in the front scene of the 

image is emphasized by the central figure of the Emperor Maximilian, sitting on a balcony 

talking with his court chaplain, Wolfgang von Maen. The other person on Maximilian’s 

right side is the painter’s figure as Joachim.
147

 

Taking into consideration the structural development of the Anne Trinity and Holy 

Kinship images one can observe not only the evolution of the structure (e.g., adding new 

characters to the matrilineal family of Christ, moving later in different panels the 

representation of the different families: Mary Cleophas and Family, right wing of Holy 

Kinship Altarpiece, ca. 1520, Westfälischer Kunstverein, Münster, fig. 16),
148

 but also 

changes in the relative size of the characters (with regional exceptions).
149

 

Beyond the genealogical representations of Anne and her family connected to the 

saint’s vita similar genealogical representations were also present during the late Middle 

Ages. A particular example for Saint Anne’s devotion is the case of the altarpiece from the 

Carmelite church in Frankfurt. A brotherhood of Saint Anne was recorded in 1479 which 

functioned by holding meetings at the Carmelite church. They acquired a relic of Saint 

Anne’s arm in 1493 and a year later the humanist Johannes Trithemius wrote his tractatus 

on Saint Anne (Tractatus de laudibus sanctissimae Matris Annae), which he dedicated to 

the brotherhood. The same brotherhood commissioned an altarpiece dedicated to Saint 

Anne from a painter in Brussels, which contains sixteen individual paintings, all of them 
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connected to Saint Anne’s life.
150

 Following the same model as in the case of the Tree of 

Jesse and the Tree of Anne, Esmeria’s, Anne’s sister’s genealogy is presented (fig. 17.) in 

the inner side of the altar. This genealogical tree has two branches, one is represented by 

Elisabeth, daughter of Esmeria, and the other is represented by his son, Eliud. Further on 

Elisabeth’s son, John the Baptist is depicted, Eliud’s descent as well as his son Emiu and 

the episcopal saint Servatius. Esmeria is holding a book which can be an allusion to the 

literacy and to the incarnation of the holy, sacred family as well.  

Further on I would like to emphasize only several pictures of this very detailed 

iconographic program, all represented on the outer side of the altar: the vision of Elijah, 

Saint Anne, Mother of the Immaculate Mary, the Vision of Saint Colette, Saint Anne and 

her Family Visit the Carmelites, Miracle of Saint Anne, Saint Bridget’s vision of Saint 

Anne. Though the image of Anne Trinity and the Holy Kinship appear several times in the 

above mentioned iconographic frame, they are not presented separately as in the case of 

the analyzed altarpieces but they are part of different stories.   

According to 1 Kings 18: 42-45, the vision of Elijah (fig. 18.) is connected to the 

end of a drought period. On the image above the cloud which brought on the rain there is 

the Virgin represented with Child, while under the cloud Saint Anne is represented 

kneeling and praying. According to Ashley and Sheingorn this is a Carmelite interpretation 

of Elijah’s vision.
151

 Based on the image, Anne appears as an intercessor while praying to 

the Virgin for rain. She is represented on a cloud as well, floating above the water. 

The next panel represents Saint Anne, Mother of the Immaculate Mary (fig. 19.). 

The image looks like an office depicted on an altar, where ecclesiastical persons of 

different ranks (clerk, bishop, monk) pray to the Immaculate Virgin who is shown in her 

mother’s womb. Angels glorify the Virgin and Anne presented along the Anne statue. God 

the Father appears above Anne. This representation obviously shows the affiliation of the 

Carmelite order to the dogma of the Immaculate Conception.   

Further on the Vision of Saint Colette is shown on two panels. The first one 

illustrates the vision of Saint Colette with Anne and her family (fig. 20). According to the 

legend
152

 Colette of Corbie refused to pray to Saint Anne because she was offended by 

                                                 

150 Ton Brandenbarg analyzed the paintings from the point of view of Saint Anne lives see Brandenbarg “Saint 

Anne and her Family,” 115-116. Further on for more details concerning an analyses see Ashley and Sheingorn, 

“Introduction,” 27-43. 
151 Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 35. 
152 Peter of Vaux, “Vita sanctae Colettae.” AASS March, vol. 1 § 68. For Colette’s life, see Elisabeth Lopez, 

Culture et sainteté: Colette de Corbie, 1381–1447 (Saint Étienne: Publication de l’Université de Saint Etienne, 1994). 

For an interpretation of Colette’s miracle with Saint Anne see Kathleen Ashley, “Image and Ideology: Saint Anne in Late 
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Anne’s three marriages. Once she prayed fervently to God, Anne appeared to her with her 

glorious progeny. This vision influenced her to change her mind and be devoted to Saint 

Anne. Consequently she founded several chapels dedicated to Anne in her convents. In the 

second miracle Colette prays in front of a Holy Kinship altar (fig. 21). Saint Anne with her 

glorious family appears to her as intercessors in heaven.   

Saint Anne and her Family Visit the Carmelites (fig. 22) is an interesting view to 

represent a wish of an order to be as devoted as possible to a given saint. The image 

represents the Holy Kinship family visiting the Carmelite church on Mount Carmel. In this 

vision we can see the inner side of the church, while in the lower part of the image Saint 

Anne with her three daughters and their children are represented on the altar, without the 

husbands. Carmelite monks are praying in front of the Holy Kinship altar which looks like 

a real Holy Family, getting alive. 

The next panel, illustrating the Miracle of Saint Anne (fig. 23.) is based on a well-

known legend, a story supposed to have happened to a Hungarian young man, 

Procopius.
153

 All the details of the story are represented on one panel. The chronology 

between the different sequences is shown by structuring them in the front, in the middle 

and in the bottom of the image. These sequences are very crowded. In front of the image 

we can see the young scholar who being downhearted by the loss of two lovers became a 

hermit. The story begins with the hermit digging and finding a golden necklace. As having 

great devotion toward Saint Anne, he insisted that the necklace be made into coins bearing 

the image of Anne. We can see on the image – reading it from left to right – how the hermit 

gives the coin to the king. The story continues with the fact, that the king (who complied) 

gives the first coin to his wife. In the middle of the image we can see the queen giving birth 

to her child without difficulty in the middle of the forest. Above her head Saint Anne 

Trinity appears for the prayer of the queen. In the back of the image we can see the king 

praying to Anne Trinity. As the queen had a successful delivery, the king became fervently 

devoted to Anne (this is symbolized by him praying). In the bottom of the image the 

building of a church is shown, as a result of the pious acts of the same king. The whole 

story is dominated by Anne Trinity depicted on the left and upper side of the panel. Anne 

appears as a vision of the young man, she is represented with angels. 

                                                                                                                                                    

Medieval Drama and Narrative,” in Interpreting Cultural Symbols, 111-131, especially 119, 127; Ashley – Sheingorn, 

“Introduction,” 35. 
153 See chapter III. 3. 1. 
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The last panel shows Birgitta of Sweeden’s vision of Saint Anne
154

 (fig. 24). The 

context of the image is different from the story, her records in the Revelationes coelestes, 

translated into Latin by Matthias, canon of Linköping, by her confessor, Peter, prior of 

Alvastra. According to the legend, Birgitta had her Saint Anne revelation during her 

pilgrimage in Rome, in which Saint Anne taught Birgitta how to pray to God.
155

 On the 

image Birgitta is writing down her revelations in a building while Saint Anne appears to 

her with Mary and Jesus, followed by angels.  

As we could follow in the analyzed examples, the Anne Trinity and Holy Kinship 

images appear in different contexts of Anne miracles or in different legends of saints who 

had the vision.
156

 In these contexts Saint Anne and the Virgin Mary are represented in a 

realistic manner. In all examples Anne appears as a mature or elderly woman. Mary is 

represented with her child in her arm. Only in a few cases, as in Procopius’s and Birgitta’s 

vision, is Anne depicted in the traditional way, with Mary and the child in her arms, 

represented vertically. This means that the painter followed the traditional representation of 

the Anne Trinity as probably in devotional images there was a more common way to be 

presented.  

The Anne Trinity and Holy Kinship images were widely spread especially in 

German and Netherlandish visual art. Virginia Nixon mentions that these influenced the 

Scandinavian, Polish, and Eastern European images and sculptures particularly, while the 

Spanish and French ones to a lesser extent. Italian and English representations were 

restricted mostly to Anne Trinity representations, but in smaller numbers.
157

 The most 

widespread representation of Saint Anne in England is of Saint Anne and Mary alone in the 

image type known as the education of the Virgin.
158

 

 Edit Sz. Lajta, in her study on Saint Anne altarpieces in medieval Hungary 

considers the German and Netherlandish visual material and divides the late fifteenth and 

sixteenth century Holy Kinship images in two groups from the structural point of view: 

those in which the Kinship appears traditionally on one panel (e. g., Quentin Massys, the 

Saint Anne Altarpiece, 1507-1508, Musées Royaux des Beaux-Arts, Brussels, Lucas 

Cranach’s works on this topic), and those in which the Holy Kinship is painted on different 

                                                 

154 Birgitta of Sweden, The Liber Celestis of St. Bridget of Sweden, ed. Roger Ellis, Early English Text Society 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), vol. 1., 467. For the life of Birgitta of Sweden see Günther Schiwy, Birgitta von 

Schweden: Mystikerin und Visionärin des späten Mittelalters, eine Biographie (München: C.H. Beck, 2003). 
155 See chapter III. 3. 1.  
156 More on miracles and legends see chapter III. 3. 1.  
157   Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 162. 
158  Pamela Sheingorn, “The Wise Mother: The Image of Saint Anne Teaching the Virgin Mary,” Gesta 32, 1(1993), 

69-80. 
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panels (e. g., Bernard Strigel, the Holy Kinship from Mindelheim, 1505, Germanisches 

Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg and Martin Shaffner’s work in this topic). In her opinion the 

Hungarian visual material follows mostly the latter type of representations.
159 

Although the 

Holy Kinship images disappeared due to the Reformation (the council of Trident did not 

accept images based on apocryphal sources), it had a major influence on art history.
160

 

 

II. 4. Text and image: woodcuts 

 

While analysing the woodcuts in a broader context of the iconographical and textual 

message, we have to take into consideration several aspects. What types of iconographic 

motifs are represented on woodcuts? Do they differ from the ones represented on frescoes 

and altarpieces or are they similar? When did the different motif on woodcuts appear as 

compared to altarpieces? Could the woodcuts be the means of presenting new 

iconographical motifs or symbolical associations? What kind of devotional messages do 

the texts on woodcuts contain? And in this latter case how does the text relate with the 

image? Can we know anything about the one who ordered the image? As we can follow in 

the case of the analysed images only in few cases we know who ordered the image, in most 

of the cases we don’t have this precise information. The book where the image survived 

does not answer to this particular question generally.    

 In analysing the iconographic associations and images connected to prayers I 

discuss the different woodcuts under different subtitles. Anne’s iconography can be 

associated with other iconographical motifs or symbols referring to the various devotional 

forms. Or – in the second case – they can be accentuated with hymns, prayers, indulgences 

connected to it. Thus we have to discuss a different type of source material as in the case of 

frescoes and altars, respectively devotional images. The images were gathered, edited by 

Paul Heitz and they refer mosly to medieval German speaking territories. There are some 

cases when the images survived in foreign countries’ musems. In these cases we don’t 

know precisely the way how they ended to be kept at a certain place. However, I approach 

the analyses of the images from iconographic point of view, interpreting the structure or 

the textual context of them. 

  

                                                 

159 Sz. Lajta, “A ‘Nagy Szent család’ ikonográfiája,” 42. 
160   Réau, Iconographie de l’art chrétien, 139-148. 
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II. 4. 1. Image and structure 

The Anne (Anne Trinity) images, representing Christ’s grandmother, Anne, with her 

daughter, Mary, and the Christ child, feature not only the matrilineal relationship of Christ 

with his ancestors, his grandmother, but also underline the maternal features of Anne, the 

mother of the Virgin. The Anne images had a moral and educational nature in the Late 

Middle Ages as well, especially in England.
161

 

The woodcuts representing Anne with her daughter and her grandson in a vertical 

or horizontal manner follow the structures of frescoes and altars. The figures of the three 

persons are sometimes completed with a compositional structure: frequently they appear in 

front of a Gothic interior.  

In most cases the composition is constructed based on fifteenth century Anne 

images. All images created between 1430 and 1500 show a very similar structure. Mary 

usually appears on Anne’s right side, miniaturized and having long hair. The child Christ is 

held by the two women. He is nude and he is represented as the living Eucharist. The 

figures appear mostly in a Gothic-style room, or around a Gothic-style bench
162

 (fig. 24, 

25, 27, 28, 30, 31, 33). The Anna from 1460 has almost the same structure
163

 (fig. 26). The 

grown-up Anne character is present in this case as well. The child Mary appears on her left 

arm. They are holding together the baby Christ. The background of the image is similar to 

a Gothic chapel. 

Three images from this period differ from the above described structure. These 

Anne images (fig. 32, 34) feature a bench-type composition. This Virgin and Child with 

Saint Anne image from ca. 1490
164

 (fig. 32) originates from Upper Germany according to 

art historians. Mary’s figure is very unusually presented. Though she appears as a child, 

she is approaching Anne, and she is seen from the back by the viewer. Both of them are 

                                                 

161  Pamela Sheingorn, “‘The Wise Mother,” 69-80. 
162  Formschnitte des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts in der Grossherzogl. Hof- und Landesbibliothekzu Karlsruhe 

(Baden), ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1912), vol. 27, 19; Relief prints in New 

York city, ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1938), vol. 95, 14; Holz- un 

Metallschnitte aus dem Herzog Anton-Ulrich-Museum zu Braunschweig, ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten 

Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1936), vol. 83, 12; Reliefprints in American private and public collections in New York, 

Cambridge, Cincinnati, Kansas City, ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1940), vol. 

99, 13; Holz- und Metallschnitte aus öffentlichen Sammlungen und Bibliotheken in Aachen, Bamberg, Berlin, Breslau, 

Darmstadt, Dresden, Göttingen, Gotha, ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1935), 

vol. 85, 9-10; Holzschnitte aus dem Setzten drittel des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des 

fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1912), vol. 2, 164; Holz- und Metallschnitte aus Öffentl. in- und Ausländischen 

Sammlungen und Bibliotheken, ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1918), vol. 93, 9. 
163  Holz- un Metallschnitte aus dem Herzog Anton-Ulrich-Museum zu Braunschweig, ed. Paul Heitz 

Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1936), vol. 89, 9. 
164

  Holzschnitte aus dem Setyten drittel des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des 

fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1912), vol. 2, 172 
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looking at the infant Christ, who is holding a golden apple as a symbol of his reign and his 

victory over death.  

Another Virgin and Child with Saint Anne image differs from the above presented 

structure but corresponds to the style of the period present on altarpieces. On the Anne 

from ca. 1490-1500
165

 (fig. 34) Jesus appears as a linking figure between the two women, a 

structure characteristic of the sixteenth century. Though Anne is represented as an adult 

woman, she is not emphasized as in the previous cases. All the three figures are nimbated, 

and they sit on a Gothic styled bench.  

But the image of the Virgin and Child with Saint Anne does not appear only in a 

schematic frame. Though the bench-type composition gave the trio structure the possibility 

to be represented naturally, they can also appear in another natural compositional form. In 

the case of the Anne image from ca. 1490-1500 Anne and Mary are presented standing 

next to each other naturally in the open air (fig. 29)
166

. It is an open circle toward the 

viewer. Anne is holding Christ who is stretching his arms toward Mary. Though the figures 

are not so elaborated, the natural character of the composition gives a surplus to the image. 

According to the art historians the image is from Upper Rhineland.   

 

II. 4. 2. Iconographic context 

Thematically the Anne Trinity and Holy Kinship images can be presented in various 

iconographic contexts. The symbolical and textual context of the image allows us to 

interpret the possible meaning and the devotional message of these images. What kind of 

symbols are they associated with? 

These types of images have been interpreted in several ways. In the context of late 

medieval piety focused on the humanity of Christ and emphasizing his maternal ancestors, 

one of the approaches was that they represent a counterpoise to the masculine trinity (the 

Throne of Wisdom). The most representative images in this matter are those where the 

horizontal figures of Anne-Mary-Christ correspond to the vertical positions of the Holy 

Spirit-God the Father-Christ.
167

 

                                                 

165
  Relief prints in New York city in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the New York Public Library and 

the eneral Theological Seminary, ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 

1938), 14 
166  Woodcuts and Pasterprints of the Mabbot-Collection New York, ed. Paul Heitz (Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten 

Jahrhunderts), vol.78 (Strassburg, 1933), 10. 
167  Ashley and Sheingorn, “Introduction”, 1-69; Costa, Sainte Anne, 7-40; Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna, 238; 

Künstle, Ikonographie, 328-332; Kirschbaum, Lexikon, 168-192; Réau, Iconographie, 139-148.  
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The composition of the two Anne Trinity images
168

 (fig. 33, 34) from ca. 1490-

1500 is similar. On Anne’s left side Mary’s adult character is seen, as well as the infant 

Christ, either stretching his arms from Anne’s lap towards Mary or Mary stretching her 

arms towards the child. On the first picture (fig. 33) the Anne is glorified by angels who 

are holding an ornate veil. On the next picture (fig. 34) Anne-Mary-Christ are sitting on a 

Gothic bench as in the previous cases. In both images the Spirit is placed on the vertical 

line of the picture, symbolized by the Dove. Though God is not represented on these 

images, the composition alludes to Him.  

An interesting representation of the Anne image
169

 can be found in the iconographic 

context of the Madonna of Mercy in the upper part of the image and the group of the 

Apostles who are united in front of the trio of Anne, Mary and Christ, represented sitting 

on a bench, juxtaposed (fig. 35). Anne wears a mantle and her arms are stretched along her 

body in a protective manner. Thus her posture is almost as a model borrowed from the 

Madonna of Mercy. Above the Madonna of Mercy God the Father appears, and in this way 

the image is dominated by his figure. The whole iconographical representation is framed 

by a chaplet. On the one hand we can interpret this symbolical association with the fact 

that the Marian prayers included those of Anne. On the other hand we have to mention that 

according to Anne Winston-Allen
170

 and Carol Schuler
171

 the cult of the Rosary and the 

cult of the Seven Sorrows had a similar evolution in the Netherlands and in the Rhineland 

region, where the cult of Saint Anne developed in the Late Middle Ages. All three cults 

were different from earlier devotions in being independent from particular shrines and 

churches; consequently they were able to address people over a wide geographical area. 

Particular to late medieval devotional forms, it was easy to associate the cult of Saint Anne 

with that of the Rosary. The Anne image is placed in a Marian context, which is the Rosary 

and the Madonna of Mercy. This latter image could be connected separately to prayer as 

well (fig. 36).
172
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II. 4. 3. Images connected to prayer 

The debate about the interpretation of the Anne Trinity images is related to its theological 

background. This iconographic type, which appeared as a result of the growing devotion to 

the Virgin Mary and was connected to that of Saint Anne (thirteenth century), had the role 

of popularizing the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin in the view of some art 

historians.
173

 Other scholars reject the causal connection between the cult of Anne and that 

of the Immaculate Conception.
174

 They argue that textual evidence does not support the 

idea that the image represents or refers to the doctrine that Mary was conceived without 

being stained by Original Sin. Mary’s mother, Anne, was drawn in the discourse regarding 

the conception of her daughter.
 
 

The symbols representing the Immaculate Conception evolved parallel to the 

theological debates. The representations of the Immaculate Conception borrowed already 

existing images, giving them additional meanings (the Tree of Jesse, the Birth, Assumption 

and Coronation of the Virgin, the Annunciation, the Apocalyptic Woman, etc.).
175

 

Virginia Nixon argues in her study that the composition of Anna Trinity images 

(which emphasize the links between three generations) coincides chronologically with the 

spread of the feast, suggesting that the image was intended to allude to Anne’s conception 

of Mary. In the meantime, she notes that the image was promoted by immaculists 

(Franciscans) and maculists (Dominicans) alike, and her cult was sometimes fostered by 

the Dominicans, who came to oppose the doctrine. The fact that some woodcuts depicting 

Saint Anne were published in two versions, one with an immaculist prayer, and the other 

with a maculist one, is further evidence that the image was not automatically read by 

contemporaries as representing the doctrine.
176

 This argumentation leads to the idea that 

the meaning of Anna Trinity images depends on the context. Mirella Levi D’Ancona points 

out that some images were used by both sides with little difference (e.g., Mary in Anne’s 

Womb).
177

 The theological meaning of the Anne Trinity images ensured Anne a position of 

honour besides Mary and Jesus. We can get more information by analysing a number of 

representations amplified with texts. 

                                                 

173  Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna, 13-73; Costa, Sainte Anne, 7-40; Künstle, Ikonographie, 328-332; 

Kirschbaum, Lexikon, 168-192; Réau, Iconographie, 139-148. 
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Images and prayers could be connected to indulgences. The feast of Saint Anne was 

introduced in the Roman calendar by Pope Sixtus IV in 1481. Indulgences were to appear 

following this date. The indulgence given by Pope Alexander in 1494 is connected to a 

prayer against the plague
178

. Who were eligible for this indulgence? The prayer is followed 

by an explanation that anyone who tells the prayer three times in front of a Saint Anne 

image will have ten thousand years of mortal sins and twenty thousand years of venial sins 

forgiven. The prayer is written in Old German. I cite the translation below
179

 (fig. 37): 

 

A devout prayer to the Holy Lady Saint Anne, mother of our beloved mother, 

against plague  

Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Your mercy be with me. Blessed art 

thou amongst all women. And blessed be your holy mother Anne from whom Mary 

is born without sin and without impureness, your holy and merciful body from 

which Jesus Christ is born. Amen.  

Pope Alexander who is now pope has given to all men believing in Christ who say 

the above given prayer in front of the picture of Saint Anne three times, ten 

thousand years of indulgence of deadly sins and twenty thousand years of minor 

sins. This has been issued on the last day of Easter from the Holy See and was 

fastened by his own hands onto all church-doors in Rome and was thus approved by 

his holiness. In the year after Christ’s delivering, our beloved master, 1494.  

 

The last part of the prayer draws attention to the mother of the Virgin, Anne who is 

blessed among the women by being the chosen one: “blessed be your holy mother Anne 

from whom Mary is born without sin and without impureness, your holy and merciful body 

from which Jesus Christ is born.” Mary’s holiness is unquestionable, at the same time the 

text of the prayer does not make a resolution either on the maculate or on the immaculate 

side, because it does not specify the moment of impurity. 

The image shown on the woodcut is an Anne Trinity image, the Virgin sitting on 

Anne’s left leg (represented as a child), and on Anne’s right side the child Christ is sitting. 

As Nixon points out, the announcement given by the pope looks as if it were given to all 
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images which have the same structure.
180

 The woodcut was published in 1494 in Augsburg 

by a printer known under the name Casper.  

 Another Anne Trinity image which was connected to an indulgence is given by the 

cardinal and pontifical legate Raymundus (fig. 38). The woodcut was printed by Matthias 

Hupffuf in Strassburg in 1500 and in this case it is known who ordered the image with 

prayer. 
181

   

The prayer and its context is written in Latin and German as well
182

:  

 

The most revered father and master Raymundus Cardinal and Legate has made 

public to all who speak devoutly the following written prayer in front of the picture 

of Saint Anne (painted together with our lady and her child) will receive hundred 

days of indulgence: Like the manifold drops of the waters are and the grains of sand 

in the sea, wheat and grass on the field (?) and fruits and leaves on the trees and 

spirits of angels are in the heavens, like this often and strong with your love be 

greeted, you, most pure mother of God, you, most fertile virgin Mary full of mercy, 

the Lord is with thee, Blessed art thou amongst women and blessed is the fruit of 

thy womb Jesus Christ, a son of God alive, a reflection of fatherly love and blessed 

are your most honourable parents, Joachim and Anna, from whom without sin your 

most noble and chaste body stems beseech God in our favour now and on our last 

end. Amen.  

 

As in the previous case the prayer should be said in front of an Anne Trinity image. 

Who says this prayer will receive one hundred days of indulgence. The prayer itself 

contains an enumeration of comparisons. The greatness of the love and the greeting of the 

Virgin is compared to the manifold drops of water, the amount of grains of sand in the sea, 

wheat and grass in the fields and fruits and leaves on the trees and spirits of angels in the 

heavens. 

Anne and Joachim are also mentioned. They are blessed as the parents of the 

Virgin, from whom her pure body and soul came to life. This last sentence of the prayer 

does not specify either a maculate or an immaculate view, similar to the previous case.  
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 Another prayer connected to Anna Trinity
183

 (fig. 39) is a beautiful devotion to 

Anne, the mother of the Virgin. The prayer was originally written in Middle-German, and 

the text is the following
184

:  

 

Oh Lord, who gave to the glorious Virgin such a woman as mother as Saint Anne, 

who rescues her child from all kinds of fear, from the sadness of the spirit and from 

the pains of the body. Amen 

 

The following prayer and image
185

 similar to the previous case is especially 

dedicated to Anne (fig. 40): Ad honorem sanctissime matris Anne Exhortatio solatiosa, 

attenta, vicematris coadunata. According to the textual message, three angels are praying 

to her: Salve sanctissima Anna matris dei preelecta genitrix; Salve unica mater Anna te 

amantium consolatrix. 

The initial words of the prayer are similar to the Marian payer, Hail Mary. The last 

sentences, according to which through Anne’s love the praying person receives 

consolation, shows the power of Anne as a single person in this prayer. 

Though the prayer is explicitly dedicated to Saint Anne as the mother of the Virgin, 

the three candles in the angel’s hand refer most probably to a custom (formulated in 

Anne’s legends as well
186

) according to which a Saint Anne prayer has to be said in front 

of an Anne Trinity image and during the prayer candles shall be lighted for each person: 

for Anne, Mary and Christ.  

The main figures are sitting on a bench in the fifteenth century’s style. Anne is 

depicted as an adult woman and next to her, on her right side the Virgin Mary is sitting, 

depicted as an adult, as well. Between them the naked Christ-child is shown to the viewer. 

An interesting aspect of the image is that the prayer is taking place in a room, which looks 

like a chapel built in Gothic style. Through the window the nature can be seen. This 

contrast, the inside of a chapel as opposed to the outside world enhances the solemnity of 

the prayer.  

                                                 

183  Schrottblatt, Einzel-Mettalschnitte (Schrottblätter) des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts in der Hof- und 

Staatbibliothek München, ed. Paul Heitz Einblattdrucke des Fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1908), 14 
184  The translation from Old German into Hungarian is done by Gábor Bradács. The translation from Hungarian 

into English is done by me. 
185  Holzschnitt, Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts in Polen Holz- und Metalschnitte, ed. Paul Heitz 

Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1929), vol. 69, 12.  
186  See chapter III. 3. 2. 
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 In most cases, the Anna Trinity images depict the most usual iconographic form of 

Anne Trinity: Anne with Mary on her right knee, and Jesus on her left knee. Thus the 

emphasis is on the textual message rather than on the fine construction of the image. In this 

respect the last woodcut presented above is an exception.  

The following woodcut
187

 was created in the printing shop of Michel Schorpp in 

1480-1490 (fig. 41). The iconography of this Holy Kinship image is very interesting. It 

associates the Holy Kinship iconography with Maria in Sole. The figure of the Virgin with 

Child dominates the image by being represented in the centre. On the left side of the Virgin 

the Anna Selbdritt image is included, followed by Maria Kleophas (who is called Maria 

Jacobi on the image) and Maria Salomas with their four, respectively two children. On the 

other side, on the left of Mary, Joachim is represented with the child Mary, next to them is 

Joseph with the child Jesus and John the Baptist. The husbands of the three Marys are not 

represented. 

As we can see in the case of the woodcuts represented above, the Anna Trinity 

image is not associated with representations or textual messages of the Immaculate 

Conception. Nevertheless in this case it is represented along with Maria in Sole, the 

symbol of the Immaculate Conception, an image propagated especially by the Franciscans. 

The Anne Trinity image follows the model characteristic of the fifteenth century, Mary 

being depicted as a child in Anne’s left arm and Jesus in Anne’s right arm. 

This complex iconography is completed by a prayer. The members of the Holy 

Kinship appear as intercessors:  

 

O Maria, your son teaches us that we should honour our father and mother, for this 

Joachim and Anna pray for us day and night whom you Maria because of your son 

might refrain nothing. O Maria, you chosen maiden big praise and thank to you 

because a child like your child no other mother ever bore who might praise you and 

your family sufficiently (?) O saint Joachim, the most worthy father you are who 

has ever been born into this world; because of this ask your daughter, Mary. 

Because she does everything you ask for willingly. O saint Joseph according to the 

people`s opinion you are a father of the merciful child Jesus Christ please intercede 

for us if he is obedient to you. On the cross, Jesus Christ has recommended his 

mother to Saint John the Baptist because he is the son of her sister. Oh both of them 

                                                 

187  Holzschnitt, Einblattdrucke der Prinzlichen Sekundogenitur-Bibliothek zu Dresden, ed. Paul Heitz, 

Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1916), vol. 48, p. 9-10. 
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may pray for us when we are in trouble. O Saint Anne from your womb has been 

born Mary the mother of Jesus Christ, both children on your arms, pray to have 

mercy on us. These are the two sisters of our lady […] five […] and Joseph the Just 

are their children for this they are just in front of God. 

 

In this beautiful prayer Anne and Joachim, Joseph, John the Evangelist, the sisters 

of Mary and the apostles appear along with Mary. The prayer begins with the importance 

of honouring one’s parents. Anne and Joachim appear as intercessors before Mary, who is 

the most important intercessor before Christ. According to this logic the prayer continues 

to Joachim who, as the father, is the most important intercessor to Mary, while Joseph has 

the same position before Christ. At the cross Jesus offers John the Evangelist to his mother 

to be his son instead of him. Therefore both of them can pray before Christ for the devotee. 

Anne is mentioned separately once again as intercessor before Mary and Christ. In the 

following part Mary’s sisters and the apostles are mentioned. The text is not complete. The 

apostles appear at the end of the prayer as those who are lovable in front of God. Therefore 

we can say that they are mentioned as intercessors as well. Through this aspect the 

importance of the Holy Kinship is stressed several times.      

 

II. 4. 4. The Genealogical Tree – plant-like structure 

There was a structural similarity and supposed influence between the Tree of Jesse
188

 and 

the genealogical representations in the case of the mendicant orders (Augustinians, 

Franciscans, and Dominicans). Especially among the Dominicans such images were 

characteristic for representing the founder of the order, Saint Dominic, and the most 

important Dominican doctors in a similar compositional form of a tree or a vine.
189

 The 

tree has a multiple symbolic value; it is an important element of different ancient cultures 

and popular beliefs. One of its key interpretations is given by the Judeo-Christian culture: 

                                                 

188  There are debates regarding the structure of the Tree of Jesse images among scholars. Art historians such as 

Émile Mâle date the appearance of the image back to the twelfth century (the stained glass windows of the ambulatory, 

consecrated in 1144 during the life of the abbot of Saint Denis, Suger). See Émile Mâle, L’art religieux du XIIe siècle en 

France. Étude sur l’iconographie du Moyen Âge, 4th ed. (Paris: A. Colin, 1940), 168-175. For further references on the 

appearance of the topic in images see Anita Guerreau-Jalabert, “La Vierge, L’Arbre de Jessé et l’ordre chrétien de la 

parenté,” in Marie. Le culte de la vierge dans la société médiévale, eds. Dominique Iogna-Prat, Éric Palazzo and Daniel 

Russo (Paris: Beauchesne Éditeur, 1996), 138-140. (hereafter: Guerreau-Jalabert, “La Vierge.”) Unfortunately, I was not 

able to find the book of Arthur Watson, The Early Iconography of the Tree of Jesse (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934), 

who, according to Guerreau-Jalabert, dates the images to the end of the eleventh century or to the first part of the twelfth 

century based on manuscripts from this period. 
189  Ibid., 274-287. 
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the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the tree of life in the Garden of Eden 

(Genesis 2, 9, Genesis 3, 22).
190

  

Besides these two interpretations there is the subject of many other mental 

associations, e.g., the tree of ages (the seven ages of life, the seven stages towards 

knowledge, the seven liberal arts/septem artes liberales), and the tree of estates – 

representing social hierarchies.
191

 The tree in Bonaventure’s (d. 1274)
192

 interpretation is 

the tree of life and that of Christ’s passion at the same time. The fruit of the tree could be 

tasted by the believer in twelve manners meditating on the twelve virtues of Christ. This 

interpretation provided the symbolic background for meditation among the Franciscans.
193

 

The Legend of the Holy Cross (thirteenth century) established the continuity between the 

tree of knowledge and the wood of Christ’s cross.
194

 

The connection between the symbolism of the tree of Jesse, Christ’s paternal 

kinship and the maternal one is well represented in the case of the woodcut (fig. 42) 

printed in Salzburg
195

. The woodcut created most probably in France in ca. 1500 survived 

in fragments. From the chest of Isaiah two branches are coming out. Above his head, in the 

centre, Anne, Joachim and Joseph are featured. Above them most probably the Virgin 

Mary is depicted. However, her figure cannot be seen, only the frame of the picture. 

According to the prophecy of Isaiah interpreted by the Church fathers (e. g., Saint Jerome, 

Saint Augustine) the virga symbolizes the Virgin, who is usually represented on the top of 

the genealogy, while the flos symbolizes Christ.
196

  

The basic interpretations of the Tree of Jesse are connected to the Scriptures. These 

images have been interpreted as representing the connection between the Old and the New 

Testament. The textual basis of the image consists of the prophecy of Isaiah: “Therefore 

                                                 

190  Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, L’ombre des ancêtres. Essai sur l’imaginaire médiéval de la parenté (Paris: 

Librairie Arthème Fayard, 2000), 209-215, 220-222 (hereafter: L’ombre des ancêtres); King James Bible, ed. Dan 

Colgiano, (2004), www.davince com/bible, (last accessed 15 May 2007), Genesis 2, 9, Genesis 3, 22. 
191  Klapisch-Zuber, L’ombre des ancêtres, 209-215. 
192  Saint Bonaventure, Doctoris seraphici S. Bonaventura opera omnia: Opuscula varia ad theologiam mysticam 

et res ordinis fratrum minorum spectantia, Opera omnia, no. 8 (Florence: Typographia Collegii S. Bonaventurae, 1898), 

68-87. 
193  Klapisch-Zuber, L’ombre des ancêtres, 216-217. 
194  Ibid., 222-227; One version of the Legend was propagated by the Legenda Aurea: the son of Adam, Seth 

received a branch of the tree of knowledge with the purpose to heal his father. The angel of Paradise let him know that 

Adam would recover when the branch bore fruit. The branch was planted on the tomb of Adam and from that a tree grew, 

the wood of which later became the cross of Christ. Jacobus de Voragine, “The Finding of the Holy Cross,” The Golden 

Legend, tr. William Granger Ryan, vol. 1, 277-283; Jacobus de Voragine, “The Exaltation of the Holy Cross,” The 

Golden Legend, tr. William Granger Ryan, vol. 2, 168-173. The adoration of the Cross combined with the symbolism of 

the tree of life became a frequent motif in Franciscan iconography (e.g., Taddeo Gaddi, The Tree of the Cross, fourteenth 

century, the Franciscan convent of Santa Croce, Florence) and among the Dominicans (e.g., Andrea di Bonaiuto, The 

Tree of Life, fourteenth century, in the Dominican convent of Santa Maria Novella, Florence), images marked by the 

presence of the orders’ founders, Saint Francis and Saint Dominic. Klapisch-Zuber, L’ombre des ancêtres, 222-227. 
195  Holz- und Metallschnitte, ed. Heitz Einblattdrucke des fünfzehnten Jahrhunderts (Strassburg, 1938), vol. 93, 9.  
196  Anita Guerreau-Jalabert, “La Vierge”, 140. 



50 

the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and 

shall call his name Immanuel,”
197

 “And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of 

Jesse, and a Branch shall grow out of his roots: And the spirit of the LORD shall rest upon 

him, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of 

knowledge and of the fear of the LORD.”
198

  

Thus the Tree of Jesse originates from Jesse’s prophecy of Mary’s birth. The royal 

origins of Christ as a descendant of the kings of Israel were underlined by his “confession” 

in the Apocalypse regarding his descent from David, king of Israel: “I Jesus have sent mine 

angel to testify unto you these things in the churches. I am the root and the offspring of 

David, [and] the bright and morning star.”
199

  

The other approach underlines the royal origin of Christ.
200

 The genealogies given 

by the two evangelists, Matthew (1, 1-17)
201

 and Luke (3, 23-38),
202

 include Christ’s 

forebears; these genealogies differ from each other in the number of ancestors. While 

Matthew starts from Abraham to get to Joseph’s and Mary’s marriage, Luke goes back to 

Adam, and leaves out the Virgin. The genealogy of Matthew underlines the genealogical 

and typological relationship between King David and Christ.
203

  

While at the beginning this iconographic type was represented more simply, using 

only the key figures and symbols (Jesse, flowers, the Dove), later on it was represented in a 

more complex manner, faithful to the texts of the evangelists. But even in these versions 

the kings are inferior to those mentioned by Matthew and Luke. They are usually 

unrecognizable, anonymous, with the exception of David and Solomon, who frequently 

appear with their attributes or their names written beside them.
204

 However, while most 

genealogical trees root from a masculine ancestor, the Holy Kinship images stress the fact 

that Christ has as a female forebear: a grandmother. 

                                                 

197  King James Bible, ed. Dan Colgiano, (2004), www.davince com/bible, (last accessed 27 May 2007), Isaiah 

7,14. 
198  King James Bible, ed. Dan Colgiano, (2004), www.davince com/bible, (last accessed 15 May 2007), Isaiah 
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On the image the viewer could admire both genealogies simultaneously. The 

figures of Anne, Joachim and Joseph are surrounded by the other two Marys and their 

families. Among these carnal and maternal kinship relations the paternal kinship appears 

represented by kings. These figures are represented just above the Virgin, surrounding her.  

Kinship in a medieval context could be understood as spiritual or carnal. The carnal 

kindred are represented by alliance, marriage, and consanguinity. The spiritual kindred are 

related to the Church and to religion; it is a social birth in a Christian community into 

which admission is ensured through baptism. Christian relationships are coordinated by the 

spirit of charity (caritas).
205

 The image of the Tree of Jesse represents a transition between 

spiritual and carnal kinship; it is dominated by the dove (standing for the Holy Spirit), 

representing caritas, and having the figure of Jesse at the root of the virga, above which 

the kings, the “carnal generation” has the inscription: the “spiritual one”, represented by 

the Virgin and her child.
206

 In the case of the Salzburg woodcut both carnal forebears and 

genealogies are represented, showing us that the Holy Kinship has its place among the 

biblical figures mentioned by Matthew and Luke. Its apocryphal origin does not matter in 

this case. 

The spiritual value of the image can be interpreted further by the symbolism of the 

tree. The life and fecundity of trees, full of leaves, flowers or fruits influenced the Christian 

conception about trees, giving them a spiritual value: the idea of salvation and birth in the 

eternal and spiritual life.
207

 A bishop is kneeling in the lower right section of the image as 

the symbol of the Church approving both genealogies. At the beginning of the sixteenth 

century the ways of representing the Holy Kinships were already taking shape. 

Representing both genealogies together has a symbolical meaning. Both genealogies are 

accepted at the same level, with the same value. Unfortunately we don’t know more about 

the origins of the image.  

  

II. 4. 5. Genealogical tree – Kinship 

Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, in her study on genealogies and kinship in the Middle Ages, 

noted that the genealogical diagrams at the end of the fifteenth century started to resemble 

a tree. The fertility of a woman as well, such as the legend and the vita of Anne (e.g., the 

                                                 

205  Ibid., 155-158. 
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207  Ibid., 154. 
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stained glass window of the church of Saint Vincent, 1525, Rouen) and her mother, 

Emerentiana (e.g., the Saint Anne altarpiece, fifteenth century, Historisches Museum, 

Frankfurt am Main
208

) suggest the plant-like structure of genealogical representations,
209

 

referring to kinship in texts as Arbor Annae, Arbor Anna Fructuosa (in hymns).
210

  

Ton Brandenbarg pointed out that the trinubium legend appeared at a time when 

“feudal society was showing interest in its own ancestry.” It occurred parallel to the 

upcoming dynasties and to the changes in family structure after 1000. In these 

circumstances, beginning with the eleventh century, although the horizontal structure was 

also preserved, the vertical structure, in which “the right of inheritance was determined via 

the agnate line,” became more dominant in Western European families.
211

 

While the Tree of Jesse shows Christ’s royal ancestors, the Holy Kinship images 

depict an “ordinary” family. Compared with the Tree of Jesse, which is a vertical 

genealogy, this is horizontal one, which represents Christ’s immediate family.
212

 The 

members of the family are the aunts, uncles, and cousins, Christ’s future apostles. Thus, 

these images feature Christ’s whole family, which contributed to the propagation of 

Christianity in a human form and closeness.  

The later images of Anne (Holy Kinship images) are somewhat in contradiction 

with the importance of the miraculous conception of the first child, Virgin Mary. Anne’s 

conception of Mary was considered as a miraculous event after Anne’s twenty years of 

sterility. The three marriages presented in the Legenda Aurea represent a contradiction as 

compared to the apocryphal sources. Although the trinubium legend was propagated 

especially by the Golden Legend, written by the Dominican friar, Jacobus de Voragine, 

another Dominican work was among the first to reject the legend, that of Jean de Fribourg 

(Defensorium beatae Annae, written about 1300).
213

 

Another aspect of the images (Anne Trinity, the Holy Kinship), besides the 

theological one, is that they reflect and sanctify women’s domestic and biological 

experiences. Such images which depict Christ’s extended family (as predominantly 

female), and stories of the childhood of Jesus and Mary, clearly responded especially to 

women’s interests. Connected to humanitas Christi, the images reflect a phenomenon 

                                                 

208  Sheingorn and Ashley, “Introduction”, 28. 
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which had already started in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
214

 This approach to 

Jesus’s human character and the interest in his childhood made the appearance of Christ’s 

enlarged family (The Holy Kinship) possible based on the matrilineal genealogy of Jesus, 

in contrast to the patrilineal representations of Christ (The Tree of Jesse).  

The Holy Kinship image printed in Nuremberg in 1490-1500
215

 (fig. 43) is a direct 

copy of the one created by Wolfgang Hamer. Jesus appears as linking figure between the 

two women, Anne and Mary. Though he is in a tunic, his nudity is shown a bit, referring to 

the Eucharist. Although the bench-type composition goes back to the early fourteenth 

century, the figure of Christ as a link between Mary and Anne appears only later, during 

the fifteenth century (e. g., the Strasbourg master, Anna, ca. 1470-1480, Sandstone, 

Staatliche Museen zu Berlin;
216

 Hans Holbein the Elder, Anna Katharinenaltar, 1512, 

Augsburg Staatsgalerie,
217

 fig. 7).
218

 In this respect the composition of the woodcut strictly 

follows those featured on altarpieces chronologically.  

Along with an Anne Trinity image in the centre, the other two Marys are 

represented at the feet of the main characters. The husbands, Joachim, Joseph and 

Zebedeus appear next to the women. The other characters are all beyond the barrier as 

secondary ones (Esmeria, sister of Anne, her daughters, Elisabeth with John the Baptist 

and Memelia with Emiu and their son, Servatius).  

This is the vertical, human genealogy of Christ. In the horizontal line of the picture 

above the main characters, the Father and the Holy Spirit, the Dove appear. Usually this 

comparison of human trinity and earthly trinity appear in the case of Anna Selbdritt 

images. Otherwise the image of the Tree of Jesse could be represented as being dominated 

by the dove (of the Holy Spirit), representing caritas, and having at the root of the virga 

the figure of Jesse, above him the kings, the “carnal generation” with the inscription the 

“spiritual one,” which is represented by the Virgin and her child. As we could see this 

character of the image analysed in the case of the woodcut (fig. 42) printed in Salzburg. 

The Holy Kinship image printed in Nuremberg in 1490-1500 (fig. 43) has the same 

structural idea. The carnal generation, the human and maternal genealogy of Christ appear 
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in the vertical sphere of the image, while horizontally, in parallel, the spiritual kindred is 

represented. 

Another Holy Kinship image
219

 (fig. 44, Köln, 1470) from an anonymous master 

from Köln (known as the “Meister der Kirchenwäter-Bordüre”) is one of his best works 

according to Schneier. The Anne Trinity image in the centre is a natural family portrait. It 

is dominated by the central figure of Anne. In the horizontal line of the image, in front of 

Anne, Mary is represented with her child. This is a classical Byzantine-type structure. The 

other two Marys are next to them, surrounded in a natural way by the husbands. The 

woodcuts’ structure doesn’t provide space to families to be represented on different panels 

as in the case of altarpieces. Nevertheless this natural way of combining the different 

characters and offering an everyday-like character to the image is an up-to-date 

representation as compared to similar paintings on altarpieces. 

As Pamela Sheingorn formulates in her study, the Holy Kinship is “a subject whose 

roots lie both in the cult of the Virgin and the incarnational theology of the late Middle 

Ages.”
220

 It presents the members of Christ’s enlarged family, based on the much debated 

legend of Anne’s trinubium.
221

 

On the other hand, this type of image could serve as a model to believers, 

suggesting the duties of a family. The members of the Holy Kinship were integrated in late 

medieval piety, which emphasized Christ’s human nature. The previously shadowy figures 

of the Holy Kinship took shape in the late Middle Ages; they encouraged devout people to 

meditate not only on Christ’s work of salvation, but on the details of everyday life, family 

and relationships within the family.
222

  

 Structured in one panel, the Holy Kinship image from Gotha, 1500
223

 (fig. 45) is a 

classical representation following the Rhineland motif of Anne Trinity images being 

presented on a bench. This bench-type composition is extended towards the nuclear family 

of Christ. The mature figure of Anne is characteristic for the sixteenth centuries’ 

representations. The infant Christ is represented naked in her mothers’ arm; her nudity 

alludes to the living Eucharist. He stretches his arms towards Anne, who is prepared to 

hold him. On the side of the two women, Mary’s sisters are represented with the child 
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apostles. The husbands of the women are presented in the shadow separated by a barrier. In 

these terms the women with their children appear in the frame of the hortus conclusus, a 

Marian symbol which refers to her virginity.        

A very interesting, unusual Holy Kinship image is the woodcut from 1460
224

 (fig. 

46). Although Saint Anne’s figure usually dominates the centre of the image, in this case 

Anne appears in the right corner of the garden and of the image. This time the Virgin Mary 

dominates the centre of the image with the standing naked Christ-child in her arms. Most 

of the women (Anne and her three daughters and Elisabeth with John the Baptist on the left 

side of the Virgin) are sitting on a bench. While Anne is reading a book, the women are 

preoccupied with their children. Once again the sterile garden-like structure of the image 

reminds us of the hortus conclusus. The men, on the right side Joachim, Alpheus, 

Zebedaeus, Salomas, on the left side Joseph, Zacharias, Kleophas and Eliud are beyond the 

border, all of them featuring their names. True to the fifteenth century images, Anne looks 

like her daughters, a mature woman with a kerchief, only the Virgin Mary is separated 

from them by the symbols of her virginity: long hair and crown. The child, Joseph the Just 

and Jacob the Less in the front of the image are playing, learning ABC, while the words of 

the Pater Noster are being combined.  

There is an inscription on the edge of the image: Ave Anna fecunda porta per te 

Maria prodit inter sorores munda orta hec virgo xpm genuit. According to the b 

monogram, the image was created most probably in the border region between Germany 

and the Netherlands.  

Saint Anne’s role within the family was that of a mother, grandmother or might 

reflect the status of a holy matriarch. The growing interest in Saint Anne’s representations 

can be traced not only by identifying the appearance of the Anna Selbdritt images 

(thirteenth and fourteenth centuries) and that of the Holy Kinship images (late fourteenth, 

fifteenth centuries), but also by analysing the features (size, age, placement) of the 

characters: the attributes of Saint Anne as a matriarch, the Virgin’s representations (as a 

child, as a woman), the position of the three main figures (Anne, the Virgin, Jesus), the age 

difference between Anne and Mary, as well as by considering the time of appearance and 

the way in which the husbands are represented. One needs to take into consideration the 

stylistic aspects in this last approach as well.  
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In the case of the last analysed Holy Kinship images, though the husbands are 

presented on the back of the image as in the early representation of altarpieces, these 

images represent a family picture on which somebody could meditate. Meanwhile they 

were a more casual representation as in the case of the Holy Kinship printed by Michel 

Schorpp in 1480-1490.   

In conclusion we can say that the woodcuts broadly follow the iconographic model 

presented on altarpieces and frescoes. There are no major variations regarding the time of 

appearance of the different symbols between the frescoes, altarpieces and woodcuts.  

Similar to the case of frescoes and altarpieces, there are differences between the 

ways representing Anne-Mary-Jesus. They sometimes follow (especially in the 15
th

 

century) the classical model based on the Throne of Wisdom representations of Mary. 

Mary’s figure can appear as a child placed next to Anne, depicting her as depending on 

Anne. The position of the three main figures varies: either Mary is represented in front of 

Anne, or in the majority of cases on Anne’s right arm, or sometimes sitting on her left arm. 

An interesting aspect of the images from the Rhineland is that in some cases Jesus is 

represented on her grandmother’s arm stretching his hands towards Mary. 

In the case of prayers Anne always appears as a linking figure between Mary and 

Jesus. She is part of the salvation story. Therefore she is part of the prayers addressed to 

Mary and her son. She has the attribute to mediate regarding prayers addressed to Mary 

and Jesus. The Holy Kinship could be addressed as well as a mediator between men and 

Jesus and Mary.  

The Anne Trinity images based on the textual messages which complete the images 

cannot be connected to the Immaculate Conception. There are no direct references to this 

dogma in the case of the Anne Trinity iconography. 

The Holy Kinships in a few cases appear jointly with the Tree of Jesse, especially 

in the fifteenth century. Later they are presented within the frame of the Marian 

iconographic motive of hortus conclusus. The husbands are represented as shadows in 

these cases beyond the border of the women’s garden. Though the tendency of being 

represented in the frame of a Holy Family appears, a genealogical representation in a more 

deliberate manner, the technique of the woodcut didn’t allow the artist to represent the 

different families in a more detailed manner as in the case of sixteenth century 

representations on altarpieces.  
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III. Saint Anne’s vitae in Hungarian Textual Sources 

 

“A major difficulty with medieval ‘sermon’ is that they purport to represent an oral act 

trapped in amber by literary transmission. Their function therefore changes, by being 

written up for an audience.”
225

 Most non-polemical sermons which survived are linked to 

the church’s confessional and penitential functions. They are concerned with the Christian 

brotherhood and the demands of caritas. Discipline and devotion are in the focus of the 

sermons, rather than theology. The bases are the Ten Commandments and the lives of 

saints. They are a direct theological instruction. As such they offer a good material for 

study, reflecting social concern, theological development, linguistic achievement, criticism 

of laity and religious etc.
226

 

For this reason based on Angelika Dörfler-Dierken’s work on textual sources 

referring to Saint Anne I find important to analyse Saint Anne sermons written in Old 

German or Latin. Saint Anne sermons are sporadic before 1481, when the cult of the saint 

was introduced in Rome by Pope Sixtus IV. Her vita was rather treated in the frame of the 

Marian feast, the Nativity of the Virgin. In Schneyer’s anthology of sources, which 

gathered the sermons written until 1350, there is no reference to sermons dedicated to 

Anne.
227

 Therefore the appearance of separate sermons dedicated to her is a proof of the 

cult’s spread in Western Europe. I followed this appearance through several examples, by 

this I give an ideological frame for one of the main part of this chapter dedicated to the 

sermons written in Hungarian cultural area.  

 

                                                 

225  Robert N. Swanson, Religion and Devotion in Europe, c. 1215-c. 1515, 1st publ. 1995 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997), 64. 
226  On the genre of the model sermons see Phyllis Roberts, “The Ars Praedicandi and the medieval sermon,” in 

Preacher, Sermon and Audience in the Middle Ages, ed. Carolyn Muessig (Leiden: Brill, 2002, 41-63; Marianne G. 

Briscoe, Artes Praedicandi (Turnhout: Brepols, 1992); David L. D’Avray, “Method in the study of medieval sermons,” in 

Modern Questions about Medieval Sermons: Essays on Marriage, Death, History and Sanctity, eds. Nicole Bériou and 

David L. D’Avray (Spoleto: Centro Italiano di Studi sull’ Alto Medioevo, 1994), 3-27; The sermon, ed. Beverly Mayne 

Kienzle (Typologie des sources du Moyen Age Occidentale) (Turnhout-Belgium: Brepols, 2000). 
227  Repertorium der Lateinischen Sermones des Mittelaltares  für die zeit von 1150-1350, Johannes Baptist 

Schneyer, ed. Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters 43 (Münster Westfalen: 

Aschendorffsche Verlagsbuchandlung, 1991), 11 vols. 
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III. 1. Comparative study on sermons 

 

From the beginning of the twentieth century, scholars such as Beda Kleinschmidt, 

attributed the development of Saint Anne’s cult to the Franciscans, and connected it to the 

partial acceptance of the dogma of Immaculate Conception at the synod of Basel (1431-

1449). 

This latter statement was contested by other scholars such as Angelika Dörfler-

Dierken, Ton Brandenbarg, as well as Virginia Nixon. In her study on Saint Anne, Nixon 

pointed out that both Dominicans and Franciscans spread the cult of the saint. 

Respectively, the late medieval development of the saint’s cult had multiple factors at its 

basis, independent of Franciscans and/or Dominicans. 

The major role of Franciscans in the distribution of Saint Anne’s cult has been 

explained by the great importance of Mary’s Immaculate Conception among Franciscan 

feasts. This dogma was also propagated by Dominicans, however they had a different 

perception. The debate between the two mendicant orders (Franciscans vs. Dominicans) 

concerned the exact definition of the Immaculate Conception. It also implied the issue of 

the moment of Saint Anne’s sanctification and the transfer of purity from Mary to Anne. 

The theological background of the cult, the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, 

was always emphasized by different scholars as an important element in promoting the 

saint’s cult. In Northern Europe, Anne’s growing popularity in the late Middle Ages was 

connected to the controversy over this doctrine in the secondary literature.
228

 However, in 

her study on Saint Anne, citing other scholars’ observations as well, Nixon shows that 

Dominicans and Franciscans promoted the saint’s cult equally.
229

 The theological debates 

over the Immaculate Conception increased in the fifteenth century. Are there any 

references to Anne in sermons which defended Mary’s immaculate nature? If there are, 

when do they appear? How is her vita treated in sermons? 

Saint Anne’s legend was rather treated in the frame of the Marian feast, the Nativity 

of the Virgin before 1481, when the cult of the saint was introduced in Rome by Pope 

Sixtus IV. The most widely used legendary, the Legenda Aurea, which is based on a later 

version of Matthew’s apocrypha
230

 gives the family tree of Christ through Mary, and a 

                                                 

228 Kleinschmidt, Die Heilige Anna, 162.  
229 Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 72-76.  
230 See chapter II. 2. 
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short description of the trinubium legend. A half century later, the German Dominican 

preacher, Johannes Tauler (ca. 1300 – 1361) included Mary’s parents in the sermon on the 

Nativity of the Virgin as well,
231

, however they are only briefly mentioned in the frame of 

a treatise about the good of giving. According to the legend, Anne and Joachim divided 

their fortune into three parts: they gave the first part to the Church, the second part to the 

poor and the third part they kept for themselves.
232

 The legend of trinubium is not 

mentioned at all. Due to his Dominican affiliation, Tauler dedicated a separate sermon to 

the Conception of Mary.
233

 He does not lay emphasis on Mary’s maculate conception by 

going into details in his treatise. He does not discuss the doctrine and the debates 

connected to it. His rather mystical writing is a contemplation on the love of God and 

Mary’s different positive qualities (her humbleness is mentioned mostly).While in the 

above mentioned sermonaries Saint Anne’s vita is included as part of the Nativity of Mary, 

in later legend collections and sermonaries Saint Anne’s legend appears as a separate feast. 

For instance in the work of Petrus de Natalibus, an Italian bishop (1400, 1406), written 

fifty years later, the Catalogus Sanctorum et gestorum eorum
234

, Anne’s legend is 

presented separately. In his brief presentation the author mentions St. Anne’s genealogy, 

but does not give detailed explanations regarding Anne’s legend, especially the trinubium. 

A contemporary of Petrus de Natalibus, Vincent Ferrer OP (ca. 1350, Valencia – 

1419, England), a Spanish Dominican preacher, dedicated a single sermon to Anne in his 

Sermones de sanctis. He argued in the favor Saint Anne’s cult saying that: 

 

Joachim was a blessed saint, and God’s friend, but Anne was of greater sanctity. 

The reason for that is that she had more in common with Virgin Mary, her daughter 

– indeed, a father shares less with his daughters – but a mother who bears her for 

nine months, and after giving birth to her she nurses, nourishes her, sleeps by her 

and kisses her. So the blessed Anne had shared more with Virgin Mary, her 

daughter, whom she owned her sanctity, because she was already a saint in the 

                                                 

231 Oeuvres complètes de Jean Tauler religieux dominicain du XIVe siècle, ed. E.- Pierre Noël, trad. A. Tralin, vol. 

5 (Paris, 1911), 215-226.     
232 Ibidem, 223. 
233 Ibidem, 21-31. 
234

  Petrus de Natalibus, Catalogus sanctorum et gestorum eoru[m] ex diversis voluminibus collectus (Lugduni, 

1514). I used the following copy: Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Göttingen, 4 HE SANCT 22/12. 

139. sermo. 
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womb of her mother. Think, therefore, how much sanctity remained in the blessed 

Anne, who carried and nursed her, giving her what she had.
235

 

 

Vincent Ferrer presents Anne’s vita as a model for a penitencial, faithful life. He 

tells St. Anne’s legend in details in the frame of four distinctiones: Primo per devotas 

orationes;
236

 Secundo per largas elemosynas;
237

 Tertio per multa ieiunia;
238

 Quarto per 

votum et promissionem.
239

 

Ferrer takes over the metaphorical image of Anne’s barenness from apocryphal 

writings, when describing her praying to God: O Lord you have given to this little bird so 

many children, for whom she cares for with great effort. Lord, give me some offspring!
240

 

Concerning Anne’s conception with Mary, the author shares rather a Dominican 

point of view than a Franciscan one when presenting Anne’s devotion in details: 

 

Behold how Anne had her fruit hoping that she will certainly be sanctified, for sure 

worthily preserving it in three ways: First, in the womb, because, once her (Mary’s) 

body was shaped and her spirit created, on the same day and in that hour she was 

sanctified by God. She was saint and blessed in the womb of her mother for nine 

months. Secondly, she preserved her (sanctity) after her birth by nursing her, like 

                                                 

235 “Joachim fuisset sanctus benedictus et amicus dei tamen maioris sanctitatis fuit beata anna. Ratio que maiorem 

participationem habuit cum virgine maria filia sua pater vero modicum participat cum filiabus sed mater que novem 

menses portat et post nativitatem lactat, nutrit, dormit cum ea et osculatur que ergo beata anna habuit maiorem 

participationem cum virgine maria filia sua fonte totius sanctitatis que iam in utero matris existens erat sancta. Cogitate 

ergo quanta sanctitas remansit in beatam anna que ipsam portavit, nutrivit dando sibi illa que habebat.” Vincentius 

Ferrerius: Sermones de tempore et de sanctis. 3 vols. Köln, 1487. Sermones de sanctis. 3. vol., De sancta Anna, matre 

beate Marie virginis. I used the following example which is in the Bayerische Staats Bibliothek, München: 2 Inc. c. a. 

1903-1#3.  

Online document: http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en (download: 28. 

02. 2014). 
236 “First by devoted prayers.” Ibidem.  

(http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en) 
237 “Secondly by the large alms.”Ibidem.  

(http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en) 
238 “Thirdly by many fasts.” Ibidem. http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en 
239 “Fourthly by vow and promise.” Ibidem.http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en 
240  “O domine huic avicule dedisti tot filios quibus cum magno labore providet. Domine da mihi prolem aliquam. 

Ibidem.http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en 
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this the holy women did in ancient times. Thirdly, she preserved her (sanctity) in the 

temple, after she weaned her as she said to her husband.
241

 

 

In conclusion he says: Possumus dicere beate Anne habetis fructus in 

sanctificationem conservando digne.
242

 

 

Ferrer does not discuss Anne’s three marriages at all. Consequently, it is fair to say 

that the debates regarding the Immaculate Conception, the theological aspects of Anne’s 

conception with Mary are not emphasized at this early stage of the development of the cult.  

The debates on the Immaculate Conception increased from the 1470s.
243

 A 

reflection of these debates can be found in a sermon from Regensburg. The anonymous 

author treats the dogmatic questions related to Anne, his explanations being in conformity 

with the immaculate views: Anne was conceived without the Original Sin from her 

husband, Joachim;
244

 her most saintly daughter never committed sin and never was 

touched by original sin.
245

 

Johannes Veghe (1435-1504), a prominent figure of the Brethren of Common Life, 

dedicated two sermons to Saint Anne, written in Low German: Sermon on the occasion of 

Saint Anne’s feast, about her saintly and moral life,
246

 Another sermon for Saint Anne’s 

feast, in which the saint is compared to a good and fruitful tree.
247

 

 

                                                 

241  “Ecce qualiter beata Anna habuit fructum suum in sanctificatione sperando certe,...conservando digne scilicet 

tripliciter. Primo in utero in quo formato corpore et creato spiritu a deo in eadem die et hora fuit sanctificata., nove 

mensibus fuit in utero matris sancta et benedicta.Secundo conservavit post nativitatem ipsam lactando, ita faciebant 

sancte mulieres antiquitus. Tertio conservavit eam in templo postquam beata anna ablactavit virginem dixit viro 

suo.”Ibidem.http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en 
242 “We can say: may you have the fruit of Blessed Anne, worthily preserving it in 

sanctity.”Ibidem.http://bildsuche.digitale-

sammlungen.de/index.html?c=viewer&bandnummer=bsb00065507&pimage=159&v=100&nav=&l=en 
243     ..... 
244  “ex sancto Joachim marito suo eciam sine peccati macula fecundari”. Historia nova pulchra devota et autentica 

de sancta anna: Das alte Regensburger Office in Liber missalis secundum chorum ecclesiae maioris (Regensburg: 1479). 

Excerpts in Joseph Heitz, Die Verehrung des hl. Joseph in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung bis zum Konzil von Trient 

dargestellt (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herdersche Verlagshandlung, 1908), esp. 340-355. 
245 “hec filia vostra beatissima a peccatum actuale nunquam commisit sic et ipsa peccatum originale nunquam 

contraxit.”Ibidem.  
246 The two sermons are translated from Old German into Hungarian by Gábor Bradács. From Hungarian into 

English are translated by me. “Eyne collacie up der hillighen vrouwen sunte Annen dach van eren hillighen 

doghentlicken levene unde seden.”Johannes Veghe, ein deutscher Prediger des 15. Jahrhunderts, ed. F. Jostes (Halle, 

1883). 75-91. 
247 “Noch eyn ander collacie up der hillighen vrouwen sunte Annen dach, wu se ghelijket wert eynen guden, 

vruchtbaren bome.”Johannes Veghe, 91-99. For a detailed analyses of Johannes Veghe’s work see Heinrich Rademacher, 

Mystic und humanismus der Devotio Moderna in den Predigten und Traktaten des Johannes Veghe. Beitreg zur 

Geistesgeschichte Münsters um 1500 Innaugural-Dissertation Münster (Hiltrup, 1935). 
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As the sermons are not written in a scholastic manner, the author expresses himself 

in a freer style while preaching about general moral issues. The metaphor of the tree is 

used to present the basic ideas about Saint Anne’s virtuous life in both sermons. She is 

compared to the different characteristics of the cedar and other species of trees. Through 

this the basic line of thought of the two sermons are created. While in the first sermon he 

speaks about the Kinship, the genealogical tree, in the second one he uses the metaphor of 

the tree to express Saint Anne’s fertility. 

 

For this reason we discuss five different aspects of the saint lady, Anne, by which 

she can be compared to the cedar and other royal trees. First of all the sanctity of 

her life, secondly the greatness of her merits, thirdly the variety of her merits, 

fourthly the inner purity and splendour of her thoughts, fifthly her exceptional 

character, that she had been elected by God from the beginnings to be the mother of 

the Lord’s mother and to bring to life the greatest and the most saintly fruit which 

has ever been brought to life by a pure creature. And the fruit which was offset by 

Saint Anne, would bring forth another fruit, who was a man and God at the same 

time, who was born from Virgin Mary, the other great and splendorous creature 

chosen by God. That was the great merit of Saint Anne, who was chosen by God for 

the fruit of her womb was to bring to life that, who would give birth to the Lord and 

who would be chosen by God as his mother.
248

 

 

The author refers only to the Bible; he does not mention the apocryphal writings at 

all, not even when he speaks about Anne’s genealogy. He mentions her name as one of 

Anne’s privileges received from God, and her genealogy which has David as root. In this 

view Anne is presented as the end of the Old Testament and the beginning of the New 

Testament. He even enumerates the prototypes from the Bible: 

 

                                                 

248 Mer al werden desse worde van den hoghen cederbome cristo allene to ghelecht unde to ghegheven umme syne 

groten almechticheit, wij willen se nochtan oick nu tor tijd to leggen unde to gheven der hillighen und eerwerdighen 

vrouwen sunte Annen umme mannygherleye doghede, de wij an er vynden unde merken moghen. Sunderlynge so vynde 

ick vijff puntte un der hillighen vrouwen sunte Annen, waer bi se den cederbome und oick anderen koirliken unde 

ghenoichliken homen mach ghelijket werden. To den eersten male umme de hillicheit eres levens; ton anderen male 

umme de groitheit eres verdenstes; ton derden male umme de mannychfoldicheit erer doghede; ton veerden male umme 

de inwendighen reynicheit unde puerheit erer ghedachten; to den vijfteh male umme er uthfereisunge, dat se van 

anbeghinne und van ewicheit dar to van gode verseen unde uthferkoren was, dat se eyne moder wesen solde der moder 

godz, unde dat se de grottesten unde hillighesten vrucht to der werlde solde brengen, de iummer van puren creaturen up 

eerden solde komen. Johannes Veghe, 75-91. 
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The first privilege given by God to Saint Anne is her name and the noblety of her 

kinship, because Saint Anne came from the royal kinship and stem of King David. 

She was the end of the Old Testament and the beginning of the New 

Testament…The second privilege was that though she was barren for a long time, 

she was fertile…The third privilege was that she got pregnant with a daughter who 

was sanctified in her womb and she was great and rich in mercy and before her 

nobody was so privileged to conceive and bear such a fruit in her womb as she did 

in her great and plenty mercifulness.
249

 

 

Johannes Veghe doesn’t go into details regarding the disputes of the Immaculate 

Conception. But his view on Mary’s conception, although he is referring to her divine 

grace and plentitude, is rather characteristic of that of the Dominican standpoint as he 

emphasized that Mary was sanctified. 

 

German humanists used the symbol of the tree to express Saint Anne’s fertility. 

Johannes Veghe refers to it in the second sermon as well, saying: Saint Anne was very 

similar to a good, fertile tree. The author refers to the root of Anne’s genealogy, naming 

King David as ancestor, as it is told in the Golden Legend. Her triple marriage is not 

mentioned, but her marital status is explained by the author as a necessary duty in front of 

God. 

 

The fruit which brings hundredfold crop is the state of virginity, the state which 

brings sixty-fold crop is widowhood, the state which brings thirty-fold crop is 

marriage. Marriage had a great value in the age of the Old Testament. Saint 

Augustin said that Abraham had as much merit under the Old Law in the state of 

marriage, as Saint John had under the New Law in the state of virginity. The state of 

purity and virginity now is already higher, more valuable and nobler in front of the 

Lord. Lady Saint Anne lived in the state of marriage, but because of it she was not 

less lovable or less of a saint, because God had ordered her to marry and she 

obeyed. She did all in order to fulfill God’s will.
250

 

                                                 

249  Johannes Veghe, 75-91. 
250 Bi der hundertfoldighten vrucht is betekent de state der iunferschap; bi der tsestichfoldighen vrucht is betekent 

der state der wedueschap; bi der dertifoldighen vrucht is betekent de state echtschap. Desse staet der echtschap was seer 

wert voer godein der olden ee;…Sunte Augustinus secht, dat Abraham so vele verdeynde in der olden ee in den state der 

echte alz Johannes evangelista in der nyen ee in den state der iunferschap…Mer de staet der reynicheit unde kuescheit is 
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Based on the above mentioned sermons we can see a development in the structure 

of Anne’s vita included in sermons. While until the fourteenth century she is presented 

rather as part of the story of Mary’s birth, in some cases as part of her ancestry, from the 

late fourteenth century on it became more common to dedicate a separate sermon to her. 

Even in this respect we can observe an evolution in time regarding the amount of details in 

the way Anne is presented in sermons, as the manner of the presentation debated aspects of 

her vita. Arguing why Anne had to marry thrice and presenting her as a good wife seems to 

be present only in the late fifteenth century’s sermons (Johannes Veghe). This latter fact is 

probably an influence of the debates regarding her vita and of the legends which became 

more and more widespread at this time. In the above mentioned and analyzed sermons we 

can find an affiliation of Anne’s conception with Mary only in a few cases, such as 

Vincent Ferrer’ s and Johannes Veghe’s Anne sermon, where the authors are putting across 

a Dominican point of view. Only in the case of the Anonymous preacher of the 

Regensburg missale can we find an explicit vindication of the Immaculate Conception. 

Thus this might reflect the growing debates on this matter. Nevertheless the partial 

acceptance of the dogma cannot be directly connected to the growing popularity of the 

cult. This latter aspect can most probably be attributed to more than mere ecclesiastical 

factors, but social, economic ones as well. 

 

III. 2. Franciscan Sermons and Devotion 

 

Liturgical texts including liturgy dedicated to Anne are preserved only beginning with the 

fourteenth century. These texts not only demonstrate the cult’s wide distribution, but a 

future study may allow us to draw conclusions regarding the main propagators of the cult 

and the characteristics of the Saint Anne devotion on the level of dogma.
251

 

                                                                                                                                                    

nu alto vele hogher, werdigher und edeler voer gode. De hillighe vrouwe sunte Anna heft ghelevet in den state der echte 

unde dar umme en is se nicht de myn lovelick unde hillich; wante god haddet do so gheboden, unde dar umme was se 

gode ghehorsam…Wante et was de godlike wille, dat se so doen solde.Johannes Veghe, 91-99. 
251 Missale Olomucense S. XIV, Missale Ecclesiae Hungaricae S. XIV, Missale Strigoniense Ecclesiae Collegiatae 

Posoniensis (Codex “A”) S. XIV/Med., Missale Strigoniense cuiusdam Posoniensis Ecclesiae (Codex “H”) S. XIV, 

Missale Strigoniense (Ecclesiae Soproniensis) Ex Anno 1363, Psalterium O. F. M. Transilvaniae S. XIV/2, Breviarium 

Colocense S. XIV/2, Breviarium per anni circumum Ecclesiae Albaregalensis S. XV/2, Capitula et Collectae O. F. M. 

Galliae S. XIV; Antiphonarium S. XIV, Capitula et Collectae Ecclesiae Strigoniensis circa 1370 etc. Radó Polycarpus, 

Libri liturgici manuscripti bibliothecarum Hungariae et limitropharum regionum (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1973), 

49, 91, 97, 105, 117, 129, 132, 138, 141, 147, 151, 166, 188, 208, 214, 243, 258, 264, 265, 272, 274, 294, 296, 299, 302, 
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Two medieval codices written for Premonstratensian nuns, the Szegedi and 

Pozsonyi codices have further liturgical references regarding the saint’s cult,
252

 among 

them hymns, the versions of which were identified by Radó Poycarpus OSB in other 

preserved liturgical books written in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. One of the most 

well-known hymns in medieval Europe is found only in the Szegedi codex in Hungary: 

 

Assunt Annae sollemnia,  

haec nobis dant solatia,  

nam nobis eius filia 

inclita tulit gaudia. 

 

Alvus Annae concluditur, 

divinitus sed solvitur,  

Maria hinc egreditur,  

mundo salus porrigitur.
253

 

 

The establishment of the new mendicant orders in the towns had a crucial overall 

impact on the religious life of townsmen in Europe and in medieval Hungary as well.
254

 

Their presence, as well as their devotional message transmitted through sermons (used as 

religious propaganda), led to a significant increase in their influence.
255

 

Previous scholars have attributed the rapid spread of Saint Anne’s cult in medieval 

Hungary mainly to Franciscans.
256

 Further studies of archival sources (donations, chapel 

and church foundations, funds for building altars dedicated to the saint, the existence of 

religious societies, and the names of localities) may help to identify the different promoters 

of Saint Anne’s cult, e.g., which orders contributed to the distribution of the cult and why. 

                                                                                                                                                    

307, 309, 311-315, 321, 329-335, 341, 347, 357, 360, 362, 366-367, 372, 375, 379, 391, 397, 404, 415, 425, 474, 512, 

518, 520, 530, 533.    
252 Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium, 116-117.  
253 Radó Polycarpus, ed. Répertoire hymnologique des manuscrits liturgiques dans les bibliothèques publiques de 

Hongrie, Országos Széchényi Könyvtár, no. 20 (Budapest: Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum Országos Széchényi Könyvtára, 

1945), 15; Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium, 117. 
254 Pásztor, A magyarság vallásos élete, 6-21. 
255 A magyar irodalom története 1600-ig (The history of Hungarian literature to 1600), Tibor Klaniczay, ed. 

(Budapest: Akadémia Kiadó, 1964), 139-141. (hereinafter: A magyar irodalom története, Klaniczay, ed.); János Horváth, 

A magyar irodalmi műveltség kezdetei Szent Istvántól Mohácsig, (The beginnings of Hungarian literature from Saint 

Stephan to Mohács) (Budapest: Magyar Szemle Társaság, 1931), 96-100. (hereinafter: Horváth, A magyar irodalmi 

műveltség kezdetei). 
256 Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium, 115; Veres,“Szent Anna alakja a Jakab-féle ősevangéliumban és három 

kódexünkben,” Sermones Compilati, Plaustrum III, file:///F:/Sermones%20compilati%20-%20Plaustrum%20III.htm. 
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Nevertheless based on the preserved textual sources we have to underline the importance 

of the mendicant orders, and especially that of Franciscans. 

Mendicant orders also contributed essentially to the strength of the connection 

between the lay and ecclesiastic culture. Spiritual needs and the desire of involvement in 

religious life increased significantly in the last decades of the fifteenth century among the 

bourgeoisie and noblemen. Royalty supported the foundation of mendicant houses, the 

spread of the mendicant orders. Consequently the convents of the mendicants spread in the 

whole kingdom: the number of convents was between two and three on average in 

medieval Hungarian towns. The number of their convents increased significantly during 

the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and they were present in all types of medieval towns. 

In some towns the Franciscans had both types of convents (Conventual and Observant).
257

 

The mendicant orders had a great impact on the society due to reforms of lay 

religiosity by the establishment of the third orders. Thus they established the bases of 

receptivity to their devotional message in the believers. Another phenomenon of the 

religious life of this period was the emergence of confraternities,
258

 founded to propagate 

religious life and often associated with guilds of different crafts. Their late medieval piety 

is reflected by the number of altars dedicated to different saints, which they sponsored.
259

 

The religious message of the mendicants was intensively transmitted in the fifteenth 

and sixteenth centuries due to the printed edition of the religious sermon collections of 

Pelbartus de Themeswar (1440 Temesvár? - 1504 Buda) and Osvaldus de Lasko (1450?-

1511).
260

 The high number of mendicant convents in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 

explains why the sermons of Pelbartus and Osvaldus should be treated as primary sources. 

By analyzing the Saint Anne sermons, we should take into consideration a broader aspect, 

                                                 

257 For basic studies on Franciscans in medieval Hungary see János Karácsonyi, Szent Ferenc rendjének története 

Magyarországon 1711-ig (The history of Franciscans in Hungary to 1711), 2 vols. (Budapest: Magyar Tudományos 

Akadémia, 1922-1923), vol. 1., 305-430, vol 2., 1-200; Fortunát Boros, Az erdélyi ferencrendiek (The Franciscan order in 

Transylvania), (Cluj: Szent Bonevantura, 1927), 13-47; Erik Fügedi,“La formation des villes et les ordres mendiants en 

Hongrie (Annales: Economies, Sociétés, Civilisations XXV. Paris, 1970),” in Kings, Bishops, Nobles and Burghers in 

Medieval Hungary, ed. János M. Bak (London: Variorum Reprints, 1986), 966-987; For the Observant presence in 

Medieval Hungary see Stanko Andrić, The Miracles of St. John Capistran (Budapest: Central European University Press, 

2000), 18-22.  
258 John Henderson, Piety and Charity in Late Medieval Florence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 13-33. For 

studies on medieval hospitals and confraternities in Hungary see András Kubinyi, Főpapok, egyházi intézmények és 

vallásosság a középkori Magyarországon (Prelates, ecclesiastical institutions and religiosity in medieval Hungary) 

(Budapest: Magyar Egyháztörténeti Enciklopédia Munkaközösség, 2000), 253-269, 341-353; András Kubinyi, 

“Ispotályok és városfejlődés a késő középkori Magyarországon” (Hospitals and urban development in late-medieval 

Hungary), in Várak, templomok, ispotályok. Tanulmányok a magyar középkorról (Castles, churches, hospitals. Studies on 

Medieval Hungary), ed. Tibor Neumann, Analecta Mediaevalia no. 2 (Pázmány Péter Katolikus Egyetem: Argumentum 

Kiadó, 2004), 187-197. 
259 Pásztor, A magyarság vallásos élete, 6-21. 
260 Marie-Madeleine de Cevins, L’église dans les villes hongroises à la fin du Moyen-Age (vers 1320-vers 1490) 

(Budapest: Institut Hongrois, Société pour l’Encyclopédie de l’Histoire de l’Église en Hongrie, 2003), 16. 



67 

just as in the case of the previous chapter, respectively whether the dogma of Immaculate 

Conception
261

 and the debates connected to it can be found in the Hungarian sermons and 

codices of this period, and whether there is any connection to the cult of Anne? 

 

III. 2. 1. Saint Anne sermons at Pelbartus de Themeswar and Osvaldus de Lasko  

The sermonaries of two Observant Franciscans from late medieval Hungary, who 

composed sermons on St. Anne, Pelbartus de Themeswar (c.1435–1504) and Osvaldus de 

Lasko (c.1450–1511), reached mass circulation with the help of the early printing press.
262

 

Both preachers fulfilled important positions in the life of their order, both read theology at 

the convent in Buda, additionally Osvaldus de Lasko was elected guardian of the order’s 

convent in Pest, and twice vicar of the Hungarian province. Pelbartus’s sermon collections, 

the Stellarium Coronae Beatae Mariae Virginis – dedicated to the Virgin for his recovery 

from an illness
263

–, and the three-volume Pomerium sermonum were published in at least 

20 editions each, mostly in Haguneau/Hagenau between 1498 and the 1520s. While 

Pelbartus dedicated four sermons to St. Anne
264

 in his Pomerium sermonum, Osvaldus 

wrote only two such sermons
265

 in his three-volume sermonary, the Biga salutis, published 

in Haguneau/Hagenau 1498–1499. 

                                                 

261 Based on Dám Ince’s observation, the debate regarding the Conception of Mary, when Mary was liberated from 

the Original Sin, can be tracked in Hungarian preachers of the time (the Pauline Michael from Pannonia and the 

Dominican Anton from Zara in the court of Matthias) as well. See Ince Dám, A szeplőtelen fogantatás védelme 

Magyarországon a Hunyadiak és Jagellok korában (The defence of the Immaculate Conception in Hungary during the 

time of Hunyadians and Jagellonians) (Rome: Ars Graf, 1955), 22, 23. 
262 For the life of Pelbartus and Osvaldus see Áron Szilády, Temesvári Pelbárt élete és munkái (The life and works 

of Pelbartus de Themeswar) (Budapest, 1880), Cyrill Horváth, Temesvári Pelbárt és beszédei (Pelbartus de Themeswar 

and his sermons) (Budapest, 1889); Richárd Horváth, Laskai Ozsvát (Osvaldus de Lasko) (Budapest, 1932). For a recent 

study on the use of the model sermons written by Pelbartus and Osvaldus see Ildikó Bárczi, Ars compilandi: A késő 

középkori prédikációs segédkönyv forráshasználata (Ars compilandi: the use of sources in late medieval sermonaries) 

(Budapest: Universitas Kiadó, 2007); For relevant studies on Osvaldus de Lasko see Balázs Kertész “Középkori 

krónikáink és legendáink használatának problémája Laskai Osvát prédikációiban” (The uses of our medieval chronicles 

and legends in the sermons of Oswaldus de Lasko), Sermones Compilati Plaustrum I, file: 

http://sermones.elte.hu/?az=315tan_plaus_kebalazs. 
263 As Pelbartus formulates in the prologue of his work. Pelbartus de Themeswar, Stellarium corone benedicte 

Marie virginis in laudem eius pro singulis predicationibus elegantissime coaptatum(Hagenau: Henrich Gran, 1501). I 

used the copy kept in Lucian Blaga Univ. Library in Cluj-Napoca, cat. no.: BMV 40; János Horváth, A magyar irodalmi 

műveltség kezdetei Szent Istvántól Mohácsig, (The beginnings of Hungarian literature from Saint Stephan to Mohács) 

(Budapest: Magyar Szemle Társaság, 1931), 58-59. 
264 Pelbartus de Themeswar, Pomerium de sanctis II. [pars aestivalis] (Augsburg: Johann Otmar, 1502), sermons 

36, 37, 38. I used the copy kept in the Lucian Blaga Univ. Library in Cluj-Napoca, cat. no.: BMV 41. A brief version of 

my analysis is given in: Emőke Nagy, “Anyaság és szentség: Szent Anna és Szent Erzsébet Temesvári Pelbárt 

prédikációiban (Motherhood and Sanctity: Saint Anne and Saint Elisabeth in the sermons of Pelbartus de Themeswar),” 

in Árpád-házi Szent Erzsébet: Magyar-német kultúrkapcsolatok Kelet-Közép-Európában (Saint Elisabeth of Hungary: 

Hungarian-German cultural relationships in East-Central Europe), eds. Csilla Gábor, Tamás Knecht, Gabriella-Nóra Tar 

(Cluj-Napoca: Verbum, 2009), 32-47.  
265 Osvaldus de Lasko, Sermones de sanctis Biga salutis intitulati (Hagenau: Heinrich Gran, 1499), sermons 62, 

63. I used the copy kept in the National Széchényi Library in Budapest, cat. no.: Inc.1030. 
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Both preachers used the Golden Legend as a main source for their sermons on St. 

Anne.
266

 Her legend as it stands in the Legenda Aurea is not retold in detail in any of the 

texts,
267

 but the authors, inspired by the work of Jacobus de Voragine, use this source 

freely, integrating bits and pieces in the structure of their sermons.  

Jacobus de Voragine gives a matrilineal genealogy of Christ in contrast with the 

Gospels of Mathew (1, 1--17) and Luke (3, 23--38),
268

 where it is drawn through Joseph, 

not Mary. While the genealogy presented in the Bible underlines the royal origin of 

Christ
269

, the Dominican friar draws the ancestry of the Virgin from the priestly line of 

Levi. 

The St. Anne sermons of Pelbartus (De eius praecelsa sanctitate cum historia; De 

gratia divinae benedictionis qua refulsit; De privilegiorum eius dignitate; and Mulier 

timens Deum, ipsa laudabitur
270

) are more elaborate and more detailed from the point of 

view of the Saint’s cult, than Osvaldus’s sermons (De sancta Anna, De eadem
271

). 

In the introduction of the first sermon Pelbartus refers to the saint’s apocryphal 

origin and argues in the favour of her devotion, due to her status as mother of the Virgin 

and grandmother of Christ. Her divine election made her worthy for devotion: she is at the 

basis of a sacred generation, as the author argues through the different themata of the first 

sermon. The enumeration of the Holy Kinship begins with the interpretation given by the 

evangelist Matthew regarding the tree of Isaiah, which resulted in the birth of the Virgin 

Mary: “Every good tree brings good fruit (Matthew 7, 17). Therefore, a particularly good 

or the best fruit bespeaks a particularly good or the best of trees.”
272

 

Contrary to Christ’s biblical and patrilineal forebears, Anne is mentioned as a 

matriarch within Christ’s large family. She is at the basis of the genesis of the Heavenly 

Queen and of Christ, and also of the future apostles within the Holy Kinship, whose 

members contributed to the establishment and propagation of Christianity. Connected to 

                                                 

266 Edit Madas, La “Légende Dorée”-„Historica Lombardica”-en Hongrie, in Spiritualità e lettere nella cultura 

italiana e ungherese del basso medioevo, eds. Sante Graciotti and Cesare Vasoli (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki, 1945), 53-61; 

Bárczi, Ars compilandi, 39-40. 
267 da Varazze, Legenda Aurea, vol. 2, ch. 127, 1004-1023; de Voragine, Golden Legend, vol. 2, 149-158. 
268 Guerreau-Jalabert, “La Vierge,” 137-173; Klapisch-Zuber, L’ombre des ancêtres, 51-57, 222-227. 
269 Guerreau-Jalabert, “La Vierge,” 147. 
270 “About her exceptional sanctity including her story;” Pelbartus, Pomerium, sermon 36; “About the divine 

benediction which shined brightly upon her;” ibid.,sermon 37; “About the dignity of her privileges;” ibid., sermon 38. As 

to the fourth sermon, Pelbartus only indicates its topic to the user: “The woman who fears God, she will be praised.” 

Thus, the user could treat the topic freely, by compiling the material of his preaching from other related materials, as 

Ildikó Bárczy argues in his work on Pelbartus de Themeswar’s and Osvaldus de Lasko’s sermons. Bárczi, Ars 

compilandi, 39-40.  
271 “On Saint Anne;” Osvaldus, Sermones, sermon 62; “On the same [saint];” ibid., sermon 63. 
272 omnis arbor bona facit fructus bonos. Ergo melior et optimus fructus meliorem et optimam arborem esse 

probat. Pelbartus, Pomerium, sermon 36, H. 
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this, the Holy Kinship is presented in a detailed manner, including Hismeria, the younger 

sister of Anne, and her parents, Stollanus and Emerentia along with Servatius, the nephew 

of St. Elisabeth. All members of Christ’s earthly family are featured in the presentation.
273

 

While presenting Anne’s attributes, her virtues and exemplary life which, besides 

her motherhood, made her worthy for devotion, Pelbartus addresses all women, namely: 

“people of all conditions can draw [from it] many examples for their salvation, that is to 

say, those who are in wedlock as well as the widows and the virgins.”
274

 Her life is given 

as an example to follow: her fear and love of God, her piety and compassion, and her 

devotion.  

Without presenting a detailed vita of Anne, Osvaldus addresses the first sermon to 

women: he preaches about exemplary behavior. This moral teaching begins with the 

request of obedience toward God by fearing and loving him. The author introduces Anne 

as an absolute example for obedience, fear and love of God. Pelbartus de Themeswar and 

Osvaldus de Lasko through their sermons intended to impact the everyday life of the 

community. They urged the believers to a pious life in order to deserve the via salutis.
275

 In 

this respect the love of God and his mercy is an indispensable condition of salvation. The 

fear of God in Osvaldus’s perception has a different nature, which lightens the different 

ways of obedience, e.g. natural fear leads to beware from robbery and fornication.The 

following moral teachings refer to all those features which lead to a good Christian life: 

love of truth, caritas, a servile fear of God etc. Just like a husband should fear God and 

should live in chastity, a woman should have a chaste life for the love of her husband, in 

order to keep him away from a sinful life. 

Although Osvaldus does not refer to the apocryphal origin of Anne’s legend, he still 

enumerates Christ’s matrilineal forebears just as his fellow friar. He argues in favour of the 

devotion to Saint Anne, just as Pelbartus, by referring to Anne’s status: he calls her not a 

matriarch but a “saintly root”, and her giving birth thrice is characterized with “unheard 

fruitfulness”.
276

 Neither Pelbartus nor Osvaldus elaborates on Anne’s three marriages to 

the extent treated in the legends. They only mention that Anne and her family obeyed 

God’s will. Osvaldus’ remark of “unheard fruitfulness” reminds us of the way Anne’s 

genealogy is frequently treated in legends and hymns such as Arbor Anna fructuosa 

                                                 

273 Ibid., sermon 37, K. 
274 omnis status homines possunt accipere plurima salutis exempla, scilicet tam coniugati, quam viduae et virgines. 

Ibid., sermon 36, I. 
275 Pásztor, A magyarság, 14-15. 
276 Osvaldus, Sermones, sermon 62. 
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exemplifying fertility.
277

Contrary to the two preachers’ sermons, in Anne’s most extensive 

Hungarian vita found in the Franciscan Teleki codex (1525--1531),
278

 Anne’s marriages 

are presented as means for a divine purpose: Anne obeyed the law and God’s will in the 

case of each marriage. The repetition of the argument has the effect of rendering credibility 

to the sanctity of a woman who married three times. The extent of Osvaldus’s lack of 

interest in defending Anne’s trinubium is revealed by his unusual remark on the marriages: 

“Had she born ten daughters, she would have named them all Mary because of the 

kindness of the first Mary.”
279

 

Characteristically of the genre of sermons, Pelbartus enumerates the Anne 

prototypes from the Bible in the framework of exempla in the second sermon,
280

 i.e. all 

women who conceived at an advanced age (e.g. Sarah, Rachel). In the case of each 

prototype, Anne’s characteristics are mentioned (mercifulness, obedience, etc.), features, 

which ensure eternal life. St. Anne’s role in salvation history is emphasized further on by 

considering Christ’s genealogy as a tree of life. Anne’s figure appears as a counterweight 

for human sins by giving birth to the Virgin: “Eve’s curse was changed into Mary’s 

blessing.”
281

 

Anne’s impeccable character is treated throughout the second sermon by Osvaldus 

as well. The sermon offers an overview of the moral duties. He exhorts believers to 

austerity: violence, anger, hatred, or carnal desire makes lots of people “unhealthy”. 

Earthly life is a transitional period and only through good deeds can believers earn Eternal 

Salvation.
282

 

Pelbartus refers to the dogma of Immaculate Conception in the third sermon.
283

 

Anne’s privileges, the aspect for which she should be worshipped, are listed in twelve 

points. These aspects of the saint are connected symbolically to the twelve stars of the 

Virgin’s crown, which appeared in the apocalyptic vision of John (John 12, 1–6).
284

 Most 

                                                 

277 Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 41. 
278 Teleki-kódex (The Teleki codice), György Volf ed., Nyelvemléktár 12 (Budapest: MTA, 1884), 277-328; This 
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280 Pelbartus, Pomerium, sermon 37, D. 
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of the comparisons in the third sermon are connected to the dogma of Immaculate 

Conception with semantic values, metaphors of Christ’s birth in the Old Testament: the 

burning bush, the blooming almond tree of Aaron. These pre-figurations are connected 

incontestably to the cult of the Virgin, to her glorification,
285

 their purpose being to support 

St. Anne’s cult.  

Pelbartus expresses the immaculate view in the third sermon: “God worked greater 

miracles with Anne than with Joachim because in her he sanctified his own tabernacle... 

And, according to our teachers, he preserved the Holy Virgin from the original sin in 

Anne’s womb.”
286

 In the Stellarium, dedicated to the veneration of the Virgin, Pelbartus 

complains about the ignorance of people who believe that St. Anne did not conceive in a 

natural way, but per solum osculum, thus by a kiss: “And it is not true what common 

people think, that St. Anne conceived just by a kiss of Joachim.”
287

 As fervent patron of 

the Immaculate Conception, Pelbartus in his mariological work poses a rhetorical question 

regarding the dogma: “Is it allowed to celebrate the feast of the Immaculate Conception in 

Church?” He complains that some people teach not to celebrate the feast of the Immaculate 

Conception because Mary was conceived by Joachim and Anne in a natural way, thus in 

sin. As a consequence, the feast should not address the Immaculate Conception but the 

Sanctification of Mary. Although Mary was conceived in sin, she was sanctified after 

being conceived.
288

Referring to the Church Fathers, Pelbartus stands for the immaculate 

view of Mary’s conception: although she was conceived in sacred matrimony, she was not 

conceived in sin. He refers to the matrimony of Anne and Joachim as being sacred. The 

patristic consensus was that the marriage of Mary and Joseph was the ideal marriage: “the 

purifying fire which proves all others”.
289

 

Although less extensively than in his mariological work, Pelbartus refers to the 

conception of Anne, and he expresses the immaculate view in the third sermon. Osvaldus, 

his fellow friar, on the other hand, neglects the subject of the dogma. This leads us to think 

                                                 

285 Guerreau-Jalabert, “La Vierge,” 137-173.  
286 Deus maiora fecit miracula in Anna, quam in Ioachim, quia ibi sanctificavit tabernaculum suum... Et secundum 

nostros doctores praeservavit Virginem Beatam ab originali peccato in utero Annae. Pelbartus, Pomerium, sermon 38, H. 
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Stellarium,li. 4, p. 1, a. 1.  
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289 The matrimonial theory was shaped during the twelfth century. See Dyan Elliott, Spiritual Marriage. Sexual 

Abstinence in Medieval Wedlock, 2nd. ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), 137. 
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that there is not a direct connection between the cult of St. Anne and the Franciscan 

support for the dogma of Immaculate Conception, as earlier scholars presumed; rather their 

related treatment is a matter of personal preference. The relevant difference between the 

two preachers’ approaches might be explained by Pelbartus’s special devotion, as fervent 

supporter of Mary’s cult, towards the veneration of the Virgin’s mother, Anne. 

The two preachers do not defend Anne’s trinubium the way it is treated e.g. in the 

Anne-legend of the Franciscan Teleki codex, but they repeatedly emphasize the saint’s 

family ties in their arguments regarding the importance of the saint’s cult. She embodied 

ideas of kinship. This aspect made her worthy of the status of mediator in the via salutis. 

She is the model of the “good wife” by her exemplary behavior as underpinned by the 

enumeration of general moral teachings. Her devotion is recommended to all categories of 

believers, all social statuses of a woman’s life: virgin, wife, widow. 

Further information regarding the family and the way women should behave in their 

everyday life cannot be extracted from the sermons. The first information regarding such 

details appears in the Hungarian sermons only from the sixteenth century. The transition in 

the late medieval society (the growing importance of the family) was enhanced by later 

reforms (the role of the women was growing in society). Consequently sermons of 

reformers
290

 written in this period are the first to refer to the role of women in the family 

and the society and describe their desired behavior (portrait of a mother), also offering 

negative examples. A further study comparing Pelbartus’s Saint Anne sermons with those 

very close in time (ca. fifty years) could be an indicator of these changes. 

 

III. 3. A philological approach to the Saint Anne legends from Hungarian vernacular 

codices 

 

The life story of Anne, separated from Virgin Mary’s life, supplemented with miracles and 

prayers, appeared at the end of the fifteenth century and circulated in several versions in 

Hungarian vernacular ecclesiastic literature. The separation from the Virgin’s life story is 

an indicator of Anne’s growing cult.  

                                                 

290 Sándor Őze, “Bűneiért bünteti Isten a magyar népet.” Egy bibliai párhuzam vizsgálata a XVI. századi 

nyomtatott egyházi irodalom alapján (“God punishes the Hungarian people for their sins.” An analysis of a biblical 

comparison based on sixteenth century printed ecclesiastical literature), Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum Művelődéstörténeti 

Kiadványa no. 2 (Budapest: Magyar Nemzeti Múzeum, 1991), 59-80.  
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Although Pelbartus de Themeswar’s influence was relevant for mendicant literature, 

the Anne legends of the Teleki and Kazinczy codices, both written in Franciscan 

environment, are based on the Legenda sanctissimae matronae Annae written by an 

anonymous Franciscan friar. This Legenda appeared in several variants after 1496, one of 

which was used by the translator of the text.
291

 The Érdy codex, the most complete 

Hungarian legend collection,
292

 includes the legend of Saint Anne as well.
293

 The legend of 

the Saint is not elaborated in details as in the previous two codices. It was written by an 

anonymous Carthusian monk for the use of lay brothers in the monastery of Lövöld, as 

well as for nuns. The Carthusian monk uses as the source of his legend collection the work 

of the Dominican friar, Iacobus de Voragine. 

Dörfler-Dierken noticed in her book that the editor of the legend mentions several 

German missionary bishops as the descendants of Anne’s sister.
294

 The Old Hungarian 

versions of this legend mentions only the name of Servatius, grandchild of Esmeria, but no 

further German missionary bishops are ennumerated in these legend variants. This leads us 

to the idea that as we cannot speak about a specific author (but merely about an editor of 

the text), the importance of the one who ordered the legend, the intended audience receives 

more emphasis when interpreting the legend. Therefore my analysis focuses on the 

philological aspect of the legends, discusses the identity of the readers of these legends, 

and the nature of transmitted ideas towards these categories of believers in ecclesiastical 

environment. Additionally, the essay is concerned with the way the saint’s vita is 

presented, considering the much-debated issues related to it. 

 

III. 3. 1. The Teleki codex 

The texts in the Teleki codex (1525-1531) were copied by a Franciscan friar and several 

members of the female Third Order for their own use in Târgu Mureş (Marosvásárhely, 

                                                 

291 Anonymus Franciscan, Legenda sanctissime matrone Anne genitricis Virginis Marie matris et Hiesu Cristi 
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ősevangéliumban és három kódexünkben,” Sermones Compilati, Plaustrum III, file:///F:/Sermones%20compilati%20-

%20Plaustrum%20III.htm. 
294  Dörfler-Dierken, Die Vererhung, 204-218. 
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Romania).
295

 Târgu Mureş was one of the most important cultural and religious Franciscan 

centers of Transylvania. A Franciscan convent and a religious house of the Third Order 

functioned in the oppidum.
296

 The codex contains instructions (regula) regarding the 

female Third Order
297

 besides pious readings. The division of the tertiaries into the so-

called secular – who continued to live in their own houses – and the Third Order Regular – 

who adopted the monastic life – took place in the fitfteenth century. The women tertiaries 

who became regularized lived very much as the Clarisses in their convents.
298

 Therefore 

they can be considered to be almost the same category of readers (Clarisse nuns or female 

Third Order) if we interpret Saint Anne’s legend, as well as the miracles and prayers of the 

Teleki and Kazinczy codices (written for Clarisse sisters) from the point of view of whom 

they were written for.  

The codex contains instructions (regula) regarding the Franciscan order besides 

pious readings (two legends are included, that of Saint Anne and that of Macarius). The 

Teleki codex is the most elaborated version of the saint’s legend known from medieval 

Hungary;
299

 being included in the sequence of Marian psalms. Its importance is also 

emphasized by its length compared to the length of the codex: it takes up more than one 

third of the codex (fifty one pages out of one hundred and thirty pages).
300

 

Saint Anne’s legend, called a “book” in the Teleki codex, is structured into 

seventeen chapters. In conformity with the late fifteenth century versions of Anne’s 

legends, the narration of the story begins with the life of Emerentiana, Anne’s mother, who 

wanted to be a nun, but an apparition on Mount Carmel of a large, diverse tree, 

symbolizing her future offspring, changed her mind:  

...this tree, beautiful at sight, exemplifies the shining purity of the virgin saint 

Emerentia, and her saintly purpose always conforms to God’s will... exemplifies her born 

daughter, Saint Anne, from whom a flower is brought or is born which will be full of 

                                                 

295 Horváth, A magyar irodalmi műveltség kezdetei, 212; A magyar irodalom története 1600-ig, Klaniczay, ed., 

129-138; A magyar irodalomtörténet bibliográfiája 1772-ig (The Bibliography of the Hungarian history of literature until 

1772) Béla Stoll, Imre Varga and Sándor V. Kovács, eds. (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1972), 16-21; Madas, “Írás, 

könyv és könyvhasználat”, 63-66. 
296 John R. H. Moorman, Medieval Franciscan Houses, Franciscan Institute Publications History Series, no. 4 

(New York: The Franciscan Institute of Saint Bonaventure Univ., 1983), 290; Zoltán Soós, ‘The History of the Târgu 

Mureş Franciscan Friary. A Comparative study of the Transylvanian Franciscans Architecture,’ MA Thesis in Medieval 

Studies (Central European University of Budapest, 2000), 15-28.  
297 Teleki-kódex, Volf. ed., 400-401. 
298 John R. H. Moorman, A History of the Franciscan Order from its Origins to the year 1517 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1968. Reprint, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), 560-568. 
299 Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium, 117. 
300 Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 277-328; Horváth, A magyar irodalmi műveltség kezdetei, 214. 
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mercy, the dear Virgin Mary, she will remain immaculate forever, from the flower, from 

the Virgin Mary will be, the sweet fruit, the son of God...
301

 

This revelation is followed by the enumeration of Christ’s large family: Anne’s 

brothers and their offspring. The second chapter
302

 is dedicated to Anne’s childhood and 

presents her exemplary life by describing her deeds with stereotypes which can be found in 

the life stories of other female saints as well, such as praying during the night in the case of 

royal saints (e.g. Radegund
303

). 

Anne married her first husband, Joachim, at the age of fifteen by obeying the law. 

The narration of the story, their marriage without children, the rejection of Joachim’s 

sacrifice in the temple, the annunciation by the angel, their meeting at the Golden Gate and 

the Virgin Mary’s birth are told in different chapters. Saint Anne’s iconography, included 

in the Marian cycle, corresponds trustworthily to this sequence. The miracle symbolized by 

their meeting at the Golden Gate is emphasized by other examples, prototypes taken from 

the Old Testament, e.g., the wife of Abraham, who gave birth to Isaac at the age of ninety.  

The following chapters (the sixth
304

 and seventh
305

) present Anne’s second and third 

marriages, with Joachim’s brothers, Cleophas and Salomas. In the legend Anne’s action 

was motivated by describing the annunciation by an angel, the divine impulse to marry 

Cleophas and Salomas, and to have the other two Marys and the future saints, their 

children. Although after the second marriage Anne offered herself to God (to be his 

betrothed), she married Salomas as the angel promised her that she would have another 

Mary from the third marriage and encouraged her not to be ashamed of having three 

marriages. The author of the legend repeatedly underlines the causes of Anne’s marriages: 

not only did she obey the law, but also God’s will, and thus she has an exceptional status 

among women. In this respect each marriage had a divine purpose. Anne’s first marriage is 

presented in the same way in the three codices; Anne obeyed the law of Moses law by 

marrying Joachim. Although she was barren, due to her exemplary life she could give birth 

to her child, Virgin Mary. The marriage of Anne and Joachim itself is presented as a good 

                                                 

301 “…e megmutatott fa, látásra szépségös, a szíz szent Emerencia asszonnak fénylő tisztaságát példázza, és az ő 

szent szándékát mendenkoron az Istennek akaratjára mondja... az ő leányát, szent Anna asszont, ő tőle születendőt 

példázza, mely szent Anna asszontul, egy virág hozattatik, avagy születtetik, mely malaztal teljes leszön... az édes szíz 

Mária, örökkön örökké szeplőtelen marad meg, a virágtul kedig, a szíz Máriátul, az édességes gyömölcs, Istennek fia…” 

Teleki-kódex, Volf ed. 278. Based on critical editions, I transcribed the analyzed medieval codex’s texts according to 

today’s regionalism and spelling. I followed the method used by scholars with the purpose of making medieval textual 

material more understandable: e. g. c - k, ÿ – i, z - sz, n – ny, etc.  
302 Ibid., 281-283. 
303 Sainted women, McNamara and E. Halborg eds., 60-105; Klaniczay, Holy Rulers and Blessed Princesses, 77-

81. 
304 Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 291-293. 
305 Ibid., 293-297. 
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and fruitful wedlock. Consequently the writer of the Teleki codex needed to explain the 

following events by presenting Anne’s marriages to her second and third husband by 

emphasizing Anne’s qualities.  

She had an exemplary life for her daughters (“to keep the divine honor by 

exercising penitence”
306

) and she taught them to fear God and how to pray: 

...she taught her daughters with the example of old Tobias so that they fear God and 

pray with mercy already in their young ages...
307

 

...this saint lady, Anne, as she had taught her daughters, showed them an exemplary 

life as well.
308

 

The author of the legend uses frequently found motifs to emphasize Anne’s 

impeccable character: 

...she believed in God, was steadfast in keeping the commandments and prayers, 

night and day, she spent her nights shedding tears ... sometimes castigating her body, she 

fasted, sometimes gave charity to the poor... she treated diseases, sick people, lepers, and 

she bathed them...
309

 

In her study Pamela Sheingorn refers to Saint Anne as “the wise mother” and says 

that “the devotional image of Anne teaching the Virgin Mary flourishes in spite of a 

virtual, if not total absence of textual sources.”
310

 Indeed the legend refers only to the fact 

of teaching; it does not specify any means (e.g., a book). Nevertheless, teaching can easily 

be associated with books. Sheingorn also mentions that the book – as an attribute of saints 

– frequently appears closed, but in the case of Saint Anne and her daughter it is always 

open. As there are no textual references to a specific (or any kind of) book, art historians 

have interpreted the opened feature of the book in various ways. One of these 

interpretations states that the book represents the Old Testament, in which the Messiah was 

promised to humankind. Other scholars have interpreted the book to be the symbol of 

Christ, the Logos and the Word. Both ideas suggest the same: Incarnation.
311

 

                                                 

306 “...az isteni tisztességöt a penitenciatartásnak gyakorlásába megtartani...” Ibid., 295.  
307 “...annak okáért a szentségös vén Tóbiásnak példájával tanítá az ő leányit az ő gyengeségös korokba, 

állapotokba Istent mendenöknek fölötte félniök, ájtatossággal imádkozniok...” Ibid., 295.  
308 “...e szent Anna asszon, miképpen az ő leányit igéjével tanítá, ugyan ezönképpen jó példáival es, elől véve 

őket.” Ibid., 295.  
309 “...demaga bízék Istenbe, állhatatos vala, a parancsolatoknak megtartásiban, és imádságokba, éjjel, és nappal, 

gyakorlatossággal az éjeket könnyhullatásokkal költi vala el...némikoron testét öztöverítvén, böjtöl vala, némikoron az 

szegényöknek kegyes szolgálatokat teszön vala...korokkal, betegökkel, és poklosokkal bánik vala, és megförözti vala 

őket...” Ibid., 295-296. 
310 Sheingorn, “‘The Wise Mother,’” 71. 
311 Ibid., 70. 
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In contrast, Byzantine sermons from as early as the eighth to the tenth centuries 

described Mary as spiritually and intellectually gifted. The idea of reading the psalms was 

widespread in England, for example, where the image of Anne teaching the Virgin Mary 

was quite popular (spread by the Meditationes vitae Christi
312

 in Nicholas Love’s 

translation).
313

 

In addition to the figure of the wise mother, Anne’s character is described with 

properties frequently found in the life of female saints of the era: having penitence, crying 

and praying during the night, fasting, and helping the poor and sick (especially lepers).
314

 

Anne’s descendants are represented, just as in the case of her mother, Emerentia, in 

the form of a tree:  

...this saint lady, Anne, from the fruitful root of her mother, the Saint Emerentia, 

brought, created and gave birth to three vines, one of which became a sweet-smelling 

flower, which flower became the pious redeemer of this entire doomed human nation, and 

the other two Marys burgeoned, flowers, leaves, branches, and seeds, which makes... a 

sweet smell in all this entire world, because, lo, it bears witness to the fact that a good tree 

cannot bring evil fruit.
315

 

The three grape vines, symbolizing the three Marys have a Eucharistic value. The 

large family, Jesus and the future apostles, acted for the salvation of humanity. 

  

III. 3. 2. The Kazinczy codex 

The Franciscan Kazinczy codex
316

 is dedicated principally to Mary’s legends, miracles and 

sermons, but it also contains a shortened version of Saint Anne’s legend taken over from 

the Teleki codex. The contents of the Kazinczy codex are restricted to pious readings.
 317

 

                                                 

312  de Caulibus, Meditaciones vite Christi. 
313 Ibid., 69. 
314 Klaniczay, Holy Rulers and Blessed Princesses, 169-175. 
315 “…e szent Anna asszon az ő annyjátul gyömölcsös termő gyökerétül, e szent Emerencia asszontul, három szőlő 

vesszőket...Máriákat hoza, teremte, szüle, e világra honnat egyiktül lőn, kiboltó, származó, édességös illatú virág, mely 

virág lőn, mend e teljes, elkárhozott emberi nemzetnek kegyes üdvözítteje, és a más két Máriáktul kedig, bimbók, 

virágok, levelek, ágak, és magok lőnek, melyek mend e teljes világot, kiboltó, származó, édes illatúvá teszik, mert lám a 

bizonság, tanubizonságot teszön, hogy az jó fa, gonosz gyömölcsöt nem tehet.” Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 296. 
316 Kazinczy-kódex 1526-1541. A nyelvemlék hasonmása és betűhű átirata bevezetéssel és jegyzetekkel [The 

Kazinczy Codex 1526-1541. The facsimile and transcription of the monument with introduction and notes], Zsuzsa 

Kovács ed., Régi magyar kódexek 28 (Budapest: Magyar Nyelvtudományi Társaság, 2003), 39-58; The first critical 

edition can be find online at http://kt.lib.pte.hu/cgi-bin/kt.cgi?konyvtar/kt06010401/6_0_2_pg_175.html (Kazinczy-kódex 

(The Kazinczy codex), György Volf ed., Nyelvemléktár 6 (Budapest: MTA, 1877). 
317 A magyar irodalom története, Klaniczay ed., 129-138; A magyar irodalomtörténet bibliográfiája, Stoll, Varga 

and V. Kovács eds., 11-15; Madas, “Írás, könyv és könyvhasználat,” 63-66. 
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The Kazincy codex, probably written for the use of the Clarisse sisters from Óbuda 

between 1526-1541, was copied most probably by Francis of Lippa.
318

  

In this case as well a separate chapter is dedicated to the legend of Emerentia, just 

as in the case of Saint Anne’s legend in the Teleki codex. This is followed by the narration 

of Anne and Joachim’s sacred marriage. Nevertheless, the legend of Anne’s three 

marriages is omitted.  

Contextualizing Saint Anne’s vita we can observe that the codex contains texts 

(sermons, examples, legends) written mainly for the devotion of Mary (About the death of 

Mary, The story of the Hungarian prince, who left his bride for the Virgin Mary, About the 

letters of Mary’s name).
319

 According to Ince Dám, The story of the Hungarian prince, 

who left his bride for the Virgin Mary is connected to the dogma of the Immaculate 

Conception.
320

 

Taking into consideration the context of the codex and its audience, the Franciscan 

who copied the codex most probably did not find it adequate to include the controversial 

legend of Anne’s trinubium. 

 

III. 3. 3. The Érdy codex 

The Érdy codex (1526–1527), the most complete Hungarian legend collection,
321

 also 

includes the legend of Saint Anne. The legend of the Saint is not elaborated in such details 

as in the case of the previous two codices. The codex was written by an anonymous 

Carthusian monk for the use of lay brothers in the monastery of Lövöld, as well as for 

nuns.
322

 The Latin prologue of the codex written by the Carthusian monk is the first ars 

poetica to be formulated in Hungarian literature. The author specifies his aims here, such 

                                                 

318 Zsuzsa Kovács, ‘F. Fráter munkái: a Kazinczy-kódex és a Tihanyi-kódex’, Magyar Nyelv, September (2002): 

364–380. 
319 Kazinczy-kódex 1526-1541, 1-24, 25-27, 59-62; Horváth, A magyar irodalmi műveltség kezdetei, 210–211. 
320 Dám, A Szeplőtelen fogantatás, 58-61. 
321 Horváth, A magyar irodalmi műveltség kezdetei, 243–257; Madas, “Írás, könyv és könyvhasználat,” 61. 
322 There are several opinions as to whether the Codex was written by a single or two separate scribes. However, 

the lack of relevant differences suggests that the Érdy Codex was written by only one scribe. See Dóra Bakonyi and 

Brigitta Ludányi, ‘Az Érdy-kódex feltételezett két kezének és a Jordánszky-kódexnek összehasonlító vizsgálata a sorvégi 

elválasztás alapján’[Comparative Analyses of the Érdy Codex’s Supposed Two Handwritings and the Jordánszky 

Codex’s Handwriting Based on Breaks at the End of Lines.], Plaustrum seculi, 2 (2004): 

http://sermones.elte.hu/?az=320tan_plaus_dorabrigi (accessed on 30 April, 2009). 
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as he wishes to protect his lay brothers and nuns of different orders, who lack Latin 

knowledge, from the Lutheran heresy with the help of native language readings.
323

 

Philologists have not been able to identify the sources of the Anne legend included 

in the Érdy codex.
324

 Sermons dedicated to Anne by two renowned late medieval preachers 

could have served as resource for the writer of the codex known as the Carthusian 

Anonimous: these sources are Jacobus de Voragine’s Legenda Aurea (The Nativity of the 

Virgin) or the Hungarian Pelbartus de Themeswar’s three-volume collection of sermons, 

the Pomerium sermonum (Saint Anne sermons).
325

 Nevertheless, Jacobus de Voragine’s 

Legenda Aurea was used by Pelbartus de Themeswar in writing his sermons, freely 

including bits and pieces from the source.
326

 Thus, from this point of view, the identity of 

the initial source material is of no relevance in the interpretation of the legend in the codex 

in our analysis. 

Although the legend of Anne’s trinubium is discussed both in the Legenda Aurea 

and the Pomerium sermonum, the Carthusian Anonym left out this story when presenting 

Anne’s vita. He refers to Anne’s “sacred fruits” instead: the three Maries and the eight 

apostles. He finishes his discussion with the remark: “If Lady Saint Anne would like to 

boast with her offspring, then she can truly do it and do it sinless.”
327

 

How can one explain the fact that although the Carthusian monk neglects the issue 

of Anne’s three marriages he takes into consideration Anne’s offspring? If we examine the 

contents of the codex, it becomes obvious that the author supports the dogma of the 

Immaculate Conception. On the one hand, he dedicates two sermons to the dogma of the 

Immaculate Conception where he argued about the importance of the feast, on the other 

hand he complains about the ignorance of the decisions of the council of Basel, which thus 

                                                 

323  Érdy kódex (Érdy codex), György Volf ed., Nyelvemléktár 4 (Budapest: MTA, 1876), XXIII-XXIV; A Néma 

Barát megszólal. Válogatás a Karthauzi Névtelen beszédeiből (The Mute Monk speaks up. An Anthology of the 

Carthusian Anonym’s speeches) (Budapest: Magvető, 1985), 11-12.  
324 Érdy-kódex [Érdy Codex], György Volf (ed.), Nyelvemléktár 5. (Budapest: MTA, 1876), 144–150. The critical 

edition of the codex (Nyelvemléktár) features the original page numbers of the codex on the margin of the text. I used the 

page numbers and row numbers of this edition. This edition can be accessed online at http://kt.lib.pte.hu/cgi-

bin/kt.cgi?konyvtar/kt06010401/5_0_2_pg_144.html. 
325 Varazze, Legenda Aurea, vol. 2, ch. 127, 1004–1023; Pelbartus, Pomerium de sanctis II. [pars aestivalis], 

sermons 36, 37, 38. For literary sources used by the scribe see: Horváth, A magyar műveltség kezdetei, p. 248; Imre Bán, 

A Karthauzi Névtelen műveltsége (The Carthusian Anonym’s Erudition) (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1976); Madas, A 

Néma Barát megszólal, 553-554. 
326 Edit Madas, “La Légende dorée,” 53–61; Bárczi, Ars compilandi, 39–40; See also my “Anyaság és szentség: 

Szent Anna és Szent Erzsébet Temesvári Pelbárt prédikációiban”, 32–47. 
327 „Ha azért dicseködni akar Szent Anna asszon ő nemzetségéből igazán teheti és bűnnélkül.” Érdy codex, 

148/35–36. 
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could not be truly applied.
328

 Last but not least, by presenting Anne’s legend, he repeatedly 

emphasizes the sacred marriage between Anne and Joachim.  

We can assume that the author of the codex, by advocating the dogma of the 

Immaculate Conception, did not want to include Anne’s legend on her three marriages, as 

this indirectly questioned Mary’s immaculate nature. Nevertheless he probably considered 

that Anne’s large family, the Holy Kinship, was already part of late medieval piety, and, as 

he addressed a larger public, without any further explanations, he enumerated her 

descendants. 

There are several opinions as to whether the codex was written by a single or two 

separate scribes. However, the lack of relevant differences suggests that the Érdy Codex 

was written by only one scribe.  

 

III. 3. 4. Miracle stories and Anne’s trinubium 

The analysis of Saint Anne’s vita in the three codices in their textual context as well as 

considering the scribe’s affiliation to a specific order can reveal ideological aspects related 

to the saint’s cult. Additionally, legends contain an abundance of information as well: the 

miracles bear witness to who the Lives of Anne were written for. Ton Brandenbarg’s
329

 

philological approach in his study on the legends and miracles of the saint in Northern 

Europe, written by pastors and theologians, identifies Anne as a patron saint of married 

couples and of motherhood. In his view, most of the miracles refer to urban society and to 

daily life. However, Kathleen Ashley and Pamela Sheingorn argue that although “she 

could model middle-class values”; “she was equally available to the aristocracy for their 

dynastic agendas.”
330

 What type of miracles can the codices written in monastic 

environment include? 

The miracles narrated in the Teleki codex include characters of different social 

status (widows, virgins/nuns, hermits, clerks, a bishop and a saint) and refer to fertility and 

                                                 

328 For the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception see ch. II. 1.; Sebastian, “The Controversy over the Immaculate 

Conception,” 228–238; Bouman, “The Immaculate Conception in the Liturgy,” 148–151. 
329 Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 54; for the interpretation of miracles see Pierre Delooz, “Towards a sociological 

study of canonized sainthood in the Catholic Church,” in Saints and their Cults. Studies in Religious Sociology, Folklore 

and History, ed. Stephen Wilson (Cambridge: Cambrigde University Press, 1983), 189-216; Benedicta Ward, Miracles 

and the Medieval Mind: Theory, Record and Event 1000-1215, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 

1987); Michael E. Goodich, Miracles and Wonders: The Development of the Concept of Miracle, 1150-1350 (Aldershot: 

Ashgate Publishing Company, 2007); Gábor Klaniczay, “Ritual and Narrative in Late Medieval Miracle Accounts. The 

Construction o the Miracles” in Religious participation in ancient and medieval societies rituals, interaction and identity, 

Sari Katajala-Peltomaa and Ville Vuolanto eds. Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 41 (Rome, 2013), 207-225. 
330  Ashley– Sheingorn, “Introduction,” 52. 
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motherhood only in the case of a single story, that of the well-known legend of 

Procopius.
331

 

The first miracle (chapter eight)
332

 supports the idea of Anne’s three marriages with 

the story of a nun. The vision of Anne and the conversation about her three marriages 

convince the nun to reconsider her attitude toward the saint and to believe in her. Due to 

her devotion to the saint she will be saved. Holiness is strongly connected to the concept of 

virginity in the Middle Ages.
333

 From this point of view Anne’s three marriages were the 

subject of debate during this period. What story could be more convincing to support the 

trinubium of Anne than a miracle that happened to a nun, written for this category of 

believers? The Kazinczy codex which targeted the same category of readers, takes over 

only the legend of Procopius.
334

 The Érdy codex does not relate any of the miracles 

narrated in the Teleki codex.  

The miracle of Procopius (chapter nine)
335

 presents the story of a Hungarian 

scholar, the son of a nobleman. A rich castellanus wanted to convince him to marry his 

older daughter. Procopius, seduced by the beauty of the girl, let himself be convinced. 

Meanwhile, his betrothed died, and the castellanus proposed to the younger daughter. The 

death of his second betrothed exasperated Procopius, who, disheartened by the loss, 

became a hermit. The story receives different dimensions through the character of the 

hermit, who, disappointed by his loss, receives consolation from his devotion to Saint 

Anne. As a consolation for his pain, the hermit has a vision with a tree presenting Anne’s 

descendants. This genealogy developed through Anne is frequently touched upon in 

legends and hymns such as Arbor Anna fructuosa (or simply referred to as Arbor Annae) 

exemplifying fertility.
336

 In this case the tree is not only a genealogical example which 

evokes devotion towards the saints and their descendants in the story, but it also serves as 

protection for the traveller both from harsh weather conditions and from hunger: 

                                                 

331 Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 56; Petrus Dorlandus, “Alter juvenis Hungarus à Sancta Anna plurimis beneficiis 

affectus,” AASS January, vol. 5, 264-265; Trithemius, De laudibus, 150. 
332 Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 298-300. 
333 Elliott, Spiritual Marriage, 16-51. 
334 Kazinczy-kódex 1526-1541, Zsuzsa Kovács ed., 177-180. 
335 Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 301-306. 
336 Brandenbarg, “Saint Anne,” 41. 
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... (he) had a dream of a tree, which was meant to protect (him), from the rain, 

breeze, cold and heat, and to satisfy the one who is hungry with its sweet fruit, certainly 

this tree, as is concluded, exemplifies this blessed Saint Anne...
337

 

It is probably not a coincidence that the tree which protected Procopius is an apple 

tree. Associated with redemption, the apple tree suggests that only by accepting Christ’s 

large family can somebody get redemption.  

The saint not only protects him during his journey, but also helps him find wealth. 

Gratefully, Procopius asks the king of the country to make coins with the images of Anne, 

Mary and Christ, and to promote her cult.  

The second part of the miracle is the story of childbirth. The queen of the same 

country, being alone in a forest, asked for the help of Saint Anne, Mary and Christ to have 

a healthy child and an easy delivery:  

 

… [the queen] having been filled by the need for consolation, by bitterness and 

feeling endangered as any woman, had begun to think about Saint Anne’s help upon 

God’s will, and as she had seen the coin on her neck with the image of Saint Anne, 

said with a great wish and humble kisses, oh, holy mother Anne, help me now with 

your threesome…
338

 

 

The prayer addressed to Anne Trinity “is inspired” by the coin showing the figure 

of Anne, Mary, and Christ. The fertility story underlines the strong relationship between 

image and prayer: 

 

the first coin [I] will give to the queen, to my wife, because of her love for Saint 

Anne, to tie it on her neck, with the purpose of delivering her from all the bitterness 

of childbirth only by looking at her [Saint Anne’s] picture…
339

 

 

                                                 

337 “...néminemű fáról almát láta, mely őtet megoltalmazandó volna, az esőtül, széltül, hidegtül, és heségtül, és az 

éhözőt, megelégítenéje az ő kedves gyömölcsével, bizonába mely fa miképpen követközik, e boldog szent Anna asszont 

példázza vala...” Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 302.  
338 “...asszonyállatoknak jelen voltoknak, vigasztalásoknak, keserűségőkbe és veszödelmekbe helhöztetvén, 

Istennek akaratjából, kezde gondolkodni a bodog szent Anna asszonnak segédségéről, és meglátván a pénzt az ő 

nyakában, a szent Anna asszonnak képével, nagy óhajtással és alázatos csókolással mondá: ó szentségős anya Anna 

asszon, mastan énnéköm légy segédség harmad magaddal…” Ibid., 304. 
339 “...az első pénzt, szent Anna asszonnak szeretetiért, a királyné asszonnak adom, az én házas társomnak, hogy 

nyakára kösse, hogy avagy csak az ő képének tekentetiből, megszabadulhasson a szülésnek menden keserűségétűl…” 

Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 303. 
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The following story (chapter ten)
340

 gives several examples of practical devotion. A 

pauper, a prodigal young man, asks the help of the apostle, James the Lesser. The apostle 

advises him to devote himself to Saint Anne and to her descendants, Mary and Christ.  

The advice given through metaphors bears a Eucharistic motif, the tree; the 

genealogy of Anne is similar to a grape vine, which has roots that need to be cultivated to 

obtain the wine of eternal life and joy, and with fruits that are the Virgin and her son: 

...resort to the protection of glorious Saint Anne, honour her longer, and cultivate 

the rich grape root, from which flows the wine of happiness and eternal life, its the fruit 

being the Virgin Mary, more beautiful than others, and the vine which comes from her, her 

son, the beautiful Jesus Christ...
341

 

In this sense the genealogy of Christ is drawn through his apocryphal grandmother, 

Anne, and receives a Eucharistic feature.   

Further advice refers to the way to practice the devotion to the saint: as she gave 

birth to the Virgin and died on a Tuesday, she needs to be venerated on each Tuesday by 

three Paternosters, three Ave Marias, and a lit candle: 

...on each Tuesday with trust in hope, with great piety, if you are able to do it, tell 

three Pater nosters and three Ave Marias in her name, and try to set a lit candle in front of 

her picture on the same day...
342

 

...the blessed Saint Anne was born to this world on a Tuesday, and became the 

mother of the Virgin Mary, the mother of Christ, on a Tuesday, and died in this world on 

Tuesday...
343

 

During the Middle Ages each weekday was dedicated to a saint. In the beginning 

Tuesday was dedicated to angels in some regions, while in others to John the Baptist. The 

growing devotion to Saint Anne can be grasped through the change in Tuesday’s 

devotional status: initially, the first Tuesday of the month was dedicated to Saint Anne, 

then each Tuesday nine weeks before the saint’s day, while by the end of the Middle Ages 

all Tuesdays of the year.
344

 

                                                 

340 Ibid., 306-314. 
341 “...folyamjál a dicsőségös szent Anna asszonnak oltalma alá, mentova azt tiszteled, és a bőségös szőlő tőt 

műveled, honnat vigasságnak és örök életnek bora foly, kinek gerezdi a szíz Mária, egyebeknél szebb, és az ő belőle 

kifacsart bor, az ő fia, a szép Jézus Krisztus...” Ibid., 308. 
342  “...menden keddön reménységnek bizodalmával, nagy ájtatossággal, amiképpen tehetöd, mondj az ő nevébe 

három Pater nostert, és három Ave Máriát, és ügyeközzél az ő képe előtt az napon, égő gyertyát tartanod...” Ibid., 308. 
343  “...a bódogságos szent Anna asszon, keddön születék ez világra, keddön lőn a szíz Máriának, Krisztus anyjának 

szülő anyja, és keddön hala meg e földön...” Ibid., 308.  
344 Sándor Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium, 131; Lajos Katona, “A kedd asszonya” (Lady of Tuesday) Etnográfia 1 

(1905): 1-16.  
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After meeting the apostle, the impoverished young pauper becomes the servant of a 

cleric and takes service as a clerk in a far country. When the king wants to go on a 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land, he takes the cleric and the young man with him. During the 

journey they are saved by Saint Anne from shipwreck. Storms and shipwrecks are 

frequently found motifs in Saint Anne miracles. As a saint whose help as a mediator is 

required by dying persons, she probably also had an important role in life-threatening 

situations. 

Just as in the previous story, the motif of wealth appears in the case of the young 

pauper as well. When the young man prays for wealth, Jesus appears to him advising him 

to pray (“...Saint Anne, help us with your threesome...”
345

), and to light candles not only to 

Saint Anne but also to him and his mother, the Virgin. This is another practical instruction 

for devotion, but it is also a good example of the cult of the saint. Her person is strongly 

linked to that of the Virgin and her child, her cult developing in a close connection to the 

cult of the Virgin. 

This story contains many of Saint Anne’s attributes: help in danger (shipwreck) and 

wealth. The Anne Trinity mediates for redemption as well. She is the patron saint of the 

dying. Her help is required along with that of the Virgin’s and Jesus’s. 

The stories in the Teleki-codex not only refer to the saint’s help in different 

situations, but they also draw the reader’s attention to Saint Anne’s devastating anger 

against those who are not devoted to her. The eleventh chapter
346

 gives an example to what 

can happen to those who do not believe in her: the story of a skeptical bishop, who dares to 

question the saint’s position among the saints of the Catholic Church. This deterrent 

example is followed by the similar story of a nun (chapter seventeen
347

). Both protagonists 

of the stories, a bishop and a nun, came from an ecclesiastic background, but from different 

categories. Through the story of the bishop the power and duty of the church is exemplified 

in propagating the saint’s cult. He is punished, killed by his horse, because of his unbelief. 

In the case of the nun is asked from her to reconsider her attitude toward the saint 

otherwise she is punished. She exemplifies a category of the society whose status (nun) 

rested in one of the main propagated virtues (virginity), which contradicts the trinubium 

legend in its ideology.  

                                                 

345  “...szent Anna asszon, segél münket harmad magaddal...” Teleki-kódex,Volf ed. 311. 
346 Ibid., 314-315. 
347 Ibid., 325-328. 
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The Teleki codex contains Birgitta of Sweden’s vision of Saint Anne as well.
348

 The 

codex omits the background story of the vision, but stresses Saint Anne’s words to 

Birgitta’s spouse. While Saint Anne appeared to Birgitta during her pilgrimage to Rome 

while she was acquiring the relics of the saint, the setting of the event in the Teleki codex 

version is not specified. Saint Birgitta had the vision while praying. Saint Anne taught 

Birgitta how to pray to God, in which the two texts, the original one from The Liber 

Celestis... and that taken over in the Teleki codex are similar:  

 

I ame Anne, ladi of all weddid folke that were byfor the lawe. Doghtir, wirshepe 

God of this manere:” Blissed be thou, Jesu Criste, the son of God that chesid the 

one modir of the weddinge of Joachim and Anne. And therefor, for the praiers of 

Anne, haue merci of all thame that are in wedeloke or thinkes to be weddid, that 

thai mai bringe furth froite to the wirshipe of Gode.”And kepe wele the relikes that 

thou hase of me.
349

 

 

The way in which Saint Anne is defined – ”ladi of all weddid folke” – the model 

showing how to pray – ”haue merci of all thame that are in wedeloke” – to Birgitta, a 

widow and mother of several children, are an indicator of the time’s mentality regarding 

the incompatibility of married status/marital sexual activity versus holiness/virginity.
350

 

During her matrimony, Birgitta convinced her husband, Ulf Gudmarrson, to postpone 

consummation. In their prayer they asked God to help them, so that if they were to make 

love, it would have been without lust, just for the sake of having children dedicated to 

pious life. After her husband’s death, Birgitta removed the keepsake ring and renounced 

earthly love forever.
351

 The recently widowed Birgitta (around 1344) had a spiritual 

experience which led her to the decision to establish a new religious Order.
352

 

The lack of fleshly lust is a frequent explanation of Anne’s three marriages. She 

obeyed God’s will by marrying her husbands in order to have the three Marys.
353

 

Consequently, Bridget’s vision of Anne, as the “ladi of all weddid folke that were byfor the 

lawe” is equal to a model shown to have been followed in her struggle for sanctity, to have 

                                                 

348 Ibid., 316-317. 
349 Birgitta of Sweden, The Liber Celestis of St. Bridget of Sweden, ed. Roger Ellis, Early English Text Society, 

vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 467. 
350 Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 76; Ellis, ed., The Liber Celestis, 1-6; Elliott, Spiritual Marriage, 224- 245. 
351 Elliott, Spiritual Marriage, 226. 
352 Roger Ellis, Introduction in Birgitta of Sweden, The Liber Celestis, 1-6. 
353 Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 291-298. 
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as pious a life as possible after having (eight) children. Bridget’s life, in turn, served as a 

model for other pious women with the same marital status who sought an example to 

follow e.g., Margery Kempe.
354

 These examples demonstrate the power of saints’ lives, the 

impact they had on society.
355

 

The following miracles repeat the motifs already seen in the previous chapters in 

the framework of different stories: Anne Trinity is a mediator at the deathbed of 

ecclesiastical persons of different ranks – a hermit, a clerk (chapter thirteen
356

), and a nun 

(chapter sixteen
357

). In the last case, however, all the members of the earthly family of 

Christ, the Holy Kinship, appear to the faithful nun and to her doubting sisters. When the 

faithful nun, Margaret, prays to Anne on her deathbed for an easy death, she teaches her 

doubting sisters to accept Anne and pray with her:  

...call the son of God, his holy parents, and her [the Virgin’s] mother, our friend, 

Saint Anne, so that she protects us with her Threesome, in this hour of death...
358

 

The saint’s power over redemption, the possibility of choices, is shown by another 

story about a nun: the saint appears to her in her dream, holding paradise in her hand as a 

result of her devotion.
359

Without specifying the identity of the nun who had the vision, the 

scribe related the story just before that of Birgitta’s, who had a vision of Saint Anne as 

well. The brief story reminds us of Collette de Corbie’s vision of Anne’s large family.
360

 

Another brief story included in the sixteenth chapter is about a sick man who is 

healed by Saint Anne. Through the story became obvious that her help is required for 

redemption: “...for this reason we all honor the blessed lady, Saint Anne: so that she could 

bring us mercy to this world...”
361

 

Help in shipwreck, bringing wealth (chapter fourteen), healing sickness – epidemics 

- (chapter fifteen) are the main elements of the last miracles related by the codex. These 

miracles exemplify the saint’s features described in her legend. 

                                                 

354 Elliott, Spiritual Marriage, 207. 
355 Medieval Hagiography. An Anthology, Thomas Head ed., (New York: Garland Publishing Inc., 2000), 6-31. 
356 Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 317-319. 
357 Ibid., 323-325. 
358 “...híjad Istennek fiát, az ő szentségös szüleit, és annak anyját, a mü barátonkat, szent Anna asszont, hogy ő 

münket e halálnak órájába, harmad magával megoltalmazzon...” Ibid., 324-325.  
359 Teleki-kódex, Volf. ed., 316. 
360 Peter of Vaux, “Vita sanctae Colettae,” AASS March, vol. 1 § 68. For Colette’s life, see Elisabeth Lopez, 

Culture et sainteté: Colette de Corbie, 1381–1447 (Saint Étienne: Publication de l’Université de Saint Etienne, 1994). 

For an interpretation of Colette’s miracle with Saint Anne see Kathleen Ashley, “Image and Ideology: Saint Anne in Late 

Medieval Drama and Narrative”, in Interpreting Cultural Symbols, 111-131, esp. 119, 127; Ashley – Sheingorn, 

“Introduction,” 35. 
361 “...azért mendnyájan tiszteljük a bódogságos szent Anna asszont, hogy ő münekönk e földön malaztot 

nyerjön...” Teleki-kódex, Volf. ed., 325. 
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The last is the well known story of the relic of Saint Anne’s finger. In addition to 

the story of how Dominicans from Cologne acquired the relic of the saint from Paris 

(Italy), chapter seventeen
362

 adds further information on the types of sickness which can be 

healed by the saint (especially toothache) and enumerates once again the saint’s attributes. 

Probably it is not just coincidence that the enumeration of the saint’s characteristics 

is concluded with the terrifying example of a nun who, because of disobedience, was 

condemned by Saint Anne to eternal punishment. The writers of the Teleki codex were 

Clarisse nuns and a Franciscan friar. Probably this is the explanation for the fact that only 

one childbirth story is mentioned in the codex. The other stories underline the many 

aspects of the saint’s power, which support her position among the saints. The characters 

of nuns differ in the miracles, varying from negative to positive depending on their attitude 

towards the saint. Consequently, Saint Anne’s power in determining redemption is one of 

the main characteristics of the stories, giving practical advice how to pray to Anne Trinity. 

 

III. 3. 5. Devotion, the didactic feature of the miracles 

As the usual structure of saints’ lives includes their legends, miracles and prayers, the 

Teleki codex’s Saint Anne legend contains a Saint Anne prayer as well with added 

instructions on how to pray: 

 

Hail to thee Mary, full of mercy and the Lord is with you and your mercy be with 

me. You are blessed among the women and blessed is your mother Saint Anne by 

whom your sainted and godly body was conceived, from whom my lord Christ was 

born, amen. 

 

If somebody reads this prayer three times in front of the picture of Anne will be 

made free from a myriad of deadly sins and the pain of twenty-thousand forgivable 

sins by Pope Alexander.  

6 finis. 1526. One Ave Maria requested by the one who wrote it.
363

 

 

                                                 

362 Ibid., 325-328. 
363 “Idvözlégy Mária malaztal teljes Úr vagyon teveled, az te malaztod legyön énvelem Te vagy áldott 

asszonoknak közötte és áldott az te anyád szent Anna asszon kitul fogantaték az te szent és istenös testöd kitul sziletteték 

én uram is Krisztus Ámen. Ez imádságot valaki háromszor szent Annának képe előtt meg olvassa tiz ezör halálos 

bineinek es húsz ezör bocsánandó bineinek kénját oltja meg vele Alexander pápa engette 6 finis. 1526. egy Ave Máriát 

kér aki irta” Ibid., 119; Kazinczy-kódex 1526-1541, Kovács ed., 193.  
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The text is the source of similar prayers to Saint Anne, included in later codices, 

such as the Franciscan Lobkowicz codex (1514).
364

 The introduction of the prayer in the 

Lobkowitcz codex contextualizes the prayer: the text needs to be read when the priest 

shows “the body of Christ” during the liturgy.
365

 

The practical information given by the codex refers not only to the contents of the 

prayer, but also to the method and the place of prayer. It contains a formula, an example of 

how to pray to Mary, Jesus, and Anne, taken from the first three lines of the Ave Maria. 

The recital of a number of Hail Marys was often regarded as a penitential exercise. This is 

one of the oldest forms of salutation, repeated greetings,
366

 which we often meet in 

medieval codices (e.g. the Peer codex
367

). 

Further instructions connected to the prayer refer to the method – “read this prayer 

three times” – and to the place – “in front of the picture of Anne” – of prayer. Many of 

Saint Anne’s miracles contain direct or indirect practical instructions as to the manner or 

place of praying to Saint Anne. The most famous are the miracle of Procopius (chapter 

nine
368

) and that of the prodigal young man (chapter ten
369

). Praying in dangerous 

situations or offering a sacrifice in gratitude (chapter fourteen
370

) in front of Saint Anne’s 

image, lighting a candle, praying the Pater noster three/five times and the Ave Maria three 

times are the general instructions featured in these miracles. 

Although in the miracles the praying person sometimes asks for Saint Anne’s help 

in front of an Anne Trinity image, in the case of the prayer of the Kazinczy codex it is not 

specified whether it is an Anne Trinity image or not. Is this difference significant or not? 

On the one hand, most of Saint Anne’s images are Anne Trinity or Holy Kinship images, 

in only a few cases was Anne represented alone in churches in medieval Hungary. On the 

other hand, the prayer is dedicated to Mary, Christ, and Anne. One can presume that even 

in the case of Anne’s sole image the praying person visualized Anne with her daughter and 

                                                 

364 Lobkowicz-kódex, 1514. A nyelvemlék hasonmása és betűhű átirata bevezetéssel és jegyzetekkel (The 

Lobkowicz codice, 1514. The facsimile and transcription of the record with introduction and notes) Andrea Kacskovics-

Reményi ed., Régi magyar kódexek, no. 22 (Budapest: Argumentum Kiadó, 1999), 251-253. 
365 Lobkowicz-kódex, Kacskovics-Reményi ed., 251. 
366 Athanáz  L. Orosz and Isvtán Verbényi, “Üdvözlégy Mária” (Hail Mary), in Liturgikus Lexikon (Liturgical 

lexicon), ed. István Verbényi, 2nd ed. (Budapest: Szent István Társulat, 2001), 214. 
367 Peer-kódex. A nyelvemlék hasonmása és betűhű átírata bevezetéssel és jegyzetekkel (The Peer codice. The 

facsimile and transcription of the record with introduction and notes), Andrea Kacskovics-Reményi and Beatrix Oszkó 

ed., Régi magyar kódexek, no. 25 (Budapest: Argumentum Kiadó, 2000), 605.  
368 Teleki-kódex, Volf ed., 301-306. 
369 Ibid., 306-314. 
370 Ibid., 319-321. 
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Christ while praying for help. Indulgences were sometimes connected to prayers which 

needed to be said while looking at Anne’s picture.
371

 

The Anne legends of all three codices mirror the controversies regarding the Saint’s 

cult. The rich material of the Teleki codex leads us to the conclusion that in the ecclesiastic 

context Anne’s mediatory role in salvation became important as her main attribute. In 

addition, the writers of the Kazinczy and Érdy codices entirely neglect the aspects of 

Anne’s cult which are subject to heavy disputes, for they sustain in their writings the 

dogma of the Immaculate Conception, which could be indirectly questioned by the 

neglected aspects. Anne is presented in these two codices as an exemplary good wife on 

the basis of her sacred marriage to Joachim. Due to the lack of miracles, further 

conclusions cannot be drawn regarding these two codices. 

 

 

                                                 

371 Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 105. 
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IV. Image and Cult: Saint Anne Representations in Late Medieval 

Hungary 

 

Until now we could follow through sermons and legends dedicated to Anne how her cult 

was propagated by ecclesiastical power, mainly by the mendicant orders, especially 

Franciscans, the female Third Order, Clarisses and Carthusians. In the case of sermons this 

was meant to be read by a priest in front of an audience. In the case of the legends they 

were intended to be read as devotional reading by the members of the Order. In the case of 

Érdy codex’s Anne legend this was again directed to a larger audience. 

Further on through archival sources and images I intend to draw the countours of 

the devotion to Saint Anne on one hand in ecclesiastic environment but on the other hand 

mainly in the milieu of the burghers. The support of the cult can be seized in some 

examples through devotee burghers (of lay and ecclesiastical rank).  

 

IV. 1. Saint Anne patronyms 

 

According to the preserved patronyms the first promoters of the saint’s cult are the Order 

of the Austin Hermits. The Augustinian monastery of Esztergom dates back before 1272.
372

 

The Augustinian provostship from Siklós dates back before 1343 (in 1541 it seized to 

function). It was founded by the Kán family from Siklós and dedicated to Saint Anne.
373

 

Another monastery of the same Order dates back to the same period. It was founded in 

Újlak (Ilok, Croatia) in ca. 1343 by the Újlaki family (destroyed by the Turks in 1526.).
374

 

The Clariss sisters as well had several convents dedicated to the saint: one in Várad 

(Oradea, Romania), founded in 1338
375

 and one in Sárospatak founded in 1385.
376

 The 

                                                 

372 György Györffy, Az Árpád-kori Magyarország történeti földrajza (The Historical Geography of Hungary 

During the Árpád Dynasty), 4 vols. (Budapest, 1963-1998), vol. 2, 273-274; Beatrix Romhányi, Kolostorok és 

társaskáptalanok a középkori Magyarországon (Monasteries and Collegiate Chapters in Medieval Hungary (Budapest: 

Arcanum, 2008). 29. 
373 Györffy, Az Árpád-kori Magyarország, vol. 1, 378-379. 
374 Dezső Csánki, Magyarország történelmi földrajza a Hunyadiak korában (The Historical Geography of 

Hungary in the Age of the Hunyadis), 3 vols, (Budapest, 1941), vol. 2, 288-289; Zsigmondkori oklevéltár, Elemér 

Mályusz ed., vol. 1 (1387-1399), vol. 2/1 (1400-1406) and vol. 2/2 (1407-1410) (Budapest, 1951-1958), Iván Borsa ed. 

based on the manuscript of Elemér Mályusz vol. 3 (1411-1412) (Budapest, 1993), vol. 2/1, 77; Romhányi, Kolostorok és 

társaskáptalanok, 102. 
375 Csánki, Magyarország, vol. 1, 600; Anjoukori okmánytár (Archival sources from the period of Angevins), 6 

vols., Imre Nagy ed. (Budapest, 1878-1891), Gyula Nagy Tasnádi ed. vol. 7 (Budapest, 1920), vol. 4, 8. 
376 Zsigmondkori oklevéltár, ed. Mályusz, vol. 1, 470; Csánki, Magyarország történelmi földrajza, vol. 1, 338. 
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patronyms of Paulines in Hangony, (in 1460 it seized to exist) date back to the fourteenth 

century (1368), founded by the Hangony family
377

 while that of Tokaj dates back to the 

fifteenth century. The latest was founded between 1466-1472 by Imre Szapolyai, and for 

the second time by his son, János Szapolyai. The first time it was dedicated to the Virgin 

Mary, then to Saint Anne. It functioned until 1536.
378

    

 Further on I would like to mention chapels and churches dedicated to the saint: 

Ozora (1420, chapel),
379

 Panyit (Košický, Slovakia, 1349, chapel),
380

 Samobor (Samobor, 

Croatia, 1334, church),
381

 Sztára (Staré, Slovakia, 1335, church),
382

 Turbina (Croatia, 1334, 

church).
383

 

  Several toponyms were dedicated to Saint Anne during the Middle Ages, which 

allow one to think that in case the medieval church did not exist anymore, the church of the 

village was dedicated to the same saint, in our case Anne, as well. Patronyms from this 

period, the fourteenth century, are preserved from Liptovská Anna (Szentanna, 

Slovakia),
384

 Sântana de Mureş (Marosszentanna, Romania),
385

 Sântana Nirajului, 

(Nyárádszentanna, Romania).
386

 

 It is important to present the case of Transylvania in more detail, where various 

information for patronyms are preserved. One of the earliest is Sântana de Mureş as I 

mentioned before. According to the tithe registers a parish church dedicated to Saint Anne 

was present in Sântana de Mureş in 1332 in the Archdeanery of Tileagd.
387

 

 Carmen Florea suggests that the presence of Franciscans in Târgu-Mureş had a 

cultural influence on the region.
388

 The convent, founded in 1316 in Târgu-Mureş, had a 

great importance during the thirteenth-fourteenth century.
389

 Literary works, such as the 

                                                 

377 Csánki, Magyarország, vol. 1, 136; Romhányi, Kolostorok és társaskáptalanok, 38. 
378 Csánki, Magyarország, vol. 1, 339; Tamás Guzsik, A pálosrend építészeti emlékei a középkori 

Magyarországon: összefoglaló és katalógus (The eclesistic monuments of Paulins in medeval Hungary: a summery and 

catalogue), Magyar építészettörténet, 2nd ed. (Budapest: Budapesti Műszaki Egyetem, Építészettörténeti és Elméleti 

Intézet, 1980), 18; Romhányi, Kolostorok és társaskáptalanok, 99. 
379 Pál Lukcsics, XV. századi pápák oklevelei (The diplomes of the popes from the fifteenth century), 2 vols. 

(Budapest, 1931-1938), vol. 1, 96. 
380 Anjoukori okmánytár, vol. 5, 271. 
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vol. 2, 96. 
382 A nagymihályi és sztárai gróf Sztáray család oklevéltára (The archival sources of the count family Sztáray from 

Nagymihály and Sztára), Gyula Nagy ed., 2 vols. (Budapest: 1887-1890), vol. 1, 98. 
383 Dezső Csánki, Körös megye a XIV. Században (Körös county in the XIVth century) (Budapest, 1893), 89. 
384 Zsigmondkori oklevéltár, vol. 1, 666; Lukcsics, XV. századi pápák oklevelei, vol. 1, 221; 
385 Monumenta Vaticana historiam regni Hungariae illustrantia, vol. 1/1 (Budapestini, 1884), vol. 1/1, 97, 131, 

140.   
386 Monumenta Vaticana, vol. 1/1, 96, 131, 140; 
387 Antal Beke, Az Erdélyi káptalan levéltára Gyulafehárvárt (The Transylvanian Chapter at Alba-Iulia) 

(Budapest: Magyar Történelmi Társulat, 1896), 924; Monumenta Vaticana, vol. 1/1, 97, 131, 140. 
388 Florea, The Cult of the Saints, 135.                
389 Karácsonyi, Szent Ferenc, 203-205. 
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Teleki codex were copied by them as presented in the chapter on the Saint Anne legends 

from the sixteenth century.
390

 The patronym, a church dedicated to Saint Anne and its 

presence in the toponym could be the result of missionary activity in the region, 

unfortunately we do not have further evidence.
391

 

 Nevertheless a Franciscan distribution of the cult can be detected further on. In 

1340 Andrew Báthori, Bishop of Oradea (1329-1345), founded the Saint Anne monastery 

for the Poor Clares.
392

 According to Vince Bunyitay, before becoming a bishop, Andrew 

Báthori was canon of the cathedral of Oradea, after which he became head of the Buda 

provostship and as such he was close to the courtly milieu of King Charles Robert. At this 

time the royal family supported the propagation of the Franciscan Order.
393

 Thus the 

Bishop Andrew Báthori meant a Franciscan affiliation at the royal court which probably 

influenced his propagation of the Poor Clares in Oradea. In the same city a Saint Anne altar 

was founded in the cathedral dedicated to Saint Ladislaus, before 1333.
394

 Along these 

foundations we have to mention that of Huedin (Bánffihunyad, Romania), a chapel 

dedicated to Saint Anne in the parochial church is mentioned in the sources.
395

   

 The cult of Saint Anne received support in the case of the Alba-Iulia cathedral at the 

beginning of the sixteenth century as well. The Bishopric of Alba-Iulia was the 

ecclesiastical unit under which all the other ecclesiastical units from Transylvania, except 

the Saxon cities, were subordinated. Bishop Demeter (1368-1376) was a supporter of the 

cult of Saint Paul the Hermit. This affiliation can be seen by the fact that he restored the 

deserted Franciscan convent from Alba-Iulia to the benefit of this order. The “new” 

monastery was dedicated to Saint Elisabeth of Thüringia and to Saint Anne. By this act it 

seems that the Order of the Hermits embraced the cult of Saint Anne. The Order was a 

diligent promoter of the cult of the Virgin and they also became propagators of the 

devotion to the Immaculate Conception (proven by one of their members, János Pozsonyi 

through his writings), member of the monastery from Tăuţi (Romania).
396

 An altar 

                                                 

390 See chapter III. 3. 1; For recent study on the history of the friary see Zoltán Soós, The Franciscan Friary of 

Târgu-Mureş (Marosvásárhely) and the Franciscan Presence in Medieval Transylvania, Annual of Medieval Studies at 

CEU, 9 (2003): 249-253.    
391 Carmen Florea, The Cult of the Saints, 135. 
392 Vince Bunyitay, A váradi püspökség története alapításától a jelenkorig, 4 vols. (Nagyvárad: 1883), vol. 3, 129-

130; Carmen Florea, The Cult of the Saints,132. 
393 Bunyitay, A váradi püspökség története, vol. 1, 172-181; Carmen Florea, The Cult of the Saints,132. 
394 Bunyitay, A váradi püspökség története, vol. 3, 43. 
395   Entz Géza, A gyulafehérvári székesegyház (The cathedral of Alba-Iulia) (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1958), 

186-187; Ibid, Erdély építészete a XIV-XVI. században (The  Transylvanian architecture in XIVth-XVIth centuries) 

(Kolozsvár: Erdélyi Múzeum Egyesület Kiadása, 1996), 164, 529. 
396 János Temesváry, Erdély középkori püspökei (The bishops of Transylvania) (Cluj-Kolozsvár: 1922), 208-209; 

Carmen Florea, The Cult of the Saints, 133. 
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dedicated to Saint Anne was mentioned in the documents, as well as the names of several 

altarists in the cathedral of Alba-Iulia, the first of which being: Magister Ambrosius Altaris 

Beate Anne Matris Marie in eadem ecclesia nostra Albensi fundate rector for 1505, 1506, 

1508.
397

 The Bishop Francis Várday (1514-1525) endowed the chapel of Saint Anne in the 

cathedral of Alba-Iulia and selected it as his burial chapel in his last will in 1524.
398

 

Unfortunately the altar dedicated to Saint Anne, placed most probably in the chapel named 

after the saint, did not survive. It is an important aspect that the Bishopric of Alba-Iulia 

propagated the saint’s cult, because due to his position he could influence other 

ecclesiastical units in embracing the cult of Saint Anne.      

In the followings I will present Saint Anne images (frescoes and altars) from the 

territory of late medieval Hungary (Map, fig. 1). Afterwards I will enter in iconographic 

details by analysing the Virgin Mary altar from Biertan and the case of other Saint Anne 

altars from Upper Hungary. Through this latter approach I will concentrate especially on 

the commissioners of the images. By this I will introduce in discussion the question of 

Saint Anne brotherhoods as well. 

 

IV. 2. Early Representations 

 

There is a clear distinction between the first images of Anne (Anne Trinity) represented on 

frescoes and those from the sixteenth century altarpieces, which leads to the idea of a 

structural evolution. But beyond structure and style the evolution of the saint’s cult and 

devotion can be observed? If yes, how can one detect these changes? 

The first Anne Trinity images, frescoes from the fourteenth century, do not show an 

entirely unified type. The position of the main figures (Anne–Mary–Christ) may follow the 

strict Byzantine style of representing the members vertically, reminding one of Mary’s 

representations. Another way of representing Anne’s offspring is the juxtaposed or 

horizontal type, where Mary and Jesus are sitting on Anne’s lap.
399

 

The way of representing Anne and Mary shows some differences; however in some 

cases the two figures are quite similar (Mălâncrav - Almakerék, Romania, 1350-1400, fig. 

47; Sântana de Mureş - Marosszentanna, Romania, fourteenth century, fig. 48; Kraskovo - 

                                                 

397 Entz, A gyulafehérvári, 205. 
398 Vince Bunyitay, A gyulafehérvári székesegyház későbbi részei és egy magyar humanista emlékezete (The later 

parts of the cathedral of Alba-Iulia and the memories of a Hungarian humanist) (Budapest, 1940), 27-30. 
399  For a detailed presentation of the Anne Trinity and Holy Kinship images in Europe see ch. II. 3. 
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Karaszkó, Slovakia, 1380-1420, fig. 49
400

). In other cases Mary is represented as a 

miniaturized adult (Kisszombor, 1350-1360
401

; Velemér - Hungary, 1378, fig. 50; Turnisče 

- Bántornya, Slovenia, 1389-1393, fig. 51;
402

 Martjanci - Mártonhely,Slovenia, ca. 1392, 

fig. 53;
403

 Stará Lesná - Felsőerdőfalva, Slovakia, 1350-1370, fig. 52; 
404

 Tornaszentandrás, 

the end of the fourteenth century, beginning of the fifteenth century, fig. 54
405

). The 

frescoes of Csaroda (fourteenth century) and Svinica (Petőszinye, Slovakia, fourteenth 

century)
406

 have been almost totally destroyed but from the remaining of the figures can be 

included in this last category of Anne Trinity images. 

In addition to the first Anne Trinity images which are known from the middle and 

the second half of the fourteenth century, the first Holy Kinship images are dating from the 

fourteenth century as well. The frescoes of Sântana de Mureş (fig. 48)
407

 and Mălâncrav 

(fig. 47)
408

 present Anne’s three daughters (the three Maries) together with their children, 

Jesus and the future apostles. The frescoes are structurally similar to those of the Virgin of 

Mercy. Being such early representations of Holy Kinship images one may think about the 

casual influence of Mary’s iconography, a borrowed element to represent Anne’s large.
409

 

Frescoes and altarpieces representing the saint follow a similar structure and 

iconography in the fifteenth century. The Anne Trinity images show the same juxtaposed, 

                                                 

400
  Dénes Radocsay, Falképek, 109-110, 173, 152; Marie Lionnet, “Les peintures murales en Hongrie à la fin du 

Môyen Âge (v. 1300-v. 1475). La transmission des formes iconographiques et les formes originales de leur appropriation 

locale sur deux themes majeurs: La Mere de Dieu et le Jugement dernier,” Ph. D. dissertation, (University of Paris X, 

2004), vol. 2, 3, 46, 66. (hereinafter: Lionnet, “Les peintures murales”); Mária Prokopp, Középkori freskók Gömörben 

(Medieval frescoes in Gömör) (Budapest, Méry Ratio, 2002), 54; Eadem, Italian trecento influence on Murals in East-

Central Europe particularly Hungary (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1983), 101-104. 
401   The fresco is damaged, see http://www.imareal.oeaw.ac.at/server/images/ 7014447.JPG. It is described by Marie 

Lionnet in “Les peintures murales,” vol. 2, 52; Prokopp, Italian trecento influence, 101.  
402

  Radocsay, Falképek, 156-157, 231-233, 112-113; Prokopp “Johannes Aquila és műhelye,” in Magyarországi 

művészet 1300-1470 körül (Hungarian Art between 1300-1470), ed. Ernő Marosi, 2 vols. (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 

1987) vol 1., 482-484; Ridovics, “The Changing Aspects of the Female Roles,” 51. 
403 Lionnet, “Les peintures murales,” vol. 4, 51; Ridovics, “The Changing Aspects of the Female Roles,”51. 
404

  Radocsay, Falképek, 112-113; Ridovics, “The Changing Aspects of the Female Roles,”51. 

405  Lionnet, “Les peintures murales,” vol. 4, 53. 
406

  Ibid., vol. 2, 19, 88; Prokopp “Felvidéki műhelyek” (Upper-Hungarian Art centers) in Magyarországi művészet 

1300-1470 körül (Hungarian Art between 1300-1470) ed. Ernő Marosi, 2 vols. (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1987) vol. 

1., 475; Falfestészeti emlékek a középkori Magyarország északkeleti megyéiből, ed. Tibor Kollár, Zsombor Jékely, József 

Lángi (Budapest: Teleki László Alapítvány, 2009). The result of recent restoration work and representations see 340-375, 

esp. 360-361; Dejiny Slovenského výtvarného umenia, ed. Buran Dušan (Bratislava: Slovenská národná galéria, 2003), 

143; Ridovics, “The Changing Aspects of the Female Roles,”51; Prokopp, Italian trecento influence, 101. 
407 Wehli, “Tematikai és ikonográfiai jelenségek,” 211; Jolán Balogh, Az erdélyi renaissance, 1460-1541 

(Transylvanian renaissance, 1460-1541) (Cluj: Erdélyi Tudományos Intézet, 1943), 34; Vasile Drăguţ, Arta gotică în 

România (Gothic art in Romania) (Bucharest: Meridiane, 1979), 208-209; Tünde Wehli, “Falfestészet” (Frescoes) in 

Művészet Zsigmond király korában 1387-1437 (Art in the time of king Sigismund 1387-1437), eds. László Beke, Ernő 

Marosi, Tünde Wehli (Budapest: MTA Művészettörténeti Kutatócsoport, 1987), 342; Zsombor Jékely and Lóránd Kiss, 

Középkori falképek Erdélyben. Értékmentés a Teleki László Alapítvány támogatásával, ed. Tibor Kollár (Budapest: Teleki 

László Alapítvány, 2008), 214-244; Ridovics, “The Changing Aspects of the Female Roles,” 54-55; Dána Jenei, Gothic 

Mural Paintings in Transylvania (Bucureşti: Noi Media Print, 2007), 78-79. 
408   Radocsay, Falképek, 109-110. 
409  For the types of Madonna of Mercy see Gombos, “Mein weiter Mantel ist meine Barmherzigkeit…”, 56-62.  
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miniaturized version of Mary with the child Christ (Biertan - Birthälm, Berethalom, 

Romania, 1483, fig. 55
410

; Bôrka – Barka, Slovakia, 1480-1500, fig. 56,
411

 Bzinov - 

Berzenke, Slovakia, ca. 1500,
412

 Csíkszentlélek – Leliceni, Romania, 1510) and the female 

version of the Holy Kinship images (Cornyj Arduv - Feketeardó, fig. 57, Ukraine, second 

half of fifteenth century; Iermata Neagră - Feketegyarmat, Romania, second half of 

fifteenth century, fig. 58
413

, Szőlősvégardó – Podvinogradov, Ukraine, fifteenth century; 

Tornaszentandrás, fifteenth, fig. 54
414

) are very similar to those from the fourteenth 

century. 

By considering the representations from the fourteenth and fifteenth century, one 

may say that, on the one hand, Anne’s first images are very similar in figure to Mary’s 

representations (in many cases they both wear a veil and there are no age differences) or 

Mary is represented as a miniaturized grown-up (bearing a crown) with Christ in her arms, 

both of them sitting on Anne’s lap. On the other hand, the Holy Kinship images 

representing Anne in the centre of the images with widely spread arms protecting her 

family remind of one of the same protective stances of Mary (who protects humans from 

sin and its consequent punishment. She takes an active part in saving humans from 

death).
415

 

The protective feature of Anne, that of a woman with two children, clearly 

emphasizes her most important attribute as a saint: her maternity. Both the members of the 

family (Holy Kinship), the child Mary, and Jesus are physically dependent on her.
416

 The 

similarity between Anne and Mary is part of the evolution of the way in which she is 

represented. 

 

                                                 

410   Dénes Radocsay, A középkori Magyarország táblaképei (Panel paintings of medieval Hungary) (Budapest: 

Akadémiai Kiadó, 1955), 277-279. (hereinafter: Radocsay, Táblaképek.). 
411   Dénes Radocsay, Faszobrok, 60.  
412  Radocsay, Táblaképek, 281; Gyöngyi Török, “Két oltárszány belső képei Berzenkéről,” in Miklós Mojzer ed., A 

Magyar Nemzeti Galéria régi gyűjteményei (Budapest: Corvina, 1984), 26. 
413   The frescoes are damaged, see Radocsay, Falképek, 137; Flóris Rómer, Régi magyar falképek Magyarországon 

(Old Hungarian Frescoes in Hungary) (Budapest, 1874), 26. (hearafter: Rómer, Falképek); Lionnet, “Les peintures 

murales,” vol. 2, 30. The fresco in Iermata Neagră it was redescovered. Mentioned by Jékely and Kiss, Középkori 

falképek, 214-244. 
414   Radocsay, Falképek, 223-224; Mária Prokopp, “A tornaszentandrási templom középkori falképei” (The 

medieval frescoes of Tornaszentandrás) in Társadalomtörténeti tanulmányok a közeli és a régmúltból. Emlékkönyv 

Székely György 70. születésnapjára ed. Ilona Sz. Jónás (Budapest, ELTE Bölcsészettudományi Kar, 1994), 63-68; 

Prokopp “Falfestészet” in Magyarországi művészet 1300-1470 körül (Hungarian Art between 1300-1470), ed. Ernő 

Marosi 2 vols. (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1987) vol 1., 605-606Lionnet, “Les peintures murales,” vol. 2, 116, 118, 

vol. 4, 55.  
415   Levi D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 17. 
416   Virginia Nixon in her study on Saint Anne interprets the miniaturized person of Mary with Christ in Anne’s 

arms as an emphasis drawn on the physical lineage and maternity of the grandmother, Anne, see Nixon, Mary’s 

Mother, 56. 
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IV. 3. Changes in the Sixteenth Century 

 

The sixteenth century images reflect a variety in representation, which leads to different 

ways of interpretation. The traditional representations of Anne Trinity, juxtaposed figures 

with the miniaturized Mary and the child Christ, are still present in some cases (Palúdzka - 

Kispalugya, Slovakia, 1510-1520, fig. 59
417

; Leliceni - Csíkszentlélek, Romania, 1510, fig. 

60; Armăşeni - Csíkmenaság, Romania, 1523, fig. 61; Lipany – Héthárs, Slovakia, end of 

fifteenth-first part of the sixteenth century, fig. 62
418

). The Anne Trinity images, however, 

in most cases reflect influences from Germany and Flanders. Anne and Mary seated on a 

bench with the child between them is a compositional arrangement which achieved 

popularity all over the German-speaking areas. New formats coming into use tended to 

show regional differences, but the main structure remained the same. There was a 

chronological discrepancy among the Western types and those from Upper Hungary. While 

the bench-type composition in which Jesus is a linking figure among the two women was 

used in Western Europe as far back as the fifteenth century (e.g., the Strasburg master, 

Anna Selbdritt, ca. 1470-1480, Sandstone, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin;
419

 Hans Holbein 

the Elder, Anna Selbdritt Katharinenaltar, 1512, Augsburg Staatsgalerie,
420

 fig. 5),
421

 in the 

churches of Upper Hungary it appears only in the sixteenth century in most cases. There is 

only one exception for this type of image attributed by scholars to the late fifteenth century 

(Vlaha – Magyarfenes, Romania, 1490-1500, fig. 63
422

). The arrangement of the three 

main figures in most cases is the following: Mary shows Anne the baby Jesus and Anne is 

reaching toward him (Veľký Slavkov - Nagyszalók, Slovakia, 1490-1503, fig. 64;
423

 

Smrečany - Szmrecsány, Slovakia, 1510, fig. 65;
424

 Rožňava - Rozsnyó, Slovakia, 1513, 

fig. 66;
425

 L’ubica – Leibic, Slovakia, 1510-1520, fig. 67;
426

 Prešov– Eperjes, Slovakia, ca. 

                                                 

417
  Radocsay, Táblaképek, 354; Anton Glatz, Goické umenie z Bratislovskýc zbierok (Bratislava: Slovenská 

narodná galeriá, 1999), 65-66. 

418   Radocsay, Táblaképek, 292-293; Jenő Rados, Magyar oltárok (Hungarian Altarpieces) (Budapest: Királyi 

Magyar Egyetemi Nyomda, 1938), 59, 60. (hereinafter: Rados, Oltárok); Török, Gótikus szárnyasoltárok, 99, 103, 

132-133. 
419   Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 149. 
420   Ibid., 60. 
421   Ibid., 20, 148. 
422   Radocsay, Táblaképek, 384. 
423

  Ibid., 404-405. 
424  Ibid., 451-452; Katarína Biathova, Maliarske prejavy stredovekého Liptova (Bratislava: 1983), vol. 2, 91, 206-

207; Ridovics, “The Changing Aspects of the Female Roles,” 56. 
425

  Radocsay, Táblaképek, 419; Dejiny Slovenského výtvarného umenia, ed. Buran Dušan, 762-763. 
426  Gyöngyi Török, Gótikus szárnyasoltárok a középkori Magyarországon (Gothic altarpieces in medieval 

Hungary) (Budapest: Kossuth Kiadó, Magyar Nemzeti Galéria, 2005), 79, 126. 
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1520, fig. 68).
427

 Although the altar of Dúbravica - Dubravica, Slovakia, 1510-1520, fig. 

69)
428

 is dedicated to the Holy Kinship image, its main figures (Anne, Mary and Jesus) 

show the same structure. A slightly different interpretation can be made in the case of 

(Biertan - Birthälm, Berethalom, Romania, 1483, 1515, fig. 70),
429

 where Jesus is standing 

between the two women, who are holding him. 

Can we consider this change in representing Anne, Mary and Jesus as a pure 

structural change, with the purpose of getting a more dynamic picture or can it be 

connected with changes that occurred in the devotional practices of the saint? Leonardo da 

Vinci’s Anne Trinity image (Saint Anne, ca. 1508, Louvre, Paris, fig. 4) may show some 

answers; the artist represents the three generations in a natural and dynamic manner, using 

the traditional, juxtaposed type of image.
430

 Mary’s adult figure showing her child to Anne, 

can be interpreted in this context as a natural way of presenting the physical and 

genealogical connection between them: Mary shows or hands her child to the 

grandmother.
431

 Although structurally the Hungarian images can be compared to 

Leonardo’s painting, the images were painted in different geographical and cultural 

contexts and under different artistic influences. 

The altarpiece of Martin (Túrócszentmárton, Slovakia, 1518, fig. 71
432

) is an 

exception to this structure; Anne is holding Jesus and the (kneeling?) Virgin Mary stretches 

out her hands towards him. One can consider this version as an alternative solution for the 

same iconographical type. 

These Anne Trinity images have another important feature: Mary no longer appears 

as a miniaturized grownup, but is represented as an adult. The presentation of the two 

women sitting side by side shows a clear physical distinction between the two persons: 

Mary no longer depends on her mother; she is a mother with her child being accompanied 

                                                 

427   Ibid., 364, 300-301, 294; Rados, Oltárok, 57, 58. 
428   Radocsay, Táblaképek, 294; Dejiny Slovenského výtvarného umenia, ed. Buran Dušan, 495. János Végh, 

“Krisztus rokonsága Dubravicáról” (Holy Kinship from Dubravica) in A Magyar Nemzeti Galéria régi gyűjteményei 

ed. Miklós Mojzer (Budapest: 1984), 105. Edit Sz. Lajta in her study on Saint Anne images supposes that the male 

figures were represented on the wings of the altar (now missing), see Sz. Lajta, “A “Nagy Szent család” 

ikonográfiája, 45; Ridovics, “The changing aspects of the female roles,” 55. 
429   Ibid., 277-279.  
430   Gombrich, The Uses of Images, 71-72; Végh, “Mediatrix omnium gratiarum,” 280-283. 
431   By analyzing the painting, Joanne Snow-Smith, in her study on the iconography of the Human Trinity, offers 

information on Leonardo da Vinci’s statement regarding this type of image painted by him (the sketch which contains 

this information is now lost). The artist interpreted Anne as a symbol of the Church, the Virgin’s action of restraining 

Christ from seizing the symbol of the Passion, the Lamb, as her fear of losing her child, an expression of her human 

feelings, see Joanne Snow-Smith, “The Iconographic Tradition of Saint Anne in the Human Trinity: Medieval and 

Renaissance Imagery,” in Iconography in Cultural Studies. Papers from the International Conference “Iconography 

East and West,” ed. Attila Kiss (Szeged: Institute of English and American Studies József Attila University, 1996), 

73. 
432   Radocsay, Táblaképek, 450. 
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by the grandmother. The two women are connected by the figure of Jesus. Can this clearly 

different feature of Anne be interpreted as a change in her devotion? 

 Christ’s large family, with the apostles and the three Marys’ husbands, appeared and 

spread in fifteenth century Europe, especially in the German-speaking areas. Anne is 

present as a central figure of the large family in these representations. Her matriarchal 

figure is underlined not only by her position but also by the clear distinction from her 

daughter in that she wears a veil (as mature/old ladies do). Anne is not depicted as old in 

these images, but rather as mature, especially in the case of Rožňava (fig. 66), Dúbravica 

(fig. 69), Biertan (fig. 70). 

 

IV. 3. 1. The Features of the Cult 

Additional data, dedications of altarpieces, chapels, and a growing number of images show 

that the cult of Saint Anne was flourishing in the last part of the fifteenth and the first part 

of the sixteenth century.
433

 Further motifs emphasize the differences between the first 

images and the last images from the fifteenth and sixteenth century. A new topic entered 

Saint Anne’s repertoire. Interpreted as the Human Trinity by art historians, in several cases 

artists drew a parallelism between the Human Trinity and the Holy Trinity. The altarpieces 

of Vlaha (fig. 63), Martin (fig. 71) and Rožňava (fig. 66) compare the two trinities in a 

traditional way; they are represented as generally horizontal, God/the Father, the Dove/the 

Holy Spirit and Christ’s figure, which intersects with the vertical representation of Anne, 

Christ and Mary. Medieval thinkers associated the body with women and considered the 

spirit coming from men;
434

 consequently, while Anne represents Christ’s human origin, 

God/the Father, and the Dove/the Holy Spirit emphasize his divine origin. In this sense 

Saint Anne is ‘equal’ to God/the Father in her position in such representations.
435

 

Associated generally with the symbol of the Eve–Mary antagonism,
436

 the apple 

handed by Anne to Christ on the L’ubica (fig. 67), Dúbravica (fig. 69), Smrečany (fig. 65) 

altarpieces shows Anne’s role in the salvation of humankind. Anne appears as a 

                                                 

433   See ch V. 1. Bálint, Ünnepi Kalendárium, 95-118; Katona, “A kedd asszonya,” 1-16; Katona, “A Teleki-kódex 

legendái,” 1-30; András Mező, A templomcím a magyar helységnevekben (11-15. század) (The names of the churches 

in Hungary locality names between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries) (Budapest: Magyar Egyháztörténeti 

Enciklopédia Munkaközösség, 1996), 58-59, András Mező, Patrocíniumok a középkori Magyarországon (Church 

dedications in medieval Hungary) (Budapest: Magyar Egyháztörténeti Enciklopédia Munkaközösség, 2003), 28-30; 

Pásztor, A magyarság vallásos élete, 32, 38, 44. 
434   Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption, 202-204. 
435   See subchapters, II. 1. 2, II. 1. 2. 1. 
436   D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception, 18, 35-36; Wehli, “Tematikai és ikonográfiai 

jelenségek,” 185. 
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counterbalance to human sins through giving birth to Mary. This element appeared in the 

thirteenth century Marian cult,
437

 and it can also be found in the sixteenth century Anne 

Trinity context.
438

 We are able to define the same development in Anne’s cult, just as in the 

thirteenth-century Marian cult: the salvation feature is added to the character of pure 

motherhood. 

Another addition, which appears as a result of the flourishing cult of Anne, is her 

teaching feature. Although the theme of education has a previous history in iconography, 

Anne acquired this aspect only in the sixteenth century. This attribute of the saint is well-

known in German speaking areas. We have only a few such representations from Upper 

Hungary, which may be considered as signs of Western European influence (Levoča - 

Lőcse, Slovakia, 1520-1530, fig. 71
439

; Sabinov – Kisszeben, Slovakia, ca. 1510, fig. 

73)
440

. Although Saint Anne is represented without a book on the altarpieces of Levoča and 

Sabinov today, an image of the saint holding a book is preserved in Radocsay’s work, 

while in the case of Levoča, the position of Anne suggests such an image typical for the 

Middle Ages.
441

 

Art historians have already observed that the Holy Kinship images developed in the 

late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries from the compositional point of view. While at the 

beginning the husbands are not included in the images, the later versions of the Holy 

Kinship images represent a large family where male and female characters are mingled. 

The male figures do not appear in the shadow of their wives anymore, but they have an 

important role in the family.
442

 The only work in which Christ’s enlarged family is 

represented on a single panel is the altarpiece from Şaeş (Schaas, Segesd, Romania, 1500-

1520, fig. 74).
443

 The separation of the families allowed a more detailed presentation of the 

families. 

 

                                                 

437   Ernst Gulden, Eva und Maria. Eine Antithese als Bildmotiv (Graz: Hermann Böhlaus, 1966), 108-389. 
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440
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IV. 4. Image and Cult 

 

Were the detailed pictures of the families unique as representations in the art history of that 

time, a mirror of the believers’ interest and curiosity? Wearing burghers’ clothes might lead 

one to say that these figures clearly represented the middle class. The importance of family 

and female work were more recognized in the Late Middle Ages than earlier. Christ’s 

enlarged family probably not only responded to the curiosity of the onlooker, but served as 

a model to them as well. As Christ’s human nature was of primary importance compared to 

his divinity for a medieval believer, it would have been obvious for such a believer that 

Christ, as a human person, besides the Holy Family (Anne, Joachim, Mary, Joseph and 

Christ), was also a member of an extended family, including several generations. 

Further analyses of the collocation of Anne Trinity and Holy Kinship images in 

churches and on the altarpieces may allow a more solid interpretation of the images. The 

general tendency in the Middle Ages was to paint the image of the patron saint of a church 

or altarpiece in the sanctuary of the church or in the center of the altar.
444

 Consequently 

Anne Trinity images are always painted in the sanctuary of the churches dedicated to her or 

daughter (Mălâncrav, Siklós, ca. 1408;
445

Sântana de Mureş). The same structure is valid 

for altarpieces. Altars dedicated to the Holy Kinship or Saint Anne have Anne Trinity 

images in the center, while further members of the family take a place on the festive side or 

on the everyday-life side of the altar (Sabinov, L’ubica, Dúbravica, Levoča, Spišská Sobota 

- Szepesszombat, Slovakia, 1510-1520
446

). This ‘rule’ of always placing Anne Trinity 

images in the center indicates the liturgical importance of being placed on the festive side 

of the altar or in the sanctuary of the church. It is difficult to ascertain the main meaning of 

the image or how it was perceived by believers. The question is whether the maternal 

features of Saint Anne or her daughter, and the genealogical relationship between the 

members, as was the previous meaning, and/or whether Saint Anne’s role in salvation or 

the dogma of Immaculate Conception was implied as well. As to how much depended on 

                                                 

444 Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art, trans. Edmund Jephcott 
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the context, on the type of church where the image was painted or on the person who 

ordered the painting, it is necessary to refer to written sources of the time. Pelbartus de 

Themeswar considered it relevant to specify in the sermons dedicated to Saint Anne that 

the Virgin was conceived in the womb of Anne.
447

 A similar precision appears in another 

work of Pelbartus, complaining that simplices believe that Mary was not conceived in the 

natural way but per solum osculum, only “by a kiss”.
448

 

Usually the images important from the liturgical point of view are collocated on the 

predella of the altar and they are thematically connected to the main image or sculpture of 

the altar.
449

 The Holy Kinship images from the altar of Biertan (fig. 75) deserve special 

attention in this sense. The altar dedicated to the Holy Virgin has the Crucifixion of Christ 

in the center;
450

 and the predella with wings is dedicated to the maternal genealogy of 

Christ. Functioning just as the altar, showing her festive and everyday-life side to the 

believers, the center image is Anne Trinity with the husbands (Joachim and Joseph); the 

other members of the family are represented on different panels. While the first Holy 

Kinship images do not include the husbands (Sântana de Mureş, Mălâncrav – fourteenth 

century; Cornyj Arduv, Iermata Neagră – fifteenth century), these appear in the background 

of the sixteenth century images (Smrečany, Şaeş) or as totally equal members of the family 

on the altarpiece of Biertan. 

The unclear view or interference of the matrilineal and patrilineal genealogy of 

Christ is obvious in the case of the altarpiece of Sabinov (fig. 76) where Jesse, who is the 

main figure of Christ’s patrilineal genealogy, is presented on the predella of the altar 

dedicated to the Holy Kinship, with Anne Trinity in the center. 

In conclusion one may say that from the beginning of the fifteenth century Saint 

Anne was no longer represented as a variant of Mary’s figure, she acquired her own 

attributes: the “face and costume of a mature married woman of the upper levels of the 

middle class.”
451

 

Although Saint Anne’s first representations emphasize the physical dependence of 

the two children, presenting Anne as a mother in images from the fifteenth and especially 

                                                 

447   Pelbartus de Themeswar, Sermones Pomerii, 36-38. An analyses of the sermons see in ch. III. 2. 1/ 
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case of Biertan), Sub zodia Vătăşianu - Studii de istoria artei, ed. Marius Porumb and Aurel Chiriac (Cluj-Napoca: 

Editura Neremia Napocae, 2002),67-80. 
451   Nixon, Mary’s Mother, 20. 
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from the sixteenth centuries underline her matriarchal features, the central figure of 

Christ’s human, matrilineal genealogy. In this respect it is possible to say that the images 

correspond to the development of the cult, to its spread and itse new features and attributes. 

The medieval Hungarian visual material corresponds to the iconographic types of 

Western Europe. The main attributes of the saint (the clear distinction from Mary’s figure) 

that appears especially in the fifteenth century coincides with the practices in the same 

period in Western Europe. 

The Holy Kinship images developed a great deal between 1480 and 1520 in the 

German-speaking areas. Not including the fourteenth- and fifteenth- century frescoes 

representing the female version of the Holy Kinship, the developed versions of the images 

with the husbands appear only in the first part of the sixteenth century, especially in Upper 

Hungary. In considering the regional distribution of images one needs to take into account 

the fact that frescoes and altars are preserved especially from the eastern and northern parts 

of medieval Hungary (Transylvania and Upper Hungary).
452
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V. Questions Connected to the Saint Anne Images from an Art Historical 

Perspective 

 

In the followings I present the detailed study of several Saint Anne images from Upper 

Hungary and Transylvania. I try to define the social background of the images in some of 

the cases where there are enough information connected to it. I selected the analysed 

images based on several points of view: where can extended Holy Kinship images be 

found? Where were Saint Anne brotherhoods or other institutions functioning as a possible 

background to care for a Saint Anne altar? What can we find out about the promoters of 

the cult? 

In Upper Hungary suddenly in the late fourteenth and early fifteenth century many 

Saint Anne altars were established in churches. One of my questions connected to it is 

there any special reason for this? Can these examples be compared with the case of 

Biertan, a late medieval oppidum from Transylvania? 

I will also analyse the Virgin Mary altarpiece of Biertan in more detail than the 

other examples. My special attention to this altarpiece can be explained by the peculiar 

way in which the image of Saint Anne’s extended family was included in the iconographic 

program of Biertan. What is the motivation of this special adjustment?  

 

V. 1. Saint Anne altars in Upper Hungary 

 

The late medieval blossom period of Saint Anne’s cult can be detected on some Upper 

Hungarian cities where a priest, a community, an organization were so emotionally 

attached to the saint's cult, that he or it also was engaged in ordering or dedicating an 

altarpiece to the saint's honour. In some cases more than one Saint Anne altar were 

functioning in the settlement.  

On the other hand we have to mention that this phenomenon attracted art historians 

to analyse and group some Saint Anne altars from this region saying that these were part of 

a one center. Kampis named the artist of these altars “the master of Saint Anne altars.” He 

based his statement on the observation that there is a master who can be noticed as a 

follower of Veit Stoβ stylistically in some cases (Saint Anne altars from Lőcse, Kisszeben, 

Ménhárd and some, thematically other altarpieces) in Upper Hungarian towns. This 
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follower is as much important as Master Pál, but he worked separately from him.
453

 This 

phenomenon of naming one master for a group of altarpieces representing Saint Anne is 

the result of the geographical interpretation based on economic factors for common 

stylistic phenomena in art history in the view of Gábor Endrődi which was the style of the 

art history at the beginning of the twenty
 
century.

454
  

In my study I will concentrate on Saint Anne altars from Košice (Kassa, Slovakia), 

Prešov (Eperjes, Slovakia), Bratislava (Pressburg, Pozsony, Slovakia), Spišská Nová Ves 

(Igló, Slovakia) and Bardejov (Bártfa, Slovakia). I base my selection on the fact where 

could I find enough information on historical background for Saint Anne altarpieces 

referring to the promoters of the cult.  

The numbers of Saint Anne altars in Košice (Kassa, Slovakia) cannot be estimated 

exactly. We have archival information regarding the functioning of a Saint Anne altar from 

1473. The name of the priest responsible for the altar/altarista, Joannes de Epperies is 

mentioned for managing the donations for the altar against saying prayers.
455

 Besides the 

main altar dedicated to Saint Elisabeth (1474-1477) other side altars dedicated to Peter and 

Paulus (1382), Saint Martin (1382), the Virgin Mary (1473), Saint Udalric (1453), the 

Auxiliar Saints (1483) Saint Nicolaus (1500), Saint Barbara (1516), Visitation (1516), 

Rosary (1522), Saint Blaise (1522), Saint Antony, The death of the Virgin etc. are 

mentioned by the sources. Several altarpieces were destroyed in the fire, among which the 

altar dedicated to Saint Anne from 1556. Out of the 18 altarpieces only 4 altars survived, 

among which the Visitation altar.
 456 

Unfortunately the side altar dedicated to Saint Anne has not survived. Thus we 

cannot know for sure how it looked. We have other Saint Anne images preserved in the 

Church. Although we cannot know for sure, there is a probability that for a while next to 

the side altar dedicated to Anne another side altar was placed, ordered by the pharmacist 

Bertalan Czottmann in 1516 (fig. 77). The donor's figure and the coat of arms of the 

settlement are featured on the only panel of the altar. The altar is placed in the Saint Anne 

with the Virgin and Child chapel named after the altar in the 19
th

 century; before that the 

name of the chapel was the Annunciation of the Virgin, built in 1477. The chapel was built 
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by the parents of György Szatmári, the later bishop of Pécs and primate of Esztergom. He 

made a rich donation to the chapel in order to be prayed for, and bestowed the patronage of 

the chapel to the town council.
457

 We do not know the original placement of the Saint 

Anne altar. 

The Anne with the Virgin and Child is a votive image from 1516, according to the 

inscription. The trio is in the middle of the image, surrounded by saints in the style of the 

iconography of the Jesse images. The main characters have two inscriptions: S[ancta] 

Anna Mettercia ora;S[ancta] Maria ora. 

Saint Anne is depicted in the style of the period, a young woman with kerchief and 

two children on her arms. On her left arm she is holding the child-sized Mary with crown 

and on her right arm the nude Jesus. The tree has as “flower” the Immaculate Mary, Maria 

in Sole.  

The founders, Bertalan Czotman and his wife are kneeling in the lower part of the 

image. They are holding a rosary. Thus, as it can be seen, Anne is strongly connected to 

the cult of the Virgin and the Rosary in this picture. Behind Bertalan Czotman, his patron 

saint, Saint Bartholomew is represented with his attribute, a knife. Behind his wife an 

Angel is standing and as a good guardian he reaches for her shoulder in sign of protection. 

Between the donors/founders a mortar is depicted, from which the tree sprits. On the 

mortar we can see the hatchment of the city, while next to it the hatchment of the couple is 

featured separately. 

The tree is holding 22 figures, mostly martyr saints enumerated from the right of 

the image towards the left, from down to the upper side as follows: Saint Cosmas and 

Damian, Saint Christopher, Saint Erasmus, Saint Fabian, Saint Sebastian, Saint Valentin, 

Saint Wolfgang, Saint Job, Saint Pongrat, Saint Josse, Saint Anthony, Saint Helen, Saint 

Odile, Saint Rochus, Saint Nicolas, Saint Veronica, Saint Hedwig, Saint Katherine, Saint 

Barbara, Saint Margaret and Saint Elisabeth of Thüringia. Besides the representations of 

the popular saints of the period with their attributes and inscriptions of their names, the 

presence of Saint Cosmas and Damian as patron saints of the doctors and pharmacist can 

easily be explained by the trade of the founder.        

The Visitation altar (1470-1480) (fig. 78), which survived the fire of 1556 was 

definitely placed in the church for almost a century, next to the Saint Anne altar (1473), 

which did not survive. The altar is important from the point of view of our analysis 
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because it contains a Holy Kinship group of sculptures in the Gothic pediment.
458

 The 

predella contains information on the person who ordered the altar. Along the Vir Dolorum 

with the Virgin and Saint Michael, Saint John the Evangelist and Saint Margaret of 

Antioch are depicted with their attributes. According to Lajos Kemény, Saint Michael is 

the patron saint of Michael Günther and Saint Margaret is the patron saint of his wife, 

whose maiden name is Margaret Zimmermann.
459

 Michael Günther, who ordered the altar, 

was a rich tradesman from Košice.
460

 

According to the topic of the altar, we can see the Virgin’s and Saint Elisabeth’s 

meeting in the shrine. On the festive side the panels seem to have been changed. In the 

right lower side of the altar the Annunciation, in the left side the Nativity of Christ are 

represented. In the upper part the Adoration of the Magi is depicted on the right, while on 

the left the Flight to Egypt. On the everyday side of the altar Saint Katherine, Saint 

Barbara, Saint John the Baptist and Saint John the Evangelist are featured. 

On the pediment the Holy Kinship is represented in the middle with the statue of 

Anne-Mary-Christ (fig. 79). The figures are of normal size. Thus though the previously 

presented votive panel and the Visitation altar are approximately from the same year, the 

iconographical source differs for the use of the represented trio. In this case the characters 

are represented in a natural way. Anne, who is an elderly lady, but not so represented as 

such, is holding the baby Jesus, who is nude and is reaching towards his mother. Behind 

the group Saint Joseph is standing, holding an apple and stretching towards the trio. This is 

an interesting iconographic solution for the symbol of the Eucharist, which is double-sized 

through the nudity of Christ and through the apple (given by a beholder). There is an 

inscription on the lower side: De[us] et filius et Sp[irit]us Sanctus, cum sancta Anna et 

Maria filia sua et Joseph viro Mariae. 

Next to the main group of sculptures the family of the two Marys are depicted with 

their husbands and children, with the below inscription: Alphe[us] cu[m] uxore sua Maria 

Cleophae et filiis Jacobo minore et Joseph justo et Simone, Juda appt [apostolis]; 

Zebedeus cu[m] uxore sua Maria Salome et filiis Jacobo majore et Joanne evangelista 

apostolis  

The women are represented similar to Anne, wearing a kerchief, holding one of 

their children in their arms. The other children’s sculptures are missing (?). 
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Returning to the question of the promoters of the cult, besides laymen, 

brotherhoods could also be the initiators of the building of a Saint Anne altarpiece. After 

the Virgin Mary (26), Corpus Christi (22),
461

 Saint Michael (7), Saint Barbara (6), Saint 

Katherine (6) altars are followed by Saint Anne with 4 altars according to András 

Kubinyi.
462

 Thus Saint Anne’s popularity in the late Middle Ages is shown by the 

functioning of brotherhoods dedicated to her in Bratislava, Prešov, Spišská Nová Ves, and 

Sibiu as well.
463

 

In Eperjes (Prešov), besides the Saint Anne brotherhood, other brotherhoods 

dedicated to the Corpus Christi, Virgin Mary, All saints, etc. functioned as well. During the 

late Middle Ages the Corpus Christi brotherhood received the most donations,
464

 followed 

by the Virgin Mary,
465

 and the Saint Anne brotherhoods.
466

 The citizens of Eperjes 

according to the archive sources were members of more than one confraternity.
467

 

A last will, which includes the decisions of Sigismund/Zsigmond of Rosenberger 

and bequeath to her daughter, Anne and her wife Katherina, includes donations of 

Sigismund toward the Corpus Christi brotherhood (florenus 1) and separately two 

donations to Saint Anne altarpieces: ad fraternitatem sacratissimi Corporis Christi fl 1 

solvit eidem filie sue Anne legavit; ad altare Sancte Anne similer fl 1 solvit; ad 

fraternitatem Beate Virginis in claustro etiam fl 1 solvit; ad altare Sancte Anne in claustro 

fl 1 solvit
468

 

The data is very interesting because it leads us to the idea that in Eperjes two Saint 

Anne altars were functioning. The Saint Anne altar from claustro refers to the cloister of 
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the Carmelites, dedicated to the Holy Trinity and founded in the second part of the 

fourteenth century.
469

 According to the source this altar was operated by the Virgin Mary 

brotherhood. In the other case we do not know the name of the church, but most probably 

the data can refer to the main church, Saint Nicholas. Unfortunately none of them have 

been preserved. However a votive image has been preserved, ordered by Senator János 

Hütter for the church of Saint Nicholas in ca. 1520 (fig. 80). The image represents Anne 

with her daughter and the Christ Child. Behind Mary we can see Saint Joseph behind a 

barrier. His representation in such a configuration is rare. In the lower left corner of the 

image we can see the portraiture of the senator, the single one in medieval Hungarian art. 

The surroundings on the background of the image are very rich in details: the mill is not 

only a genre painting element but has a symbolical meaning. As the wheat is crushed by 

the millstone to become flour and be used in baking sacramental bread, Jesus held by the 

two sacred women also has to die for the salvation of man.
470

 Thus the symbolical meaning 

of the mill reflects the Eucharistic value of the Anne representations with the Virgin and 

Child. In this case the nude Jesus is held by Mary, who is covered in a white mantle and he 

stretches out his arms toward his grandmother. Anne and Mary are sitting on a bench 

according to the composition rules of the fifteenth century. Anne is represented relatively 

young. She does not have the older matrona look which is more frequently used in the style 

of the sixteenth century. Behind the kneeling senator and his son John the evangelist is 

shown, the patron saint of János Hütter. In the vertical line of the image above the head of 

the principal trio appears God the Father. Above the characters there is an inscription of a 

prayer addressed to Mary or Anne, the mother of the Virgin: Mater mea hic sunt fratres 

mei qui verbum dei audiunt et faciunt. 

 In the case of Bratislava (Pressburg, Pozsony, Slovakia) it seems that though more 

than one Saint Anne altarpieces functioned in the city, none of them is preserved for 

nowadays.  

 The oldest altar dedicated to more than one saint, the Holy Virgin, Saint Anne, 

Saint Stephen, the protomartyr, Saint Oswald and Saint Erasm is documented between 

1307–1510
471

 in the church of Saint Martin. The founder of the altar is Albert Hamboth, 
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count and burgher of Pressburg. From 1446 onwards it was administered by the Corpus 

Christi confraternity. 

A separate altar dedicated to Saint Anne functioned in the church of Saint 

Lawrence. We have preserved information on it only for the year 1420. According to the 

archive document it had as secular patrons Hans Gwald and his wife, Anna.  

Another Saint Anne altar from 1517 is from the Franciscan cloister. It was operated 

by the Saint Anne brotherhood. According to Judit Majorossy’s research the confraternity 

and the altar received 767 donations in 1517.
472

  

In the case of Spišská Nová Ves (Igló, Slovakia) a donation from 1511 is also 

preserved, which indicates the existence of an Anne brotherhood.
473

 The altarpiece 

dedicated to Saint Anne from the Virgin Mary church is from ca. 1520 (fig. 81). I did not 

find a connection between the foundation of the altar and the functioning of the given 

brotherhood. The nude Christ is shown to the beholder while he is reaching toward Anne 

from her mother’s arms. On the wing the husbands are represented (Joachim, Salomas, 

Kleophas, Joseph). 

Meanwhile we have to mention that though we know about the existence of Saint 

Anne brotherhood in the case of Sibiu (Hermannstadt, Nagyszeben, Romania) as well, we 

don’t have information on the existence of Anne-images. 

Before the Reformation there is no well-developed custom for the trades’ 

preference in patronage in late medieval Hungary. Though generally speaking Saint Anne 

was the patron saint of pitmen (e.g. as we can see on the altarpiece of Rožňava (Rosenau, 

Rozsnyó, Slovakia) (fig. 65), in our case she was the patron saint of tailors in Sopron.
474

   

In Bardejov we don’t know for sure how many Saint Anne altars were functioning 

just as in the case of Košice. In the Saint Egidius church of Bardejov (Bártfa, Slovakia) 

there used to be two altars dedicated to Saint Anne but not at the same time. The first 

mentioning of an altar foundation for Saint Anne is the confirmation of the foundation 

document of the Mater Misericordiae brotherhood from 6 May 1449. The document is 

issued by the request of Andreas/András (archdeacon de Tharczafew) and the priest 

Cristanni/Keresztély (prebendary of Eger), the Abbot of Saint Egidius church and other 

priests from Bártfa in front of Ladislaus de Hedrehwara (Hédervári László), bishop of 

Eger. The document contains information regarding the fact that the foundation of the altar 

                                                 

472  Ibidem. 
473  Illéssy, Igló korona- és bányaváros levéltára, 35. 
474  Jenő Házi, Sopron középkori egyháztörténete (Sopron, 1939), 298-301; Pásztor, 44.    
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is connected to different donations, to the foundation of a brotherhood and the fact that at 

the altar prayers for the soul and votive prayers will be celebrated: 

 

In dicta civitate Barthfa...altare sub vocabulo beate Anne matris Marie de novo 

fundare et de facultatibus a Deo ipsis datis sufficienter et laudabiliter dotare, in 

ipso que altari quondam confraternitatem sew kalendinum disponere ordinare et 

stabilire ac super ipso altari missas peculiales sew votives celebrari facere pro 

eorum salute concepissent et proposuissent sub articulis clausulis et formis 

verorum sequentibus et infra nominandis.
475

 

 

A priest was appointed to lead the confraternity, his activity being determined in the 

document. From the point of view of Anne’s cult it is interesting that the document 

stipulates that in each quarter of the year priests of the confraternity celebrate the cult of 

Anne and they say prayers for the souls of the dead. Thus Anne appears as the patron saint 

of easy death and of the death.  

 

Item singulis in quator temporibus omnes et singuli plebani et sacerdotes eandem 

fraternitatem concernentes ad unum locum congruentem per ipsos deputatum 

obligentur convenire sollennitem issarum officia in honore beati Marie matris 

misericordie, cum missis et vigiliis partier etiam defunctorum cantandis et legendis 

celebraturi.
476

 

 

 Another requirement is that the members of the confraternity have a matura missa, 

a prayer at dawn for the veneration of the Virgin Mary on each Saturday. The altar 

foundation is strengthened further on with a privilege. The document enumerates the ones 

who should receive forgiveness for 40 days, the conditions in which. For example those 

who in each quarter year in a form of pilgrimage or devotion join the group of priests for a 

prayer receive 40 days of forgiveness from sin. The above mentioned foundation document 

shows the attempt to propagate Saint Anne’s cult. What is very interesting is that the 

foundation letter refers to the establishment of the brotherhood of Mater Misericordiae, 

                                                 

475 MOL, Df. 213218; Béla Iványi, Bártfa szabad királyi város levéltára 1319-1526, vol. 1. (Budapest: Magyar 

Tudományos Akadémia, 1910), 531; Cevins, Marie-Madeleine: “Les confréries en Hongrie à la fin du Moyen Âge: 

l’exemple de la confrérie »Mère de Miséricorde« de Bardejov (1449–1525),” Le Moyen Age: Revue l’Histoire et de 

philologie 106 (2000/2): 347–368; (2000/3–4): 495–511. 
476 Ibidem. 
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thus a kalendum for the Virgin of Mercy and connected to it an altar foundation for Anne. 

Only one sentence mentions the fact that in each Saturday prayers for the Virgin Mary 

should be said by the members of the confraternity.
477

 The word kalendum usually refers to 

a special brotherhood, that of the community of priests. This community could be joined 

by lay members as well.
478

 As we can see in the above mentioned document, the different 

obligations refer to the community of priests from Bártfa.
479

 They were those who required 

the establishment of a Saint Anne altar as well. Unfortunately this Saint Anne altar, 

according to Kornél Divald, was not preserved.
480

 The altar is still functioning in 1450, 

when indulgences were given by the bishops Altorgius and Prosper in Rome (29, 10, 1450) 

for those who in special days (feasts), pray in front of the Saint Anne altar.
481

 As the altar 

didn’t survive we don’t know how it looked. 

 The following Saint Anne altar from the Saint Egidius church is dated to 1485 (fig. 

82). The document regarding the ordering of the altar was issued on 15 April 1485 and is 

elaborated in the name of the bishop of Archadia and comissarius of the archbishop of 

Eger, Bernardus/Bernát.
482

 The document gives indulgences for those who in special days 

pray with the occasion of the sanctification of the Saint Anne altar from the Saint Egidius 

church. They receive 40 day of forgiveness.  

The central image or sculpture is missing. According to Kornél Divald, it was 

changed or brought to another place. In his opinion a Virgin Mary sculpture was placed in 

the shrine until the renovation of the church, after which it was moved to its original place 

on the altar dedicated to the Virgin (1489) from the Mager-Serédy chapel (based on its 

stylistic similarity). Therefore the altar was considered to be a Virgin Mary altar, until 

                                                 

477 …Nos igitur attendentes huiusmodi supplicationem pefati domini Andree achidiaconi, nobis nominibus et presonis 
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Zürich: Artemis Verlag, 1991), vol. 5., 864-865. 
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Mount Sinai in 1487. This shows the universal character of these confraternities. See. C. Wagner, Diplomatarium 

comitatus Sarosiensis (Posonii et Cassoviae 1780), 485-487; Lajos Pásztor, A magyarság vallásos élete a Jagellók 
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480 Kornél Divald, “A bártfai Szent Egyed templom” Archaeológiai Értesítő 37(1917), 113-114. 
481  MOL, Df 213258; Iványi, Bártfa szabad királyi város levéltára, 2400. 
482 MOL, Df 215160; Iványi, Bártfa szabad királyi város levéltára, 2400. 
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Rezső Prónai
483

 identified it based on the iconography of the wings of the festive side as an 

altar dedicated originally to Saint Anne. Nevertheless today in the shrine we can see the 

same Virgin Mary with the child sculpture. Mary and the child Jesus are represented with a 

crown, Mary holds a sceptre in her hand, while Jesus has the orb in his hand. In the shrine 

four female martyr saints are represented: Apollonia, Dorothy, Margaret and Barbara. 

The festive side shows episodes from the life of the Virgin’s parents. The panels 

look as if they were changed. On the left upper side Joachim’s refusing by the priest is 

represented. It is followed by the next scene, the Annunciation of the angel to Joachim, 

which is shown on the upper right side. On the lower left side, Anne and Joachim’s 

meeting at the Golden Gate is featured, while on the lower right side Mary’s presentation 

in the Church is shown. Thus the nativity scene is left out. Usually Mary’s cycle is 

introduced either with the Meeting at the Golden Gate, either with the Nativity of Mary. 

Consequently we can state that through these scenes first of all Mary’s parents were 

propagated. It is logical to assume that most probably an Anne sculpture (most probably 

with the Virgin and Child) was originally placed on the shrine. On the predella the Veil of 

Veronica is represented.  

The everyday side of the altar features Angel and Mary from the Annunciation 

scene, from left to right in the upper part. On the lower part two female saints are depicted: 

Christine and Apollonia. On the Gothic arch of the pediment of the altar two sculptures of 

saints were originally placed according to V. Myskowszky.
484

   

Another side altar from the Saint Egidius church has a double dedication, Saint 

Anne with the Virgin and Child and Apollonia (1500-1510) (fig. 83). We don’t have exact 

information on when the Anne with the Virgin and Child was placed on the shrine. In 

Kornél Divald’s point of view
485

 the sculpture representing the trio was part of the Nativity 

of Jesus altar (1480-1490). It was most probably put on the pediment of the altar, where 

today Saint Ladislaus is represented. According to Divald the style of the Anne sculpture 

leads us to this conclusion, especially because the child Mary bears clothes elaborated in 

the same manner as in the Nativity scene.
486

 Today in the shrine, next to Anne, Mary and 

Christ, Apollonia and Saint George with the dragon are represented. The Anne sculpture is 

elaborated in the Middle Rhinish style, indicated by the bonnet on Anne’s head. Anne is 

                                                 

483  Rezső Prónai, “Szent Anna a bártfai dóm műemlékein” Bártfai Katolikus Egyházi Tudósító 3(1916), 3-5; 
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484  V. Myskovszky, Bártfa középkori műemlékei. A szent Egyed templomának műrégészeti leírása (Budapest: 

1879), 72-74; Radocsay, Táblaképek, 267.  
485          Divald, “A bártfai Szent Egyed templom,” 119.  
486            Ibid., 136-137. 
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holding the child Mary on her left arm and the child Jesus on her right arm. The two 

figures on Anne’s arms do not touch each other. As we could see in previous chapters, 

Mary’s child figure in the late fourteenth century was still in use (fig. 84). 

The festive and everyday side of the altar refers thematically to a Saint Apollonia 

devotion rather than to Saint Anne. Martyrs from the era of persecution are featured on the 

festive side: The passion of the 10000 martyrs, Saint Bibiana, Saint Desiderius, Saint 

Margarita, Saint Pantaleon, Saint Barbara, Saint Katherine, Saint Christopher and Saint 

Sofia. On the everyday side Saint Fabian, Saint Eligius, Saint Kanut or Eustachius and 

Saint Urban are represented. Thus from the iconographic point of view the altar was 

created to fit the main idea of representing the martyr saints, as one of the main sculpture 

from the shrine, Saint Apollonia’s sculpture originally indicated. 

In any case, we can state that Saint Anne was represented by two altars dedicated to 

her and she had a sculpture on the Nativity of Jesus altar, from where the sculpture was 

moved to the shrine of Saint Apollonia’s altar (which was most probably referred to with 

the alternate name of Saint Anne). In conclusion we can state that from the thirteen 

altarpieces two were dedicated to the mother of the Virgin (1449, 1485), and all the others 

to different Saints (Andrew - 1440-1450, Barbara - 1450-1460, Saint Andrew or All saints 

– ca. 1460, Elisabeth – ca. 1480, Mary or Erasmus – 1505, Apollonia or Anne – 1500-

1510), the Virgin (one altar - 1489, one separate panel – 1460-1470) and Christ (The last 

supper – 1480-1490, The passion of Christ – 1480-1490, the Nativity of Christ – 1480-

1490, Vir dolorum – 1500-1510, Christ taking leave of his Mother – epitaphium, Museum 

of Bardejov, 1522, Pieta). Thus it is relevant in this view that after Christ and the Virgin 

she is the most well represented saint in the Church. Without doubt this phenomenon has to 

do with the growing popularity of Anne’s cult beginning with the end of the fourteenth 

century and most probably these dedications were in concordance with the sudden flourish 

of Anne’s late medieval cult. Nevertheless at least in the case of the remaining altarpieces 

she is represented in more traditional and classical manners as part of the Virgin Mary’s 

life.     

Besides the examples from royal towns where, as we can see, though not Saint 

Anne brotherhoods, but confraternities dedicated to the Virgin Mary existed in the late 

Middle Ages (Bardejov), or devoted founders propagated the cult of Anne (Košice, 

Bratislava) another example with multiple Saint Anne images is the parish church from 

Hervartov (Hervartó, Slovakia). Here Anne Trinity is painted on a side altar from 1460–

1470, and from which only two panels were preserved as well as on Saint Nicholas altar 
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from 1524.
487

 Even though there are no altars dedicated to Saint Anne, her image was on 

two separate altarpieces, which indicates the popularity of her cult as well.  

 The social background of these images differs from the case of brotherhood (Mater 

Misericordiae, Bardejov) to that of burgher (Košice). Single Saint Anne image created by 

the devotement of burgher is present in Eperjes. Only in the case of Bratislava we have 

data for the fact that the Saint Anne brotherhood operated the Saint Anne altar (Carmelite 

cloister). In the case of Spišská Nová Ves we don’t have enough information to decide 

whether the devotee burghers or the Saint Anne brotherhood operated the Saint Anne side 

altar.  

 

V. 2. The Virgin Mary altarpiece from Biertan 

 

One of the most complete iconographic sequences of Saint Anne from late medieval 

Hungary is the altarpiece from Biertan (Birthälm, Berethalom, Romania). Though as we 

could see in the case of the above mentioned cities from Upper Hungary the Saint Anne 

altars were present in relatively close settlements to each other, in this later case we discuss 

in this respect a geographically separate phenomenon (Map, fig. 1). In my case study I 

would like to answer several questions referring to the Virgin Mary altarpiece from 

Biertan. One group of questions would be the following: How does a separate Saint Anne 

altar fit in the iconography of the Virgin Mary altarpiece? How this changed the program 

of the altar? Who initiated this procedure?  

This case study on Biertan is additionally an attempt to show how a priest of a 

small town (an oppidum) could form the religious life of a community by promoting a 

specific saint's cult.  

First of all I would present some information on Biertan as a settlement, then some 

data on the altarpiece and its construction. Biertan was founded as a Saxon settlement 

during the thirteenth century.
488

 The first mentioning preserved is a papal tithe from 1283 

                                                 

487 Radocsay, Táblaképek, 314-316.   
488          The settlement of Saxons from the Saxon land determined by Andrew II. to the North in the Tîrnavelor 

(Küküllő) valley hapened during the XIIIth century. In the XIVth century this region recieved similar privileges as the 
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churches. For a historical overview see Ioan-Aurel Pop, “Transilvania în secolul al XIV-lea şi în prima jumătate a 

secolului al XV-lea (cca. 1300-1456)” (Transylvania in the XIVth and first part of the XVth  centuries) in Istoria 

Transilvaniei până la 1541 (The history of Transylvania until 1541) , Ioan-Aurel Pop and Thomas Nägler coords. (Cluj-

Napoca: Institutul cultural român, 2003), vol. 1., 233-283; For a development of Saxon architecture see Géza Entz, 
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which refers to the priest Joannes de Berthalom.
 489

 In 1397 the settlement is mentioned as 

an oppidum.
490

 In 1418 the king Sigismund of Luxemburg gave to Biertan the right of 

organizing weakly market and the right for high judgment.
491

 A papal decree provided the 

parish church dedicated to the Virgin Mary the same privileges as were given to the Virgin 

Mary church in Aachen, in 1402.
492

 This shows not only the importance of the Virgin 

Mary’s cult, but at the same time it refers to the fact that the locals wanted to attract 

donations and support for a newly established church and they had good connections to 

accomplish it.    

The altarpiece was prepared in several steps, therefore different stylistic phases can 

be detected in its analysis. To be able to follow my presentation on the iconography more 

easily, I will shortly present the structure of the altarpiece.  

 The winged altarpiece has two fixed and two flexible wings, a shrine and a predella 

with flexible wings. The structure of the altarpiece is that of a polyptich. The two pictures 

at both sides, which are placed between the shrine and the wings, give the altar a two 

dimensional structure. 

The altarpiece is one of the richest altarpieces from Transylvania from the 

iconographic point of view. Until 1971 art historians dated the execution of the altarpiece 

to 1515 on the basis of an inscription on the triptych.
493

 More recent researches, 

nevertheless, have discussed the strong stylistic relation between the altar of Biertan and 

that of the Schottenstift in Vienna. The altar shows, therefore, two phases of production: 

the first one is 1483, until when the pictures from the main corpus of the altar were 

finished (the date of 1483 is inscribed on the table showing the twelve-year old Jesus in the 

Temple), while the second one is 1515, regarding the images on the triptych.
 494

  

In the second half of the sixteenth century the church was renovated and many 

changes were carried out. The renovation focused on the sanctuary where the altarpiece 
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was placed: the ceiling of the sanctuary was elevated and re-arched. The initiator of the 

renovation was the parish priest, named Johannes, whose presence in the church can be 

dated between 1515 and 1520. His coat of arms – a red crest with his symbol, a cup with 

the letters IO[hannes] – is present at different places in the church: above the door of the 

sacristy, on the triumphal arch, on the predella (1515), and on his tomb (dated to 1520).
495

 

 According to Michael Salzer, a historian from the nineteenth century, a Saint Anne 

ymago was brougt to Biertan for 1 forint in 1524.
496

 Based on this information art 

historians, such as Harald Krasser as well as Otmar and Gisela Richter and Maria Crăciun 

for example connected the production date of the predella to 1524, a date which was 

mentioned in the account book of the church.
497

 In spite of this date others think that the 

predella was executed in 1515. Ciprian Firea, in his PhD thesis, argues that the later dating 

(1524) cannot be properly proved, especially because on the consoles standing on the two 

sides of the predella there are two blazons. The right hand side blazon shows priest 

Johannes’s coat of arms, who ordered the creation of the altarpiece. The left hand side 

blazon depicts the coat of arms of the settlement. On the priest's tomb the year 1520 is 

inscribed as the year of his death, which implies that the predella must have been 

constructed before 1520. Emese Nagy Sarkadi and Ciprian Firea actually presume that the 

main altar was adjusted with the triptych and the predella in the same year.
498

 But then, to 

what can the date 1524 in the account book refer? In the sacristy of the church there are 

some remnants of an altarpiece, without any painted images on it. Ciprian Firea presumes 

that the source refers to the commissioning of a Saint Anne altarpiece by the next parish 

priest, Lucas, who followed Johannes in 1524. The art historian also thinks that this altar 

could have functioned as a side altar in the church.
499

 He points out that in the Virgin Mary 

church of Biertan in the Middle Ages two Saint Anne altars were placed. One was part of 

the main altar, namely the Virgin Mary altar, as a predella adjusted later to the main 
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corpus. The other one was a separate altar, a side altar, which did not survive.
500

 In my 

opinion though the remnants of an altarpiece indicates the existence of a side altar, this is 

not enough information for proving the dedication to Saint Anne. 

 Based on the work of Gisella and Ottmar Richter Maria Crăciun argues that during 

the Reformation, panels from the festive side of the altar were changed, repainted in order 

to have another accent on the iconography of the altar. Thus the altar, the main corpus went 

through different changes, first when two other pieces were added to the main corpus, the 

pediment and the predella, and second during Reformation. 

 

V. 2. 1. The festive side of the main corpus 

In order to be able to answer the questions specified at the beginning of the chapter, I 

would first like to describe the iconography of the Virgin Mary altarpiece by taking into 

consideration mainly the predella, as this is the key issue of my analysis. 

 The festive side of the Virgin Mary altar from Biertan is rich in iconography and 

symbols (fig.85). The festive side of the altar according to Richter is very similar to that of 

the Schottenstift altar from Vienna. The Schottenstift altar represented a turning point in 

the history of painting in Vienna in the second part of the fourteenth century. Originally the 

altar was made up by 24 scenes (only 21 are preserved); it was built in ca. 1470. 16 of the 

24 scenes represent a Marian cycle and 8 Christological one. The altar shows the influence 

of Rogier van der Weyden and Dirk Bouts according to the similarity in composition and 

colour. Nevertheless the painter of the Schottenstift altar shows a variety in the structure of 

the different scenes by paying attention to the background of the scenes as well. In the 

images we can follow the different angles of Vienna. The Biblical scenes are put in the 

urban context of Vienna. The Hungarian influence of the Schottenstift altar was proved in 

the case of the Christological cycle from Medgyes and the Saint Elisabeth altar from Kassa 

as well.
501

 By comparing the altar from Vienna with that of Biertan, Richter claims that the 

four scenes (The birth of Mary, The betrothal of Mary, Visitation, The birth of Christ, 

Presentation of Jesus in the temple) reflect almost in every detail the structure of the 

Schottenstift altar. In spite of this the sizes of the panels on the two altars differ from each 

other. The other scenes do not reflect the compositional influence of the Schottenstift altar 
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in such an obvious way. Only the figures of Mary and Christ are similar in the case of 

several scenes. By this we can see the influence of Netherlandish painting on the altar of 

Biertan.
502

 

Considering the shrine, art historians have different opinions on the influences upon 

it. According to Viktor Roth the Crucifixion shows a strong similarity with that on the 

triptychon of the Czartoryski chapel from Krakow. In his opinion the artist is a disciple of 

Veit Stoss.
503

 Otmar und Gisella Richter, on the other hand, say that the fine resolution of 

the characters resembles the work of Nikolaus Gerhaerts von Leyden. The same art 

historians reveal that before the Crucifixion scene there was a Nativity scene or the 

Adoration of the Magi (according to the golden orb).
504

  

The Meeting at the Golden Gate (fig. 86) was created based on one of the works of 

Dürer’s Life of the Virgin series of woodcuts with a similar theme (fig. 87).
505

 This picture 

of Dürer’s was used in several instances as it suggests balance and dignity, where the 

exigency of the artist to use all segments of the picture disappears. The work is built from 

large elements, rather than being overcrowded by small ones. The similar details, such as 

the windows, the doors, as well as the arcade are completely integrated. The three 

dimensional effect is represented not by force but by the effective and rational separation 

of the foreground of the picture, where the scene, the meeting of Joachim and Anne takes 

place, then with the featuring of the middleground and the background. In this way the 

scene is presented through the Golden Gate.
506

 The use of this effective artistic 

construction is univocal on the altarpiece from Biertan. Anne’s figure is highlighted by the 

nimbus over her head, thus becoming the dominant figure of the picture. However, the 

artist from Biertan restructures the picture, the figures of Joachim and Anne being 

highlighted, the representation of the weekday, its genre overshadowed, it can be viewed 

only through the Golden Gate, thus the spaciality and perspectives become the facilitators 

of the story.  

In the hollows of Dürer’s Golden Gate the statues of prophets are featured, thus the 

gate is not only the frame of the picture but also some kind of a contrast in its details, 

attracting the attention of the viewer to the abundance of its ornamentation. This is not 

present in the case of the altarpiece from Biertan, the Golden Gate is represented in its 

                                                 

502 Richter, Siebenbürgische Flügelaltare, 58-82. 
503 Viktor Roth, Erdélyi oltárok (Transylvanian altarpieces), in Archaeológiai Értesítő (37)1917, nr. 1-5, 92-93. 
504 Richter, Siebenbürgische Flügelaltare, 60-62. 
505 Roth, ”Erdélyi oltárok”, 99-106, Edit Hoffmann, “Jegyzetek a régi magyar táblaképfestészethez” (Notes on old 

Hungarian panel picture painting), in Archaeológiai Értesítő (L)1937, 1-30. 
506 Erwin Panofsky, Albrecht Dürer, 2 vols, Princeton University Press, 3th edition, 1948, vol. 1, 99-100. 
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symbolical nature, its visual function being reduced to the level of perspective. At the same 

time – considering the main characters – it becomes clear that Anne’s figure is much more 

assertive, it does not represent the moved state of mind after the happenings, but simply the 

main character of the action. Dürer represents in a novel way Anne’s fascinating 

exhaustion, complementing this moving scene with the consoling and supporting figure of 

Joachim (this being completely unprecedented in the Northern artistic creation). In this 

subtle detail the difference between the level of the two artists becomes obvious. 

The following panel presents the Nativity of Mary (fig. 88). In contrary to the 

Nativity of Christ medieval artists wanted to present this sequence in every detail in the 

context of an urban environment.
507

 According to Richter the painter was inspired by the 

similar scene on the altarpiece from Vienna. The medieval painters usually chose to 

represent this important event unlike the Nativity of Jesus, in the spirit of the contemporary 

art, placing it in a civilian setting and taking advantage of the possibilities to present the 

details. There is care and devotion in the behaviour of birth helpers.
508

 

In Biertan the space was too small to create the same program as in the case of the 

Schottenstift altar, thus one of the helpers is left out. Nevertheless the background remains 

the same: Joachim is reading in a room and there is a dog at his feet. In a smoky kitchen a 

maiden is preparing lunch – this detail contains pinhead-sized eggs as well. The checking 

of the warm water, the bunch of keys, the clothes, all the details correspond to the 

Schottenstift altar, only in this case the event is painted on a narrower surface, the artist 

gives up space rather than restructuring the scene and omitting characters.
509

 

Anne is presented with a nimbus in the following scenes as well. She is the main 

character of the story, Joachim appears as a secondary character, part of the story. His 

passivity does not surprise the viewer, as the story is clearly about Anne. 

The scene is familiar and harmonious due to the falling fabric frequently used in 

Gothic art, which in this particular scene represents the outlines of the bed, limiting the 

important event from the activities of the background characters, the foreground from the 

background. From the point of view of the perspective the picture is not as detailed as the 

former one, there is no middle ground in this case, thus the picture does not have depth, 

there are only important and less important scenes, background and foreground without 

transition, the curtains being the outline. 

                                                 

507 Costa, Sainte Anne, 20 
508 Ibidem. 
509 Richter, Siebenbürgische Flügelaltare, 65-66. 
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In the Marian cycle this is the last one which features Anne. The following scene 

shows Mary’s betrothal in the front of the Church from Jerusalem. With this sequence 

Mary’s childhood is come to an end. The following scenes, the Greeting of the Angel and 

Visitation are part of the Marian cycle. In the following the childhood of Christ is narrated 

(the Birth of Christ, Circumcision of Jesus, The Adoration of the Magi, The presentation in 

the Temple, The flight to Egypt, The twelve years old Jesus in the Temple, The baptism of 

Christ in the Jordan).  

We have to mention that during Reformation the original iconographic program 

was somewhat altered. Two changes occurred in this period: one on the festive side of the 

altar and one on the shrine. The last panel of the Marian cycle was changed most probably 

from Mary’s Coronation to the Birth of Christ. The original image gave visual expression 

to the doctrine of Mary’s Assumption. The second one is Christological panel from Christ 

cycle. This last image definitely moves the emphasis from Mary’s role as an intercessor to 

a biblical Christological event. The change of the shrine’s iconography from the Virgin 

with Child to Crucifixion was meant to draw attention to Christ’s salvific action instead of 

Mary’s glorification. Krasser and M. Craciun explain these changes with the ideological 

shifts brought about by Reformation. Thus, in M. Crăciun’s interpretation, the emphasis 

put on Christ’s salvific feature and on his sacrifice is the result of Reformation, which 

denied Mary’s role as an intercessor besides Jesus. According to this interpretation, the 

question remains: why did the new Lutheran church tolerate the preservation of the 

predella in its original place which propagated Anne’s and Mary’s role of intercessor, 

glorifying Christ’s earthly family, genealogy, which was attacked by Luther himself and 

was denied by the synod of Trent? 

The settlement became a bishopric of the Lutheran church after the Reformation of 

the Saxon community, in 1572, when the priest Lukas Unglerus was named bishop of the 

Transylvanian Lutheran church. The community of Biertan was already reformed in 1557 

when Franciscus Saliceus was named priest of the church.
510

 According to M. Crăciun the 

attitude towards the ideas of Reformation was moderate in the settlement. A synod held in 

Sibiu in 1565 mentioned that at the beginning of the reform many altars were destroyed (in 

1550 a synod in Mediaş claimed that altars should be moved from Lutheran churches), thus 

it recommends a tolerant behaviour toward such artefacts. It also recommended that the 

                                                 

510.. Hermann Fabini, Atlas der Siebenbürgisch-Säschischen Kirchenburgen und Dorfkirchen (Hermannstadt, 1998), 

vol. 1., 69. 
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altars be taken back to their place where possible.
511

 Taking this decision into 

consideration, it might be reasonable that in our case the predella, though with arguable 

contents from the part of reformers, was not moved. It was probably considered a family 

painting. 

V. 2. 2. The everyday side of the main corpus 

The row of saints on the everyday side of the altar (fig. 75) is exemplary as they are either 

represented in a thematic contiguity (e.g. Saint Sebastian, Saint Roch), or simply 

enumerated in the style of the era. The wings of the altar in their closed position represent 

the Church Fathers: Saint Augustine, Saint Ambrose, Saint Gregory the Great and Saint 

Jerome together with their attributes. The Church Fathers as the propagators of the true 

faith are frequently represented similar to the evangelists, on pulpits, altars, prebends. They 

commonly follow the Virgin Mary images, propagating Mary’s assumption or the 

Immaculate Conception. 

The wings of the altar represent four saints on four panels, while one panel features 

five saints: Saint Roch, Saint Nicholas, Saint Sebastian, Saint Joseph on the first panel. 

Due to his torture by arrows Saint Sebastian became the most important and most 

frequently represented Saint of Plagues, especially since the great plagues of the 14
th

 

century, as the plagues were conceived as the arrows of punishment of God. He is most 

frequently presented either in the row of the 14 patron saints or together with Saint Roch, 

whom they prayed to during the Plague. 

The second panel groups its figures around the dogma of Immaculate Conception 

featuring the Woman clothed with the Sun, Anne with Virgin and Child and the figures of 

the three Marys. It also includes the beloved female saints of the middle Ages: Margaret of 

Antioch, Saint Dorothy, Catherine of Alexandria, Saint Barbara, followed by Virgin Mary, 

Elisabeth, Saint Helena, Agnes of Rome. 

On examining the line of saints with a majority of female saints, it mirrors the 

“feminization” of the saint cult of the late middle Ages.
512

 This fact can explain the 

emphatic role of Saint Anne in Christ’s kinship as opposed to the Tree of Jesse imagery of 

the thirteenth-fourteenth centuries, where Jesus’s aristocratic ancestry was more important 

than the female lineage. The theology of incarnation created a family organized around a 
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physical and material trinity formed from aunts and cousins as opposed to the traditional 

male-centred Holy Trinity. The figures of Anne-Mary-Jesus are in the foreground, while 

the Holy Kinship is built around them as opposed to the trinity of Father-Son-Holy Spirit 

as well as to his descent from David. Nothing is more obvious regarding this change than 

the change of the medieval Christian mentality itself, the satisfaction of the human 

curiosity regarding Jesus’s family and childhood, as well as bringing religion closer to 

man.
513

 

 

V. 2. 3. The Holy Kinship predella 

In addition, the predella has a central image and flexible wings with a festive and an 

everyday side (fig. 89). Regarding the structure of the altar and its iconographic program, 

the predella can be even considered as a separate altar. The question arises: how did it 

function during the liturgical year? When was it opened and closed showing the festive 

side of the altar or the everyday side? Was it opened and closed at the same time with the 

main part of the altar?  

If we look at the predella, Saint Anne altars from late medieval Hungary with a 

similar iconographic program have been preserved in Upper Hungary, such as the Saint 

Anne altar from L'ubica – Leibic, Slovakia, 1510–1520 (fig. 67); Levoča – Lőcse, 

Slovakia, 1520–1530 (fig. 72); Sabinov – Kisszeben, Slovakia, around 1510 (fig. 73); 

Spišská Sobota – Szepesszombat, Slovakia, 1510–1520.
514

 

 The Anne with the Virgin and Child images – as one can observe in the above-

mentioned cases – are always placed in the centre, which indicates the liturgical 

importance of these iconographical motifs. This aspect can also be observed in prayers 

which always contain the formula: Anne with the Virgin and Child, such as “holy mother 

Anne, help me now with your threesome (…)”.
515

 

 From the structural point of view, in case of Biertan, it might be said that the 

addition of the predella (fig. 89) to the main corpus of the altar with its own iconographic 

program amounting to a separate altar, in this respect, was an unusual initiative. Therefore, 

it is worth examining how it fits in the initial program of the main altar.   

                                                 

513 See chapter II. 4, esp. II. 4. 4 and II. 4. 5.  
514           See chapter IV. 2., IV. 2. 1.  
515 “... ó szentségős anya Anna asszon, mastan énnéköm légy segédség harmad magaddal…” Teleki-kódex, Volf 

ed., 304. 
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 The relevant pictures from the dogmatic point of view are usually placed above the 

central panel of the altar. This is thematically connected to the fact that the predella usually 

presents a part of the saint's life from the central panel. In this respect the Holy Kinship fits 

in the iconographic frame representing Christ's life. Thus, they put emphasis on the 

maternal, human origin of Christ. This iconographic approach conforms to the late 

medieval saints' cult and to the devotion of Christ's human origin instead of his royal one.    

On the festive side of the predella one can follow the closest members of the Holy 

Kinship. On the central panel Anne-Virgin-Christ is represented with Joachim and Joseph, 

Anne's and Mary's husbands. The female members of the family, together with the child 

Jesus are emphasized with a nimbus. The husbands are present only as side figures, though 

they are not totally neglected, with respect to the family characters of the image.    

In accordance with the Gothic style, Saint Anne is represented as a matrona, an old 

lady with a shawl. She is the central figure of the family around whom the genealogy is 

constructed. The central image with the three generations – Anne, Mary, and Jesus – 

commemorates Christ's human origin and prepares the viewer to the presentation of the 

other family members.  

On the central image of the predella, the naked baby Jesus appears as a Eucharistic 

symbol exactly where the priest usually prepares the Eucharist. Thinking of Saint Anne's 

feast day on the 26th of June and taking into consideration the fact that this iconographic 

structure referred so obviously to the Eucharist, one might ask how a priest could have 

formulated his sermon on this festive day? Fortunately, we have some information on the 

following prayer, which was one of the most famous ones that survived among Saint 

Anne’s late medieval legends and was preserved in several codices: 

 

Hail to thee, Mary, full of mercy and the Lord is with you and your mercy be with 

me. You are blessed among the women and blessed is your mother Saint Anne by 

whom your sainted and godly body was conceived, from which was born my lord 

Jesus Christ, amen. If somebody reads this prayer three times in front of the picture 

of Saint Anne he/she will be freed from a myriad of deadly sins and the pain of 

twenty-thousand forgivable sins by Pope Alexander. 6 finis. 1526. One Ave Maria 

is requested by the one who wrote it.
516
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The Franciscan Lobkowicz codex (written in 1514) contextualizes the above prayer 

by saying: the text needs to be read when the priest shows “the body of Christ” during the 

liturgy.
517

   

Thus, the prayer has a Eucharistic value. Similarly, the above-mentioned image has 

an absolute Eucharistic content. Both are connected by the same figure, that of Saint Anne 

in the middle, surrounded by Mary and Christ. Therefore, in addition to the topic of 

incarnation, underlined by the female progenitors, an accentuated Eucharistic motif is 

present on the predella. 

Similar to the images from the late Gothic examples from the Low Countries, on 

the Biertan predella the different families of the Holy Kinship appear on different panels 

allowing the presentation of the families in a more detailed manner as in a one panel 

version. 

On the left wing Mary Salome and her husband Zebede are depicted with their 

children, the Apostle and Evangelist John and James the Elder. On the right wing Mary 

Cleophas and her husband Alpheus are painted, as well as their children, Saint James the 

Younger, Saint Simon, Judas Tade and one of the future apostles, Joseph the Just (fig. 90). 

The same structure can be seen on the above-listed Upper-Hungarian Saint Anne 

altars (Leibic, Lőcse, Kisszeben, Szepesszombat).518  

In Edit Sz. Lajta’s opinion, depicting the Holy Kinship on different panels follows 

the manner in which Bernhard Strigel or Martin Schaffner illustrated the Holy Kinship 

families. In the art historian’s opinion the Hungarian images are influenced by this style, 

especially by that of Strigel.519 

There is no available information on the painter of the predella. The above-

mentioned art historian, Ciprian Firea presumes that he was a local one, with a rather 

undeveloped knowledge and immature style.520     

Conforming to Gothic style, the design of the characters, the tracing of the dresses, 

the fine drawing of the wimples is relevant. The artist, according to the style of this era, 

deploys the persons in German civil clothing. The role of the husbands is not only their 
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Nuremberg), by Bernhard Strigel. Sz. Lajta, “A Nagy Szent család ikonográfiája,” 34-48. See chapter II. 3. 
520 Firea, Arta polipticelor, vol. 1, 173. 



125 

presence but they also show their appartenance to the family by small gestures: Alpheus, 

for example, holds the hand of one of his children and he is in contact with that on his 

wife's arm. Mary is presented without a head shawl and her hairstyle is a symbol of 

virginity. In contrast to that, her sisters are presented in the company of the husbands with 

head shawls, a symbol of their married status. Mary's representation is rather that of a 

young maiden, though her husband, Joseph is also present on the image, the mode of her 

depiction (with long hair) is an allusion to the dogma of Immaculate Conception. 

Jesus’s young relatives either sit in the lap of their mothers, or stay in front of them. 

Though usually the child apostles are represented with the symbol of their future 

instruments of martyrdom, with the purpose of being able to identify them, in the case of 

the altar of Biertan this latter motif is missing. 

In the case of the adult relatives, all of them are presented with their names above 

their heads. However, in the case of the children, there are only a few examples when their 

names are written next to them. From the compositional point of view, it would have been 

more attractive, if the future child apostles had been presented with their attributes instead 

of their name. The topic of the predella thematically fits well to Mary's life presented on 

the festive side of the altar. 

On the everyday side of the predella one is able to identify the more remote 

members of the Holy Kinship back to four generations. The parents of Saint Anne, 

Stollanus and Emerentia (fig. 91) together with Anne's sister and her husband, Esmeria and 

Effra (fig. 92) represent Jesus's larger family; Zacharia with his wife, Elisabeth – Anne’s 

niece – and their child, Saint John the Baptist (fig. 93) and Memelia together with Emur, 

respectively their child Servatius (fig. 94) take their place in this family frame. 

The first and the last pictures structurally emphasize this latter aspect, thus the most 

distant members of the family are present. Anne’s parents and her sister with her husband 

appear in front of a red curtain with a golden background, according to the Gothic style. 

Structurally the images have a scenic aspect. Because the emphasis is put on the 

different characters, the background is not painted in details. The members of the family 

are presented in front of a black background, except for the two families mentioned above, 

who appear in front of a red curtain, around Jesus’s relatives. 

The scenic aspect of the images is counterbalanced by the mutual attention to the 

family members. The whole family constructs a closed circle, some of the children are on 

the arms of their mothers, the others at the feet of their parents, all showing their unity by 

their movement.   
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The upper trimming of the predella, just as the images of the pediment, is decorated 

with golden acanthus leaves.  

 

V. 2. 4. The pediment 

The triptych of the pediment shows the allegorical Crucifixion of Christ with the Visions 

of the Emperor Augustus and Ezekiel on the left and right side. In the central image the 

allegorical representation of Christ’s crucifixion is represented by a large vine with a 

cluster of grapes and leaves. On the claspers the twelve apostles appear with their 

attributes. The root of the vine is watered by the Virgin Mary and it is hoed by John the 

Evangelist. The personified allegorical Crucifixion reminds us the representations of Jesse, 

where Christ’s relatives are seated on the branches of the tree. The tree of Jesse with Christ 

on the top can be interpreted as the tree of life. This image of Christ’s passion was a way to 

underline the aim of the Crucifixion. The representation of the cross of Christ is the result 

of associations of symbols so specific of medieval thinking, emphasizing the aim of 

Christ’s death on the cross. Mankind has received eternal life through Christ’s death on the 

cross.
521

 

This image rich in symbols is complemented with the visions of the emperor 

Augustus and the prophet Ezekiel. Both images on the one hand glorify the Virgin Mary, 

on the other hand they serve as a propagation of the coming of the New Jerusalem. In both 

images Mary is present as the intercessor in eternal salvation, similar to the case of the 

central image, the tree of life, where the watering of the vine represents this attribute of 

hers. Jesus was born in the time of emperor Augustus. According to the legend, the 

emperor called the sibyl from Tivol, who showed him the altar of heaven, the Virgin Mary 

with Jesus in her arms. The visual representation of this vision can be seen on pediment of 

the altar, where the emperor is kneeling before the Virgin Mary as sign of his devotion.  

On the other panel, which represents the vision of one of prophets of the Old 

Testament, Ezekiel, we can see a building with two towers, respectively the Virgin with 

Child in the sky. The building can be interpreted as the New Jerusalem. The prophet 

foretold the coming of the heavenly Jerusalem based on his vision. The figure of Mary 

with Jesus makes this vision real. The closed gate is frequently used in Marian symbols. It 
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symbolizes that the salvation of mankind can be achieved only through her, with her role 

as an intercessor.
522

 

In conclusion we can say that the altar follows a logical thematic construction: in 

the central panel – before the present installation of Christ’s crucifixion, which was placed 

there during the Reformation –Jesus’s birth is installed.
523

 Thematically, this group of 

statues is in concordance with the Holy Kinship family presented on the predella and with 

the iconography of the pediment representing the allegory of eternal life (namely, the 

allegory of Christ's crucifixion, the visions of the Emperor Augustine and Prophet 

Ezechiel), with the addition of Mary's figure and function in providing eternal salvation. 

The functions of the iconography presented on the wings of the altar are to teach and give 

examples to the faithful through the Mariological and Christological cycles.  

Appearing in thematic connection with each other or only enumerated by random, 

the saints depicted on the everyday side of the main corpus of the altar have the role of 

exemplifying the human virtues. The church fathers represented on the wings of the altar 

give an accent to the doctrines of the Church (Immaculate Conception) and to the Marian 

cult. 

Thematically, either the everyday side of the altar or the closed side is taken into 

consideration, the predella fits well in a late medieval Christian iconography. It represents 

a late medieval Christian view of Christ’s maternal, therefore human genealogy. The 

figures of Anne and Joachim in the centre are the symbols of the coming of the Messiah, 

promised in the Old Testament, and in this sense they introduce the New Testament. The 

nude babe Christ between Anne and Mary, on the other hand, is the symbol of the living 

Eucharist. 

In the original iconographic program of the altar (that of 1483) the emphasis was 

put on Virgin Mary, the dogma of the Immaculate Conception and Incarnation. The 

introduction of Christ’s life on the festive side of the altar provides the altar with 

connection to the sacrament. In 1515 the iconographic emphasis moved to salvation, given 

by the sacrifice of Christ. The role of the intercessor in salvation is represented by Mary 

and Anne on the predella’s iconographic motifs – the central image. Mary’s role as an 

intercessor was already present on the original altar (1483). This character was even more 

accentuated in 1515 by the adjustment of the predella and of the pediment.  
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To answer my initial question regarding the way in which the iconography of the 

Virgin Mary altarpiece fits in the separate Saint Anne altar, I would say that the changes 

promoted by priest Johannes gave the original iconographic program of the altar another, 

new, enriching aspect. Though the original iconography is respected, there is a shift in the 

accent from Mary's life to her origin. Priest Johannes gave to the altar of Virgin Mary a 

more emphatic iconographic content, also reacting to the promotion of Saint Anne’s cult 

that was flourishing in the German speaking areas at that time. In this respect his wish to 

promote Saint Anne's cult in Biertan can be easily explained.  

The adjustment of the predella added to the original number of images a large 

amount of people (25) from Christ's larger family, the Holy Kinship. If taking into 

consideration Johannes priest's action regarding the order of predella and its adjustment to 

the main altar dedicated to the Virgin, it can be said that this is a unique iconographic 

solution for an altarpiece. Therefore, it is also a unique solution for distributing Saint 

Anne's cult. Entire representation of the Holy Kinships we have preserved only in the case 

of separate altarpieces. Finally, one could also remark that merging the Virgin Mary altar 

and cycle with that of the Holy Kinship represented on the predella is a unique 

combination, and is not to be found anywhere else in late medieval Hungary. 

Both phenomena, the deeds of the priests Johannes and Lucas reflect a special care 

for Saint Anne's cult. We have to take into consideration the fact that in the territories 

inhabited by German settlers the cult of Saint Anne was well promoted. In these terms the 

members of the Holy Kinship family, represented in urban clothes of the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries were models for the inhabitants of the oppidum in their everyday life at 

the beginning of the sixteenth century. This aspect of Saint Anne’s cult is well exemplified 

in the case of the Upper Hungarian cities as well. As we could see in the case of Košice, 

Prešov, Bratislava, Spišská Nová Ves, Bardejov inhabited by important mass of German 

settlers, they promoted the cult of Saint Anne. Among the promoters we can find people 

from different social strata. This initiative is present among laics with individual initiation 

(Košice, Prešov, Bratislava), common initiation (Saint Anne brotherhood? – Bratislava) 

and clerics (Mater Misericordiae brotherhood – Bardejov). As we could follow through the 

example of Biertan even clerics operating individually could take the initiative to 

strengthen the cult of Saint Anne. Unfortunatelly in the case of Spišská Nová Ves we don’t 

have enough information to decide whether the devotee burghers or the Saint Anne 

brotherhood operated the Saint Anne side altar.  
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Conclusions 

 

 

The present thesis is an example how the cult of a saint can be captured by the historian 

through different types of sources. These sources speak to the historian in different 

manners depending on where were they produced and by whom, by which category of the 

society and for whom. Based on these factors I tried to define the different aspects and 

features of the cult in general and specific terms. I also intended to identify the promoters 

of the cult in late medieval Hungary, and the factors that contributed to the spread of the 

saint's cult and to its increase. Thus, through different types of sources we can grasp the 

different layers of Saint Anne’s late medieval devotion. 

The archival and liturgical sources draw the countours of the first dedications to the 

devotion to Saint Anne. I did not include though the liturgical sources in my thesis; I only 

mentioned them where I treated the textual sources of Saint Anne’s cult. Therefore I refer 

only to the archival sources in this respect. According to these the first promoters of the 

saint’s cult are the Order of the Austin Hermits (XIV
th

 century). Nevertheless different 

religious orders, as for instance the Poor Clares and the Paulines, promoted the saint’s cult 

at this time. The toponyms dedicated to Saint Anne (Liptovská Anna, Sântana de Mureş, 

Sântana Nirajului) refer to the presence of the cult in rural environment. It is important to 

mention the case of Sântana de Mureş, one of the earliest patronyms. The presence of 

Franciscans in Târgu-Mureş most probably had a cultural influence on the region as 

Carmen Florea suggested in her thesis.
524

 Therefore a Franciscan distribution of the cult of 

Saint Anne can be suggested in the case of Sântana de Mureş (XIV
th

 century). Their 

literary work, the Teleki codex, which contains the most complete Saint Anne legend 

written in Hungarian vernacular two centuries later, is a proof of the cult’s importance in 

Franciscan environment (1525-1531) as well. 

 Nevertheless, a Franciscan distribution of the cult can be detected further on in the 

fourteenth century. Andrew Báthori, Bishop of Oradea (1329-1345), founded the 

monastery of Saint Anne for the Poor Clares (1340).  

The cult of Saint Anne received support in the case of the Alba Iulia cathedral at the 

beginning of the sixteenth century as well. Bishop Demeter (1368-1376) was a supporter of 
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the cult of Saint Paul the Hermit. This affiliation can be seen by the fact that he restored the 

deserted Franciscan convent from Alba Iulia to the benefit this order. The ‘new’ monastery 

was dedicated to Saint Elisabeth of Thüringia and to Saint Anne. By this act it seems that 

the Order of the Hermits embraced the cult of Saint Anne as well. The existece of an altar 

dedicated to Saint Anne was mentioned in the documents. Later Bishop Francis Várday 

(1514-1525) endowed the chapel of Saint Anne in the cathedral of Alba Iulia and named it 

as his burial chapel in his last will in 1524. The fact that the Bishopric of Alba Iulia 

propagated the saint’s cult is an important aspect, because due to its position it could 

influence other ecclesiastical units to embrace the cult of Saint Anne. 

Based also on the surviving textual evidence it seems that one of the most 

important promoters of the saint’s cult in late medieval Hungary were the Franciscans. The 

Saint Anne sermons written by the Observant friars, Pelbartus de Themeswar and Osvaldus 

de Lasko, allow us to outline the main features of Franciscan perception of the cult of the 

Virgin’s mother. Unfortunately, we do not have preserved more Anne sermons written by 

Franciscans in order to obtain a more general view. Nevertheless as the sermons were 

written to be used by priests, it is important to know what theological message they 

transmitted. According to David L. D’Avray
525

, sermons can be interpreted especially 

through their symbolism. Sermons have a logical construction in which all the arguments 

support Saint Anne’s status among the saints. Although Saint Anne’s cult was based on 

apocryphal sources, as mother of the Virgin and the main figure of Christ’s family she 

needed to be venerated. Thus her sanctity consisted in her motherly status. 

As Saint Anne’s vita (the trinubium legend) had been subject to controversies and 

prompted a critical attitude on the part of some theologians, one should take into 

consideration the different aspects and manners of presenting Anne’s life and her three 

marriages in texts. Thus analyzing Saint Anne’s vita presented in sermons and codices 

requires us to consider moral concepts of the period regarding virginity, marriage, and the 

family as well. A social and philological approach to the topic allows us to interpret the 

texts from the point of view of the devotion of the saint from different social groups, and, 

in a bigger context, to see how it is integrated into late medieval devotion. 

Franciscans propagated the dogma of the Immaculate Conception. Theological 

debates on the dogma concerned the figure of Saint Anne as the mother of the Virgin as 

well. Due to this fact earlier scholars (Sándor Bálint, Anna Veres) connected the 
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development of the cult to the partial acceptance of the dogma at the synod of Basel. The 

references to the dogma of Immaculate Conception in the sermons of Pelbartus are diverse. 

On the one hand, they are symbolic through the structure and comparisons; the direct 

connections between mariological symbols and Anne support the saint’s cult and through 

the comparisons with the symbols of the Immaculate Conception dogma Anne herself was 

sanctified. On the other hand, his statement on the dogma is very explicit: God sanctified 

his own tabernacle through the miracle of Anne and Joachim, and delivered the Virgin 

from the Original Sin in the womb of her mother. He also mentions that the soul of the 

Virgin was conceived in the womb of her mother, thus her soul is of human origin. Further 

comments refer to misleading ideas concerning popular devotion; the author specifies the 

fact that the Virgin was conceived in the womb of her mother and not “by a kiss”. Thus, it 

appears that Mary’s Immaculate Conception and Anne’s conception were frequently 

confused in popular devotion. Osvaldus, his fellow friar, on the other hand, neglects the 

matter of the dogma. This leads us to think that there is not a direct connection between the 

cult of Saint Anne and the Franciscan support for the dogma of Immaculate Conception, as 

earlier scholars supposed; rather their related treatment is a matter of personal preference. 

The relevant difference between the two preachers’ approaches might be explained by 

Pelbartus’ special devotion, as fervent supporter of Mary’s cult, towards the veneration of 

the Virgin’s mother, Anne. 

The two preachers do not defend Anne’s trinubium, but they emphasize repeatedly 

the saint’s family ties in their arguments concerning the importance of saint’s cult. She 

embodied ideas of kinship. This aspect made her worthy of the status of mediator in the via 

salutis. She is the model of “good wife” by her exemplary behavior as underpinned by the 

enumeration of general moral teachings. Her devotion is recommended to all categories of 

believers, all social statuses of a woman’s life: that of the virgin, the wife and the widow. 

These sermons are integrated well in the general teachings of preachers in Western 

Europe. Johannes Veghe in his Anne sermons argues why Anne had to marry thrice, 

meanwhile he presents her as a good wife. This latter aspect is a motif to be present in late 

fifteenth century’s sermons. Further on, from the analyzed sermons we can see only in a 

few cases an affiliation concerning Anne’s conception with Mary. This is the case of 

Vincent Ferrer’s and Johannes Veghe’s Anne sermons, where the authors are rather 

presenting a Dominican point of view. From the analyzed sermons only in the case of the 

Anonymous preacher of the Regensburg missale can we follow an explicit taking side 

along the Immaculate Conception. Thus, though this reflects probably the intensification of 
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debates on this matter, it does not mean that the partial acceptance of the dogma could 

influence the growing popularity of the cult. Most probably we can attribute this latter 

aspect to more than only to ecclesiastical factors, but also to social and economic ones as 

well. 

In the case of sermons the Saint Anne legend was meant to be read by a priest in 

front of an audience. Thus the texts transmit the ideas of ecclesiastic power toward the lay 

persons. In the case of the Hungarian vernacular legends they were intended to be read as 

devotional readings by the members of the Order of Franciscans, the female Third Order, 

Poor Clares (Teleki and Kazinczy codices). In the case of the Érdy codex’s Anne legend 

(written by a Carthusian monk) this was again directed to a larger audience. 

The Teleki codex’s Saint Anne legend, miracles and prayers provide further 

information regarding the saint’s cult. The Teleki codex (1525-1531), copied by a 

Franciscan friar and several Beguines in Târgu Mures is based on the Legenda 

sanctissimae matronae Annae, written by an anonymous Franciscan friar, which appeared 

in several variants after 1496, this corresponds to the saint’s legend which circulated in 

Western Europe. The author of the legend underlines the causes of Anne’s marriages 

several times, not only her obedience to the law, but also to God’s will. Thus, each 

marriage had a divine purpose. The three grape vines, symbolizing the three Marys (Saint 

Anne’s daughters), have a Eucharistic value. The large family, Jesus and the future 

apostles, acted for the salvation of humanity. Consequently, Saint Anne has an exceptional 

status among women. The Kazinczy codex written for the same category of believers (lay 

brothers, nuns or Beguines) omitted the story of Anne's second and third marriages. As 

Kathleen Ashley formulates: “A culture in which Saint Anne could be so popular was 

clearly one undergoing a transition, and Saint Anne was an apt sympobic mediator of the 

contradictions of that transition, functioning as a symbol for the contested issue of 

marriage in late medieval society.”
526

 The Franciscans, who copied the legend from the 

Teleki kodex in the Kazinczy codex, written especially for nuns and lay brothers, 

considered, probably, that there was no need for a detailed elaboration of Anne’s vita. It 

was sufficient enough to present her symbolizing the idea of the good wife and godly 

marriage through the legend of Anne’s and Joachim’s wedlock. The Érdy codex’s Anne 

legend transmits the same idea to the reader. On the other hand, we have to mention that if 
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we take into consideration the content of the Kazinczy and the Érdy codices the writers 

most probably were defending the Immaculate Conception in their writings. This latter 

aspect gives us an explanation why they intended to omit the lot debated legend of Anne’s 

trinubium, which indirectly questioned Mary’s immaculate nature.  

The miracles included in the codex tell even more about mentality problems. Ton 

Brandenbarg’s study on the legends and miracles of the saint in Northern Europe identify 

Anne as a patron saint of married couples and of motherhood in miracle stories. In his view 

most of the miracles refer to urban society and to daily life. The miracles narrated in the 

Teleki codex have characters of different social status (widows, virgins/nuns, hermits, 

clerks, a bishop and a saint) and refer to fertility and motherhood only in the case of a 

single story (the legend of Procopius), which leads to the idea that the miracles were 

collected with the purpose of being read by nuns. Many of the miracles support the idea of 

Anne’s three marriages with different stories in which nuns play a role. The aim of these 

stories was to convince doubting nuns to reconsider their attitude toward Saint Anne and to 

believe in her, which was the only way for eternal life. The ideological shift toward the 

compatibility of holiness and physical motherhood in the late middle ages is well 

exemplified by the story of Birgitta of Sweden, who was herself a mother saint. Saint Anne 

is defined as a “lady of all wedded folk” in this story. What message could such a story 

have had for a Beguine? This story strengthened Saint Anne’s cult, a woman who, 

although married three times, became a saint. The legend of Saint Anne is explicit on the 

matter of Anne’s three marriages: She obeyed God’s will by marrying her husbands in 

order to have the three Marys. Thus, fleshly lust was not an explanation for Anne’s three 

marriages. 

Through the Saint Anne miracles in the Teleki codex one can seize the different 

attributes of the saint. She is not only a mother saint; she acquired other attributes too 

during the Middle Ages. Her help was required, along with that of the Virgin and Jesus, in 

many dangerous situations and by dying persons. Who are the persons which required the 

saint’s help? Anne Trinity was a mediator at the deathbed of a hermit, a clerk, and a nun. 

Thus all the characters of the stories come from an ecclesiastical environment, which 

barely accepted the compatibility of motherhood (three marriages) and holiness. The 

protagonists of stories relating the devastating anger of Saint Anne, giving deterrent 

examples of what can happen to those who do not believe, are a bishop and a nun, too. 

Consequently, these stories were collected with the purpose of strengthening the Saint’s 
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cult among nuns/Beguines. All these characters pray to Saint Anne together with her 

daughter, the Virgin Mary, and her grandchild, Christ. 

The codex gives practical information on how to pray to Saint Anne by the different 

miracle-stories, thus the texts have a didactic feature as well. For instance as she gave birth 

to the Virgin and died on a Tuesday, she needs devotion on each Tuesday by three 

Paternosters and three Ave Marias. Through the different devotional practices given by the 

codex it became obvious that there is a unity, when addressing to Anne Trinity. Thus her 

person is strongly linked to that of the Virgin and her child and her cult developed 

connected to the cult of the Virgin.  

The different source materials, through the interrelations among them, give insight 

into the different features of the cult. The Franciscan sermons outline the Franciscans 

perception on devotion to the mother of the Virgin and offer also information on popular 

devotion. The Teleki codex's legend, miracles, and prayers (including the Kazinczy codex's 

prayer) reflect mentality issues regarding the saint’s cult. This latter case underlines the 

saint’s salvific feature, which can be identified as a major factor in the promotion of her 

cult among nuns and Beguines. 

The late medieval blossom period of Saint Anne’s cult can be detected in some 

Upper Hungarian cities where a priest, a community, an organization were so emotionally 

attached to the saint's cult, that he or it also was engaged in ordering or dedicating an 

altarpiece to the saint's honour. In some cases more than one Saint Anne altar were 

functioning in the settlement. In the second part of my thesis I present a large amount of 

visual sources from late medieval Hungary. This overview allows me to collocate the 

images (frescoes and altarpieces) in the Western-European iconography of Saint Anne 

(altarpieces and woodcuts). As the woodcuts represent one of the main instruments to 

spread the iconographic motifs, I found important to follow through the different examples 

the changes that occurred in the Saint Anne representations. Another important aspect of 

this type of source is that they are frequently connected to prayers, textual messages. Thus 

by reciting them the meaning of the different Anne representations can be easier 

understood. We can say that the visual sources from late medieval Hungary reflect the 

same changes that occurred in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century in Western 

Europe. Although regional differences can also be observed, the Hungarian visual material 

shows a shift in time regarding the appearance of some aspects/attributes of the 

representation of Anne. 
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Further on in my thesis I studied the background history of some images, 

concentrating on Saint Anne altars from Košice, Prešov, Bratislava, Spišská Nová Ves and 

Bardejov, all from Slovakia. I based my selection on where I could find enough 

information on the historical background of Saint Anne altarpieces with special reference 

to promoters of the cult. Through this latter approach I concentrated especially on the 

commissioners of the images. By this, I introduced into the study the question of Saint 

Anne brotherhoods as well. 

The number of Saint Anne altars in Košice cannot be estimated exactly. We have 

archival information regarding the existence of a Saint Anne altar from 1473 and also from 

1556 in the main church dedicated to Saint Elisabeth (unfortunately none of them was 

preserved). In these two cases we don’t know who ordered the altarpieces. We have 

information on a votive image ordered by the pharmacist Bertalan Czottmann in 1516. We 

do not know the original placement of the Saint Anne altar in the church. 

In Prešov two Saint Anne altars were known. The Saint Anne altar from claustro 

refers to the cloister of the Carmelites dedicated to the Holy Trinity and founded in the 

second part of the fourteenth century. According to the source this altar was operated by 

the Virgin Mary brotherhood. In the case of the other alter we do not know the name of the 

church where it was located, but most probably the data refers to the main church 

dedicated to Saint Nicholas. Unfortunately, none of them was preserved. However, a 

votive image was preserved, ordered by Senator János Hütter for the church of Saint 

Nicholas in ca. 1520. 

In the case of Bratislava though more than one Saint Anne altarpieces existed in the 

city, none of them was preserved for nowadays. The oldest altar dedicated to more than 

one saint, the Holy Virgin, Saint Anne, Saint Stephen, the protomartyr, Saint Oswald and 

Saint Erasm is documented between 1307–1510 in the church of Saint Martin. The founder 

of the altar is Albert Hamboth, count and burgher of Bratislava. From 1446 onwards it was 

administered by the Corpus Christi confraternity. A separate altar dedicated to Saint Anne 

existed in the church of Saint Lawrence. We have information on it only for the year 1420. 

According to the archival document it had as secular patrons Hans Gwald and his wife, 

Anna. Another Saint Anne altar is known from the Franciscan cloister from 1517. It was 

administered by the Saint Anne brotherhood. This is the only case where the functioning of 

Saint Anne brotherhood can be linked to a Saint Anne altar. We do not have information 

on whether the brotherhood established the altar itself or not. 
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In the case of Spišská Nová Ves a donation from 1511 is also known, which 

indicates the existence of an Anne brotherhood. The altarpiece dedicated to Saint Anne 

from the Virgin Mary church is from ca. 1520. I did not find a connection between the 

foundation of the altar and the functioning of the given brotherhood. 

Meanwhile we have to mention that though we know about the existence of Saint 

Anne brotherhood in the case of Sibiu as well, we do not have information on the existence 

of Anne images. Before the reformation there is no well-developed custom for the trades’ 

preference in patronage in late medieval Hungary. Though, generally speaking, Saint Anne 

was the patron saint of pitmen (e.g. as we can see on the altarpiece of Rožňava) in our case 

she was the patron saint of tailors in Sopron. 

In Bardejov we don’t know for sure how many Saint Anne altars existed just as in 

the case of Košice. In the Saint Egidius church of Bardejov there were two altars dedicated 

to Saint Anne but not in the same time. The first mention of an altar foundation for Saint 

Anne is the confirmation of the foundation document of the Mater Misericordia 

brotherhood (brotherhood of priests) from 6 May 1449. The document contains valuable 

information regarding the fact that the foundation of the altar is connected to different 

donations, to the foundation of a brotherhood and the fact that at the altar prayers for the 

soul and votive prayers will be celebrated. 

In conclusion we have to say that the social background of the founders of these 

images varies from brotherhoods (Mater Misericordiae, Bardejov) to burghers (Košice). A 

single Saint Anne image created by a devoted burgher is known from Bardejov. Only in 

the case of Bratislava we have proof on a Saint Anne brotherhood sponsored the Saint 

Anne altar (Carmelite cloister). In the case of Spišská Nová Ves we don’t have enough 

information in order to decide reliably whether the devotee burghers or the Saint Anne 

brotherhood patronized the Saint Anne side altar. 

In the last part of my thesis I focused on one particular case, the Virgin Mary altar 

of Biertan. My special attention to this altarpiece can be explained by the peculiar way in 

which the image of Saint Anne’s extended family was included in the iconographic 

program of Biertan. Though as we can see in the case of the above mentioned cities from 

Upper Hungary the Saint Anne altars were present in relatively close settlements to each 

other, in this latter case we discuss a geographically well-separated phenomenon. One 

specific question would be: how does a separate Saint Anne altar fit in the iconography of 

the Virgin Mary altarpiece by becoming the predella? How this was reflected by the 

program of the altar? Who initiated this adjustment? By analyzing the different phases in 
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the altar’s establishment, scholars (H. Krasser, M. Crăciun) noticed the change in the 

iconographic program from glorification of the Virgin and her role as an intercessor into 

the sacrifice of Christ as a saviour. In the original iconographic program of the altar (that 

of 1483) the emphasis was laid on the figure of Virgin Mary, the dogma of the Immaculate 

Conception and Incarnation. The introduction of Christ’s life on the festive side of the altar 

provides the altar with connection to the sacrament. In 1515 the iconographic emphasis 

moved to salvation, given by the sacrifice of Christ. The role of the intercessor in salvation 

is represented by Mary and Anne on the predella’s iconographic motifs – the central 

image. Mary’s role as an intercessor was already present on the original altar (1483). This 

character was even more emphasized in 1515 by the adjustment of the predella and of the 

pediment. But it must be mentioned that the predella also laid an emphasis on Mary’s and 

Christ’s origin, respectively it emphasized Christ human origin, the earthly trinity. These 

changes promoted by the priest Johannes gave the original iconographic program of the 

altar another, new, enriching aspect. Though the original iconography is respected, there is 

a shift in the emphasis from Mary's life to her origin. Priest Johannes gave to the altar of 

Virgin Mary a more emphatic iconographic content, also reacting to the promotion of Saint 

Anne’s cult that was flourishing in the German speaking areas at that time. In this respect 

his wish to promote Saint Anne's cult in Biertan can be easily explained. The adjustment of 

the predella added to the original number of images a large amount of people (25) from 

Christ's larger family, the Holy Kinship. If taking into consideration Johannes priest's 

action regarding the order of predella and its adjustment to the main altar dedicated to the 

Virgin, it can be said that this is a unique iconographic solution for an altarpiece. 

Therefore, it is also a unique solution for distributing Saint Anne's cult. Such entire 

representations of the Holy Kinship are known only in the case of separate altarpieces. 

Finally, it is worth noticing that the merger of the Virgin Mary altar and cycle with that of 

the Holy Kinship represented on the predella is a unique phenomenon, and is not to be 

found anywhere else in late medieval Hungary but solely in Biertan. 

The actions of the priest Johannes reflect a special care for Saint Anne's cult. We 

have to take into consideration the fact that in the territories inhabited by German settlers 

the cult of Saint Anne was well promoted. In these terms the members of the Holy Kinship 

family, represented in urban clothes of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were models 

for the inhabitants of the oppidum in their everyday life at the beginning of the sixteenth 

century. This aspect of Saint Anne’s cult is well exemplified in the case of the Upper 

Hungarian cities as well. As we could see in the case of Košice, Prešov, Bratislava, Spišská 
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Nová Ves, Bardejov inhabited by an important mass of German settlers, they promoted the 

cult of Saint Anne. Among the promoters we can find laypeople from different social 

strata. This initiative is present among laypeople with individual initiation (Košice, Prešov, 

Bratislava), common initiation (Saint Anne brotherhood? – Bratislava) and clerics (Mater 

Misericordiae brotherhood – Bardejov). As we could follow through the example of 

Biertan even clerics acting individually could take the initiative to strengthen the cult of 

Saint Anne. Unfortunately, in the case of Spišská Nová Ves we do not have enough 

information to decide whether the devotee burghers or the Saint Anne brotherhood 

administered the Saint Anne side altar.  

The above mentioned sources reflect the complexity of this topic. Though my main 

focus aimed at the narrative and visual sources, in many cases the archival sources gave the 

necessary surplus information for instance on the social background of a specific Anne 

altarpiece. Saint Anne’s late medieval Hungarian culture is as multifaceted as the sources 

which are depicting it. 
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