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Mary as an Altar and Sacrifice: the Presentation to the Temple 
in Fourteenth-to-Sixteenth-Century French Miniatures1 

 
Andrea-Bianka Znorovszky 

 
The present speech brings into discussion depictions of Mary’s youth that concentrate on her 
presentation to the temple as reflected in French manuscript illuminations pertaining to the fourteenth-
sixteenth century. It focuses on the differences when visually representing this episode in relation to the 
textual sources of the very manuscript. Mary’s entrance to the temple is traceable to two general patterns: 
Mary entering the temple (in the company of her parents or alone) and Mary standing on an altar. These 
representations are sometimes paired with depictions that illustrate the offering of a golden table in the 
temple of the sun-a detail found in Valerius Maximus and taken over in the Middle Ages. Besides this, 
Mary’s presentation to the Temple is visually connected to the sacrifice of Isaac on an altar. It is the case 
of the Speculum humanae salvationis, for instance, where one can note that Mary becomes a sacrifice/an 
offering of the parents as emphasized by the text accompanying the miniatures. The paper analyzes these 
presentations in the framework of cultual developments (reflected in the increase of Saint Anne’s 
presence in the representations of Mary’s youth) and apocryphal (textual/visual) developments and 
insertions into the hagiographic material. 
 

Keywords: Mary, iconography, Apocrypha, miniatures, Presentation to the Temple, France, liturgy. 

 
 
 

The New Testament Gospels do not record details on Mary’s early life which has been 
supplemented by Apocryphal literature. The earliest Marian apocryphal reference on it is the 
second century Protevangelium of James2 reshaped in the West in sources such as the eight-century 
Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew3 or the tenth-century Libellus de Nativitate Sanctae Mariae4 which get 
incorporated into thirteen-to-sixteen-century hagiographic compilations such as the Legenda 
Aurea, the Speculum historiale or the Speculum humanae salvationis. The present case study deals with 
the analysis of a Marian apocryphal episode, the Presentation to the Temple, as reflected in visual 
and textual representations specific for fourteen-to-sixteenth-century France. It discusses the 
typological connections within which Mary’s Presentation to the Temple is visually embedded, 
Marian sacrificial symbolism in an intertextual-apocryphal context, and the cultural-religious 
frameworks specific for the cults of Saints Mary and Anne in France.5 

 
The episode of Mary’s Presentation to the Temple records that at the age of three, Mary’s parents, 

Saints Anne and Joachim, offer their only daughter to the Temple of the Lord as they have 
promised prior to her birth. In order to enter the sacred place Mary has to ascend a number of 
stairs. The iconography of this particular episode, generally, concentrates either (1) on Mary’s 
ascension towards the Temple/altar, hence acting as a willing sacrifice, (1) or on her presence 
on the altar (2). The iconography of Mary’s ascension (Fig. 1) is specific for illuminated French 
Speculum historiale manuscripts.6 These visual sources depict the Virgin’s entrance either together 
with her parents or by leaving them behind while walking the stairs. The second group of 
representations, focus on Mary standing on an altar (Fig. 2 and Fig. 3),7 between Saint Anne 
and a religious figure, having a church interior as background, in illuminated versions of the 
Speculum humanae salvationis. This iconography is constructed mainly on the model of Christ’s 
Presentation at the Temple.8 The small sized interiors allow, in both cases, the characters to 
form a group of which Anne, Mary, and the priest stand out. One should note Anne’s gestures 
as she hands over Mary, with her arms stretched over the altar or by gently pointing towards 
her. The priest echoes Anne’s gestures by accepting a child-like Mary, in representations of the 
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Speculum historiale, and a much more mature Mary in the Speculum humanae salvationis.9 
Illuminations of this second source, namely of a mature Mary are typologically paired with 
depictions of the Golden Table showing two bare feet men, in the water, with a fishing net in 
their hands and an altar or a table in it. The background reveals a shining sun, a church, or the 
entrance into a church where the very fishermen kneel in front of an altar.  

In the Protevangelium of James, Mary is brought to the temple in the company of her parents 
and of a group of virgins having torches in their hands so as she does not change her mind and 
heart when entering the sacred place. They all go up to the temple where they are welcomed by 
a priest who sets Mary on the third step of the altar where she dances.10 The Gospel of Pseudo-
Matthew changes this episode by concentrating only on the presence of Mary’s parents who 
offer their child as a sacrificial victim to the Temple. Mary is not placed anymore on the third 
step of the altar, but ascends fifteen steps having completely forgotten about the presence of 
her parents.11 Mary’s dancing in the Protevangelium is already eliminated in the Gospel of the 
Pseudo-Matthew, while the three stairs of the altar are supplemented by fifteen stairs.  

The Speculum historiale offers and explanation for the presence of the fifteen stairs by 
connecting them to the Psalms. It also develops this episode with topographic details that 
contribute to the construction of a sacred landscape as it situates the Temple on a mountain. 
This addition appears in the tenth-century Libellus de Nativitate Sanctae Mariae which, then, has  

Fig. 1: Paris, National Library of France, Ms. Français 50, 
Speculum historiale, France, Paris, 1463, fol. 193v 
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been incorporated, in the thirteenth century, in the Legenda Aurea (as a hill) and, further, in 
the Speculum historiale.12 Mary gains more independence from her parents as she walks the stairs 
alone in order to sacrifice herself in the Temple of the Lord. Her autonomy is related to her 
age as at three years old one leaves behind infancy and masters locomotion.13 In the instances 
where the number of stairs is reduced or lacks completely, the illuminators do not rely that 
much on the textual sources and, thus: add various details which allow Saint Anne or an angel 
to hold Mary’s hands or guide her way up to the temple or insert details such as dogs, pigeons, 
folk admiring Mary at the stairs/entrance.14 This shift is reflected in the discussed miniatures 
by the reduced  space dedicated to the visual narrative allowing the inclusion of (some) 
architectural details, such as interiors of religious space, or permits the figures to interact by 
gestures. 

The Speculum humanae salvationis emphasizes Mary’s status as an oblate and offers typological 
connections for her sacrificial representation.15 Its main source is the Legenda Aurea but it also 
drew on Lives of saints, Apocrypha, and other non-religious authors, such as Valerius 
Maximus to which this study comes back later.16  

The folios, that this particular case study deals with, connect Mary’s Presentation to the Temple 
with the Offering of the Golden Table, the Sacrifice of Isaac or Jephthah’s daughter, and Queen 

Fig. 2: Paris, National Library of France, Ms. Français 188, Speculum humanae salvationis, 

France, fifteenth-century, fol. 9v 
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Semiramis,17 and emphasize the concept of sacrifice both visually and textually.18 Hence, the 
Apocryphal source is connected to textual dynamics of religious nature, and circulation of 
historical sources. The first typological event that follows the Presentation refers to the Offering of 
a Golden Table/Altar in the temple of the sun. The textual source for this visual depiction relies 
on Valerius Maximus and has been taken over in the Middle Ages by several authors. The 
compilation of Valerius Maximus, Memorable Doings and Sayings, was popular during the Middle 
Ages as it held the function of a historical and moral reader.19 It is based on the Greek legend 
of the Seven Sages by Plutarch and Diogenes Laertius who drew on Theopompus.20 The story 
of the Golden table becomes in the Speculum humanae salvationis a prefiguration of the Presentation 
to the Temple. The apocryphal Presentation to the Temple is not typologically paired with an Old 
Testament episode, but with a historical source. This interpretation equates the table of the 

Fig. 3: Paris, National Library of France, Ms. Français 6275, Speculum humanae 

salvationis, Belgium, Bruges, 1485, fol. 6v 
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sun/sand as a prefiguration of the Virgin, offered to the true sun, God the creator of the 
universe. It contrasts the temple of the morning sun with the temple of the eternal sun, God, 
and the means of Mary’s conception, namely of flesh and thought. Furthermore, it indicates 
her function of giving birth to Christ, the Savior, and the role of Mary’s parents in conceiving 
her. The last reference on Marian genealogy brings also into discussion controversies related to 
the Immaculate Conception.21 

The second typological connection, that follows the Offering of the Golden Table, is the Old 
Testament story of Jephthah’s daughter (Judg. 11:30-39). Both cases, that of Mary offering 
herself and Jephthah offering his daughter, bring forth the concepts of vow, sacrifice, and 
virginity differently. If Saints Anne and Joachim offer Mary as a bloodless sacrifice, Jephthah 
promises his daughter as a burnt sacrifice. Both cases involve women, generally speaking, 
regardless of their age. While Mary offers her virginity to God and, thus, will give birth to 
Christ, Jephthah’s daughter grieves over her destiny to die as a virgin as she will not be able to 
bring forth generations, including that of Christ. This detail of descendency, hints subtly to 
Marian representations connected to the Tree of Jesse and the Tree of the World/Cross. 
Hence, the typological narratives join the apocryphal story by emphasizing and bringing 
together the concepts of sacrifice, the economy of salvation, holy genealogy, and debates on 
the Immaculate Conception.  

While Mary is placed between her mother, Saint Anne, and the priest, Abyathar, Joachim 
stands aside as if watching. In most of the cases he is not depicted nimbed, allowing Saint 
Anne to stand forth. There is a similarity in the gestures of Anne and Jephthah as both of them 
touch the sacrificial victims positioned on the altars with the slight difference that, in contrast 
to Jephtha, Sainte Anne offers the sacrifice although none of the textual sources (the Speculum 
humanae salvationis or the Speculum historiale) mention that. I argue that the insistence on the 
presence of Saint Anne in relation to her daughter is a reflection of the rise of her cult specific 
for the Late Middle Ages, including France. More precisely, the discussed depictions fit into 
the iconography of Saint Anne that elaborates on the episodes following Mary’s birth.22 

Both the Speculum historiale and the Speculum humanae salvationis suggest sacrificial aspects which 
offer a different reading to the visual elements specific for the two groups of miniatures, Mary 
as an altar or Mary as a sacrifice. In this context, the gradual ascension of Mary on the stairs of 
the Temple (towards the altar) makes her the perfect, self-willing sacrifice offering herself on 
the altar of God.  

The Speculum historiale mentions, as topos of the narration, a mountain on top of which there is 
the Temple (and implicitly the altar). The sacrifice of Mary (and Isaac) takes place on a 
mountain top visually and textually constructed by the details of the stairs and the altar. The 
mountain becomes a symbolical space of encounter between God and creature, a place where 
both Mary and Isaac surrender to the will of God. It represents the symbolic center of the 
universe with paradise on its summit. The visualization of the sacred landscape is underlined 
by geographical features or architectural complexes linking heaven and earth. 23 In our case, it 
is either the altar or the representation of the Temple itself that designates this landscape 
hinting to the indirect presence of God. Emphasis is laid either on the Temple gate (and its 
elaborated architecture), on the Temple interior (windows, church furniture, religious objects: 
candle holder) or on the altar covered by a white altar cloth. Hence, symbolically, the 
illuminations concentrate on depicting the sacred mountain of the Jewish tradition either by 
representing the altar or an architectural setting, generally a church, situated on the top of a 
mountain.24 Textually speaking, it is the detail and insistence on Mary’s sacrifice that allows for 
such connections to exist and less the references to the presence of the Temple on the 
mountain. All these point to less alterations in the apocryphal text and developments in the 
visual depictions. 

Besides the intertextual connections and religious symbolism, the imagery of Mary’s Presenta-
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tion reflects the emergence of the cult of Saint Anne and liturgical developments specific for 
the discussed period. I continue with indicating some of the specificities of Saint Anne’s cultual 
diffusion in France which is reflected in the visual sources. 

Saint Anne is not a biblical figure, the first source in which she appears is the second century 
Protevangelium of James. For creating the figure of Anne, the author drew on the Old Testament, 
Jewish, and Roman literary sources.25 Anne’s cult has been, probably, transferred in the West 
in the seventh century by refugees from the Muslim conquest.26 Twelfth-century crusader 
churches in Jerusalem and, later, in Sepphoris, indicate that Anne’s cult has been promoted 
within a view to the pilgrim trade.27 So, it is a crusader, pilgrimage, and transfer of relics 
context within which Anne’s cult is embedded in the West. Her relics are brought from 
Constantinople or the Holy Land and spread throughout Europe, including France. The 
Cathedral of Apt, in Provence, claimed to host her veil and her relics brought by, either, the 
Magdalene and Saint Lazarus, or Auspicius, bishop of Arles.28 Accordingly, the cathedral of 
Apt offered several relics of Saint Anne to other cathedrals such as Chartres which has also 
received her head from the count of Blois upon his return from the Fourth Crusade.29 Such 
cases, point to a favorable reception of the cult of Saint Anne in France, although not as 
developed as in Northern areas. Furthermore, in the sixteenth century, Saint Anne was 
venerated in the context of the French royal court,30 while, in the seventeenth-century, the 
coastal areas of France witness an increase in ex-votos dedicated to her.31 

The story of Anne’s life has circulated in various Western sources. The first one is the tenth 
century Historia nativitatis laudabilisque conversationis intactae Dei genetrics of Hroswitha of 
Gandersheim, followed by incorporations into Vincent of Beauvais’ Speculum historiale and 
Jacobus de Voragine’s Legenda Aurea in the thirteenth-century. A variant of the story of Saint 
Anne, Le Romanz de Sainte Anne et de Nostre Dame et de Nostre Seigneur et de ses Apostres, is included 
in thirteenth-fourteenth French folk tradition and offers details to Anne’s ancestry and birth.32  

Saint Anne’s popularity grew in the High/Late Middle Ages as a variety of sources indicate: 
sculpture, paintings, and written sources; however, this popularity is present to a lesser degree 
in France (also Spain and Italy).33 While in visual representations, Anne functions only as 
Mary’s mother, as a cult figure she has multiple symbolic functions. Anne becomes, as a local 
shrine saint, associated with a particular piece of territory or devotee or is promoted by a 
particular family, she is an intercessor in childbearing, a crafts’ patron, and an exemplifier of 
affective behavior in nuns convents.34 Thus, the presence of Saint Anne in the discussed 
miniatures subtly alludes to her cultual functions which also explains her active presence in the 
miniatures. 

It is another Crusader and (also) diplomatic context within which the spread of Mary’s feast 
of the Presentation originates. Philippe de Mézières, a political figure of the fourteenth century, 
developed a great devotion to the Virgin Mary while in Cyprus.35 During his time he managed 
to have the feast and his office of the Presentation approved by Pope Gregory XI and 
liturgically celebrated in Avignon, in the Church of the Friars Minor, on November 21st, 
137236. He got familiarized with the feast during his stay in Cyprus and he also has introduced 
it in Venice where it was accompanied by a dramatic representation presumably around 1370.37 
De Mézières influenced King Charles V to introduce the feast into France, hence, it was 
celebrated one year later in the royal chapel on November 21st, 1373. Furthermore, Charles 
demands the observance of Mary’s presentation in all churches and chapels in several letters, 
such is the letter dedicated to the dean and chapter of Sainte-Marie de Melun, another letter to 
the masters and students of the College of Navarre at Paris, expresses his confidence in 
observing the feast. A third letter was sent to Nicholas d’Arcis, bishop of Auxerre, with the 
aim of extending the feast of the Presentation in the West.38 De Mézières retires to the convent 
of the Celestines, Paris and further attempts to promote the cult and feast of the Presentation, 
hence, it was introduced into Metz in 1381.39 This liturgical development, specific for France, 
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is reflected in the high density of miniatures which coincides chronologically with the 
emergence of the feast of Mary’s Presentation and its universal acceptance. Furthermore, the 
elaborated religious architecture, the religious figures dressed in church attire as in the 
iconography of Mary’s entry allude to the incorporation of the feast by the Church. 

To conclude, I emphasize that the Presentation to the Temple, for the miniatures in discussion, 
has both the textual and visual sources deeply embedded in the symbolism of Marian sacrifice. 
Although the iconography is, generally, constant subtle hints to the cult of Saint Anne or to 
liturgical developments are traced while the textual sources incorporate and intertwine 
apocryphal literature, religious, and historical writings with the purpose of emphasizing human 
salvation history. 
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