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Abstract: This article examines Byzantine wall paintings dated 
to the thirteenth and fourteenth century depicting a rare icon-
ographic theme of Jesus’s childhood inspired by the Infancy 
Gospels. The iconography shows the Virgin Mary leading the 
child Jesus by the hand. The child is depicted holding different 
objects, such as a writing tablet, an unfurled scroll, or a wicker 
basket filled with flowers or fruits. Several of the scenes under 
examination have been hitherto misidentified or altogether 
unknown. In addition to this, the article interprets these rep-
resentations in a broader iconographic context and addresses 
the possible origin of the theme. 
Keywords: Child Christ, Virgin Mary, Infancy Gospels, Byzan-
tine Art, Western Medieval Art, Schooling, St. John the Bap-
tist, Crete, Greece, writing tablets, wicker basket, thirteenth 
and fourteenth century 

Images of the Virgin Mary leading child Jesus by the 
hand, accompanied by different objects such as a writ-
ing tablet, book, staff, wicker basket filled with flowers or 
fruits were widespread in Western Medieval Art. Images 

of this kind start to appear at the beginning of the thir-
teenth century. They are found in a variety of media, from 
frescoes and stained glass windows to illuminated manu-
scripts, embroideries, and seals in Germany and Switzer-
land, with several examples also found in France, Italy, 
England and Scandinavia.1 Scholars have relied on the 
objects carried by the child (and sometimes by the Virgin, 
too) to identify or name the scene in question (Schooling, 
Flight to Egypt, and so on). The best known examples are 
associated with the accounts of the Schooling of Christ 
from the apocryphal Infancy Gospels. In these images the 
child is represented carrying in one hand a writing tab-
let inscribed with the alphabet and occasionally a pen, 
while holding his mother with the other hand. The imag-
es where the child Jesus holds a wicker basket are named 
Flight to Egypt or Return to Nazareth.2

However, only a few representations of this kind are 
known in Byzantine Art. The most famous one is a stone 
slab (82 × 56 cm) from the monastery at Episcopi near 
Volos in Greece, today in the Byzantine Museum in Ath-
ens, on which the Virgin Mary holds the child Christ by 
his left hand while it appears that he has a tablet in his 

1 Most of the examples from these countries have been pub-
lished by H. Wentzel: H. Wentzel, Mariae mit dem Jesusknaben an 
der Hand. Ein Seltenes Deutsches Bildmotiv, Zeitschrift des deutschen 
Vereins für Kunstwissenschaft 9 (1942) 203–250; idem, Ad Infantiam 
Christi Zu der Kindheit unseres Herren, in: Das Werk des Künstlers. Stu-
dien zur Ikonographie und Formgeschichte. Hubert Schrade zum 60. Ge-
burtstage dargebracht von Kollegen und Schülern, ed. H. Fegers, Stuttgart 
1960, 134–160; idem, Das Jesuskind an der Hand Mariae auf dem Siegel 
des Burkard von Winon 1277, in: Festschrift Hans R. Hahnloser zum 60. 
Geburtstag 1959, ed. E. J. Beer, P. Hofer, L. Mojon, Basel 1961, 251–270. 
V. also: M. Clanchy, An Icon of Literacy. The Depiction at Tuse of Jesus 
Going to School, in: Literacy in Medieval and Early Modern Scandinavi-
an Culture, ed. P. Hermann, Odense 2005, 47–73, figs. 1–5; E. M. Vetter, 
Maria mit dem Kind an der Hand, Wiener Jahrbuch für Kunstgeschich-
te 46–47/2 (1993–1994) 775–796, figs. 1–13; E. Landolt-Wegener, Zum 
Motiv der „Infantia Christi“, Zeitschrift für schweizerische Archäologie 
und Kunstgeschichte 21 (1961) 164–170, taf. 59–60. A collection of 
seals from Switzerland and Germany is also very interesting. However, 
the known motif of the Virgin holding the Child Christ in her arms, 
which is found on thousands of seals in both East and West, is replaced 
with the Virgin walking with the child Christ holding him by his hand. 
Cf. Wentzel, Das Jesuskind an der Hand Mariae, 251–270.

2 Wentzel, Mariae mit dem Jesusknaben, passim; ibid. Ad Infan-
tiam Christi, 141–145, abb. 7.
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Fundic introduces the article's purpose, which frames her research in a particular context.
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The author introduces the historical context of her research object and establishes the shared disciplinary knowledge for her interpretations.
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Fundic repeatedly highlights the iconographic methodology of her paper.
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The author describes the data that her analysis focuses on.  
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Callout
Fundic identifies a problem and a research gap that her study seeks to resolve.
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The author articulates the study's purpose. She begins with “In addition to this” to signal that her study's knowledge contribution resolves the aforementioned research problem and gap. She then describes additional contributions.
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