
17. The Life of Christ and The Virgin panels – 
Birth of the Virgin 

The stories of the Birth of the 

Virgin and of Mary’s parents, 

Joachim and Anne, do not appear 

in the bible and there is no 

historical evidence for them. They 

appear first in the apocryphal 

Gospel of James and in ‘The 

Golden Legend’, and were popular 

subjects in Christian art up to the 

mid-16th century. As mentioned in 

an earlier blog, the Virgin Mary 

had a special significance for the 

Carmelites, and this is reflected in 

two of the panels in the Burrell 

Collection from the window at 

Boppard that show stories from 

the life of the Virgin; her birth and 

the annunciation. 

The Birth of the Virgin panel 

shows Saint Anne, Mary’s mother, 

sitting up in a magnificent 

curtained bed under a canopy, 

indicating her high status, holding 

a remarkably grown-up newly 

born Mary whom she has been 

given by, presumably, the midwife. 

Below, a maid washes clothes, 

etc., used during the birth. Marie, 

in her blog ‘Old Lead Repairs’ 

discussed the damage to this 

panel and issues related to its restoration. Below is a quick computer generated idea of how the panel might look if it 

was restored: 

 PRE-DIGITAL RESTORATION DIGITAL RESTORATION - NOT TECHNICALLY ACCURATE 



The story of Mary and her parents appears on the Burrell Collection’s 

Dalmatic from Whalley Abbey, dated to about the 15th century and 

currently on display. It is made of cloth that includes gold thread - a file 

thread of silver gilt wrapped around a yellow silk core. An applied 

band of embroidered orpherys (a form of highly detailed embroidery) 

run down the centre on both the front and back and depict scenes 

from the life of the Virgin Mary. Orphrey bands were a tradition that 

began in the 12th century Roman Catholic Church. 

According to legend, Joachim was an 

elderly, wealthy and pious man, who 

was of the house of David. He 

regularly gave to the poor and to the 

temple at Sepphoris. The High Priest 

rejected Joachim’s sacrifice as his 

wife, Anne, was without child, which 

was regarded as a sign of divine 

displeasure and they were cast out of 

the temple: 

Joachim went into the desert where 

he fasted and did penance for 40 days, 

after which an angel appeared before 

him while he was tending his sheep 

promising them a child: 

Joachim returned to the city where 

he greeted Anne at the Golden Gate:  

Mary learning to walk using a frame 

(Mothercare didn’t invent the baby 

walker!). Youngsters were 

encouraged to walk as early as 

possible as it differentiated humans 

from the beasts who walk on all 

fours:  

The Birth of Mary: 

Mary is presented at the Temple: 
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Commandment 
Window 
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