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Iconography and Visions: St. Birgitta’s Revelation of 
the Nativity of Christ

Maria H. Oen

LOGOCENTRISM” SUMMARIZES MUCH OF the criticism that has been directed against 
iconography as an art historical method, especially with respect to how it has been practiced for 

the greater part of the twentieth century, when medieval motifs and symbols were deemed to have 
one original meaning to be found in medieval texts. In my contribution to this anthology I set out to 
reexamine a motif that has been traced back to one particular textual origin: the so-called “Birgittine” 
Nativity. My aim is to problematize the relationship between the text and the iconography and to 
demonstrate that despite the pivotal role this connection plays in unraveling the emergence of this 
new Nativity image, simply registering a correspondence between a text and a picture yields little 
information about a certain motif or mode of representation beyond the fact that this specifi c subject 
or way of presenting it appears in both pictures and texts. If we want to search for the original mea-
nings attached to a certain iconographical rendering of a particular motif, other questions must be 
posed, such as why and how did it emerge?

The Origin of the Nativity Image: A New Approach
In 1372, St. Birgitta, then a Swedish laywoman, went on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Standing 
in the grotto under the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, she experienced what she described 
(in chapter 21, seventh book of her Revelaciones) as a vision of the birth of Christ.1 Birgitta’s account 
is vivid, with great attention paid to the particulars of the proceedings leading up to the miraculous 
event. Th e graphic qualities of the narrative, especially when considered together with contemporary 
and later visual representations of the Nativity, have attracted the interest of art historians for more 
than a century. Th e principal question in this scholarship has been whether the Revelaciones inspired 
new pictorial formulas, which can therefore point directly back to the text and can be understood as 
“Birgittine,” or whether the visions were inspired by other artworks that the visionary had seen. In 
an article from 1924, Henrik Cornell identifi ed the Revelaciones as the immediate source of a new 
iconographical formula for representing the birth of Christ that appeared in Italy towards the end 
of the fourteenth century.2 A few decades later, Erwin Panofsky suggested in his Early Netherlandish 
Painting (1953) that Birgitta’s vision had, in fact, been inspired by images she herself had seen in 
Italy.3

Th e art historical debate on the “Birgittine” Nativity is typical of much twentieth-century 
scholarship on the relationship between medieval visions, visionary literature, and artworks.4 Th is 
research has focused primarily on whether texts or pictures should have iconographical primacy 
regarding the emergence of a new image. One of the problems with this strategy is the narrowly 
posed question regarding the relationship between artworks and visions or visionary literature which 

“
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centers on initial cause or in which medium a certain image fi rst appeared. Lack of evidence, how-
ever, will often make it diffi  cult to answer these questions. And even if the fi rst representation of a 
certain motif is found, for instance in a text or in a painting, numerous questions persist regarding 
specifi c interconnections between visions, imagination, texts, and material pictures, questions that 
in Cornell’s and Panofsky’s studies of the Birgittine iconography have been explained only vaguely, 
in terms such as “infl uence” and “inspiration.” Finally, a further problem informing the debate on 
origin and iconographical primacy in medieval art and visionary literature derives from the lack of 
clear distinction between textual, physical, and mental imagery in the Middle Ages. Not only did 
the basic medieval terms for image—imago and pictura—accommodate verbal and graphic, as well 
as mental images, but the creation of cognitive images comprised a fundamental aspect of learning 
grammar (Latin) and reading (or listening to) texts of all genres during this period.5 Reading was 
as much a visual activity as a verbal one, as it entailed making mnemonic images designed to help 
with remembering the text, thinking, and composing new texts. For this reason, it is problematic to 
distinguish between the verbal and the visual as completely distinct media.

In this reexamination of Birgitta and the Nativity image, I pose questions regarding origin, 
though not by searching for initial cause or establishing the direction of infl uence of one medium 
on another, that is, not using the tactic of Cornell and Panofsky. Instead, I approach the question of 
origin as a complex process through which an image—verbal and graphic—emerged. Th e focus is 
on how and why Birgitta developed the imagery described in the Revelaciones, presented as a divinely 
received vision. I investigate specifi cally what the vivid descriptions in the chapter refer to and why 
Birgitta’s private images or visions, recorded in the text, came to be represented in panel paintings 
in the fi rst place. When the earliest paintings portraying the Nativity vision were produced, most 
likely between 1373 and 1376, Birgitta was not yet a saint but a widowed old woman near or past 
her death (of July 1373). Furthermore, by 1373 it is not certain that the textual descriptions of her 
visions had been compiled into the books comprising the Revelaciones, which, in any case, would not 
yet have begun circulating widely outside the group of Birgitta’s friends, relatives, and supporters. 
For this reason, the new iconography cannot be attributed solely to the book known as Revelaciones, 
nor can the popularity of the new iconography be explained only with reference to Birgitta’s status 
as a saint, since the fi rst images displaying this iconography appeared decades before the visionary 
achieved sainthood, in 1391. Why was it, then, that long before Birgitta’s canonization and the dis-
semination of her vision texts, her descriptions of the birth of Christ became so important that she 
and her concept of this event were portrayed in small panel paintings and triptychs, media in this 
period primarily associated with devotional images? It is noteworthy that in these early paintings 
of the Nativity vision, the laywoman Birgitta is introduced into a biblical scene not as a donor, and 
not as a participator, but as a medium through which the beholders of the image could see, and thus 
know, how the birth of Christ actually took place.

My principal argument is that in order to determine where and how a new motif fi rst devel-
oped and to understand its meaning, it is also necessary to take into account the character of the 
so-called iconographical source, that is, the text(s) assumed to have generated the motif in question. 
Th e Revelaciones, for instance, cannot be treated as a simple sourcebook for the new pictorial for-
mula. As a text, it is also a medium that can convey images. Furthermore, as a visionary text, the 
Revelaciones even claims to communicate true, divine images. In the following, I propose that the rel-
evant chapter in the Revelaciones (VII:21) presents Birgitta’s meditation on the birth of Christ from 
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the time she visited the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem as a pilgrim, and that that meditation, 
in this context, must be understood as an active process of image making. However, identifying the 
origin of the Birgittine Nativity as a meditation image cannot explain why it came to be represented 
in artworks and what this particular visual rendering of the birth of Christ meant when it appeared 
in pictures. Th e fi nal section of the article will therefore be devoted to a discussion of the possible 
meanings and functions of the new pictorial Nativity iconography in the later Middle Ages.

Birgitta’s Vision of the Birth of Christ
From the documents pertaining to Birgitta’s canonization process that began shortly after her death, 
and from the Revelaciones (VII:21), we learn that when Birgitta visited the grotto under the Church 
of the Nativity in Bethlehem in 1372, she experienced a vision in which she witnessed the entirety 
of Christ’s birth.6 Th e chapter opens with the statement: “When I was at the manger of the Lord in 
Bethlehem, I saw a most beautiful virgin who was pregnant and dressed in a white mantel.”7 Th e text 
then continues with a description of the Nativity of Christ and its circumstances, presented as an 
eyewitness testimony:

Th ere was a venerable old man with her, and they had brought along an ox and an ass. 
When they had entered the cave, the old man tied the ox and the ass to the manger and 
went outside. He brought back a lit candle for her and fi xed it to the wall. Th en he went 
outside again so as not to be present himself at the birth. Th e Virgin took the shoes off  
her feet and put away the white mantle she had on. She removed the veil from her head 
and laid it next to her, keeping only her gown on, her beautiful hair spread out like gold 
over her shoulders. Th en she took out two linen clothes and two woolen ones, very clean 
and fi nely woven, which she had brought to wrap around the child who was to be born, 
and two other small linen clothes to cover and bind his head. She laid these next to her 
to use when the time came. When all these things were ready, the Virgin knelt down with 
great reverence and began to pray. She kept her back to the manger but lifted up her head 
toward heaven, facing east … While she was thus praying, I saw the infant in her womb 
move, and at that very moment, in the fl ash of an eye, she gave birth to her son. Such 
indescribable light and splendor went out from him that the sun could not be compared 
to it. Th e candle that the old man had placed there was giving no light at all, for that 
divine luster completely outshone the material luster of the candle.8

In his highly infl uential article on the iconography of the birth of Christ, Cornell argues that, towards 
the end of the fourteenth century, what had been the typical iconographical rendering of the Nativity 
throughout the Middle Ages was suddenly replaced by a new formula. Th e immediate source of this 
new Nativity schema was, according to Cornell, the cited text from the Revelaciones.9 In the earlier 
Nativity iconography, which had emerged already in the fourth century and by the sixth had assu-
med the form that would dominate until the late fourteenth century—albeit with some variation 
regarding the number of fi gures and their placement—the basic formula comprised fi gures of the 
Virgin, Joseph, and the Christ Child located within a cave.10 Furthermore, two animals—an ox and 
an ass—were included in the very fi rst known pictorial representations of the Nativity and had since 
become a fi xed element in the motif, although neither is mentioned in the principal biblical source 
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(Luke 2:7) nor in the apocryphal texts describing the event, the second-century Protoevangelium of 
James and the later Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew.11 In the typical medieval Nativity iconography as des-
cribed by Cornell, the Christ Child lay in a manger that stood close to the Virgin, in accordance with 
Luke’s description, while the Virgin reclined on a bed or a couch, resting after having given birth. An 
example of this schema is found in Pietro Cavallini’s mosaic from Santa Maria in Trastevere in Rome, 
dated to the 1290s (plate 16)—a picture that represents the Nativity as Birgitta would have known 
it, and which she almost certainly also saw in Rome, where she spent the last twenty-three years of 
her life before her departure for the Holy Land, in 1372.12

Th e new formula, which Cornell named the “Renaissance type,” emerged towards the end of 
the fourteenth century. Here, the Virgin no longer reclines in a resting position but instead kneels on 
the ground, her hands folded in prayer. Moreover, the Christ Child is not in a manger but lies naked 
in front of his mother, surrounded by light, as shown in an example from Santa Maria Novella, 
Florence, dated to around 1400 (plate 17).13 In addition to changing the poses and positions of 
both the Virgin and Christ Child, Birgitta introduced other novel details in the description, such as 
the Virgin’s preparations prior to giving birth: Mary removed her shoes, mantle and veil, and also 
prepared clothes for the child, placing these on the ground next to her. In the earliest examples of 
this Nativity iconography, Cornell points out, not only are the Virgin and the Christ Child placed 
in agreement with the description in the Revelaciones, but the clothes mentioned in the text are also 
depicted lying on the ground. Yet his most compelling argument for claiming the vision text to be 
the iconographical source of the pictorial schema was the inclusion of the fi gure of the visionary 
herself in the earliest example of a picture showing the new Nativity iconography, which Cornell 
identifi ed as the Florence image.

Th e striking similarities in the attention to details and positions of the Virgin and the Christ 
Child, not to mention the presence of the fi gure of Birgitta, allows Cornell to establish a compelling 
connection between the new Nativity iconography and Birgitta’s vision as related in the Revelaciones. 
However, when it comes to accounting for the origin of the novel imagery, his explanation falls short. 
He treats the vision principally as a textual genre and explains the emergence of the new iconography 
simply by referring to the Revelaciones. As an answer for the unconventional aspects of the imagery in 
the text, he points to a literary tradition characterized by what he vaguely terms Franciscan spiritual 
tendencies. Th ese tendencies, encapsulated in the Franciscan text Meditaciones vite Christi, are, in 
turn, connected with the tradition of Cistercian mysticism as exemplifi ed in the writings of Bernard 
of Clairvaux.14 Th us, Cornell leaves it to the spirituality of the time, condensed into a textual tradi-
tion stemming from Cistercians via Franciscans, to explain the completely new mode of rendering 
the birth of Christ that he found described in Birgitta’s visionary text. How Birgitta came to be 
infl uenced by such spiritual and literary traditions is not made clear; nor does Cornell address how 
or why the Revelaciones came to infl uence the realm of artworks in the fi rst place.

In 1953, Panofsky approached the question of the so-called Birgittine Nativity from a diff er-
ent angle and proposed that Birgitta was herself inspired by the iconography she had seen. While he 
acknowledges the original aspects of the Nativity vision and its impact on art in Italy and northern 
Europe in the later Middle Ages and Renaissance, Panofsky nevertheless insists that Birgitta was 
“very probably inspired by pictures which the saint had seen during her sojourn in Italy.”15 In his 
opinion, it was Birgitta’s memory of these images that she recorded in her Revelaciones. Panofsky, 
like Cornell, considers the Franciscan Meditaciones to be an important source for the new visual 
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schema and claims that the iconography of the pictures that had initially inspired Birgitta’s visions 
was indeed infl uenced by the Franciscan text. Th us, according to Panofsky, the images displaying the 
new Birgittine Nativity iconography were based upon the saint’s text, which, in turn, was founded 
on her recollection of having seen pictures with a certain iconography inspired by the Meditaciones.

I would argue that, in the end, neither Cornell nor Panofsky is able to explain the origin 
of the new iconography emerging in late medieval Nativity scenes, including the imagery in the 
Revelaciones text. Th ey certainly demonstrate a connection between the two, but the nature of the 
process whereby this visual formula was fi rst conceived and why it came to be so popular in art are 
never spelled out. If Birgitta really did conceptualize the birth of Christ in a completely new way, 
it remains to be answered why and how she did this and why her visual understanding of the event 
came to be recorded in artworks.

Meditation and Image Making
Several scholars have commented on the striking similarities of style and composition in the chapters 
of the Revelaciones that describe Birgitta’s visions from the Holy Land and late medieval devotional 
literature, in particular the Franciscan Meditaciones.16 And while Cornell also notes these parallels 
and argues that Birgitta surely was familiar with the Franciscan text, the two works deviate in their 
descriptions of the birth of Christ. In the Meditaciones, for instance, the Virgin does not kneel but 
instead stands, leaning against a column while giving birth.17 Cornell, who nevertheless deems the 
Franciscan text to be the primary source of the relevant chapter in Birgitta’s Revelaciones, accounts 
for the diff erences between the two descriptions of the Nativity by asserting that Birgitta, although 
infl uenced by the famous Franciscan text, “conceived the subject in quite an original way.”18 In other 
words, he leaves the question of the origin of Birgitta’s vision open while still maintaining that the 
Meditaciones is an important source. Panofsky, who argues that Birgitta’s vision was infl uenced by 
pictures she had seen, also ascribes their iconography to the Meditaciones. Th us, both art historians 
seek to trace the origins of the new image back to the Franciscan text, even though Birgitta’s birth 
motif and that of the anonymous Franciscan author diff ered. Th at these two art historians are so 
inclined can perhaps be explained by more general infl uences under which they were working. Both 
of them quote the great iconographer Émile Mâle, who had already declared the Meditaciones to be 
the principal source of virtually all iconographical developments in the later Middle Ages.19 Mâle 
had also asserted the Franciscan text to be the very fi rst to present the Virgin in a nonreclined posi-
tion together with the Nativity of Christ. If that were so, Birgitta’s version would simply be part of 
a new trend, albeit expressed slightly diff erently than the original source. Th at, at least, is where the 
arguments of both Cornell and Panofsky seem to lead.

Despite the essential differences concerning the birth motif in the Revelaciones and the 
Meditaciones, there are, as mentioned, signifi cant similarities between the two texts with respect to 
style and composition. For this reason, I believe it worth investigating a possible connection further, 
with the aim of tracing the complex process of genesis for the textual image of Birgitta’s vision in the 
Revelaciones. In contrast to Mâle, who treats the Franciscan text as an iconographical sourcebook, 
I want instead to focus on the meditational method that is advocated—indeed explicitly taught—
in the text, since it is essentially about the making of images—which is exactly what I shall argue 
Birgitta was doing.
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As is well known, Meditaciones vite Christi is a meditational manual written by an anony-
mous author for a Poor Clare, whom he addresses in the capacity of her spiritual director.20 Th e 
text, generally held to have been composed in Latin around the middle of the fourteenth century, 
became immensely popular and soon circulated in all the major European vernaculars. Th e principal 
technique taught by the Meditaciones is visualization. Th e author presents his reader with a set of 
dramatic scenarios from the life of Christ, based primarily on existing artistic traditions, and invites 
her to render in her own mind, with her inner eye (oculis mentis), the scenes from the life of Christ 
he describes.

Th e technique taught in the Franciscan text has its roots in monastic meditation and, more 
specifi cally, in what Mary Carruthers has demonstrated was at the core of monastic life— namely, the 
sacra pagina, “the constant meditation based on reading and recollecting sacred texts.”21 Meditation 
in this context was not simply about recollecting in order to refl ect upon the scriptural text; it was 
also a creative practice of inventing prayers and exegetical interpretations. Th us, it pertained to learn-
ing and understanding the Christian mysteries through obscure sections of Scripture. By analyzing 
this meditation practice as a rhetorical “process and product,” Carruthers shows that, contrary to ear-
lier art historical convictions founded principally on Bernard of Clairvaux’s Apologia ad Guillelmum 
Abbatem, the crafting of mental images and the use of external pictures such as illuminations, archi-
tectural sculpture, and crucifi xes were at the heart of monastic life.22 Th ese images, in their mental 
and material form, were used as tools for thinking and composing during meditation.23

Together with all the other texts constituting monastic information, the biblical texts were 
incorporated into mnemonic systems—that is, “mental places” that served as inventories that each 
monk could draw on to invent and compose. Th ese mental archives were personal and private in 
nature, yet they emerged from collective knowledge, such as scriptural and exegetical texts, and 
developed according to a common practice. Mnemonic systems consisted of patterns or chains of 
associations, where both similitude and dissimilitude could be the governing principles connecting 
memories. To recall something, monks crafted “agent images”; these were formed of elements that 
served as clues and that cued specifi c memories. For the same purpose, emotional and mental states 
were also important. Carruthers underlines that all memories have an emotional component; they 
are colored by the “intentio or the ‘inclination’ or ‘attitude’ we have to the remembered experience,” 
which aids in storing and retrieving memories.24 Th us, when preparing for memory work, monks entered 
into specifi c emotional states—allowing them to concentrate and “attune” themselves spiritually. 
Such measures were also associated with certain gestures and postures. For instance, lying prostrate 
with arms extended in the shape of a cross was a “common posture of inventive recollection, accom-
panied by an intense emotion, such as fear or grief.”25

Th e technique of making mental images—one of the basic structures of monastic medita-
tion and glossed here as monastic memory work—is the skill taught to the reader of the Franciscan 
Meditaciones. In this specifi c literary context, however, the author’s interest reaches beyond assisting 
the reader to remember and conjure up episodes from the scriptural narratives pertaining to the 
life of Christ. Th e late medieval ideal of imitatio Christi imbues the text, going beyond an aff ective 
participation in terms of compassion and empathy with Christ to a personal experience of “being” 
Christ.26 Th rough the instruction of this technique, the author aspired to enable the reader to feel the 
physical pain and sorrow of the protagonists in the meditation. For this reason, the reader is urged 
to cast herself as an eyewitness and engage emotionally in the meditation image she generates. Th e 
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author explains to her: “With your whole mind you must imagine yourself present and consider 
diligently everything done against your Lord.”27 Th us it becomes clear that the meditation image the 
author wanted his reader to evoke when setting before her a particular scene from the life of Christ 
was not a static version of familiar iconography corresponding to the biblical event to be meditated 
on. Rather, he encouraged her to employ known pictorial schemata as basic mental maps; they aid 
in initiating the meditation and help furnish these mental images with motifs and visual signs to 
facilitate the act. Th at is, the reader should incorporate refl ections of the scriptural events and should 
be attuned to the desired mental state that would promote complete emotional participation in the 
events reenacted in her mind. Th e Poor Clare was thus invited to alter the pictorial schema, which 
served as a device allowing her to be emotionally immersed in the various scenes of her mediation. 
For instance, regarding the meditation on the Crucifi xion of Christ, the author fi rst provides the 
standard visual description of the event—evoking an iconography that would have been familiar to 
the Poor Clare—and then pauses to tell her: “If it suits you better, think how they take him contemp-
tuously, like the vilest wretch, and furiously cast him onto the cross on the ground.”28 In this way, 
she is invited to make personal choices that can heighten the drama in her image and thereby also 
increase her aff ective participation.

In her studies of correlations between the Meditaciones and Franciscan devotional paintings, 
Jill Bennett argues that the author’s instruction to the Poor Clare to choose what suits her best is 
an invitation directed at the nun’s private memories of her own experiences of certain emotions.29 
In other words, the author encourages visualization based on what Bennett refers to as the nun’s 
own “sense memory” or “emotional memory,”30 a concept connected to Carruthers’s view of memo-
ries being emotionally charged or colored by the attitude or feelings associated with the experience 
recalled by the memory. For this reason, Carruthers explains, mnemonic images or schemata devel-
oped for remembrance should be emotionally tagged, so that the memory—for instance, of the story 
of the Passion—becomes “a personal occasion by imprinting emotional associations such as desire 
and fear, pleasure and discomfort.”31 Th e Poor Clare addressed in the Meditaciones was similarly 
invited to introduce selected visual signs into her meditation image, signs that operated directly on 
the memories of her own experiences, that is, memories colored by emotions of the same type as 
she was invited to share with the protagonists of her meditation. In her article, Bennett considers 
this technique taught by the Meditaciones together with a Franciscan devotional painting, and she 
cautions against interpreting iconographically all the visual signs in such a work, in the sense of the 
images pointing back to specifi c texts.32 For, in fact, many of the signs employed in this devotional 
image were probably not intended to refer to any particular text or symbolic tradition that can 
be uncovered through the type of iconographical analysis practiced, for instance, by Cornell and 
Panofsky. Rather, they are likely to have served as heuristic devices, aiding the retrieval of memories 
drawn from, and concerning, everything the Christian spectator would know regarding the sacred 
event or saintly person depicted in the devotional image.

Bennett’s interpretation of Franciscan devotional images can also be applied to the Meditaciones 
itself or, more specifi cally, to the meditation image the author invites the reader to craft in her mind. 
In this mental picture, many elements had a fi xed iconographical meaning, in the sense that they 
referred back to the sacred events narrated in Scripture. When the author invites the Poor Clare to 
alter the image presented to her—that is, the familiar iconography—to what suits her personally, 
he encourages her to draw on personal memories to elicit particular motifs that can emotionally 
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stimulate. Th ese personal visual elements incorporated into the meditation image could therefore be 
completely unknown within familiar artworks of the narrative, reenacted in the meditator’s mind; 
they need only to serve her or him effi  ciently with respect to remembrance and emotional partic-
ipation. For heuristic purposes, the meditator could also use common pictorial motifs or symbols 
derived from the scriptural text pertaining to the event meditated upon; as the Franciscan author 
said, it was a matter of “what suits you.”

Birgitta’s Vision as a Meditation Image
Birgitta’s vision of the birth of Christ from the Holy Land, as described in the Revelaciones, can 
be understood as the visionary’s own crafted cognitive image, a product of her meditation on the 
Nativity using the technique mapped out in the Meditaciones. In contrast to the Franciscan author, 
however, Birgitta does not employ the text to teach a meditation technique. Instead, we are pre-
sented with a meditator, Birgitta, who follows the guidelines laid out in the Franciscan text, casting 
herself as an eyewitness to the scenes played out in her mind. In her rendition, Birgitta begins by 
presenting the scene, or the narrative to be reenacted, true to the iconographical schema that would 
have informed her own visual conception of the event. She portrays Mary as a young pregnant 
woman accompanied by an older man, Joseph; she introduces the ox, the ass, and the manger; and 
she places all the fi gures in a cave.33 Th us far, her portrayal of the sacred event refl ects the iconogra-
phy recognizable in, for instance, Cavallini’s mosaic (plate 16). From this point on, however, Birgitta 
deviates from most literary and artistic Nativity representations of her time. For in the visionary’s 
account, the Virgin suddenly begins to prepare to give birth by removing her clothes and laying out 
others intended for the child. Birgitta takes care to describe exactly which clothes are removed and 
in what order and those that are laid out.34 Th ese details are mentioned neither in the Bible nor the 
apocryphal texts; nor are they shown in the existing pictorial renderings of the motif known with 
certainty to predate the Revelaciones. I thus propose that Birgitta’s description, read as a meditation 
image, invites the viewer to interpret the new specifi cities introduced in the biblical event as Birgitta’s 
own heuristic devices. As such, we cannot fi nd their origin in a particular text or symbolic tradition. 
Th ese elements were introduced by Birgitta, who was encouraged to employ visual signs that would 
stimulate her own memory; they are tools with which to retrieve explicit knowledge.35 For this rea-
son, their “intrinsic meaning” is private and functional, and their origin is found in Birgitta’s chains 
of associations that structured her own archive of memories during her meditation.

In her image of the birth of Christ, Birgitta also carefully distinguishes the event she is witness-
ing from that of all other childbirths. She even indicates that the child was not emitted from Mary 
corporeally: “so sudden and instant was the manner of birth, that I could not see, nor discern, in 
what way or with which part of her body she gave birth.”36 Th e visionary is also careful to describe 
the absence of pain and the purity of the event. For instance, it is emphasized that “[i]n giving birth, 
the Virgin experienced no change in color nor any sickness. She suff ered no loss of bodily strength as 
is normal for other women at childbirth.”37 Similarly, the moment after the birth, Birgitta describes 
Christ as “lying on the ground, naked and shining,” and his body “was very clean of all fi lth and 
impurity.”38 And not only was the child pristine, but Birgitta even mentions seeing “the afterbirth 
lying near him, rolled up and shining intensely.”39 Finally, regarding the umbilical cord, she states 
that it broke off simply from the touch of the Virgin’s finger “with no loss of liquid or blood” 
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(nec inde aliquis liquor aut sanguis exiuit).40 In sum, in her description of the birth scene, Birgitta 
highlights signifi cant elements related to actual births, such as she would have personally been famil-
iar with—details given little, if any, attention in either biblical and apocryphal texts or even earlier 
artworks of the Nativity of Christ. Th ese additions, which are unlikely to have been introduced by 
the editors of the Revelaciones, Birgitta’s confessors, could therefore support an interpretation of the 
text wherein Birgitta is the creator of the imagery. Furthermore, the scene we are presented with 
in the vision text can be characterized as a so-called “good birth,” in the sense that it is completely 
devoid of all elements generally associated in medieval thought with impurity, such as the spilling of 
blood and the effl  uvia from the delivery. And the afterbirth, also regarded as something polluted, is 
presented in the Birgittine vision as a token of purity.41

Th e distinct representations of the fi gures of Mary and Christ, their particular placements, 
and all the peculiar details related to the motif of the birth can be understood to have had a heuristic 
and inventive dimension in Birgitta’s own meditation on the Nativity. In other words, they represent 
her mnemonically signifi cant choices. In Birgitta’s conception, it is noticeable that she insists on pre-
senting the birth in a manner consistent in many respects to an actual birth scene such as she herself 
had experienced, but in her description of these realistic features, Birgitta also removes all aspects of 
contamination. Her portrayal of the two most central fi gures in the Nativity story can be viewed as 
her own innovation, based on what suited her in her meditations, as prescribed by the author of the 
Meditaciones and others. Literary and artistic versions of the Nativity of Christ that Birgitta would 
have known could serve as a “place to start” the meditation. To these, Birgitta added or altered vari-
ous details that would function as visual signs, stimulating the meditator’s memory, and with which 
she could develop her meditation image of the biblical event into a visual vehicle for her own refl ec-
tions upon the mystery of Christ’s birth. Th e introduction of unconventional physical details such as 
the afterbirth and the umbilical cord indicates that Birgitta may have drawn on personal experience 
or, at least, that she made the image tangibly her own. Th e attention paid to other objects (e.g., the 
clothes) and arrangements (the order of removing the clothes and laying them out) helps to create 
a fl ow or movement in the meditation vision, further strengthening the impression that the text 
refl ects a private meditation image, one with which Birgitta could contemplate the scriptural event 
and grasp the obscure and enigmatic meanings of the story of the virginal birth.

Birth as “Praying with the Body”
Th us far I have analyzed the chapter in the Revelaciones that records Birgitta’s claimed vision of 
the birth of Christ as her own meditation image, developed in line with a visualization technique 
rooted in a monastic practice and taught by such meditation manuals as the Franciscan Meditaciones. 
Strikingly, according to the account, not only does Birgitta indulge in a meditation vision, but the 
Virgin does as well. Birgitta describes the Virgin’s role in the Nativity scene as that of a meditator 
receiving a direct vision of God incarnated. Th e Revelaciones notes that following her preparations—
removing her shoes, her mantle, and her veil, and laying out the clothes for the child—the Virgin 
then knelt down and lifted her hands to pray, and in that position she lifted her head so that she 
faced heaven in the east.42 Th e Virgin prepares herself, performs certain gestures, and assumes a pos-
ture typical in monastic meditation and prayer. Descriptions as well as representations of such pos-
tures can be found in sources such as De oratione et speciebus illius by Peter the Chanter (d. 1197)—
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an illustrated book on praying—in which the author singles out praying with the body (orandum 
corpore).43 Th e author presents, in text and illustrations, a set of specifi c postures, which, if carried 
out correctly, “may result in motions, both of the heart or soul [motus animae] and of the body.”44 He 
proff ers a threefold explanation as to why the meditator should face east: the east represents paradise; 
it represents Christ, who is the true sunrise; and, fi nally, Christ, as the sun of Justice, holds out the 
promise of eternal salvation.45 Additionally, worshippers are instructed to remove any headdress and 
to keep the body in a devout position during prayer. Peter then describes three basic postures, inclu-
ding kneeling (fl exis genibus).46 Th e Virgin’s actions, her bodily movements, and her posture in the 
Birgittine text thus conform fully with the textual and visual instructions in De oratione regarding 
one of the basic modes of prayer—namely, with the body, and more precisely, genufl exio recta: she 
removed her veil, knelt, lifted her head to face the east, and raised her hands.47

Th e general interest in the body and its relation to the soul in the twelfth century and beyond 
provides the relevant backdrop for considering both the Virgin’s actions in the Revelaciones and Peter’s 
notion of orandum corpore. Central to this interest is a new attitude towards bodily gestures, rooted 
in an appreciation of the visible movements of the body as an outward expression of the inner soul, 
which Jean-Claude Schmitt explores in detail.48 As he has pointed out, this “relationship between 
the body and the soul which … is sealed by gesture, can also imply a manner of acting upon the 
body, a discipline of gesture—the gesture of prayer or else more ordinary behaviour—as infl uencing 
the soul to conform to moral norms.”49 Schmitt’s careful study of De modo orandi corporaliter sancti 
Dominici (ca. 1280–1288), another work also addressing the methods and modes of prayer, leads to 
his assertion that there was a common consensus among theologians and clergy that “the soul that 
moves the body should be moved by the body” (anima movens corpus moveatur a corpore).50 Th e 
idea echoes that stated in Peter the Chanter’s text: an effi  cacious employment, and control of, one’s 
body in prayer can aff ect the soul and, in that manner, can aid a worshipper in arriving at that most 
desired moment in meditation, the state of contemplatio, when the mind, in the words of Bernard of 
Clairvaux, is “stolen from itself, indeed is seized and escapes from itself in order to enjoy the Word.”51 
Or, as the Carthusian Guigo II describes the state of contemplation: “the elevation of the mind 
which has been raised onto God, tasting the joy of eternal sweetness.”52 Th us, we are to understand 
that the gestures and postures of the body in meditation played a signifi cant role regarding the expe-
rience of God that was sought after.

In the Nativity vision presented in the Revelaciones, the Virgin’s prayer results in exactly the 
type of experience described by Guigo and Bernard. Following the Virgin’s preparatory gestures 
(removal of veil, directing her gaze towards the east, kneeling down in prayer), Birgitta saw that she 
“remained there with her hands lifted and her eyes intent upon heaven, as if suspended in the ecstasy 
of contemplation, inebriated by divine sweetness.”53 What Birgitta perceives as the Virgin in a state 
of contemplation during prayer then leads, in the next moment, to the sudden materialization of the 
Christ Child.

Th e Virgin’s meditation, performed using the correct gestures and certain posture—genufl exio 
recta, which corresponds to Peter’s fourth mode of bodily prayer—resulted in the apogee of contem-
plation, a direct vision of God, though here, and for the very fi rst time, in his incarnated form.54 
In her prayer, the Virgin had properly directed her face towards the east, what Peter the Chanter 
describes as representing Christ “who is the East and the true light” (qui est oriens et lux vera).55 In 
the vision text, when the Virgin faces towards the east she suddenly encounters the true light, Christ, 
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from whom such indescribable light and splendor radiates that it surpassed the sun (“a quo tanta lux 
ineff abilis et splendor exibat, quod sol non esset ei comparabilis”). In his description of the state of 
contemplation, Bernard of Clairvaux presents this experience as a type of birth, one that produces 
spiritual insights. “But note that there are two kinds of births in the spiritual wedding, and from 
it, also diff erent but not contrary off spring, when the holy mothers give birth either to souls by 
preaching or to intellects by meditation. In this last type sometimes there is a withdrawal from, and 
passing beyond, the bodily senses so that she who perceives the Word does not perceive herself.”56 
In the Birgittine vision, however, the Virgin’s meditation does not lead to the generation of spiritual 
insights but to the very concrete arrival of God in his human form. Similarly, Birgitta’s own medi-
tation gives rise not only to metaphorical inception but to a vision of the most signifi cant of actual 
births.

When Birgitta presents the birth of Christ as an act of meditation, the image she crafts rep-
resents the precise activity I have argued she was herself engaged in. Th us, Birgitta’s actions mirror 
those of the Virgin. Just as the Virgin’s solitary meditation in the cave in Bethlehem resulted in her 
direct vision of the incarnated God, Birgitta’s own meditation in the very same place, now under the 
Church of the Nativity, resulted in her personal, mystical vision of Christ. Such an identifi cation of 
Birgitta with the Virgin, articulated as a vision, is found in several chapters in the Revelaciones. For 
instance, in chapter 88 of the sixth book, Birgitta’s role as a visionary is explicitly compared with the 
role of the Virgin in Salvation History: “On Christmas night such a great and wonderful feeling of 
exultation came to the bride of Christ in her heart that she could scarcely contain herself for joy. At 
that very moment she felt a wonderful sensible movement in her heart like that of a living child turn-
ing and turning around.”57 According to the text, Birgitta feared that the movement was an illusion 
and she went to her spiritual fathers, who could verify the miracle by sight and touch (“Qui visu 
et tactu probantes veritatem admirabantur,” Rev. VI:88.2). Th en, the following day, Birgitta had a 
vision in which the Virgin appeared and told her:

Daughter, you are marveling at the movement you feel in your heart. Be assured that it is 
no illusion but shows a similarity to my own delight and to the mercy done to me. Just as 
you do not know how this feeling of exultation came so suddenly to your heart, so too my 
Son’s coming to me was wonderful and swift. As soon as I gave my consent to the angel who 
announced to me the conception of God’s son, I immediately felt something wonderful 
and alive in me. When he was born from me, he came forth from my untouched virginal 
womb with an indescribable feeling of exultation and wonderful swiftness. Th erefore, my 
daughter, do not fear that it is an illusion. Instead be thankful that this movement that 
you feel is a sign of the coming of my Son into your heart. As my Son has called you his 
new bride, so I call you now my daughter-in-law who belongs to my Son. When a father 
and mother grow old and inactive, they give their daughter-in-law work to do and tell 
her what has to be done in the house. Similarly, now that God and I have grown old in 
human hearts and their charity is cold towards us, we want to indicate our intentions to 
our friends and to the world through you.58

In this text, the role of Birgitta as a visionary is explicitly likened to the Virgin’s own role in bring-
ing Christ into the world. Mary, cast as Birgitta’s mother-in-law, draws a comparison between the 
feelings of joy she knew both at the moment of the Incarnation and Christ’s birth and what Birgitta 
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experienced on Christmas Eve; she explains to her spiritual daughter that the sensation is a sign of 
Christ entering Birgitta, and that through her, the visionary, God may again be known in the world. 
Th e analogy between Birgitta and the Virgin, which we fi nd in the Nativity vision, could not be 
stated more explicitly.

How Birgitta Learned to Compose Images
Th e presentation in the Revelaciones of the Nativity of Christ as an act of meditation supports the 
interpretation that the vision text itself refl ects Birgitta’s own meditation performed using the kind 
of visualization techniques taught in such manuals as the Meditaciones. Th e context in which Birgitta 
allegedly experienced her vision of the birth of Christ further endorses this conclusion. According to 
the Revelaciones and other information that can be obtained from the proceedings of the canoniza-
tion process, Birgitta was on a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, visiting the locations where Christ was 
born and died, when she received the vision of the Nativity and another vision of the Crucifi xion, 
respectively.

In Th e Craft of Th ought (1998), Carruthers has shown that when pilgrims visited shrines in the 
Holy Land—a practice that began already in late antiquity—they also experienced them as “loca-
tions for recollecting memory images, which they had made on the basis of their prior reading of 
the Bible.”59 Th e geographical sites in the Holy Land where the Gospel events had transpired cued 
signifi cant memories for the pilgrims in the same manner as the chosen visual signs in a crafted mne-
monic image. Even though the buildings described in Scripture were long gone, the places them-
selves nevertheless served as powerful memory triggers, inviting the pilgrims to “see” the subjects of 
their meditations, the sacred stories from the Gospels. Birgitta’s experiences inside the Church of the 
Nativity, in Bethlehem, and the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, in Jerusalem, can be compared with 
this notion of “seeing” when present at the sites. As such, the visions Birgitta saw when she visited 
the cave under the Church of the Nativity and at Calvary inside the Church of the Holy Sepulcher 
(Rev. VII:15) emerge as recollections of the life of Christ—that is, Birgitta’s personal meditation 
images with which she structured her own knowledge of, and refl ections upon, the scriptural events.

When Birgitta arrived in the Holy Land, in 1372, it was the Franciscans who received all 
pilgrims. Th e order had established a convent on Mount Zion already in the late thirteenth cen-
tury; soon after, the order also settled in Bethlehem and at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. 
During the fi rst half of the fourteenth century, diplomatic agreements with the sultan guaranteed 
the Franciscans proprietary rights over the holy places, as well as the title of “offi  cial custodians.” In 
short, the Franciscans had a monopoly on the shrines in the Holy Land and were the only guides 
authorized to welcome the pilgrims, to organize their visits to the shrines with sermons and spiritual 
exercises, and to arrange their accommodation.60 In her study of medieval pilgrimages to Jerusalem, 
Nicole Chareyron explains that for the late medieval pilgrims, “visiting the holy places was not left 
to individual whim and was by no means a random or free exploration. It was performed following 
a ritual ordo peregrinationis, the observance of which was ensured by the Franciscans. Th e pilgrims 
were escorted by the friars all times.”61 Based on this information, and the few references made in 
the Revelaciones, we can be fairly certain that Birgitta’s visits to the Nativity cave in Bethlehem and 
the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem were in the company of a Franciscan guide, follow-
ing the established Franciscan routes and rituals. Moreover, from the descriptions of the Franciscan 
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friar Niccolò da Poggibonsi, who undertook a four-year pilgrimage to the Holy Land in the 1340s 
and recorded his experiences in a travel account used by subsequent pilgrims for centuries, we learn 
that the same devotional practices taught in the Meditaciones also played an important role for the 
organized visits to the shrines.62 When describing the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, where Niccolò 
served as a guide a few decades before Birgitta’s arrival in Jerusalem, the friar invites his readers—in 
the same manner as the author of the Meditaciones —to emotionally engage themselves in the sacred 
event that occurred there. About the church erected over the site of Christ’s death and burial, he 
says, “Th is is a devout house, which no man can leave, without weeping more bitterly when parting 
than when entering … Let each think what it is to stand where was the son of God living and dead: 
where stood his Mother with so great sorrow, who saw placed in the most holy tomb her most pre-
cious son.”63 Even if Birgitta never read the Meditaciones herself, it is highly likely that she had been 
instructed in the type of visual meditation the Franciscan text taught when she visited the shrines 
of Bethlehem and Jerusalem. But this was not the only context in which the visionary could have 
learned how to compose such meditation images.

In the fourteenth century, monastic meditation practices came to be disseminated in diff er-
ent forms even outside those communities that originally cultivated such spiritual exercises. Th is 
occurred, for example, through texts such as the twelfth-century Benedictine Speculum virginum; 
Aelred of Rievaulx’s De institutione inclusarum (ca. 1160); the anonymous Cistercian Liber de modo 
bene vivendi ad sororem, dated to the second half of the twelfth century; and of course, the later 
Franciscan Meditaciones.64 Th ese texts, which exploited the technique of making mental images for 
structuring knowledge and, with that, meditation, were intended for the spiritual development of 
the nuns in the rapidly proliferating female monastic houses. By Birgitta’s time they had reached an 
even broader audience. For instance, the Meditaciones came to play an important role for popular 
sermons delivered in the vernacular—one of the principal channels for the scriptural teaching and 
moral instruction of the laity.65

Th us far I have argued that Birgitta acquired visualization techniques that stemmed from a 
monastic context, which stimulated her to develop cognitive images to use in meditation. Th ese 
images, as conveyed in the Nativity vision in the Revelaciones, display some idiosyncratic elements 
that deviate from existing literary and artistic traditions and thus may be recognized as Birgitta’s own 
carefully chosen signs for recollection and emotional participation in the cognitive scenes of her 
meditation. Th is identifi cation of the origin of the new Birgittine visual formula was achieved by 
broadening the iconographical analysis to include the text of the Revelaciones as the equivalent of a 
visual medium and the conveyance of images by verbal means, and also by treating other texts, nota-
bly the Meditaciones, not as sourcebooks but as aids for understanding both the context and those 
activities Birgitta engaged in when envisioning her image of the birth of Christ. But to understand 
how and why this image came to be represented in artworks it is necessary to examine the context 
in which the fi rst Birgittine Nativity pictures were produced and to recognize the visual rhetoric of 
the images.

The Iconography
Birgitta’s elevation to sainthood, in 1391, undoubtedly contributed to the wide dissemination in 
the fi fteenth century of what Henrik Cornell identifi ed as a new Nativity iconography. Cornell 
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had pointed to the fresco in Santa Maria Novella, Florence (plate 17), from ca.1400, as the oldest 
image displaying the particular iconography, which also included a representation of Birgitta. More 
recently, Jan Svanberg has demonstrated that three other paintings of this same motif, including 
the fi gure of the visionary, can be dated even earlier, to the period 1373–1376, immediately after 
Birgitta’s return from her fateful pilgrimage and, more importantly, decades before the proclama-
tion of her sanctity.66 Th ese three paintings have been attributed to the Tuscan artist Niccolò di 
Tommaso67 and are now housed in Pinacoteca Vaticana (plate 18), the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
and the Yale University Art Gallery.68 In all three images the fi gure of Birgitta, shown without a halo, 
is clearly visible. In other words, we can thus be certain that Birgitta’s vision, or the iconography 
based on her perception of the Nativity of Christ as recorded in the Revelaciones, already appeared in 
artworks long before she achieved sainthood.

To explain how Birgitta’s vision ended up as a motif in these images, some scholars, notably 
Svanberg, Erling Skaug, and Anette Creutzburg, have suggested a direct connection between Birgitta 
and Niccolò di Tommaso—the painter responsible for the earliest pictures of Birgitta’s Nativity 
vision—who was in Naples when Birgitta passed through there on her return from the Holy Land.69 
Furthermore, it has been suggested that the works constitute part of the preparations for Birgitta’s 
canonization process.70 Th e three paintings attributed to the Tuscan artist represent the earliest extant 
images of Birgitta of Sweden, and it seems highly plausible that they are the fi rst attempts to create a 
portrait of the aspiring saint. As Creutzburg has pointed out, the images of Birgitta’s Nativity vision 
show the visionary not only as a chosen recipient of a divine message but also as a witness to a crucial 
event in salvation history—two factors that could only strengthen the likelihood of Birgitta’s can-
onization. But why this particular vision was chosen for a portrait of Birgitta and not her vision of 
the Crucifi xion or any other among her many hundreds of revelations, Creutzburg does not explain. 
Nor does the canonization process and Birgitta’s elevation to sainthood clarify why her image of the 
birth of Christ continued to be represented in Nativity scenes that excluded Birgitta. Surely the six-
teenth-century Nativity scenes—what Cornell calls the Renaissance type—that omit Birgitta are not 
portraits of an aspiring or newly canonized saint. In the remainder of this article, I will attempt to 
explain why Birgitta’s Nativity vision was chosen over all others as the image for visually promoting 
the saint in spe and why her meditation on the Nativity of Christ continued to have an impact on 
iconography in the sixteenth century.

In Niccolò’s Nativity scene in the Vatican (plate 18), nearly all of the details mentioned in the 
Birgittine Revelaciones are present, except the afterbirth and umbilical cord. Th e Virgin, surrounded 
by a golden mandorla, kneels with her hands folded in prayer. Th e naked Christ Child is placed on 
the ground in front of her, clean and shining, he too surrounded by a golden mandorla. Th e Virgin 
wears only a white tunic, with her golden hair hanging down over her shoulders in accordance with 
the Birgittine text (“capillis pulcherrimis quasi de auro extentis super spatulas,” Rev. VII:21.4). Th e 
shoes the Virgin was said to have removed prior to giving birth are visible behind her, and her veil and 
mantle are prominently displayed on the ground. Th e mantle, however, is not white, thus diff ering 
from Birgitta’s description. As stated in the Revelaciones, Mary kneels with her back towards the manger, 
which, together with the ox and the ass, is depicted behind her, that is, immediately to the left in the 
image. On the ground between the Virgin and the Christ Child, other garments have been laid out—
the linen and woolen clothes that, according to Birgitta, Mary had brought for the newborn child. On 
the right side of the Christ Child stands Joseph, his arms crossed over his chest. Th e Holy Family is 



226   MARIA H. OEN

situated inside a cave, and on the inner wall, above the Christ Child, is the candle that, according to 
the Revelaciones, Joseph brought and whose light was outshone by the splendor emanating from the 
newborn child. In the middle of the uppermost level of the painting God is depicted, his crowned 
head frontally centered in a sun and fl anked by thirty-two angels, who evoke Birgitta’s description of 
singing angels after Christ’s birth (“Audiui eciam tunc cantus angelorum mirabilis suauitatis et magne 
dulcedinis,” Rev. VII:21.12). Outside the cave to the right, in the right midsection of the painting, are 
two shepherds and their sheep, above them an angel stretching out an arm towards them, announcing 
the birth of the Christ Child. Th is little scene references a vision described in chapter 23, where Birgitta 
explains that she also witnessed the Annunciation to the shepherds. Finally, in the lower right corner 
of the work, placed just outside of the cave, is the fi gure of Birgitta. Th e visionary, who gazes towards 
the central point of attention in the composition, namely, the Christ Child, wears a dark robe with a 
white wimple typically worn by married women and widows. Closer to the right edge of the work, 
behind Birgitta, a hat and a pilgrim’s staff  are visible, calling to mind the context in which the visionary 
experienced the revelation rendered in the painting. Like the Virgin, Birgitta kneels with her hands 
folded in prayer; she also holds a rosary. Golden rays, set against a dark circular background, surround 
Birgitta’s head. Already by the fourteenth century, this “ray halo,” as Skaug calls it, was established as a 
conventional sign of a venerated beata.71 Th us, the visionary is depicted not with a saint’s halo, a detail 
that supports the dating of the image. Nevertheless, the rays, and especially the circular shading behind 
Birgitta’s head, strongly indicate the shape of a halo. Finally, the rayed halo suggests that even though 
Birgitta is represented kneeling in prayer, gazing at the Gospel scene in the central motif, she is not a 
donor fi gure. Rather, she is a divinely chosen witness to a mystery taking place in a space and time 
not her own but one in which she is allowed to participate. Hence, even though the iconography does 
not present Birgitta explicitly as a saint among others, it strongly implies that she is in a liminal zone 
between worldly and saintly spheres.

In my reading of the text describing Birgitta’s vision, or meditation image, I have argued that 
the visionary mirrored the fi gure of the Virgin. In the Revelaciones, the Virgin is engaged in a med-
itation that leads to a state of ecstasy, resulting in a direct vision of God: a face-to-face experience 
with Christ, the incarnated God. Birgitta is likewise engaged in meditation, and the Revelaciones and 
the canonization documents indicate that her meditation similarly led to a vision of Christ, her own 
mystical experience of his birth. Th ese parallels between the visionary and the Virgin are portrayed 
in the paintings of Niccolò di Tommaso, where both women are represented in the particular pos-
ture of genufl exio recta, corresponding to the fourth mode of prayer in Peter the Chanter’s illustrated 
De oratione. Th is prayer mode conforms to a posture Schmitt describes as an established “gestural 
grammar” in the Dominican order, stemming from the middle of the thirteenth century.72 As noted 
above, the underlying idea regarding the execution of such postures and specifi c movements during 
prayer held that the proper control of and particular use of the body during meditation could have 
an eff ect on the soul and contribute to transporting the supplicant to the desired state of ecstatic 
contemplation, where the spirit or soul is released from the body, making a direct mystical experi-
ence of the divine possible. In the iconography of the Vatican painting, as well as in Niccolò’s two 
other versions of this scene, it is signifi cant that only the Virgin and the visionary are depicted in the 
specifi c postures associated with prayer. Joseph, who was not present during the (visionary) moment 
of Christ’s manifestation—the climax of the Virgin’s and Birgitta’s meditations—is shown standing, 
his hands crossed over his chest—a posture associated with humble devotion.
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By virtue of the similar depictions of Birgitta and the Virgin—whose own meditation results 
in the manifestation of Christ—the iconography of Niccolò’s images contributes signifi cantly to the 
conversion of Birgitta’s meditation on the birth of Christ into a visionary experience. Th e paintings 
thus play an instrumental role in testifying to Birgitta’s holiness, as her alleged visionary experiences 
constituted her primary claim to sanctity. Th e need to visually reinforce the perception of Birgitta as 
a visionary off ers an explanation of why the fi rst images of the aspiring saint were of her beholding a 
vision as well as why this particular vision was chosen to visually propagate Birgitta’s sanctity, instead 
of, for instance, her revelation of the Crucifi xion, which was also emphasized in the canonization 
process. When the incarnation of Christ is presented as an act of meditation, it is an easy comparison 
between the Virgin in this particular image of the Nativity—as something akin to a visionary expe-
rience—and Birgitta’s own meditation during her pilgrimage. Niccolò’s paintings, in which Birgitta’s 
bodily posture is in accord with that of the Virgin, make such an analogy even more explicit, thereby 
strongly suggesting that the beholder should consider Birgitta’s meditation to be not merely an act of 
visualization but a true visionary experience of Christ, just as the meditation of the Virgin resulted in 
the actual manifestation of Christ.

Additionally, it can be noted that Birgitta’s Nativity vision, contrary to most of the visions 
found in the Revelaciones, did not challenge any doctrine or any political or ecclesiastical govern-
ment; nor did it present any criticism against church offi  cials. In fact, Birgitta’s Nativity vision con-
fi rmed and supported the current doctrine of Mary’s perpetual virginity. Furthermore, it can be 
argued that vision directed attention to another Mariological subject under discussion in that period, 
namely, the Virgin’s immaculate status.

Representing a Virginal Birth
Medieval art depicting the birth of a child usually represents the fi gure of the postpartum mother 
in a position of repose.73 For instance, in Birgitta’s time, the iconography of the birth of the Virgin 
(plate 19) and of John the Baptist (fi gure 8.1) typically treated the respective mothers in the same 
manner used for the Virgin that Cornell held to be the traditional medieval iconography of the 
Nativity of Christ: reclining on a bed or a couch, resting following the birth. Th us, there was no 
detectable visual distinction between the representation of the miraculous virginal birth of Christ 
and the “normal” births of his mother and of John the Baptist. Yet the claim of Mary’s perpetual 
virginity, implying that she remained a virgin even in the act of giving birth, existed already in the 
second-century apocryphal Protoevangelium of James.74 Th e support of several of the church fathers 
led to the affi  rmation of Mary’s intact purity at the Lateran Council of 649, although by a nonin-
fallible declaration.75 By Birgitta’s time, Mary’s perpetual virginity had long been part and parcel of 
Orthodox faith. Nevertheless—and despite the importance of the Protoevangelium of James for artis-
tic representations of the Nativity throughout the Middle Ages—the concept of virginal parturition 
had not left any lasting visual marks on the Nativity of Christ motif. Birgitta’s vision may therefore 
have provided a solution to a problem concerning the depicting of the highly specifi c case of Christ’s 
Nativity.76 When Birgitta saw the Virgin kneeling in prayer while delivering, with the child suddenly 
materializing in front of her “in the fl ash of an eye,” without the pain and impurity characteristic of 
childbirth, the visionary was, in fact, articulating an image of a virginal birth.77
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Prior to Birgitta’s time it is possible to detect a desire to distinguish the Nativity of Christ from 
that of his mother. Th is is especially evident in Marian pictorial cycles that include two birth scenes, 
her own and that of Christ. An example can be taken from the cycle of Cavallini in Santa Maria in 
Trastevere, in Rome. A comparison of the scene of Christ’s Nativity (plate 16) with that of Mary’s 
(plate 19), found on the fi rst panel in the mosaic cycle, reveals that although the mothers’ positions 
are rendered similarly, the newborn children are treated diff erently. Whereas the fi gure of Christ lies 
in a manger, the newborn Mary is being washed by an attending woman. Lasse Hodne has suggested 
that images of the Virgin’s birth included the washing scene “precisely to emphasize the contrast 
with the Birth of Christ; Jesus is not washed because he is born clean, without any trace of blood.”78 
What Birgitta does in her meditation is to elaborate on this distinction. She stresses the purity of the 
Christ Child, who shines—even the placenta shone—as opposed to being covered in the “fi lth and 
impurity” that is “normal.”79

In addition to confi rming, even promoting, the existing doctrine of Mary’s perpetual virgin-
ity, Birgitta’s vision can have contributed to another discussion of that period, that of the Virgin’s 

Figure 8.1 Giotto di Bondone, The Birth of John the Baptist. Fresco, ca. 1320; Florence, Santa Croce, the 
Peruzzi Chapel. (Photo: Fototeca della Fondazione Federico Zeri. La riproduzione fotografi ca è tratta 
dalla Fototeca della Fondazione Frederico Zeri. I diritti patrimoniali d’autore risultano esauriti.)
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exemption from original sin.80 In contrast to the doctrine of perpetual virginity, Mary’s freedom 
from original sin was far from universally acknowledged in the fourteenth century. Although the 
early Byzantine church debated this proposition, it was not until after 1000 that Mary’s immacu-
late state was discussed in the West.81 From the mid thirteenth century through the fourteenth, the 
Franciscans were major advocates of the dogma of the immaculate Virgin. In her Nativity image, 
Birgitta, who had close contact with the Poor Clares and appears to have been very concerned with 
Franciscan spirituality after arriving in Italy, insists on the absence of the labor pains.82 As a penalty 
infl icted on womankind after the Fall, painful childbirth formed part of original sin. In the vision 
immediately following that of the Nativity, as described in the Revelaciones, the Virgin appeared to 
Birgitta to assure her that what she witnessed refl ected precisely the birth of Christ and that she had 
felt no pain.83

Although Birgitta’s vision was not in accordance with an established doctrine at this point, the 
fact that she subtly touched on a doctrinal question debated in her time, and which gained much 
support in the following century, is more likely to have increased the popularity of her vision image 
than to have limited it in the fi fteenth century, when the iconography of Birgitta’s Nativity image 
rapidly spread throughout Europe.84 Whether or not Birgitta refl ected on the Virgin’s exemption 
from original sin, the fact remains that her Nativity image did not contradict offi  cial teachings, 
something explicitly emphasized in article 32 from the canonization proceedings. Here it is stated 
that Birgitta’s visions from Bethlehem and Jerusalem were “in accordance with the Catholic faith and 
the holy mother Church.”85 Th at the image provided a solution for the visual representation of a vir-
ginal birth, which also promoted existing doctrine, may be highly relevant for the approval and swift 
dissemination of Birgitta’s image of the Nativity, both before and especially after her canonization.

In this reexamination of the relationship between the Birgittine Nativity iconography and 
Birgitta’s visionary literature, I have attempted to demonstrate that the relationship between text and 
picture is far more complex than that presented in previous studies of this particular subject. Cornell 
and Panofsky aimed to explain the origin of the new Nativity iconography that emerged at the end 
of the fourteenth century using iconographical analysis as their principal tool. Both scholars estab-
lished a connection between the specifi c visual formula in question and the Birgittine Revelaciones, 
and they further linked these works with the Franciscan Meditaciones. Th ey disagreed, however, on 
which sources—the Nativity paintings, the Revelaciones or the Meditaciones—had iconographical 
primacy. Furthermore, they did not answer questions such as how and why the artworks and texts 
came to have a bearing upon each other in this specifi c case. In modern art historical research, icono-
graphical analysis is no longer fi xed on identifying the one original text that explains the meaning or 
content of an image; nor are images thought to convey one single message. Iconography, which, as 
Panofsky himself defi ned it, is concerned with subject matter and meaning of artworks as opposed to 
their form, may therefore well be combined with attention to historical context and textual analysis. 
In this article, I have sought to do exactly this and thereby off er explanations for the various steps in 
the causal process leading from Birgitta’s meditations in the grotto in Bethlehem to the full-fl edged 
rendering of the Birgittine Nativity as it appeared in visual art from the late fourteenth century 
onwards. In doing this, I hope not only to have broadened our understanding of Birgitta’s vision 
of the Nativity of Christ but also to have redelineated how an image can originate and how it can 
migrate between various media, taking on new meanings and functions as it moves from the mind 
to a text or to a wooden panel.
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Clairvaux, “Sermones super Cantica Canticorum,” 1957–1958, 2:316 (85.13). 
52 (Author’s translation.) “mentis in Deum suspensae quaedam supra se elevatio, eternae dulcedinis gaudia 

degustans,” Guigo II, 1970: 84.
53 “Erectis igitur manibus et oculis in celum intentis stabat quasi in extasi contemplacionis suspensa, ine-

briata diuina dulcedine,” Rev. VII:21.7.
54 Trexler 1987: 187 (593–628).
55 Trexler 1987: 195 (905).
56 “Sedattende in spirituali matrimonio duo esse genera pariendi, et ex hoc etiam diversas soboles, sed non 

adversas, cum sanctae matres aut praedicando, animas, aut meditando, intelligentias pariunt spirituales. In 
hoc ultimo genere interdum exceditur et seceditur etiam a corporeis sensibus, ut sese non sentiat quae Verbum 
sentit,” Bernard of Clairvaux, “Sermones super Cantica Canticorum,” 1957–1958, 2:315–16 (85.13).

57 “Nocte natalis Domini tam mirabilis et magna aduenit sponse Christi exultacio cordis, vt vix se pre leticia 
tenere posset, et in eodem momento sensit in corde motum sensibilem admirabilem, quasi si in corde esset puer 
viuus et voluens se et reuoluens,” Birgitta of Sweden, Revelaciones Book VI, 1991: 247, hereafter referred to as 
Rev. VI:88. Translation Searby: Birgitta of Sweden. Th e Revelations, 3:155.

58 “Filia, miraris de motu, quem sentis in corde tuo. Scias, quod non est illusio sed ostensio quedam similitu-
dinis dulcedinis mee et misericordie michi facte. Nam sicut tu ignoras, quomodo tam subito tibi cordis exulta-
cio et motus aduenit, sic aduentus fi lii mei in me mirabilis fuit et festinus. Nam quando ego consensi angelo 
nuncianti michi concepcionem fi lii Dei, statim sensi in me mirabile quodam et viuidum. Et cum nasceretur 
ex me, indicibili exultacione et mirabili festinancia clauso meo virginali vtero prodiebat. Ideo, fi lia, non timeas 
illusionem sed gratulare, quia motus iste, quem tu sentis, signum aduentus fi lii mei est in cor tuum. Ideo, sicut 
fi lius meus imposuit tibi nomen noue sponse sue, sic ego voco te nunc nurum fi lii mei. Nam sicut pater et 
mater senescentes et quiescentes imponunt nurui onus et dicunt ei ea, que sunt facienda in domo, sic Deus 
et ego in cordibus hominum senes et frigidi a caritate eorum indicare volumus amicis nostris et mundo per te 
voluntatem nostram.” Rev. VI:88. 3–7. Translation Searby: Birgitta of Sweden. Th e Revelations, 3:155–56.
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59 Carruthers 1998: 42.
60 On Birgitta’s pilgrimage to the Holy Land, see Andersson 1973. See also Chareyron 2005 (2000): esp. 

82–83.
61 Chareyron 2005: 84.
62 Niccolò da Poggibonsi 1945.
63 Niccolò da Poggibonsi 1945: 15.
64 See Specvlvm virginvm, 1990; also Mews (ed.) 2001. For Aelred of Rievaulx, see Ayto and Barratt (eds.) 

1984. For the Liber de modo bene vivendi ad sororem, see Migne, vol. 184, cols. 1199–1306. See also McGov-
ern-Mouron 2000. 

65 See Andersson 2011. On the popular sermon, see also Andersson, 2001. Recently, Kimberly Rivers has 
also shown that monastic meditation and mnemonic techniques were essential to preaching in the later Middle 
Ages, with the mendicant orders playing a particular role by inserting “verbal mnemonic ‘images’ into their 
sermons and exempla collections as a way to aid the recall of both preachers and listeners.” See Rivers 2010: 4.

66 See Svanberg 1997; Aili and Svanberg 2003, 1:93–101.
67 Off ner 1927: 114–16. Off ner does not comment on the presence of Birgitta in these images but describes 

the three paintings simply as Nativity scenes. On Birgitta and paintings of her Nativity vision, see also Kup 
1959; Butkovich 1969: 49–52; Kéry 1991; Lindgren 1991: 98–105; Lindgren 1993; Svanberg 1997, 2003; 
2009; Skaug 2001, 2004; Debby 2004; Creutzburg 2011, esp. 70–93. 

68 See: Vatican City, Pinacoteca Vaticana, no. 137 (172); Philadelphia, Philadelphia Museum of Art, the John 
G. Johnson Collection, accession no.: Cat. 120; and New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery, no. 1943.236.

69 Aili and Svanberg 2003, 1:101; Skaug 2001: 319. 
70 See Skaug 2004: esp. 86–93.
71 Skaug 2004: 311.
72 Schmitt 1984: 132.
73 On “good” and “bad” births,” see note 41.
74 Elliott (ed.) 1993: 57–67.
75 For Mary’s perpetual virginity, see Rahner (ed.) 2004: 896–98; Brown et al. (eds.) 1978: 267–78.
76 Cornell also notes that Birgitta “lays far more emphasis upon the divine mystery of the virgin birth,” 

(1924: 36). He does not, however, develop any argument regarding this subject in relation to the popularity 
of Birgitta’s image.

77 Rev. VII:21.8–11. 
78 Hodne 2012: 100.
79 Rev. VII:21.11 and 21.21.
80 Other visions in the Revelaciones indicate that Birgitta was very concerned with Mary’s exemption from 

sin. An example can be found in Rev. I:9, on the conception of Mary.
81 Rahner 2004: 896. 
82 On Birgitta and the Franciscans, see Roelvink 1993.
83 Rev. VII:22.1–3.
84 After centuries of debate, the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, stating that the Virgin was free from 

sin from the moment of her conception, was fi nally proclaimed in 1854. On the subject of the immaculate 
Virgin, see Lamy 2000. 

85 “concordes fi dei catholice et sancte matri ecclesie,” art. 32 in Collijn 1924–1931: 23.
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