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Abstract
From the historical and medical point of view, this paper purports to 
illustrate two motifs of Immaculate Conception in Christian art. The 
first painting is an altarpiece of unknown author from the 17th or 18th 
century, known as Our Lady of Conception in the church of St. Antony 
the Abbot in the city of Rab on the island of the same name in Croatia, 
and the other is a mural from 1490, Mary’s Annunciation of John from 
Kastav in the Holy Trinity Church in Hrastovlje, Slovenia. This review 
ends with the conclusion that Christianity, with the accompanying ico-
nography, other than sending just a religious message, if properly per-
ceived, may also encourage the believer to a series of practical, in this 
case, biological thoughts on conception, i.e. the beginning of life.
Key words: History of medicine and religion, Conception, Sacred paint-
ing, Croatia, Slovenia
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Introduction
Authors find motive for this portrayal in the knowledge that traditional, 
sacred fine arts, as a kind of libri laicorum (books for the laity) often 
very distinctively anticipate not only global religious contents and mes-
sages, but also realistically depict various practical aspects of everyday 
life. From that point of view, conception, as the first and practically the 
most important moment in the life of a child has been selected for this 
study. We shall see and comment on two typical Christian motifs, as ex-
amples of traditional intuitive perception of conception – the meeting of 
St. Anne and Joachim as legendary annunciation of conception of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary to her parents, St. Anne and At, Joachim, after their 
repeated meeting and their kiss at the Golden gates of Jerusalem1,2,3 and 
in Annunciation, the chapter from the Gospel where it is described how 
the Blessed Virgin Mary was announced she would give birth to the son 
of God, Jesus Christ.4 As is the fact with previous papers with similar 
topics5,6,7 basic data are selected from relevant religious literature8,9 as 
well, and the specific examples are partially the result of several years’ 
worth of fieldwork.
From our own photo library we chose two recently discovered and not 
previously released characteristic examples of symbolic illustrations on 
two paintings. The first one is Our Lady of Conception from the island of 
Rab (western Croatia), and the other Mary’s Annunciation from Hrastov-
lje (southern Slovenia), which complement this text suitably.

Figure 1. Unknown Venetian author. Our Lady of Conception, 17th – 18th century, altar-
piece in the church of St. Antony  the Abbot, in the city of Rab, Croatia.
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Our Lady of Conception in Rab – Example of Parenthood Annuncia-
tion to St. Anne and St. Joachim
In the church of St. Antony the Abbot, in the city of Rab on the island 
bearing the same name, in the northern Adriatic, one of the altars is 
adorned with an altarpiece of unknown Venetian author from the 17th 
or 18th century, commonly known as Our Lady of Conception.10,11 The 
lower part of the painting, in the stylized exterior with the contours of the 
City of God in the background, is dominated by elderly spouses facing 
each other. Joachim on the left and Anne on the right, reaching out and 
looking at the skies, showing their confusion about the unexpected news 
of their daughter showing from the skies in a golden, framed, oval image. 
Angels are also present; they are hiding behind some clouds and watching 
Mary’s appearance, while God is watching over the whole scene from the 
top of the image. Mary is shown as the Holy Virgin standing on the half-
moon, crowned with stars, her eyes cast down, while the Edenic Serpent 
is coiling around her carrying apple in its mouth. Thus, this is a painting 
made after a model which appeared at the end of the 15th century, based 
on the description of a woman from the Apocalypse.12 Although the Gold-
en gates of Jerusalem are not explicitly depicted, the golden frame and 
elegant retable replace these functionally, actually suggesting the look 
through the gates of Jerusalem toward the spouses who have just arrived.

Figure 2. John from Kastav. Mary’s Annunciation, a mural dating from 1490, in the Holy 
Trinity church in Hrastovlje, southern Slovenia.

Immaculate Conception as a Motif in Sacred Art

10- Domijan, 2001.
11- Barić, 2007.
12- St. John the Apostle. The Releva-
tion of Jesus Christ; 12,1. 
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Mary’s Annunciation – Conception of Jesus Christ in Hrastovlje
Mary’s Annunciation motif chosen for this paper is one in the series of 
murals in the Holly Trinity church of Hrastovlje, in southern Slovenia. 
The subject in question is a church painted in 1490 by the Croatian mas-
ter John from Kastav (Croat. Ivan iz Kastva) and his associates. The 
church inarguably provides the most complex series of church paintings 
in Istria13.14 owing to the abundance of iconographic contents, the scope 
and preservation of murals in which even medical historiographers dis-
covered some interesting details.15,16

As an inevitable motif in Gothic painting, local depiction of Annuncia-
tion is unique for its several qualities. While most of churches of that 
time render Annunciation on the central triumphal arch above the altar, 
here the scene is painted in two parts above the apses. There is an angel 
kneeling above the northern part of the painting with a message written 
on a band, and above the southern part, in an undefined background, we 
see Mary sitting at the book counter with an open book on top. A dove is 
descending from above – the symbol of the Holy Spirit, while the whole 
scene is observed by God the Father, atop a cloud. The most interesting 
detail for us is the flying homunculus (a diminutive human, i.e. Christ the 
Child) with a halo and a lively gaze of a mature child. Whereas the dove, 
as a symbol of the Holy Spirit, is metaphorically announcing fertiliza-
tion and conception, the homunculus has a more overt role, all the more 
so since they are both oriented towards the head, or, to be more specific, 
towards Mary’s ear, which corresponds to the more explicit notion and 
iconographic representation of conception according to the principle con-
ceptio per aurem (conceiving through listening).

Discussion
The phenomenon of Immaculate Conception of the Holy Virgin (lat. im-
maculata conceptio) is a part of the doctrine on the Holy Virgin’s immu-
nity against the Original Sin, from the moment she was conceived. This 
immunity is perceived as a privilege and an honor for the future mother 
of Christ.17 Chronologically speaking, the first Immaculate Conception 
in Christian history, represented as early as the Jewish times, is the one 
from the legend of apocryphal parents of the Blessed Virgin Mary, St. 
Anne and Joachim, who have long been denied their parental bliss and 
who could experience it only in their advanced age. Although this is-
sue is not found in canonic Gospels, it appears in written form only in 
the Apocrypha18,19,20 and later popular Christian religious literature. The 
texts in question are the ones where, in addition to discussing other top-
ics, contain some detailed descriptions of the life of Jesus Christ and his 
mother, the Blessed Virgin Mary, the details of which were not previ-
ously described by the four evangelists. However, since some of those 
issues not only did not contradict the canonic Gospels, but also conve-
niently filled some chronological gaps, eventually they tacitly acquired 
a kind of legitimacy and was accepted in sacred literature and fine arts. 
However, they were never officially accepted by neither the Eastern nor 
Western Churches.
This subject matter little by little found its place in the Early Christian 
painting as well. However, while the Western Church has gradually ne-
glected this subject matter, in the Eastern Church there have been a num-
ber of icons preserved, leaving a more permanent trace.21 In terms of 
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iconography, the hug and very often the kiss of Anne and Joachim  are  
placed in the foreground. This is precisely what indicates physical touch 
as an inseparable act of biological conception. Even though in apocryphal 
documents and in this case (as with the case of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
later) the Immaculate Conception is mentioned, it acquired completely 
another, and by far a more practical, meaning (in iconography).22 In the 
painting of Western Church, this subject matter is especially exploited 
by numerous master painters from Giotto di Bondone (1304-06)23, Fra 
Flippo Lippi (c. 1440)24, Master of Moulins (c. 1488)25, Benozzo Gozzoli 
(1491)26 to Albrecht Dürer (1504)27 between the 14th and 16th century.
In one of rare examples of Croatian sacred art, where the act of conception 
is announced with a comparatively clear physical foreshadowing – a kiss, 
which has been treated from the historical and medical aspect, is present 
in a series of murals painted under the title“The Life of the Mother of 
God” in a Franciscan monastery on Trsat by Fra Serafin Schön in 1641.28 
However, with the exception of the Meeting at the Golden Gates which 
especially discretely illustrated the physical act of fertilizing and conceiv-
ing  a wanted child, the further course of Anne’s pregnancy, up to her giv-
ing birth, i.e. the birth of Mary, has been virtually neglected in the sacred 
art.  However, the  immaculate conception and the consequential preg-
nancy, together with the motif of Mary, as a little naked girl, illuminated 
with golden light in shiny mandorla (Ital. = oval, almond-shaped sacred 
painting), are painted on the stomach of St. Anne like a medallion. One 
of the well-known and most intriguing rarities of this kind is the paint-
ing of St. Anne conceiving the Virgin Mary by the Flemish master Jean 
Bellegambe from 1516-1517, held in the Hermitage in St. Petersburg.29

When we look at the conception and the pregnancy of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary, as compared to her mother St. Anne, the situation is entirely dif-
ferent. Mary was unexpectedly designated to bring the Son of God, Jesus 
Christ, to this world. What should be noted here is that the incarnation of 
Christ does not begin with his birth, but rather his conception, which was 
ingeniously written by St. John in his Gospel: Et verbum caro factum est 
(And the word was made flesh).30

The conception of Jesus Christ is not only one of the key events in Mary’s 
life, but also the first scene in the life of Jesus Christ’s series. As an ico-
nography motif, the Annunciation appeared in the Old Christian catacomb 
art, and in the mediaeval iconography programs, it occupies a prominent 
position inside the church. It is commonly placed in the triumphal arch 
above the main altar, especially if the church is explicitly dedicated to 
Annunciation or the Blessed Virgin Mary in general, or to an event from 
her life. Rich iconography is primarily based on the previously mentioned 
Gospel of Luke31 and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew32 and Protoevange-
lium of James.33

By studying the literature and other sources, one can easily see that this 
subject matter has indeed been employed to a great extent and that it was 
a permanent interest for all painters, from the Early Middle Ages until 
today. Thus, there is virtually no one master of any importance that hasn’t 
presented this subject matter in their own special way.34

All in all, the iconography is curiously rich; it developed systematically 
and appeared with more and more details. Nevertheless, three very im-
portant elements are always present: the archangel, the Virgin Mary and 
the dove representing the Holy Spirit descending upon her. In so doing, 
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Mary is placed in various backgrounds and positions. The scene very of-
ten takes place near a well in the moment when Mary is picking up water 
with a jug; other times she is in her house weaving on a loom, and most 
often she is holding a book and praying. In the beginning, the angel was 
most frequently on his feet, and since Renaissance he is levitating, flying 
in the air or coming down on a cloud. The message on annunciation is 
first presented with a hand gesture, index finger pointing out, and later 
on, angel’s greeting can be found written on a scroll coming out of the 
angel’s mouth or wrapped around a rod.35,36 
Even though the phenomenon of Immaculate Conception is indisputable 
from the theological point of view, in everyday life, where all pragmatic 
thoughts are involved, the situation is very intriguing and the original 
message of the canonic Gospel of Luke37 is additionally, and not without 
reason, embellished with apocryphal motifs. That is why Annunciation, 
as a concept of Jesus Christ’s incarnation, is traditionally perceived in 
two ways – implicitly or explicitly. The most common explicit example 
of metaphysical cognition of conception is experienced by Mary’s listen-
ing (conceptio per aurem), whereupon the Word of God (lat. Verbum and 
Greek Lógos) enters the Holy Virgin through the ear in the form of light 
beams. To make the explanation even more impressive, sometimes in 
addition to the beams and the dove, there is also homunculus – a small, 
naked child, Christ, aspiring towards Mary’s ear. For theological reasons, 
at the beginning, this motif was frequently disputed, and after the Trident 
Council in the 16th century it was forbidden and severely repressed. That 
is why there are few examples preserved to this day.
Two such fairly rare examples are preserved in Istria, on the murals 
of Vincent from Kastav, in Berm, dating back to 147438,39, and John of 
Kastav in Hrastovlje40,41, which appeared for the first time in this paper.

Conclusion
On the whole, we may conclude that with its primary messages, it largely 
surpasses religious frames and that relevant cognitions, with appropri-
ate perception, can encourage the believer to a series of practical, in this 
case, biological thoughts on conception, i.e. the beginning of life. 
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