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From the Vicar…… 
 

Dear friends, 
It has been both wonderful and stressful to be back 
to the new normal that has been church since the 
beginning of July. The initial gratitude that we could 
gather around the altar once again has been 
tempered by a frustration that things are changing 
all the time and not necessarily improving.  Face-
coverings are now mandatory, except for the clergy 
and those with medical exemptions.  This seemed 
like a backward step, but then choral singing is 
beginning to return and so there seems to be a step 
or two forward as well.  Numbers at the Parish 
Eucharist are creeping closer to capacity with each 
Sunday so we will consider reducing the 2 metre 
distancing now that we have the mitigation of face-
coverings. 
 

Hopefully by the end of September Young Church 
will be back in action and those who are involved 
will hear from me in the next couple of weeks. 
 
Of course, most of you will know that, as expected, 
the time has come for Fr Tim to move to a new post 
now that he has completed his curacy.  Due to the 
current restrictions it will not be on the scale that we 
would expect at St Andrew’s, but we will say our 
final farewells and thanks at both services on 
Sunday 20th September.  If you would like to 
contribute to a farewell gift please drop an envelope 
through the Vicarage door. 
 
The Bishop has agreed that St Andrew’s will train 
another curate and the appointment process is 
already under way.  By the end of September I hope 
to be in a position to let you know who will be joining 
us in July 2021.  In the meantime please remember 
that the stipendiary staffing level has been halved 
and that a new academic year begins for Mthr Jenn 
at the end of the month. 
 
Finally, I want to acknowledge two significant 
losses to our church family.  Barry Silcock died on 
13th July after a short illness.  Barry had been a 
faithful member of the choir for many years and a 
guardian of the cleanliness of the chancel and its 
brass and of the churchyard.  And just as this 
magazine was being prepared news came of the 
unexpected death of Caroline Robertson on 26th 
August.  Caroline was sub-editor of the Norman 
Arch, PCC secretary and the organiser of the parish 
pilgrimage to Walsingham.  They were both faithful 
servants of God and of his temple. May they rest in 
peace and rise in glory. 
 

With my love and prayers, 

Fr Darren 

1 T none

2 W Eucharist BCP 10.00am

3 Th Gregory the Great 7.30pm

Eucharist

4 F none

5 S none

6 Sun TRINITY 13

BCP 8.00am

Parish Eucharist 10.00am

7 M Eucharist 9.30am

8 T Birth of the Blessed Virgin Mary none

9 W Eucharist BCP 10.00am

10 Th Eucharist 7.30pm

11 F none

12 S Ride and Stride none

13 Sun TRINITY 14

BCP 8.00am

Parish Eucharist 10.00am

14 M Holy Cross Day

Eucharist 9.30am

15 T Cyprian, Bishop of Carthage none

16 W Ninian, Bishop of Galloway

Eucharist BCP 10.00am

17 Th Hildegard 9.30am

Eucharist 7.30pm

18 F none

19 S none

20 Sun TRINITY 15

BCP 8.00am

Parish Eucharist 10.00am

21 M St Matthew

Eucharist 9.30am

22 T none

23 W Eucharist BCP 10.00am

24 Th Eucharist 7.30pm

25 F Lancelot Andrewes none

26 S none

27 Sun TRINITY 16

BCP 8.00am

Parish Eucharist 10.00am

28 M Eucharist 9.30am

29 T Michael & All Angels none

30 W Eucharist 10.00am



  

Aidan of Lindesfarne 
 
On this month’s front cover if the statue of St Aidan 
whose feast day is 31st August. It can be found in 
St Mary's Churchyard on Holy Island. Dating from 
1958 and by the sculptor Kathleen Parbury, it is 
described as a roughly modelled figure in red 
concrete depicting the bald headed saint in monk's 
garb with a torch in his raised left hand and a bronze 
crook in the right. The shaft of a Celtic cross 
supports the figure’s back. 
 
In the seventh century, Aidan was the Bishop of 
Lindesfarne, an island in the North Sea, where he 
converted the Celts living in England’s far north. 
Little is known of the saint’s early life, save that he 
was an Irishman, possibly born in Connacht, and 
that he was a monk at the monastery on the island 
of Iona in Scotland. 
 
Aidan lived in a time of conflict between Christianity 
and the pagan religions of the Anglo-Saxons and 
also conflict between the Christianity of the Celts 
and that of the Romans. In 633, King Oswald of 
Northumbria determined to bring Christianity to the 
pagans of his kingdom. From his fortress of 
Bamburgh, he sent messages to Iona asking for 
missionary monks to come and minister to his 
people. 
 
The first monk they sent, Corman, met with little 
success due to his austere disposition. He returned 
to the monastery and reported he was unable to 
achieve anything because the people ‘were 
ungovernable and of an obstinate and barbarous 
temperament’. The monks had a conference 
wondering what to do next. Aidan, who had moved 
to Iona from his birthplace in Ireland, was at the 
conference and issued these comments to the 
failed missionary. “Brother, it seems to me that you 
were too severe on your ignorant hearers. You 
should have followed the practice of the Apostles, 
and begun by giving them the milk of simpler 
teaching, and gradually nourished them with the 
word of God until they were capable of greater 
perfection and able to follow the loftier precepts of 
Christ.” This observation by Aidan convinced all in 
attendance that he was the man to attend to the 
missionary work in Northumbria. 
 
He arrived in Northumbria around AD 635 
accompanied by 12 other monks and was 
established as Bishop of the area. King Oswald 
gave him the island of Lindisfarne, (now known as 
the Holy Island) for his Bishopric. It was eminently 
suitable for him since the island was cut off from the 
mainland except, twice a day during the periods of 
low tide, when a land bridge was uncovered. It 

provided both solitude and a base for missionary 
work. Here Aidan established an Irish-type 
monastery of wooden buildings…a small church, 
small, circular dwelling huts, perhaps one larger 
building for communal purposes and workshops as 
needed. There the monks spent time in prayer and 
studious preparation before venturing out into the 
community to spread the gospel. 
 
Aidan lived a frugal life, and encouraged the laity to 
fast and study the scriptures. He himself fasted on 
Wednesdays and Fridays, and seldom ate at the 
royal table. St. Aidan tirelessly engaged in 
preaching and pastoral work. He travelled mainly by 
foot and visited all he came across. As St. Bede 
tells us; "Whether rich or poor, if unbelievers, to 
embrace the mystery of the faith, or, if already 
Christians, he would strengthen them in the faith 
and stir them up, by words and actions, to alms and 
good works. He was accustomed not only to teach 
the people committed to his charge in church, but 
also feeling for the weakness of a new-born faith, to 
wander round the provinces, to go into the houses 
of the faithful, and to sow the seeds of God's Word 
in their hearts, according to the capacity of each." 
 
When a feast was set before him he would give the 
food away to the hungry. The presents he received 
were given to the poor or used to buy the freedom 
of slaves, some of whom entered the priesthood. 
During Lent Aidan would retire to the small island of 
Farne for prayer and penance. 
 
Aidan had to ensure that his efforts did not die with 
himself and his monks.  He realized from the first 
the value of education and established a school in 
order to train the next generation of Christian 
leaders for Northumbria. He began with twelve 
boys, who learned the practical work of being 
monks, priests and missionaries by observing and 
working with the older monks. The monastery he 
founded grew and helped found other monasteries 
throughout the area. It also became a centre of 
learning and a storehouse of scholarly knowledge. 
 
Aidan and King Oswald worked hand in hand, 
especially at first, since St. Aidan and his monks 
could not speak the language of the people. King 
Oswald translated for them until they became 
proficient in English. 
 
In 642 AD, the King Oswald was killed in battle 
against the pagan King Penda. King Oswin was 
appointed as Oswald's successor. He also 
supported Aidan's work. 
 
Aidan preached widely throughout Northumbria, 
traveling on foot, so that he could readily talk to 
everyone he met. King Oswin presented him with a 



  

fine horse and trappings so the bishop would no 
longer have to walk everywhere. No sooner had 
Aidan left the King’s palace when he came across 
a poor man asking for alms. The bishop gave the 
man his new horse and continued on his way. King 
Oswin was most distressed when he heard. St. 
Bede has left us the following account:  "The King 
asked the bishop as they were going in to dine, ‘My 
Lord Bishop, why did you give away the royal horse 
which was necessary for your own use? Have we 
not many less valuable horses or other belongings 
which would have been good enough for beggars, 
without giving away a horse that I had specifically 
selected for your personal use?’ The bishop at once 
answered, ‘What are you saying, Your Majesty? Is 
this child of a mare more valuable to you than this 
child of God?’" 
 
After that response, the King humbled himself 
before his bishop and said, ‘I will not refer to this 
matter again, not will I enquire how much of our 
bounty you give away to God’s children.” It was later 
that evening when St Aidan had a premonition of 
King Oswin death saying to his attendant, "I know 
the king will not live very long; for I have never 
before seen a humble king. I feel he will soon be 
taken from us, because this nation is not worthy of 
such a king." 
 
It wasn’t long after this incident in 651 when King 
Oswin was murdered in Gilling, by his cousin. 
Eleven days afterward Aidan also died after serving 
16 years in his episcopate. He had become ill and 
a tent was constructed for him by the wall of a 
church. He drew his last breath while leaning 
against one of the buttresses on the outside of the 
church. This beam survived unscathed through two 
subsequent burnings of the church and at the 
church’s third rebuilding, the beam was brought 
inside the church and many reported miracles of 
healing by touching it. 
 
What Aidan had achieved may not have been clear 
to him at death but subsequent history showed the 
strong foundations and lasting success of his 
mission. The missionaries trained in his school 
went out and worked for the conversion of much of 
Anglo-Saxon England. Saint Aidan of Lindisfarne is 
credited with restoring Christianity to Northumbria 
 
One story has Aidan saving the life of a stag by 
making it invisible to the hunters. Even though, this 
miracle has also been attributed to St Aidan of 
Ferns, the stag is one of heraldic symbols 
associated with Aidan since the stag symbolizes 
solitude, piety, and prayer. Aidan's crest is a torch, 
a light shining in the darkness, since 'Aidan' is 
Gaelic for 'fire'. He is sometimes portrayed with a 
tent reminding us of his death. 

 

Clergy News 

 

Warmest congratulations to Fr Tim on his 

appointment to a post at the “Laudato Si 

Research Institute”, based at Campion Hall, in 

Oxford. He’ll be taking on a project investigating 

a theological response to the current pandemic, 

with special reference to impacts on the 

environment. 

 

I know this won’t be a complete shock as Fr Tim 

is in the final year of his curacy and this is what 

curates do – they move on to pastures new! 

 

Fr Tim writes… 

“I’m really pleased to have the opportunity to do 

this; I think this is a crucial issue for the church 

and for the world and, as many of you know, it is 

a personal passion of mine. So thanks be to God! 

Although I hope there will be a chance for 

conversations before I leave, may I take the 

opportunity to say thank you for your love and 

support over the last three years. I have enjoyed 

journeying alongside you as we have sought to 

live as disciples of Jesus together. And, if I don’t 

see you in person before then (which of course 

is an unfortunate possibility in these times of 

restricted access), may I leave you with words 

spoken by St Paul as he bade farewell to a church 

he knew well: “now I commit you to God and to 

the word of his grace, which can build you up and 

give you an inheritance among all those who are 

sanctified” (Acts 20:32). God bless to you all!” 

 

Although Fr Tim’s resignation takes effect on 

6th September, our farewells will be at both 

services on 20th September.  You should have 

received an envelope to allow you to contribute 

to a gift for Fr Tim.  This should be returned to 

Fr Darren or Peter McCarter or popped through 

the Vicarage door by 13th September. 

 

For now we assure Fr Tim of our prayers as he 

prepares for this new chapter in his life. 
 

 



  

 

 

Nigel Voak has completed his trek up Monte 

Perdido (11,007 ft) in the Pyrenees and raised 

£1545.00 to support Christian Aid. 

This brings St Andrew’s 2020 Christian Aid total to 

£3055.  A great result in the current climate. 

 

Top of Pimene 

 

Brèche de Tuquerouye 

If you have sponsored Nigel please settle your 

debts.You can still add to the sponsorship for at 

the back of church today 

Or visit the charity website 

https://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/NigelVoak 

Please click on the Friends and Family site.  

 

Oxfordshire Historic Churches Trust 

Ride & Stride  

Saturday 12th September 2020 

 

This annual event is going ahead, although some 

of the organisation will be a little different.   

We imagine we will still need volunteers at church 

to welcome the riders/striders. 

Richard Gledhill will be donning his cycle helmet. 

There is a sponsorship form available in church 

during services or contact him directly. 

You might even consider riding or striding yourself! 

Half the money each participant collects on 

sponsorship goes to their own church. 

For more information please speak to our 

organiser Annette Ingleton. 

The Oxfordshire Historic Churches Trust was 

founded in 1964. The organisation’s main purpose 

is to give grants to churches and chapels for major 

repair work.  

A large proportion of the money comes from the 

annual ride and stride event. 

 
 
From the Registers 
 

Marriage 
4th July  Emma Clarke & Bas Savadamuthu 
 
 

Interment of Ashes 
5th August Richard Atkinson 
26th August Joan Spittal 
 
 
 
The views expressed in this magazine are not  
necessarily those of the Editor or Sub Editor. 
No responsibility can be taken for advertising 
statements published. 



  

 

Churchyard Gardening  

Work Party 

 

Saturday 5th September 

10.00am 

ALL VOLUNTEERS WELCOME 

Please bring tools if possible 

Sign the sheet in church  

or just come along on the day! 

Longer term it is proposed to form a 

small group of interested people to 

meet regularly on site to generate ideas 

as to how the beds & planting could be 

rejuvenated and maintenance reduced. 

Areas and projects could be “adopted” 

by individuals or groups. 

Speak to Jane or Malcolm if you are 

interested. 

 

 
 
 

 

MISSION OF THE MONTH 

 

Empowering Children  
Isolated by Poverty in Africa 

 
 
The impact of COVID-19 on charities has been 
severe. Firstly: regular giving has been reduced and 
many donors are not able to support a charity as 
they once did because of a reduction in their own 
circumstances. Secondly: those who benefit from 
the help of a charitable organisation may be 
affected themselves by the pandemic and in even 
more dire straits than usual; and thirdly: quarantine 
and travel restrictions may seriously reduce the 
effectiveness of whatever the charity can still do. 
 
WeSeeHope has been affected by all three of the 
above problems. For 20 years, they have existed to 
create genuine and sustainable change for 
vulnerable children in Southern and Eastern Africa 
through community-led education, child rights and 
economic empowerment programmes. These are 
delivered by their network of committed in-country 
partners in areas where they are most needed. The 
impact of COVID-19 in these communities is 
severe, with low income households adversely 
affected socially and economically. The 
repercussions for vulnerable children will likely be 
long-term. WeSeeHope has worked hard to cut 
back on costs and launched an urgent appeal for 
support. 
 
On July 8th the WHO reported that confirmed cases 
of COVID-19 in Africa had surpassed 500,000. The 
number of cases in Malawi, Tanzania, Uganda and 
Zimbabwe is still unclear because of a lack of 
testing, but in Kenya there has been a sharp rise. 
These are all countries where WeSeeHope is 
particularly active, working side by side with in-
country partners to: 
 
• Protect children’s rights 
• Support children’s emotional wellbeing 



  

• Build economic resilience and empower 
 women 
• Strengthen income generating projects and 
 food security 
• Listen to and work with community 
 stakeholders to address issues at a local 
 level. 
 
For further information on how our contribution from 
St Andrews is helping with this work take a look at 
the website: www.weseehope.org.uk 

 

 
CHURCH GARDEN 

 

 
 
 
‘For the beauty of the earth, for the beauty of the 
skies’.... 
 
Our beautiful Churchyard Garden is sadly not 
looking its best as we approach autumn. With this 
in mind, on Saturday September 5th from 10.00 to 
13.00 we have a Gardening Party. Our spring tidy-
up was cancelled due to lockdown and so it has 
been a long time (nearly a full year) since our last 
group effort. So please come along, bring a 
Thermos of coffee, some tools and enjoy some 
outside worthy activity and see some old friends. As 
Lord Kitchener might have said ‘Your Churchyard 
needs YOU’ or even the rallying call of ‘Let’s make 
our Churchyard great again!’  Seriously, there is a 
wedding coming up soon, so after all these months, 
it’s time to put on our best show. 
 
I would like to get more of you involved in the 
garden. If anyone would like to look after an area, 
however small or large, on a regular basis, could 
you please let me or Malcolm know?  Sometimes it’s 
not possible to come to a group session, but you 
may enjoy gardening in times to suit you. I would 
also really value the input of enthusiastic gardeners 
with a view to having a small ‘Gardeners group’, to 
discuss ways of managing the maintenance work 
and planting.  Our Churchyard is such a precious 
space, I would like to see it looking its best 
throughout the year, and providing joy for all in Old 
Headington and a haven for our wild life. 

The herbaceous plants have mainly run to seed, so 
now the trees are providing the best show. We have 
two Hawthorns which are developing good red 
berries. Also, there is a Sorbus, which is goes by 
many names including Mountain Ash, Whitebeam, 
Rowan Tree and Witchbane.  This too is producing 
a good crop of berries, which can be made into 
delicious jellies which are similar to Crab apple jelly. 
There are many folklore legends about Rowan 
Trees. They are reputed to protect against 
enchantment and evil as well as having healing 
properties. A branch was often placed in a house or 
bed on Good Friday, or planted in a churchyard to 
ward off evil forces. A Rowan branch was used to 
protect against witches, which were greatly feared 
in Mediaeval Britain. Perhaps I should have one 
handy on Halloween when the local children come 
‘trick and treating’! I am fascinated to see in which 
order the birds eat the berries. They seem to eat 
the red berries first and then the less tasty other 
colours.  Just when I think I will pick some holly 
with berries to decorate the house for Christmas, I 
find the birds has eaten the lot!  
 
As gardeners, we have a dilemma. Do we deadhead 
and prevent out plants from setting seed and keep 
them looking tidy, or do we leave them for the wild 
life, for food and habitat? I’ve come to a truce. I 
have planted several berrying trees like Crab 
Apples, Hawthorn, Pyracantha and hip bearing 
roses, I leave architectural seed heads like 
agapanthus and hydrangea, and tidy damp foliage 
from hostas, lupins and delphiniums. I keep a pile 
of old small branches for bugs and hedgehogs- at 
least that’s my justification for being untidy! My 
vegetable plants have fed the local bird and slug 
population this year! Gardening is more than just 
growing plants, its impact on urban environments 
is being increasingly recognised. Our contribution, 
however small, does help. 
 
Happy gardening, stay safe and I hope to see you 
in September 

Jane 

 
 

Flowers for St Andrew’s 
 

If anyone would like to make a donation towards 
the cost of the flowers throughout the year,  

maybe in memory of a loved one, or to celebrate a 
special occasion then please do contact me on 

Oxford 874477. 
 

Pauline Hessey 
 

http://www.weseehope.org.uk/


  

Notes from the Organ Bench 
 

 
 
It is interesting, as I sit down to write my monthly 
‘Notes’, to look back and to see just what a year this 
has been! Last time I noted that we were just about 
to return to public worship and that we would be 
having organ music at parts of the service during 
which we would normally be singing a hymn.  
This time, I have returned to THE Organ Bench and 
am no longer at ‘another organ bench’! 
 
Just last Sunday, we were permitted to re-introduce 
choral singing with the choir only at this stage and 
all socially distanced, of course. It was a very small 
but hugely welcomed step and I’d like to place on 
record my thanks to the choir for being so willing to 
return so soon. The reintroduction of choral music 
will be taken slowly not least because for most of 
the choir it will be over 20 weeks since they last 
sang and, like an athlete returning to training, the 
muscles required for singing will need to be 
retrained gently – this cannot be rushed. 
 
In my last notes, I asked if anybody would be 
prepared to offer to play the piano during the 
distribution of communion, once in a while – it 
doesn’t need to be every Sunday. If we could 
establish a rota of 4, it would only be once a month. 
If anybody felt that they would like to take on some 
of this playing, do please let me know. 
 
During August, I was exploring C19th French Organ 
Music. We had a week of Theodore Dubois, a week 
of César Franck, two weeks of Louis Lefébure-Wély 
and a final flourish of a bit of an assortment. The 
organ at St Andrew’s is capable of producing some 
quite authentic French organ sounds – albeit a little 
shrilly at times! I hope that you enjoyed some of 
these more flippant contributions. 
 
For September and October, I’m going to explore 
the repertoire of English Organ Composers and I 
hope that you will notice a warmer, more rounded 
tone to the organ. 
 
I shall start with some of the very early, keyboard 
pieces written before organs were widely used and 

move on to some of the early pieces for an organ; 
we’ll note the introduction of a swell pedal and then 
move on through the centuries to pieces written 
specifically for the modern organ. I hope you enjoy 
this journey through time! 
 
2020 has been a challenging year and our all our 
lives have been impacted to a greater or lesser 
degree by the effects of coronavirus but your love 
and support since we have been back worshiping 
together has been hugely appreciated. Thank you 
for all kind words and encouragement. 
 
My best wishes to you all - take care and stay safe 
 

Richard Bennett 
Director of Music 

 
 
 

 
 

I would like to say a big Thank you to those readers 
who have supported our work during the past few 
months by donating goodies for our hospital project. 
Do contact me if you find more things that you want 
to find a new home for! 
At this time of year our Mothers’ Union work turns 
towards Christmas (sorry). More specifically we are 
thinking about our work with prisoners. There are a 
large number of prisons in this diocese and we are 
working towards supporting more of them in various 
ways. For example: for many years we have sent 
every prisoner at a Bullingdon prison a Christmas 
card (‘With Best wishes from a member of the 
Mothers’ Union in the diocese of Oxford’ are the 
agreed words) and this year we are also going to 
give them cards so that they can send a loved one 
a card at Christmas. We will do the same for 
Woodhill prisoners (that prison is near Milton 
Keynes). It is challenging to work with prisons: 
everything that enters a prison must be security 
checked and not all officers are happy to scan large 
quantities of cards, whilst deliveries from many 
companies are not accepted.  
 
If you find that you have some spare Christmas 
cards that you do not want to use this year and 
would be happy to donate to our local prison, 
please get in touch and I will arrange collection. 
 
Mothers’ Union have been making face coverings 
for many people and there is a pattern on our 



  

website that can be used to make one for yourself 
if you are skilled in that way. 
https://www.muoxford.org.uk/index.php/2020/04/2
1/sewing-pattern-for-face-masks/ 
If you are unable to access the internet and would 
like a copy of the pattern, do get in touch with me. 
 
If you are reluctant to use face coverings that 
end up in landfill, Mothers’ Union can help. 
 
Members from a number of Mothers’ Union 
dioceses have lovingly produced a collection of 
face coverings in an array of patterns and colours. 

 
 
Cost is £5.00 each with FREE Postage and Packing 
Assorted designs, but please note that patterns and 
colours cannot be chosen. 
 
Each covering includes a filter pocket into which 
you can insert your own filter and a care card which 
includes care details. Each covering comes packed 
in cello wrap which you can store the covering in. 
All coverings have been packed with guidance and 
care. 100% Cotton Wash at 60 degrees. 
 
If the product is ‘Out or Stock’ please look again 
within the next few days as they are being made all 
the time! 

 
Alison Bennett  

01869 343760 
 
 

 

PLEASE RECYCLE YOUR COPY OF THE NORMAN ARCH 

The Nativity of the  
Blessed Virgin Mary 

8th September 
 
Although this feast day is celebrated in almost all of 
the Christian World the modern canon of scripture 
does not record Mary's birth. The earliest known 
account of Mary's birth is found in the 
Protoevangelium of James (5:2), an apocryphal text 
from the late second century, which names her 
parents as Anne and Joachim.  Tradition describes 
Joachim as a wealthy member of one of the Twelve 
Tribes of Israel. He and his wife Anne were deeply 
grieved by their childlessness. Tradition also places 
the birthplace of the Virgin Mary at Sepphoris in 
Israel where a 5th-century basilica was excavated 
at the site. Some accounts speak of Nazareth and 
others say it was in a house near the Sheep Gate 
in Jerusalem. None of this can be asserted with any 
certainty. 
 
The earliest document commemorating this feast 
comes from a hymn written in the sixth century. The 
feast may have originated somewhere in Syria or 
Palestine in the beginning of the sixth century, 
when after the Council of Ephesus (431), the cult of 
the Mother of God was greatly intensified. 
 
The first liturgical commemoration is connected 
with the sixth century dedication of the Basilica 
Sanctae Mariae ubi nata est, now called the Church 
of St Anne in Jerusalem. The original church built, 
in the fifth century, was a Marian basilica erected 
on the spot known as the shepherd's pool and 
thought to have been the home of Mary's parents. 
It was the end of the seventh century before the 
feast was celebrated in the Western Church. 
 
In the case of most saints the Church 
commemorates their date of death. The two 
exceptions are John the Baptist and the Virgin Mary 
whose birth dates are commemorated in the 
Church’s calendar. The reason for this is found in 
the singular mission each had in salvation history, 
but traditionally also because these alone were holy 
in their very birth. Falling just nine months after the 
feast of the Conception of Mary, this feast 
acknowledges the preparation by God of his people 
to receive their Saviour and Lord, putting 'heaven in 
ordinary' and showing that mortal flesh can be the 
bearer of Christ to the world. 
 
The subject was frequently depicted in art as part 
of cycles of the Life of the Virgin. Medieval 
depictions of Mary in infancy often include her birth 
to Saint Anne. In late medieval depictions the 
setting was often in a wealthy household. 
 



  

The most famous paintings are in The Church of 
Santa Maria Novella, adjacent to the train station of 
the same name, in Florence. In the Tornabuoni 
Chapel (named for the family that commissioned 
the paintings) are scenes from the Life of John the 
Baptist and from the Life of the Virgin. They are by 
the absolute master of Florentine fresco, Domenico 
Ghirlandaio and his workshop.   
 
 

 
 

Birth of the Virgin fresco 
 
 

The top left section of the fresco shows the story of 
Mary’s conception, born of a kiss between the aged 
Joachim and the long-barren St Anne, as they 
linger by the city gate. Ghirlandaio places this close 
encounter of the Biblical kind at the top of a 
staircase inside what appears to be a contemporary 
Florentine palace, where it gives way seamlessly to 
the Birth of the Virgin, easily the best-known scene 
from the chapel. 
 
 

 
 

Detail showing the midwives holding the new-born 
Mary as St Anne looks on from bed 

 
St Anne props herself up in her fifteenth-century 
platform bed, in a luxuriously panelled room topped 
by a continuous frieze of chubby, dancing putti. 
Midwives in the foreground pour water from an 
elegant pewter jug into a pewter basic, preparing 
the baby’s bath.  
 
Note how the baby is being held by a midwife and 
being shown to a young woman accompanied by 
her usual female entourage, all sumptuously 
dressed in high fifteenth-century Florentine style. 
Their presence is a reminder of the customary visits 
made by women of aristocratic families on the 
occasion of a birth.  
 
But this woman tells her own story, or at least 
Domenico Ghirlandaio tells her story in his art.  She 
is Giovanna Tornabuoni.  The Tornabuoni were a 
wealthy Florentine banking family, rivals of the 
Medici.  In order to expiate themselves against 
charges of immoral luxuriousness and wealth, as 
well as to quell suspicions of usury (charging 
interest, which was considered a sin) such families 
commissioned great religious works of art.  The 
irony, of course, is that such a gift was intended to 
attract maximum public attention. European cities 
are bursting with the extravagant "humility" of rich 
patrons! 
 
But who was Giovanna? 
She was the wife of Lorenzo Tornabuoni, who sadly 
died in childbirth while Ghirlandaio was painting this 
cycle. She is present in each of the fresco scenes 
concerning the life of the Virgin and of John the 
Baptist. The frescoes are, therefore, touching 



  

commemorative tributes to Giovanna, mingling the 
joys of birth with the sadness of death and the hope 
for eternal salvation. 
 
 

 
 

Domenico Ghirlandaio’s portrait of  
Giovanna Tornabuoni 1489-90 

(Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid) 
 
 
 

It may interest you to know that the birth of Mary is 
narrated in the third sura (chapter) of the Qur'an 
with references to her father Imran, after whom the 
chapter is named, as well as her mother, Hannah. 
Hannah prayed to God to fulfil her desire to have a 
child and vowed, if her prayer was accepted, that 
her child (whom she initially thought would be male) 
would be dedicated to the service of God (a direct 
parallel to the Old Testament Hannah, whose 
mothering of Samuel followed an identical 
storyline). She prayed for her child to remain 
protected from Satan (Shayṭān) and Muslim 
tradition records a hadith, which states that the only 
children born without the "touch of Satan", were 
Mary and Jesus. 
 
 


