
	 WHAT IS WRONG WITH THIS PAINTING 

Though a pious and lovely painting of Mary with her mother Anne, 
can you find any historical inaccuracies with this image? 

We tend to read their reality and experience back into historical times. We 
assume everyone had running water and disposable diapers, could all read and 
write, and dressed and ate like us. 


There is a word for this—anachronism, which means out of chronological order 
or out of date — something or someone that is not in its correct historical or 
chronological time.

 

This is a lovely picture but not based within its historical or actual context. So, 
can you find the historical inaccuracies?


1.  Mary was Middle Eastern and would be expected to have darker hair, skin 
and eyes—not likely with blond or ginger-colored hair and such a fair 
complexion like a Northern European. 


2.  Books with pages (codex) sewn together had not yet been invented. What 
the Bible refers to as “books” (βίβλος - biblos), were actually rolled scrolls.  
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 Luke 4:17  “And the scroll (biblos) of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and 1

found the place where it was written…”
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3.  Scrolls would be unaffordable to the average folks, as books were later. They 
were made of animal skins (vellum or parchment) and were handwritten. 
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4.  It is unlikely that the average population in biblical times could read, 
especially women.  Literacy rates were very low. Many Jews memorized 3

Scripture by rote but were unable to read on their own and did not own books. 
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5.  According to the document—from which we derive the names of Mary’s 
parents Joachim and Anna—Mary would have been dedicated to the Temple at 
this age, not with her mother. 
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6.  Angels are not chubby blond babies with puffy wings.


7.  The balusters appear to be of Roman architectural design, not Judean.


8.  Common folks would not have bright-colored garments (especially blue, 
purple or scarlet) since these dyes were extracted from sea mollusks and were 
very costly, reserved for royalty or the very wealthy. 
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 In the first century, books were extremely rare and expensive because they had to be handwritten on 2

materials like papyrus or parchment. A well-off merchant or nobleman might spend the equivalent of 
hundreds of dollars on a single book—the wages of several months to several years for the average 
worker, depending on the size of the book.

  In first-century Judea, literacy among women was quite rare. Education was primarily focused on 3

males, especially for religious and legal purposes. Most women did not receive formal education in 
reading and writing, as their roles were often centered around household duties and family 
responsibilities.

  “I have heard estimates from scholars that the Jews in Jesus’ days had a literacy rate as low as 4

2-3%, but others estimate as high as 20%.  Very likely, Jewish literacy rates were higher than Greek 
and Roman societies because of training in their synagogues.  In Western Europe during the Middle 
ages literacy decreased, probably to under 1%.”

 “Her parents went down [away] marveling and praising the Lord God, because the child had not 5

turned back [from entering the Temple]. And Mary was in the temple of the Lord as if she were a dove 
that dwelt there, and she received food from the hand of an angel. And when she was twelve years old 
there was held a council of the priests, saying: Behold, Mary has reached the age of twelve years.”  
And, “It is Mary that was reared in the temple of the Lord.” (2nd century Protoevangelium of James.)

 “In ancient culture the blue, purple and scarlet suggested wealth and royalty. Colored textiles were 6

produced from natural dyes that were rare and expensive. Only wealthy and powerful kings could 
afford to decorate their palaces with colored textiles.” (Dictionary of Biblical Imagery).
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