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Mercy in the Days of Plague
Iconology of the Virgin of Mercy

Jun KAWADA

Graduate School of Human and Environmental Studies,

Kyoto University, Kyoto, 606-8501 Japan

Summary This paper reveals how the plagues influenced on the Iconology of the “Virgin of Mercy”. This
figure spread throughout Italy, Germany, France and the Netherlands from the end of the 13" century to the
middle of the 16™ century. I examine some works of the figure not only from the view of art history but also
from social history —the history of mentality—, for tracing the medieval notion of Mercy. First, I show that
the figure was based on the image of winged God in the Judea—Christ text (Psalm: 91, 4-10) and that it
implied the church and the flock of Christians as ideals. Second, I explain why this figure was thought to
protect people from the plagues. From the early Christian era, Mary was thought to be able to intercede with
God/Christ. In some works made after 1347, one can see people fled into Mary’s cloak ; it sheds the
plague—arrow which expressed the anger of God/Christ. Finally, I note the works representing a heap of dead
men shot by arrows outside the Mary’s cloak. Emphasized mercy could lead to the completely merciless
sight. People would be selected in proportion to the degree of one’s faith.



