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Attributed to Johann König (1586-1642) 

VIRGIN AND CHILD WITH THE INFANT BAPTIST, c.1616-20 

Oil on silvered copper 28.2 x 22 cm 

Transferred from Chester Free Public Library 1920.  Re-numbered 1967.114 

 

 
Subject and Symbolism 

  

The image of the Virgin and Child was encouraged as the representation of 

official doctrine following the condemnation of the Nestorian heresy (which 
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denied the Virgin Mary the title ‘Mother of God’) by the Council of Ephesus 

in 431.  Effigies of the Virgin and Child enthroned first became widely 

diffused in the 7th century, and were drawn from Byzantine models.  The 

Renaissance saw the replacement of the hieratic type of the Virgin and Child 

by others less formal, among them the Madonna of Humility.  The essential 

feature of this type, which appeared first in northern Italian painting in the 

14th century, is that the Virgin is seated on the ground, rather than 

enthroned.  The Chester painting thus belongs to the type of the Madonna of 

Humility. 

 

The theme of the Virgin and Child with the Infant Baptist – for which there 

is no Biblical basis – first occurs in the art of the Italian Renaissance, and 

was very common in 16th-century Italian painting.  Pseudo-Bonaventure 

(Giovanni de Caulibus) relates that the Holy Family on their return from 

Egypt stayed with Elizabeth, the cousin of the Virgin, and with her son the 

little St John, and tells how the latter showed respect to the Christ child, 

even though both were of tender years.  A variant is the legend related by St 

Bonaventura, that on the Virgin and Joseph leaving Egypt with the Child, 

they met the young Baptist on the skirts of the wilderness, near a gushing 

spring, and John acknowledged Christ as Lord.  These are the likely sources 

for the subject of the Chester painting. 

 

The Virgin wears her traditional red tunic with long sleeves, and over this is 

a blue robe, the colour symbolic of heaven and a reminder of the Virgin’s 

role as Queen of Heaven.  She wears a transparent veil:  the fathers of the 

early Church, particularly Tertullian, attached great importance to the decent 

veil worn by Christian maidens, and in all the early pictures the Virgin is 

veiled.  Her feet are unshod.  The Virgin is the only figure in the Chester 

painting to be depicted with a halo, in the form of a simple ring shown in 

perspective.   

 

The Christ Child is always, in the Greek and early pictures, clothed in a little 

tunic, generally white.  In the 15th century he first appears partly, and then 

wholly, undraped.  The diaphanous white fabric upon which he sits in the 

Chester painting is surely a vestige of this earlier white clothing.  White 

signifies innocence, purity and holiness.  The white cloth up which the 

naked Christ Child is placed may prefigure the clean linen sheet with which 

Joseph of Arimathea wrapped the naked body of the crucified Christ. 

 

John the Baptist was the son of Elizabeth, a ‘kinswoman’ (Luke 1:36) of the 

Virgin Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ.  John was six months older than 
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Jesus (Luke 1:37), and in depictions of the infant Baptist with the infant 

Christ, John is shown as somewhat the older of the two.  According to 

tradition, John retired to the desert while still a child.  The depiction of the 

infant Baptist traditionally follows the Biblical description of the adult 

Baptist – ‘John’s clothing was a rough coat of camel’s hair, with a leather 

belt round his waist’ (Matthew 3:4) – and he is shown thus in the Chester 

painting.  The adult Baptist is traditionally depicted as standing with his 

limbs and chest exposed, his hand uplifted, and his mouth half open, and 

these details also appear in the Chester painting.  His almost invariable 

attribute is the reed cross with a long slender stem.  The cross is the symbol 

of faith and, in the hand of John, symbolises his mission as Baptist and 

prophet to preach and convert.  He is considered as the last of the prophets 

of the Old, and the first of the saints of the New Testament, thus forming the 

connecting link between the two dispensations. 

 

On the right of the Chester painting, behind the Virgin, are the lower parts of 

two unfluted classical columns side by side; the one farthest to the right is on 

a short pedestal, whilst the base of the other one is hidden.  A single column 

may refer to the Nativity of Christ
 
since, according to the Mediationes of 

Pseudo-Bonaventura (Giovanni de Caulibus), the Virgin supported herself 

on a column prior to giving birth.  A single column may also refer to the 

Flagellation of Christ (mentioned by all the Evangelists), since it was 

customary to depict Christ bound to a column.  The column of the 

Flagellation is mentioned, in direct connection with the Nativity, in the 

Revelationes of St Bridget of Sweden, which describe how the Virgin 

foresaw the Passion as soon as she had given birth to Jesus.  The two 

columns side by side in the Chester painting may thus refer to both the 

infancy and the Passion of Christ.  

 

Other details in the Chester painting are also worthy of note.  The large tree 

beside the columns and the majority of the trees behind the figures are very 

probably sycamores, a tree commonly found in central and southern Europe 

at the time this picture was painted.  The sycamore may refer to the entry of 

Christ into Jerusalem, which in art forms the first scene of the cycle of the 

Passion, since in the background of traditional depictions are two trees, in 

one of which is Zacchaeus, who ‘climbed a sycamore tree in order to see 

him’ (Luke 19:4).  The two tall slender trees rising above the others behind 

the figures are almost certainly Italian cypresses:  the cypress pointing to 

heaven is an emblem of the Virgin.  The tree with drooping branches 

immediately to the left of the Baptist’s head may well be a silver birch:  in 

some depictions of the Flagellation of Christ the soldiers use birches.  The 
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river on the left of the painting undoubtedly refers to the Jordan in which 

John baptised (Matthew 3:6).  The bare brown soil beneath his feet and the 

stones in the foreground (which contrast with the rest of the rich green 

landscape) may refer to the desert into which the Baptist had withdrawn.  

The buildings in the distant landscape on the left of the painting include a 

number of towers:  the tower is an attribute of the Virgin, symbolising her 

chastity. 

 

The white strip held by the Child and the Baptist in the Chester painting may 

represent the scroll with the words ‘Ecce Agnus Dei’ (‘Behold the Lamb of 

God’) frequently seen in depictions of the Baptist, both infant and adult.  

This inscription is derived from the passage in John 1:29 – the Baptist ‘saw 

Jesus coming towards him. ‘Look,’ he said ‘there is the Lamb of God:  it is 

he who takes away the sin of the world’.’  The words, ‘The Lamb of God’, 

proclaimed by the Baptist, foreshadow the future sacrificial death of Christ.  

The Baptist thereby fulfils his father’s prophecy (Luke 1:76), ‘my child, you 

shall be called the Prophet of the Highest’.  In the Chester painting, the 

Baptist holds the scroll in his right hand and offers it to the Christ Child, 

who accepts and holds it firmly with both hands.  The Baptist looks at 

Christ, and Christ looks at the scroll.  Thus the central activity of the Chester 

painting may be understood as the acceptance by the Christ Child of his 

future sacrificial death (by which he ‘takes away the sin of the world’):  and 

the instrument of that death – the cross – is carried in the Baptist’s other 

hand. 

 

The Virgin looks at the Baptist (who looks at Christ, who looks at the 

scroll), and places her right hand upon his shoulder.  This gesture may be 

understood as drawing the Baptist – with his message – toward her Son.  The 

Virgin points to the Christ Child with her left hand, and this gesture may be 

derived from one of the three main types of the Virgin and Child enthroned 

in early Italian painting – the Virgin pointing to the Child.  The Virgin points 

to the side of Christ’s body (it is not clear whether she touches his flesh), 

and this may refer to the wound in Christ’s side at the Crucifixion (John 

19:34). 

 

The theme of the Chester painting may thus be understood as the acceptance 

by the Christ Child of his future sacrificial death.  The Passion of Christ may 

be alluded to by the white cloth upon which he sits, the reed cross in the 

Baptist’s hand, the columns and trees behind him, the scroll which he and 

the Baptist hold, and the pointing of the Virgin to the side of his body. 
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The Artist 

 

When the painting entered the museum collection in 1920 it was attributed 

to the School of Hans Rottenhammer (1564-1625), and when re-numbered in 

1967 it was listed as Unknown Artist.  David Scrase suggested that the 

painting is not by Rottenhammer, but is perhaps by Jean Symons Pynas 

(1583/4-1631) or Jacob Symonsz Pynas (c.1585 - after 1648) or by someone 

around Johann König (1586-1642).  The foliage in the Chester painting 

appears to be very similar to that in Latona changing the Lycian Peasants 

into Frogs by König(?) (London, Courtauld Institute Gallery).  Keith 

Andrews suggested that the landscape in the Chester painting certainly looks 

very close to König, and that the figures may well be by his hand too.   

 

According to Malcolm Waddingham, the painting is by Johann König.  He 

pointed out revealing comparisons in the following works:  for the child 

Jesus and infant St John, the putti in the four panels depicting the Seasons by 

König (Vienna, Künsthistorisches Museum); the Toilet of Bathsheba 

(Oxford, Ashmolean Museum) contains similar female heads; and the signed 

and dated 1616 series of classical and Christian allegories (Munich, 

Residenz) has similar stylistic qualities and helps to provide a date for the 

Chester painting. 

 

Johann König, a German painter and miniaturist, was born in 1586 and died 

in 1642.  He was working at Augsburg about 1600, and painted for the Town 

Hall a Last Judgment and the Story of Ananias and Sapphira.  He was in 

Rome from 1610-16, and he also lived at Nuremberg.  There is at the 

University of Upsala an agate on which he painted on one side the Passage 

of the Red Sea and on the other the Last Judgment.   

 

The Frame 

 

The frame was made in 1987.  The design is based on a Doric tabernacle 

altarpiece in Sebastiano Serlio’s L’Architettura Book IV, page 30.  First 

published in Venice in 1537, this had a profound influence in Northern 

Europe.  Serlio’s treatise would have been known by the furniture-makers of 

Augsburg, who specialised in elaborate cabinets, often using ebony and 

tortoiseshell.  We may speculate that, had an Augsburg cabinet-maker 

produced a frame for this painting, he might have made something like this. 

 

The frame is of ebony with red tortoiseshell panels.  These colours relate to 

the iconography of the picture, whose theme is the acceptance by the Christ 
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Child of his future sacrificial death, since black signifies death and red 

symbolises the blood of the passion.  The two columns in the painting refer 

to the Infancy and the Passion of Christ, and are echoed in the Roman Doric 

half-columns on Tuscan pedestals which flank the picture opening.  The 

mouldings of the column bases on the frame precisely reproduce the details 

and size of the one in the painting, and the simplicity of the Doric order is 

particularly suitable to the solemnity of the theme.  The Virgin and Child 

with the Infant Baptist was a cabinet picture, intended to be admired 

primarily for its artistic excellence, but it was probably also regarded as a 

specifically religious image in early 17th-century Augsburg, and the frame 

functions equally well for both these approaches. 


