
What can we learn about Our Lady from Gonzalo de Berceo? 

 

 Gonzalo de Berceo, a 13th century Benedictine monk from La Rioja, Spain, was the first 

known Spanish writer to have written in his mother tongue and also to have put his own name to 

his work. Berceo is known for his contribution to the literature of medieval Spain through his 

theological and hagiographical (that is to say, about the lives of the Saints) writings, chief among 

these his anthology of Marian poems known commonly as Los Milagros de Nuestra Señora (Miracles 

of Our Lady). His goal in producing these was to take pre-existing Latin stories about miracles 

attributed to Our Lady and translate them into the vernacular so that ordinary folk of the time, most 

of whom had little education or ability to read, could hear what they had to say. Part of this process 

involved taking these Latin prose texts, rather dry and boring, and revamp them in a way that 

brought them to life and, as a consequence, brings to life the wonders and graces bestowed upon us 

by God.  

 In this short article, we shall be drawing out the main features of Berceo’s Mariology. That is 

to say, we want to discover what Berceo has to say about who Mary is. To do this, we will examine 

certain striking features of the anthology’s introductory poem. The introduction sets the context for 

what follows; thus, understanding the Mariology contained in the introductory verses will make it 

clear what the rest is about. The chief concept throughout will be Mary as Mediatrix omnium gratiarum 

(this means ‘Mediatrix of all graces’, that Mary was the means by which all of Jesus Christ’s graces 

came into the world), with concepts relating to this such as Mary as the pinnacle of all creation, as 

well as types of Mary (‘foreshadowings’, if you will) in the Old Testament. 

 We will not limit ourselves merely to discovering what Berceo says about Mary for 

knowledge’s sake itself. For in studying the ideas contained within Berceo’s verses, we have the 

opportunity to deepen and enrich our own Marian devotion and so deepen and enrich our own life 

of prayer. This is especially important in the present day, given that our own country of England 

has been re-consecrated as Our Lady’s dowry!  

 Therefore, let us dive into what Berceo has to say about our Lady and take this opportunity 

to grow in devotion to the Mother of Our Lord, and so grow closer to Him Who through her has 

redeemed the World.    

 If we are to get a sense of how Mary is shown to be the Mediatrix of all graces, we must first 

get a sense of how Mary is the pinnacle of God’s created order. To do this, we must first take a look 

at where the action takes place. The protagonist, the poet himself, while on pilgrimage comes upon 

a meadow. On entering this meadow, filled with wonders of the natural world, we are transported 

to the beginning of creation, very good in God’s eyes: sweet-smelling flowers, four streams of 

refreshing water, groves of trees filled with fresh fruit (not a single one rotten or bitter) and 

providing shade, as well as birds singing beautifully in harmony – a true Paradise if ever one was 

seen!  

 Amazed by what he sees and drinking in all its wonder and perfection, our pilgrim removes 

his clothes to be more comfortable and lies down in the shade of a tree. Don’t be put off by what 

might appear to be a somewhat odd image – him taking off his clothes will take on a great deal of 

significance if we cast our minds back to the first chapters of Genesis, to how Adam and Eve walked 



naked in Eden and felt no shame (Gen. 2:25). And that is what is happening here, our pilgrim has 

returned to Eden, our Paradise. This is reinforced by the four streams that call to mind the four rivers 

flowing through Eden (Gen. 2:10-14). Moreover, the fruit is so sweet and delicious that if had Adam 

eaten such fruit, he would never have fallen. This God’s creation, redeemed by Him.  

 But how does this relate to Our Lady? Berceo, referencing St. Peter, says we are all pilgrims 

on a journey towards our Heavenly Home, living in a foreign land until we arrive there (1 Peter 

2:11). Berceo then goes on to say that during this pilgrimage of ours we have such a meadow wherein 

we will find rest and a foretaste of the heavenly perfection which is to come. Everything within this 

meadow symbolises an aspect of Our Lady.  

 Berceo tells us that this meadow, beautiful and untouched by Man, symbolises her 

immaculate and perpetual virginity. The four streams of water are the four Gospels, flowing from 

her and guided by her, symbolising the role she played in the writing of the Gospels, as she guided 

and corrected the Evangelists as they wrote. The trees are the miracles attributed to her, the shade 

of the trees are her prayers in which all may find rest. The singing birds in the trees are the Church 

Fathers, St. Augustine, St. Gregory the Great to name a few, who wrote of her deeds. The abundant 

flowers in the meadow are Our Lady’s numerous names: Star of the Sea, Queen of Heaven, and so 

forth.  

 Thus, Our Lady stands at the centre of this Paradise, a representation of redeemed creation. 

She is this redeemed creation, the New Eve, conceived without sin. In this sense, we have a constant 

reminder of God’s plan of redemption for all of us. Berceo is correct in saying she gave us the food 

from which we all eat, this food being the fruit of her womb, Our Lord Jesus Christ (Luke 1:42). 

Through her flows Jesus’ living water (John 4:13-15), and through her prayers we are shaded from 

all the sin and danger in our world. In this way, the title of Mediatrix of all grace is a fitting one, as 

it was through her that Jesus Christ came into our world and thus through her that we are able to 

be in communion with Jesus in the Eucharist – the greatest of all the sacraments of the Church. 

 Berceo also reminds us of Mary’s role as Mediatrix of all grace through his use of Old 

Testament typology. In the same way that the Old Testament abounds in foreshadowings, or ‘types’ 

(from the Greek τύπος, meaning ‘stamp’ or ‘imprint’) of Jesus, the same can be said of Mary. Berceo 

makes several references to types of Mary in the Old Testament, but we shall limit ourselves to a 

few of the most striking ones which illustrate the point that is being made.  One example of a 

type of Mary referenced by Berceo are the staves of Moses and Aaron, through which God effected 

several of the miracles we often hear about: when Moses parted the sea (Ex. 14:15-18), when Aaron’s 

staff was used to confound Pharaoh’s sorcerers (Ex. 7:8-13) and when Aaron’s staff blossoms and 

brings forth fruit to put an end to the people’s quarrelling (Num. 17:1-11) – these are some of the 

Old Testament miracles shown by God to His people that Berceo references. While Our Lady is not 

actually these objects, their being effectively instruments of God’s grace points towards the pinnacle 

of this idea in Mary being the instrument of the greatest of God’s graces to us.  

 Another striking type of Mary can be found in the story of David and Goliath, wherein David 

miraculously kills the Philistine giant with a single stone from his sling (1 Samuel 17:31-54). Berceo 

tells us that Mary was the weapon used to defeat Goliath, she was what God used to bring down 

the foe of His people. This clearly mirrors what we see in the Book of Revelation wherein Mary is 

victorious over the dragon (Rev. 12:13-17) – showing how Satan, who thrives on pride, has been 



confounded by God through so humble a woman. Through the pride of Eve, humanity fell from 

grace and sin entered into the world. Through Mary’s perfect humility before God, seen in her total 

submission to His plan, humanity was given redemption and the forgiveness of sins. 

 The point Berceo is making is clear: in the same way God worked wonders for the people of 

the Old Testament using objects of creation, God chose Mary to be the means by which His greatest 

wonders, were to be carried out, to be the very medium by which He came into the world and gave 

us eternal life. What makes this even more wonderful is that, rather than being a mere object without 

free will, Mary willingly chose to accept God’s plan (Luke 1:38). This tells us two things about God. 

Firstly, that He willed to take on our humanity and be born of a woman goes to show that He truly 

loves us and values our humanity. Secondly, the fact that God gave Mary a choice and didn’t force 

her to accept His plan shows how much He values our free will – that God stretches out His hand 

to us and allows us to cooperate with and take part in His plan of salvation, that is something to 

contemplate.  

 To conclude, there is a lot we can learn about Our Lady from Berceo’s poetry. As spoken of 

in the Old Testament, Mary, immaculately conceived without stain of sin, is the means through 

which Our Lord chose to come into our world as true God and true Man so that we might be saved 

– she is Mediatrix omnia gratiarum in that the graces we receive as a result of Christ’s Incarnation and 

Resurrection were made possible by her cooperation with God’s plan. Mary’s place is at the pinnacle 

of His creation, and we meditate in the fifth glorious mystery of the Rosary where Jesus crowns her 

Queen of the Universe. In her, we have a foretaste of God’s plan for humanity, a place of rest as we 

journey on our pilgrimage to our Heavenly Paradise, and a fountain of grace. Perhaps most of all, 

we have the model for sainthood, which we may hope to attain by totally consenting to and being 

open to God’s grace in our lives.  

 Therefore, let us deepen and enrich our prayer lives by calling upon Our Lady for help 

whenever we find ourselves in need of it. For it is through her that we will come to know her Son, 

Jesus Christ, and through her that we receive all His graces. For help and grace we shall certainly 

need during these difficult times in which we live! There are three ways we can do this: praying the 

daily Rosary, praying the Angelus thrice daily, and simply asking Mary to pray for us! In addition, 

we might seek to imitate Our Lady’s answer to God’s plan for her by fully trusting in God’s plan 

and unreservedly welcoming Him into our hearts. Start off simple, commit to as many of these as 

you reasonably can for a month. You will be amazed by the grace the Lord will bestow upon you 

through His Blessed Mother! We all need it, and the whole Church needs it.  
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