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ABSTRACT 

Supervisor, Professor Alan Gowans 
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This thesis investigates the ·nature of illustration 

through a study of how the Roman Catholic Church illustrated 

the Annunciation theme and its underlying dogmatic 

significance over a period of fifteen hundred years. The 

nature of illustration and the Church's teaching on the use 

of art are first described and are seen to be closely 

related. Generally a patron has a message he wants conveyed: 

the artist gives it suitable visual form by using a style 

and iconography its intended audience finds attractive and 

understandable. The artist, whether the illustration is 

religious or not, works for his patron (usually) and his 

public. His art is expected to fulfill a specific need. The 

nature of the subject matter also influences the artist's 

approach to illustration. In the case of official Catholic 

art the primary duty of the illustrator is to depict 

clearly the doctrinal signifi~ance of gospel events in a 

way that his audience will find relevant and comprehensible. 

As Church art has the secondary persuasive function of 

strengthening belief and overcoming disbelief, it is 

important that an attractive style, related to the 

contemporary ·situation, be used. 

The main dogmatic significance of the gospel events. 

portrayed in the five Annunciations and one Nativity studied 

in this thesis is the doctrine of the Incarnation which 



remains virtually unchanged over the period of this study. 

The patronage and content thus remain constant, the main 

variables are style, iconography and the social-religious 

context. 
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The first four examples in this study indicate how the 

Church's actual practise conformed to her teachings on art 

and how both style and iconography were manipulated to relate 

an unchanging theme to very different religious and social 

situations. The artist consistently worked for his patron 

and public and chose an acceptable style and iconography 

(usually standardized) that presented his subject matter in 

a way that would be easily understood and found attractive 

as well as relevant. 

The last two examples are less successful illustrations. 

Rossetti was more concerned with realism than _ the traditional 

approach to illustration. He used a style that primarily 

reflected his views on art, a style that happened to be 

unpopular, and he insisted on .depicting the gospel event as 

it might have occurred. The p~blic found his work neither 

attractive nor edifying. Although his Annunciation also has 

some doctrinal ambiguity, its main flaw is its unpopular 

style which does not fulfill the secondary persuasive 

function of Catholic illustration. Beardy's Nativity fails 

for the opposite reason. It presents doctrine ambiguously 

and thus violates the primary criterion of good Catholic 

illustration. Rossetti's realistic approach was a new 

attitude to art in his day, an attitude that has since come 



to influence much modern ar t includ in~ Beardy 's work , to 

its de t riment as a relig ious illustration . This approach 

has also placed a tremendous strain on t he t r aditi0nal 

artist- patron relationsh ip and has frequently alienated 

artists from t he publ ic. 
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Although this thes i s f ocusses on one particular 

teaching i l lustr ated by one particul a r pa t ron, it s 

c onc lusions a l so indicate how successful i l lustration in 

general s houl d be done , with special r eferenc e to the role 

of the artist in modern society. The nature of i l l ustration 

has r emained unchanged from our earliest t o our l atest 

exa mple; t he formu l a for success still applies and mi~ht 

help restore the trad i tional ar t i st- public relationship 

without any sacrif i ce of artistic quality. If successful 

i llustrations like the s. Maria Maggiore mosaics or the 

Reims scu lptures can al so be impressive works of ar t in 

their own rig ht , perhaps the same cou l d be true of modern 

illustrations . 

------- -- - - .. -- - + . ' ~ 
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Introduction 

The new Sunday Mass Book for Canada , published in 1976 , 

is unique in two ways . It is the first Mass book to be 

published in Canada ; and it contains a collection of religious 

art, done by Canadian artists, representing almost every 

region of our country. Twenty artists were commissioned to 

do the illustrations for this missal in a " relevant , 

c ontemporary visual langu age " to consist of nineteen colour 

plates a n d seven pencil drawings. Rather than describe an 

event or teaching in documentary terms , the artists were 

asked to tell us about the inner meaning of tha t event. 1 

They were not to reconstruct events or persons as they 

appeared in their own times ; instead Lhey were to s peak 

"of the presence of God in the world as we know it and to 

share their deepest insights and talents with us . 11 2 At first 

glance we seem to be presented with a r evolutionary as well 

as uniquely Canadian book . For here we have an official 

Catholic presentation , sponsored by the Canadian Catholic 

Conference unde r the direction of the Archbishop of Hali f ax , 

using a style very differe nt from traditional Catholic art-­

furthe rmore , not only is the style to be " relevant " , but 

so also is the interpretation of the content illustrated . 

Sure ly the art in this missal has very little in common with 

Catholic art of the past . 

Nonetheles s , as we hope to demonstrate in this thesis , 
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the use of art in this Mass book is actually not as 

novel as it first appears. The patrons of the missal 

themselves claim that in -commissioning the art work they 

hoped to reestablish the "traditional relationship 

between artists and Church."3 But neither is it fully 

orthodox. 

Six different works of art will be studied in this 

thesis, all directly related to the doctrine of the 

Incarnation (five Annunciations and one Nativity), with a 

view to understanding how well they succeed as illustrations 

of Catholic teaching. Although this study, with the 

exception of one painting, deals only with Catholic art 

and with only one theme, it attempts to explain and 

exemplify the characteristics of successful illus tration. 

Therefore, in the broad sense, this is a thesis on the 

function of illustration ~n and for society. 

The purpose of illustration is to "cast light upon" 

a teaching or event. In the case of successful book 

illustration, the text plus its illustrations are more 

intelligible than the text would be on its own. Thus visual 

forms should be used that the illustrator's audience can 
4 understand. Furthermore~ an attractive style should 

enhance the reader's interest in the work and therefore, 

should indirectly help to convey a message. Again, if 

illustrative arts are to be used to persuade and/or bolster 

convictions rather than just explain, it _is crucial that 

an attractive style be used. Nonetheless, content is the 



understand and find attrac tive . ~hus we can s ee that 

Cathol ic a r t has a pers uasive as wel l a s an expl ana tnry 

function . 

Th i s leads us t o pos i t t wo criteri a a r t wnrks shnul d 

f ul f ill if they ar e to succ eed a s Cathol ic i l lustration s . 

The f irst cri t er i on i s the mo s t import an t - ~ >od Ca thol ic 

i llustrat ions s hould expr ess ort hodox Churc h dnc t rine 
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c l earl y and . unamb i g u ously . The second i s tha t t he a rt i st 

should use a styl e t hat hi s audienc e will find a t t r active . 

In mos t cas es t hi s will ent a il t he adopt ion of an a cc ept ed 

c on temporary s t yle . But during time s of soc ial t r ans fo r mation 

when new bel iefs and va l ues are being accep t ed , new 

ar t i st ic s t yles , su i t ed t o these new c ondi t ions , are more 

appropr i a te . Whatever styl e i s used however , t he f irst 

cri t erion mus t never be vi olat ed . Thus an unders t andabl e 

i conography whic h c l ear l y conveys Catho l ic doctr i ne sh0u l d 

a l ways be employed . 

These cri t eria are i n ac cordance wi th Ca tholic t eac hings 

on a r t a s has been expressed by the mos t or t hodox dec l aratinn s 

of Ca t holic bel ief , the Sevent h Genera l Counc il (Second 

Council o f Ni caea , 787) and t he Nine t een th Gener a l Counc i l 

(Council of Trent , 1545- 6 ) ) 1 

In 787, the Father s a ssembled for the s econd council 
o f Ni caea , express ed t hemselves a s fo llows , ' f he 

· c ompos ition o f r e l i g i ous ima~ery is not le ~t t o the 
i n i t iative o f a r t i s t s , but is formed upon or i nclples 
l a id down by t he Catholic Chur ch and by rel igious 
t r ad itions. • And aga i n ' The execution alone be l on~s 
t o the painter , t he selec tion ang arran~emen t of 
s ub j ects belong tn the Pa thers . ' 



primary concern of the illustrator , as the essence of 

illustration is to convey a mes sage. 

Thi s concern is evident in th e Sunday Mass Book. 
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The patrons assigned the subject matter and asked their 

artists "to probe behind the words for meanin~s.••S Not 

only were the artists told what to illustrate , but a l so t he 

attitude they were to take, The concern for con t ent is 

further exhibited in t he brief description o f the work of 

art found on the reverse side of each colour plate and in 

t he placement of each illustration in the appropriate 

section of the missal s o that the text corresponds to the 

subj ect matter of the illustration. We will di s cus s the 

l atter in greater detail in relat ion to Jac kson Bear dy 's 

Nativity in Chapter Vl. 

In encouraging t he use o f a modern art style, the 

Sunday Mass Book again s howed a concern for conten t . fh e 

point of illustrating a religious event, such as t he 

Annunciation, wa s to convey the Church' s position on it 

and to show its continuing relevance. 1he Church ' s whole 

reason for being is that the events that happened in 

J erusalem two t housand years ago are relevant t oday. 

Therefore, i t is entirely reasonable t hat t he patr ons of 

the missal should have asked t heir a r t ists not to 

reconstruct gospe l events as they might have happened_ but 

instead to tell us about t he i 11ner meanin~ o~ the event. 

The very use of modern art forms indirectly support s th i s 

belief that past events are still important , as well as 

provides ~i s ual forms tha t -a- con t emporary audience can 



Nicaea II was called in response to the Iconoclastic 

Controversy and dealt with the question of the rightful 
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use of images. The same question arose again in the sixteenth 

century during the Reformation crisis. The Council of Trent 

declared that images should be used to instruct and 

continually remind the people of the articles of faith: 

No images, (suggestive) of false doctrine, and 
furnishing occasion of dangerous error to the 
uneducated, may be set up ••• In fine, let so great 
care and diligence be used herein by bishops , as that 
there be nothing seen that is disorderly, or that is 
unbecoming or confusedly arranged • •• the Holy 
Synod ordains that no one . be allowed to place , or 
cause to be placed, an unusual image, in any place 
or church, howsoever exempted, except that image have 
been approved by the bishop.7 

Cardinal Gabrie l Paleotti, Bishop of Bologna, edited 

a book on religious art which was the collective work of a. 

commission on the subject, titled Discorso inforno alle 

imagini sacre e profane (1582). Paleotti declared that the 

main task of the painter was to explain his ideas clearly 

so that even a lofty and difficult subject is made plain 

and intelligible to all, "all the more because his works 

are used most as books for the illiterate, to whom we must 

always speak openly and clearly."8 The relationship between 

patron and painter closely parallels that expressed at Nicaeas 

Painters ••• only represent what is proposed by holy 
doctors and accepted unanimously by the Church, without 
adding, removing, or changing anything, either in 
content, or as to the way of expression or other 
particulars ••• Obscurity can also come from ignorance; 
but we do not intend to discuss here the skill of art, 
because ••• we treat the subjects and not the norms 
of design, presupposing that the painter has learnt 
them as necessary.9 



6 

Both Paleotti and the Council of Trent also maintained 

that religious art should do more than instruct pe0ple 

in the articles of faith ; it should inspire devoti on and 

encourage people to cult ivate piety as well. 

It might be argued that the historicity of the ~0spel 

events is an article of faith and theref0re a literal , 

historical approach is suitable for religi0us art . 

Cl early, such an approach was rul ed out in the case of the 

Sunday Mass Book and indirectly rejected in earlier Churrh 

statements on Qr t . Nowhere do the d0cuments say that artists 

should depict episodes as they might have happened ; rather 

the emphasis is on art that •continually reawakens and 

re-embodies t he believer's understanding of the articles 

of his faith.ttlO The stress in Catholic art is on t he 

underlying docrinal significance or inner meaning of the 

events portrayed, This thesis will try to dem0nstrate that 

the interpretative approach of the Sunday Mass Book, as well 

as its use of a contemporary art style and control of 

subject matter, are a ll traditional characteristics of 

Cathol ic art. 

This thesis will study six works of art, all but one 

of which are Annunciations. One chapter will be devoted to 

each of the following worksr 

1. The Annunciation, The Adoration of the Ma~i , 
triumphal arch mosaics, S, Maria Mag~1ore, A.D. 432- 40; 
2. The Annunciation , bronze doors , Hi ldeshaim 
Ca th!a'ral, A.O. ,l013-22s 
J . The Annunciation, stone scul pture, west side, 
central portal, Re ims Cathedral, A.O. ,12)0- 55; 



4. The Annunciation, Tintoretto, oil painting, Scuola 
di San Rocco, Venice, A.D. 1583-7, 
5. The Annunciation, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, oil 
painting , Tate Gallery, London, A.O. 18501 
6. Nativity, Jackson Beardy, acrylic on canvas, 
Sunday Mass Book for Canada, A.D. 1976. 
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All of these works were chosen because they were major public 

commissions by Catholic patrons with the exception of 

Rossetti's painting, a private project characterized by a 

very different approach to illustration from the other 

examples. Also, the earlier works are all considered to 

be artistic creations important in the history of art and 

are generally well known. 

These works of art -all deal with the Annunciation­

Nativity theme. Since this thesis deals with illustration, 

or how art is used to convey and make clear a message, it 

is important for us to know the subject matter being 

illustrated s 

The angel Gabriel was sent by God to a town in Galilee 
called Nazareth, to a virgin bethrothed to a man named 
Joseph, of the House of David; and the virgin's name 
was Mary. He went in, and said to her, ' Rejoice, s o 
highly favoureds The Lord is with you.' She was 
deeply disturbed by these words and asked herself 
what this greeting could .mean, but the angel said to 
her, 'Mary, do not be afraid: you have won God's favour. 
Listen! You are to conceive and bear a son, and you 
must name him Jesus. He will be great and will be called 
Son of the Most High' ••• Mary said to the angel, 
'But how can this come about, since I am a virgin?' 
'The Holy Spirit will come upon you' the angel answered 
'and the power of the Most ~igh will cover you with 
its shadow. And so the child will be holy, and will 
be calletl Son of God' ••• 'I am the handmaid of the 
Lord,' said Mary 'let what you have said be done to me' 
••• So Joseph set out from the town of_ Nazareth in 
Galilee and travelled up to ••• Bethlehem ••• with 
Mary ••• While they were there the time came for her 
to have her child, · and she gave birth to ·a son, her first­
born. She wrapped him in swaddli~g clothes, and laid 



him in a manger becaus e t here was no room for them 
at the inn. 11 
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As has been mentioned above, the illustrator is nn t 

just c oncerned wi th illus t rat ing a bibl ical even t . I t s 

doc trina l si~ni f icance must also be considered. In the 

case of the Annunciation- Nativity story, obv ious ly as far 

as the Church i s concerned the importanc e of the event is 

no t the hi storical fact t hat a Jewish v i r~in ~ave birth to 

a boy in t he town of Beth lehem what really matters is 

the teaching t hat God became man . ~hus the doctr i ne of 

the I ncarnation, wh i ch was f i rst formulated at t he Counc il 

of Ephesus (431 ) and conclusively worked out by the ~~ ird 

Counc il of Cons tan t inople (680-1) , is of crur.ial siP-n i fir.ance 

t o s uch illustrations . 12 The doctrine was expounrled at the 

Counci l of Ephesus in twe l ve articles proposed by Cyril , 

bishop o f Alexandria , . but these articles were not regarded 

as infallible decisions. 13 The firs t infall ibl e formulat ion 

was at t he Council of Chalcedon (451)1 

Foll owing ther efore the ho l y Fathers we unanimously 
teach that the Son , our Lord Jesus Christ , i s one and 
the same , the same per fect in divinity , the same perfect 
in humanity , true God and t r ue man , c0nsisting of a 
rationa l soul and a bod y, cnnsubstantial wi t h the Father 
in Divini ty and consubstantial wi th us in humani ty, 
'in all things l ike as we are , without sin ' (Heb . 4:15) , 
born of the Father before all time as to hi s divinity, 
born in rec-en t t imes for us and for our sal vatir,n from 
t he Virgin Mary , M0 ther of God, as t0 his humanity. 
We confess one and the same Christ, the Srm , the I.or d , 
the Only-Begotten, i n t wo natures unconfused , unchangeable , 
undivi ded and i nseparable. The d i fference o f natures 
will never be abolis hed by their be i n~ united , bu t rather 
the properties of each r emain unimpaired, b0th comin~ 
together in one person and subs tance , no t part ed or 
divided amon~ t wo persons . !4 
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The Christological controversies contin~ed fnr cen-

turies after Chalcedon in which the Chalcedon formula was 

expanded and re f ined, but these developments go far beyond 

the concerns of this paper. 15 Art could be used to show that 

Christ was both human and divine , getting ~is divine nature 

from God (symbolized by the angel , the dove of the Hol y 

Spirit), and his human nature from Mary. The very term, Mary 

Mother of God, signifies Christ's dual nature. 'T'heolo.q:y 

more subtle than this is beyond the concern of the public 

mind and hence public art. ~herefore, for the purposes of 

this study, the doctrine of the Incarnation remains virtually 

constant from the earliest work to our last example. 

Our examples span a period of over fifteen hundred 

years. The same teaching is presented in ver y different so­

cial contexts and very different artistic styles. Except in 

Rossetti's case, the patronage also remains constant , for a l l 

the other works are public , offici~l Catholic commisions. 

This thesis will attempt to demonstrate why styles were 

changed and iconography was modified in order to present t he 

same message, although the emphasis g iven to different aspects 

of the doctrine varied, and that the same approar.~ tn art , 

except in the case of our last two exampl~s , motivated the 

choice of these very different art forms. Some r.onrlusions 

about the nature of i llustration in eeneral will a l so be 

drawn from our understandin~ of how one partirular patron 

illustrated one partir:ular mes~age. 
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1. Sunday Mass Book for Canada, ed. National Office 
for Liturgy ( Ottawas 1976), p . 29. 

2. Ibid., p. '3 1. 

3. Ibid., p. 29. 
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4. From the earliest times, artists illustrating 
Christian teaching s used the accepted images (iconography, 
style) of the day; see Andre Grabar, Christian Iconography, 
A Study of its Origins (Princton1 1968), p. xliis 
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of such transpositions of the words of Scripture into 
painting or sculpture, in terms that had naturally been 
invented by the artist •.. But to presuppose such a 
use of the Scriptures, and a considerable creative gift, 
in the obscure makers of images at any a~sthetic level 
is to accord them tacitly what nobody would t hink of 
admitting for a theolo~ical or literary work, whatever 
the talent of its author. It would never occur to any­
body to suppose that a writer invents the words and 
locutions he uses. 

5. Sunday Mass Book, p. Jl. 

6. Emile Male, The Gothic Image, trans. Dora Nussey 
(New Yorks 1958), pp. 391-2. 

7. J. Waterworth, trans., The Canons and Decrees of 
the Sacred and Oecumenical Council of Trent (I,ondons 1848), 
p. 236. 

8. Gabriele Paleotti, Discorso inforno alle imagini 
sacre e profane (Bolognas 1582), quoted in Robert Klein and 
Henri Zerner, Italian Art 1500-1600 Sources and Documents 
(New Jerseys 1966), p. 125. 

9. Ibid., pp. 126-7. 

10. Gertrud Schiller, Icono~raph~ of Christian Art, 
trans. Janet Seligman (Greenwic 1 19 1), II, p. Ix. Cf, 
Andre Grabar, Christian Iconography, p. xlvs 

The pictures that accompany treatises on mathematics, 
astronomy, or medicine are essentially informative. They 
serve to make the text more comprehensible. But the 
illustrations of books of t he Bible ..• rarely confine 
themselves t o t his func t ion . They are parallel to the 
text ~nd almost neces sarily interpret it. · 

See also Emile Male, Religious Art from the Twelfth to the 
Eighteenth Century (The Noonday Press1 1965), p. 23, who 
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in describing the Orienta l Christian art of the fourth, 
fifth and sixth c en turies says that "the Gospel was no 
longer a touchin~ story; it had a lready become a series of 
dogmas de f ined by t he Counci l s ." 

11. Luke l s 26- 38 , 2 1 4- 8 , The Jerusalem Bible (New 
York, 1966 ). 

12. Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 
trans. John Bowden (Lond on and Oxford, 1975), I, p. 443, 

We are now at the beg inning of the conciliar epoch of 
patristic christology ••• This epoch begins with the 
Council of Ephesus (431) and ends with the Third Council 
of Constantinople • •• one cou ld put the beginning of 
the conciliar epoch of christology as early as Nicaea 
••• however, Nicaea, because of the pressure of the 
Arian struggles , was considered with reference to 
t rini tarian doctrine . Its significance for the doctrine 
of the incarnation only beg i ns with the d ispute over 
Nestorius. 

13. Karl Rahner, ed., The t eachi ng of the Catholic 
Church (New Yorks 1966), p. 147. 

14. "The General Council of Chalcedon (451)," I bid., 
PP• 15)-4. 

15. Chalcedon decided that Christ has two distinct natures, 
the divine and the human. The later councils declared that 
Christ had t wofo ld knowledge, will, and actionr see Ibid., 
PP• 143-5, 155-71. 



Chapter 11 The Annunciation , The Adoration of the Magi, 

s. Mari a Maggiore, A. O. 4)2-40 
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The fifth was a trou bled century, a century of ruin 

and poli tical turbu lenc e. Th e political unity of the Roman 

Empire was lost in 476 wi th the f ina l overthrow of the 

western emperor. Th i s collapse was caused more by internal 

weakness than by foreign conquest: i f the empire survived 

in the East it was becaus e it had not been seriously attacked. 

Th e Church might have len t her aid in overcoming the forces 

of disintegration, bu t s he too suffered much inner turmoil. 

The fourth c en tury had witnessed a dramatic chan~e in 

the status of the Church. At the be~inning nf the century 

Chris t ianity was a pers ecuted reli~ion; at its end it was 

the official relig ion of the State, In the early }90's, 

Theodosius I i ssued edicts which closed all the pagan temples 

once and for all and forbade household rites and the use 

of domestic s hrines . The Church now had the political and 

economic support of the government; but with the benefits 

also came disadvantages, s uch as State interf erence in 

ecc lesiastical matters and pastoral problems about the 

moral guidance and instruc t ion of the mass of new converts, 

many of whom had only the most superficial faith. 

Even more serious were the doctrinal controversies that 

raged at t he time. These controvers ies dealt with th e na ture 

of Chri s t and thus were of high est importance to t~e Church . 

The ensuing theolog i cal debates unleashed powerful religious 

passions l eadin~ to rivalries be t ween ecclesiastical 

potentates , depriva t ions, noisy counc ils, s entences of exile, 

tumults and schisms . I t wa s wi th in th i s context that the 



Church used her new resourses to patronize art and 

architectures one of the richest and finest examples of 

this new art was the mosaic cycle ins. Maria Maggiore. 
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This chapter will be restricted to the mosaics on the 

triumphal -arch, which illustrate the life of Christ. The 

Annunciation and Adoration of the Magi will be g iven special 

attention. Sixtus III (432-40) rebuilt s. Maria Maggiore 

and provided its mosaics, as is indicated by the dedicatory 

inscription on the chancel-arch. 1 The importance of this 

church,·' the first to be dedicated to Mary in Rome2 , can be 

seen in the money spent on it, f.or s. Maria Maggiore 

received a papal donation that rivaled Old St. Peter's. 3 

The triumphal arch mosaics are arranged in four 

horizontal regis ters (Pl, 1). The scenes tell the story of 

Christ's birth and childhood, but not chronologically as 

in a narrative sequence. The top register depicts the 

Annunoiation, Joseph with the Angel, the Apocalyptic Throne 

with SS. Peter and Paul on either side, the Presentation in 

the Temple, and Joseph's second dream. 4 The next register 

shows the Adoration of the Magi and a scene from the Flight 

into Egypt. The Magi before Herod and the Women of Bethlehem 

before Herod are in the third register. The bottom register 

depicts two metaphorical city-scapes identified as Bethlehem 

and Jerusale~: "the six lambs in front of each building 

symbolize the congregations and are an allusion to the 

churches of the Jews and the heathen."5 
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Th e use of registers and their arrangement is based 

upon contemporary triumphal art of the Roman Empire. This 

can be seen by comparing the mosaics to the base of the 

triumphal column of Arcadius (401- 21), set up in Constantinople. 

Arcadius's column in turn imitates earlier columns set up by 

Tra jan and Aur elius. 6 The base of the column is arranged in 

horizontal reg i sters1 t he topmost reg ist er shows abstract 

s igns of supreme power, the next shows the Emperor and his 

dignitaries, bel ow t hat follows representations of foreigners 

who recognize the power of t he Roman monar ch ei ther by 

acclamation or offerings, while at the very bottom of the 

panel are the enemies of the States 

The great mosaic of the triumphal arch of s . Marla 
Maggiore is a c ounterpart to a composition of this 
kinds the t hrone above (top, centre) is the symbol of 
the power of God in heaven; in the s ame r e~ister is 
shown the reco~ition of the r oyalty of Christ by his 
people • •• in t he second re~ister the foreign kings 
do homage or present their offerin~s to t he infant 
Chri st; and, still lower, one s ees the image of the 
hostil ity ••• of the enemy kin~ , Her od. 7 

The style of the mosaic s also fo l lows that of the 

co lumn of Arc adius, which i s in the tradition of Roman 

triumphal art. However , the c olumn's prototypes have been 

transl ated into a hieratic, symbolic mode. Most figures 

occupy the f or eground plane, a re depicted in strict 

f rontality and are uniformly shown with all their heads at 

the same level. The mosaics are in the same abstract , 

hieratic s tyle as the column , a l thou~h t he wei~htiness of 

the f i gures and the rich colourin~ follow older traditions 

in Roman art . 8 
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The figure s of the mosaics indicate other close 

stylistic similaritie s to t he art of the Roman Empire, 

similarities that are characteristic of early Christian art 

in general1 

Christian imagery, at its birth, borrowed, and kept 
the Greco-Latin iconographic language as commonly 
practiced a t the beginning of our era everywhere 
around the Medi t erranean. That this is undenia ble can 
easily be veri f ied by observation of certain of the 
most general and frequent features of Christian images, 
t he presentat ion of t he human figure, its posture, 
physical type, costume, and habitual gestures and 
attitudes , its common acc essorie s , and the architecture 
or furnishing t hat surround the figure.9 

If we compare The Adoration of the Magi (p. 12) to the silver 

plate of Theodosius I (388 ) (Pl. 2 ), we can see these 

borrowings . The figures have similar physique and attire, 

Christ's gesture of greeting is like that of the figure on 

Theodosius's lef t . ~he use of columns and arches as a back­

ground t o frame t he main pers onages is found both on the 

si lver relief and in The Presentation in the Temple. 

Other motifs were borrowed from contemporary art of 

t he Roman Empire. In The Annunciation, the angel derives 

fr om the Nike, or winged goddess of vic tory. 10 In The 

Adoration of the Magi , the artistic prototype of the Mag i 

paying their homage is, "the lat e Antique composition which 

shows deputat ions of vanquished barbarians bringing ~olden 

wreaths ••• to the victorious genera l and emperor."11 

Thus we can see the genera l style and motifs of 

classi cal art in the mosaics , a s well as the compositional 

arrangement of late Imperial art (official art of the Empire 
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ded icat ed to the Emperor ). The visual lan~ua~e and s t yle 

of th e day has here been adopted by the Church enablin~ 

her t o express her teachings in a way the ~enera l populace 

would find acceptable and comprehensible, 

The use commonly made o f means of expres s i on and 
diffusion by the Christian authors or by t he Christian 
image- makers of late antiqui ty was the same 1 the y 
expressed themselves in the language--visual nr 
verbal--that was used around t hem .. . Almost every­
thing in the i r work was d i ctated by the mndels they 
followed; and it was actually because of th is that the 
new, Chr i s t ian i mages t hey created were understandabl e 
t o their contemporaries , and there fore effec tively 
achieved the ends int ended ,1 2 

The iconography of the art of the lat e Roman Empire 

has been used to illustrate the gospel events. However, 

t o understand exactly what is bein~ illuatrated , we have 

to study t he mosai cs in the contex t o f other early Christian 

art and the theological s i tuat i on; for they ar.e quite 

unusual , and t his fact su~gests they had a spec ial messa~e 

t o convey. In The Annuncia tion, for example , Mar y is shown 

for the f i rst time wearing a luxurious costume and seated 

on a throne like a Byzant ine princess. 13 The an~el 

hovers over her like a winged victory from l ate I mperial 

arti earlier and lat er r epresen tati0ns o f the an~el show 

the angel standin~ . 14 Four o ther an~els are si t uat ed arnund 

Mary l ike a guard of hon0ur . Equally unusual is the over­

shadowing of Mary by the Holy Spirit (dove) which is• not 

found in other early Christian art . 15 I t i s clear that the 

artist has moved far f rom a li teral depiction 0f the ~ospe l 

event . All these motifs i ncrease Mary's ma jesty and 
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importance; a status that derives f rom that of her Son--

it is as Mother of God (Theo tokos) that she receives these 

honours. 16 

The unique character of The Annunciation suggests that 

there was a special effort to exalt Mary and indirectly, 

her Son . This int erpretation is born out in the way The 

Adoration of the Magi is depicted. Like The Annunciation, 

it has a unique character, "foreshadowed by no previous, 

imitated by no subsequent work. 111 7 The motif of the Child 

s itting alone on an imperial throne makes this composition 

unique. 18 Other representations show Mary seated with 

Christ while the Mag i approach. Her e the Chi ld sits 

solemnly on the throne, not portrayed as a child just a 

few days old but as a young man, and he is surrounded by 

f our angels acting as royal guards. This compositional 

arrangement derives from official portraits of Roman 
19 emperors. The infant Christ 's regal stature is also 

expressed by the purple cushion he sits on (purple being 

a royal colour) and his gesture of speech. On either side 

of him is a seated woman. This mot if is found in Imperial 

art of the time wherein the Emperor sat between 

personifications of Rome and Const antinople. 20 

The main theme of Roman t riumphal art was the supreme 

power of the Emperor. Its iconography was admirably suited 

to indicate the power and authority of Gods 

Christian images of triumphal ins~iration ... 
always succeed in expressing the idea of the power 
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of God, s ince Imperial iconography furnished a range 
of sub j ec ts and motifs evoking the idea of power, 
adaptation to each of these conventional subjects to 
the Christian frame , t o make them play t he desired role, 
that is, to proc l aim the power of God, was relatively 
easy. 2l 

In the case of the triumphal arch mosaics, an iconography 

denoting the power of God is applied to the infant Christi 

in fact, special emphasis is given to this as can be seen 

by the unique composition of the Adoration and Annunciation. 

By doing this the artists of the mosaics were indirectly 

expressing the divinity of the Child . 

These divine connotations were contained in the 

official art of the Empire itself , which was largely linked 

to the cul t of t he Emperor ' s divine majesty. This concept 

lived on in classical culture after the christianization 

of the Empire and would still have been remembered at the 

time the mosaics were completea. 22 The star above the Chi ld, 

which led the Mag i to Bethlehem, was used in l ate Imperial 

art as a sign of the divine qu~lity of the Emperor. 23 The 

infant Christ has a small gol den cross above his forehead, 

the throne at the apex of the triumphal arch also has a cross. 

The empty throne is a symbol of the s upreme power of Godi 

the cross on the throne represents Christ as having that 

authority, as well as symbolo zing the unity of Christ and 

God . 24 

Furthermore , within the context of early Christian art, 

the Adoration of the Mag i was not thought of as one of the 

scenes of the childhood of Chri st but as the heathens ' 
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recognition of and homage to God revealed in the Child 

born of a virg in. 25 The Adoration is the oldest image-sign 

of the Incarnat ion; thus early artists often produced only 

this scene of Christ's in f ancy. 26 The uniquely regal 

presentation of Christ in the s. Maria Maggiore mosaics 

would only streng then this interpretation. The depiction 

of Mary in such unparalleled royal splendour emphasizes the 

fac t that she from whom Christ received his human nature 

also was the Mother of God. In other words, the mosaics 

illus t rate the doctrine of the Incarnation--that the person 

Christ had a human and a divine nature--and this doctrine 

is illustrat ed by uniquely emphasizing the divinity of the 

Child and the status of Mary as Mother of God. This 

interpretation of the mosaics will be more understandable 

once they are placed in t he context of the theological 

controversies of the time. 

These mosaics were put up almost immediately after the 

Council of Ephesus by Sixtus II I . This council had been 

called after a long , confused and often violent strug~le 

to assert the orthodox teaching about the nature of Christ. 

In the end, the solution proposed by Rome was accepted, 

and the Roman See came through this crisis with greater 

prestige than before. Sixtus, indeed, had reason to celebrate 

when he commissioned the mosaic s ; he also had cause for 

concern, since the solutions of Ephesus were not clearly 

understood or accep t ed by a ll. 27 The special character of 

the mosaics was determined by t hi s situation. 28 
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The Council of Nica ea (325 ) had defined Christ's true 

divinity, the Counc il of Rome (382) had defined his perfect 

humanity. But neither of them had declared explicitly the 

nature of the union between Christ's divinity and humanity. 29 

There were t wo main schools of t heologians debating this 

issue--the Alexandria n s and t he Antiochians. Antioch 

stressed the real distinction between the human and the 

divine to suc h an extreme that some theologians came to see 

two realities· united by a union that was no more than moral. 

The human person Christ had first t o merit his relat ionship 

with the divine pers on; this view in turn was based on the 

belief that if Christ had a human and a divine nature he 

must also have a human and a divine personality. This 

position will be discussed in greater de t ail below. The 

Alexandrians were so concerned to safeguard the divinity 

of Christ that the y expressed this union in s uch a way that 

his humanity ceased t o be rea1. 30 The issue was complicated 

by the use of a terminology t hat had different meanings in 

the contending schools of thought and by the traditional 

rivalry bet ween the sees of Antioch and Alexandria . 

Little would have come of th i s theological debate had 

not Nestorius , Bishop of Constantinople, t ranslated an 

extreme version of the Antioc hian position into everyday 

language and at tempted to impose it as the true t radition 

of faith upon his c lergy and peoples 

And so it came about that one of the bishop's intimates, 
the monk Anastas i us , announced the "new t heology" of 
the Iflcarnat ion • • • "Mother of God" . . • was a title 
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consecrated by long usage and it expressed succinctly 
the traditional be l ief that He whose mother she was , 
was not merely man but also truly God. But the monk , 
Anastasius, explained that this title "Mother of God" , 
Theotokos , should only be used with the great est care , 
had better in fact not be used at a ll. Mary was 
"Mother of Christ" rather than "Mo ther of God". The 
ambi gu ity of the t eaching , its impl ication that somehow 
Christ was not fully divine, was not lost on the audience. 
A tumult began, a noisy appeal to de pose the preacher.1 1 

The peopl e appealed to the bishop, Nestorius , and discovered 

tha t he agreed with the monk. 

Nestorius believed that the two natures in Christ 

stood for two d i stinct personal it i es whic h are un i ted in 

one moral person . God dwelt in the man Jesus, the Son of 

Mary , as in a temple . 32 Christ was not born divine: he 

nev er was div i ne . As a man he was only worthy of honour 

when he attained to a moral union wi th God: 

Nestorius's teaching i s based on the conception that 
a complete human nature must also necessarily be a 
human personal ity. Thus if Christ wer e wholly man , he 
must a l so be a human person , so that human nature in 
Christ is not un i ted to God to make one person, but 
is in a re l ationsh i p of grace to him; the thin~s that 
are said about t he divine and the human i n Chri st , such 
as are found in Hol y Scripture, apply to two persons: 
Christ had f i rst t o meri t th i s promotion to the 
relationship of grace with the divine Word.13 

The Counci l bf Ephesus reaffirmed the orthodoxy of 

the term Theotokos and cond emned the teachin~s of Nestorius. 14 

The mosaics at S. Mari a Maggiore give visual form to these 

conc l usions. As mentioned ea r l ier , this controversy only 

caught t he public attention when Nestorius rejected the 

term Theotokos , which succinctl y conveyed to the average 

mi nd the ortbod ox doctrine of the Incarnation . Hence, in 

vi s uall y reaffirming the status of Mary by g ivine; her stately 
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attire and p l ac i n~ her on a t hrone, the mosaics reaffirmed 

the trad itiona l doctrine i n a way t he public could easily 

understand. Mary was not just the mother of a very special 

child in whom God dwelt, but she was th e mother of an 

infan t who t ruly was God . As the a r t ~ lorified Mary as the 

Mother of God , s o a lso it g lorified the Chi~d . as God 

I ncarnate. Nestorius had denied that Chris t t ruly was God1 

the mosaics , in response to this position, used every 

device of contemporary art t o show th e power, authority, 

and divinity of the infant Chris t . 

I,ater on , Annunciat ions were the normal means to 

depict the dogma of the I ncarnation. 35 At s . Maria Maggiore , 

The Annunciat ion was g iven special emphasis by the rare 

moti fs of the f lying angel a nd dove as well as Mary's attire. 

However, t his scene could still be int erpreted in a 

Nestorian sense as merely showing how God came to dwell in 

Christ without there being a union of both natures in one 

person. The Adoration of the Magi, by showin~ that the 

infant Christ was divine, argued against a Nestorian 

interpretation. Once this heresy ceased to bother the 

Church, as was the case by th e end of the fifth century, 

an Annunciation sc ene could be s a fe ly used alone to depict 

the doctrine of th e Incarnat ion. 

The u s e of t ne classical style at s. Maria Maggiore 

may have been related to the polit ical as well as the 

theological s i tuat ion1 

In Rome ••• classical cul ture was carried largely 
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by an aristocracy which was intensely pagan and thus 
remained linked to a pagan heritage, Christi an l eaders 
dur ing the first half of the fourth century remained 
a l oof from the world of the classics • •• classical 
art sponsored by Christian aristocrats was cu t short 
about J80 by a r ecrudescence of paga~ism in Rome •• • 
Only with the fina l defeat of paganism i n t he West in 
395 wa s the dilemma resolved . The bond betwgen 
classical culture and paganism was severed.J 

Theodosius I had passed edicts s i gnalling the victory of 

Christianity over the pagan cults . With t he sack of Rome 

by Alaric in 410, the pagan aristocracy was gone as a 

political force l eaving the papacy as the only power. The 

Church could accept the classical heritage furthermore, the 

Eas t ern Emperor was distant and di s interested and the Emperor 

in Ravenna weak . Thus t he pol itical power of the pope increased 

and with it t he prestige of papal Romer 

The traditions, the plans, and the vocabulary of 
official civic architecture, alive throughout the 
f ourth century but unusuable for Chris tian building 
in t he West because of their pagan overtones, could 
be employed by Sixtus III in the church buildings close 
to his heart because these overtones had become 
meaningl ess. Indeed, he had to seek models i n official 
civic architecture since his build i ngs were designed 
to reflect the new cla ims of the papacy to the cult

3
~ral 

and to some degree the political heritage of Rome. 

The use of model s from late Imperial art would similarly 

r eflect these political aspirations • . 

We can now see how · the Church has used art to defend 

and spread her t eachings . This vi sual l anguage and s tyle of 

t he day has been used t o ens ure that the measure would be 

understandable and attractive to the populace . Furthermore, 

the i conography has been specially arranged t o show the 

relevance of the biblical events to the contemporpary 
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theo l og i cal s i tuation . There has been no attempt t o portray 

the s e events in a lit era l s ens e; r ather their inner meaning , 

as de t ermined by the Church , has been depicted. In brief, 

t he mosa ic s s ucceed as illustra tions--they effectively 

conveyed t he ir patron ' s message t o those who viewed t hem 

and, as a bonus , ma y have helped th e pope's political 

plans. 
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The mosaics at S . Mari a Mag~iore were commissioned in 

the l ast days of the Roman Empire; the world had changed 

considerably by the time Be rnward ' s doors were built . 

'30 

With t he collapse of the Empir e, t he frontiers broke down 

under the onsl aught of barbar i an attacks . Wholesale material 

destruction followed-- towns were sacked and burnt , the 

countryside was ravaged. Communication and t ravel became 

di fficul t and hazardous . Ordered, centralized government 

broke down and with this came a l oss in peace and s tability 

as well as a ma rked lowering in the material and cultural 

standards of l iving . Although the Empire ceased to exist 

as a political ent ity , it survived as a powerful ly 

attractive political i dea l, one which s erved as a 

stabilizing model for the nex t t housand years . 

First came Charlemagne' s revival of t he Christianized 

Roman Empire established by Constant ine . Its succ ess was 

short-lived; after his death civil war and fresh barbarian 

invasions led to a c entury of ruin and destruction enoug h 

to reduce, ,.Charlemagne's reign of order to a chaos such 

as Europe had never before known."1 

The s ituation started to imorove in Germany with t he 

reign of Otto I (9)6- 7}) . Wi th the found ing of the Ottonian 

dynasty, Germany had the advantage of a strong , purpos eful 

government ; once again a rev i ved Christi an Empire was the 

ideal, with works of art to be built t o support it . Amongs~ 

the most famo us of the s e were the bronze doors at 

Hi l desheim--the f i rst decorated bronze doors cast in one 
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piece since Roman times (p . 29) , 2 

The doors wer e commissioned and de s i gned by Bernward, 

the bishop of Hilde sheim, between 1008 and 101 5 , ' Ori~inally 

intended for the abbey church of St . Michael, they were 

moved to Hildesheim Cathedral around 1030 by Bernward 's 

4 successor, Gothard, where they still remain. They formed 

part of an a r tistic and theological pro~ram at St . Michael's 

whic h inc l uded Bernwa rd' s Col umn (1015- 22) , set up behind 

the ma in a l tar . The sixteen scenes on the bronze doors 

portray the history of man from his creation t o the slaying 

of Abel, and the birth and passion of Christ. The twenty­

four reliefs on the column recount the li f e of Christ from 

his baptism to hi s entry into Jerusa lem and thus complete 

t he theological sense of the doors . 

The illus t rations on the doors are arranged vertically 

in eight panels per door . In s tri ct thesis and antithesis , 

the left door portrays the Fall of Man in ei~ht Old 

Testament scenes; the right s hows man's de liverance from 

the Fall in eight corre sponding New Testament scenes . The 

top panels, left and right door r espectively, depict t he 

Creation of Ada m and Mary Magdalene before the Asc ending 

Christ . 5 Both show the state God intend ed f or man--Adam 

before the Fall and man restored to grace, symbolized by 

the repentant Magdalene and the resurrected Christ. Christ 

was c ommonly referred to as the new Adam, here shown 

victorious over s in and death: 

The t ypology of Adam derives from Romans 5 , 12-19 and 
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I Corinthians 15 , 21 ff ., 45- 7 1 ' Therefore as by the 
offense of one judgment came upon all men t o condemnation1 
even so by the ri~hteousness of one the free ~ift came 
upon al l men unto justification of life'; andi 'For as 
in Adam all die , even so in Christ shall all be made 
alive.' ••• Theo l og ians began a t an early date to 
expound the ant ithesis between t he old and new Adam. 6 

His mother, Mary, was simi l arly considered as the new Eve. 7 

This typology is an important unifyin~ element in the 

illustrations; on the left door we see the life of Adam and 

Eve and , on the rig ht , the life of the new Adam and Eve. 

The next pair of illustrations represent the Presentation 

of Eve to Adam and the Three Marys at the Tomb of Christ. 

Both are scenes of greeting and show man in a state of 

harmony wi t h God. The angel informs the women that Christ 

has risen from the dead. God has fu lfilled his promise and 

mankind has been restored to i ts condition before the Fall. 

Also, as Eve was the first to listen to t he voice of the 

Tempter , so now the new Eve is the first to hear of the 

risen Christ . 

Below this are shown the Temptation and Fall and 

Crucifixion, in Christian doc t rine the t wo most crucial 

events in human history. The themes of these panels are 

paired opposites; the Old Testament scene shows man's fall 

from grace, the New Testament one shows his return to grace. 

The fruit of the Tree of Knowled~e was sin and death1 that 

of the Cross was redemption from sin and eternal life. 

The subjects of the next panels are the Judgement of 

Adam and Eve and Christ before Pilate . In one episode a 

just judge condemns the guilt y; in the other an unjust 



judge condemns the innocent, The contrast is brought out 

' in the depiction of the f i gures. Th e first sinners try to 

e scape punishment; Chri st humbly submits t o the judgement~ 

The -Expulsion and Presentation in the Temple that follow 

contrast Eve's reluctant departure with Mary's obedient 

conduct. The Expulsion deals with the theme of separation 

from God as a result of breaking his law, The Presentation 

shows man's reunion with God as a result of keeping his law, 

The bottom three panels portray life outside paradise . 

Topmost is Adam Tilling, Eve with Child and opposite it is 

The Adoration of the Magi. Eve is holding Cain , the 

murderer who took life; Mary is holding Christ , the Saviour 

who gives lif e. Then the Offerings of Cain and Nativity are 

shown. The theme of sacrifice dominates both panels. Cain 

offers an unacceptable sacrifice, Abel offer a lamba Christ 

is the Lamb of God , the perfectly acceptable sacrifice. The 

last pair of illus trations is The Murder of Abel and The 

Annunciation. On the one hand we see the consumation of 

sin and judgement , on the other, mercy and t he beg inning 

of deliverance from sin. 

Thi s type of theologica l program, wherein the themes 

of the Fall and the Incar nation- Redemption are combined , 

was not unusual at the t ime. From the ninth century onwards, 

the Incarnation was increasingly viewed in the context of 

the Fall and the death of Christ on the cross . 8 The 

emphasis on Christ's role as Redeemer suggests that his 

role as God Incarnate could be taken for granted. A look 



at the t heol ogi cal situation at the t ime bears this out. 

The doctrine of the Inca rnat ion was a hot ly contended 

issue when the mosaic s at S . Maria Maggiore were 

commissioned . However, by Bernward ' s t ime the Christological 

controversies had been long s ett led1 t he l ast major council 

to deal wi t h th i s issue was th e Thi rd General Council at 

Con stan t inople (680-1). 9 
The main concern of the Church and 

political lead ers in northern Europe was r eforms 

eccles iastical di sc i pline had broken down, religious life 

was in decay , and simony was ri f e. 1° Considering the need 

f or reform, it was quite appropriate for Bernward t o s t ress 

the redemptive aspect of Christ's life. 

The iconography of The Annunc i ation and The Adoration 

of the Magi , the t wo scen es most c los ely related to the 

Incarnat ion dogma , a l s o suggest t hat Bernward f elt little 

need to defend that doctrine. In The Annunciat ion, Mary i s 

shown standin£, having just risen from her stool, while the 

angel walks toward her from her left . The angel is eas ily 

recognized by hi s larg e wings . Mary's head is covered wit h 

a mantel, symbolizing her virginity . Her left hand is 

rai s ed in the standard f orm of greeting . Emphasis is given 

t o the arriva l of th e angel, his greeting , and Mary's 

reaction by t he arch that connects t hem and the empty space 

between them. All t hese i conogr aph i c motifs are normal for 

h . · ll I f th f t f ti Th t 1s t ime. n act , e orma or represen ng ~ 

Annunciation differs very little from that of early Christia n 

times ; t he main difference be ing that Mary i s now standing 
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instead of sitti~g. 12 

An architectural background frames t he figures in The 

Ad.oration of the Magi, as was the case in The Annunciation 

(Pl.)). It was a common composit iona l device ·at the time . 13 

The standard iconographic motifs of the Chil d sitting on 

Mary ' s l ap and the star, whic h the Magi followed , are used. 

The three Magi , approaching from her left , wear crowns and 

are portrayed as kings. From- the t ent h century onwards they 

d P . 14 . f cease to wear ersian dress. The importance o . Mother 

and Child is expressed by the halos, their position on a 

throne, which is above the level of the Magi; and the 

enframing arch .
1.5 Aside . from ·that they are dressed normally; 

the Child's gestures and size are those of an ordinary 

child. In all its elements, the Adoration conforms to 

contemporary iconography, which in turn differs l ittle 

f rom that of early Chri st i an art. 16 The normal iconoRraphy 

in these examples was suitable -for a time when the orthodox 

teaching about t he nature of Christ was accepted; Bernward 

seems to have chosen a visua~ language that was both 

easily understandable, because it was so t r aditional, and 

well suited to t he theological context . 

The arrangement of the panels gave preference to 

Christ's role as Redeemer over that as God Incarnate , an 

interpretatibn of the gospel events in acc ordance with the 

prevailing theological c limate. It was also ~specially 

appropriate considering the location of the _ doors. In both 

St. Michael's and Hildesheim Cathedr~l they were used as 
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doors for the paradisusa 

In the early days of the Church , when to sin in~olved 
one in rigorous and long drawn-out penances, the 
offenders were not admitted to the worship of the 
faithful. They heard Mass in a place formerly occupied 
by the catechumens, aptly called the aaradisus. It was 
in a paradise that Adam and Eve sinne. Thence they 
went out into a world not t oo pleasant because of all 
the work and trials and sorrow there were in it. 
Nevertheless , the world was not entirely hopeless. God 
had promtsed them a Redeemer. Christ referred to 
Himself as a door--a door opening into eternal bliss , 
in earthly terms the door leading from the paradisus 
into the nave of the church, where was the divine 
presence, the solace of thQse who had tasted the 
bitterness of their sins.11 

Having a paradisus in mind, Bernward thus knew that the 

theme he had chosen for the doors would have a special 

relevance f or many viewers.18 

The reliefs on the bronze doors were, therefore, much 

more than decorations arbitrarily chosen. A standardized 

iconography was used t o convey a message within a specific 

context . Instead of restricting himself to a literal, 

historical depiction of the biblical events, Bernward has 

shown their signif icance to the people of his day. As we 

shall now see, to further ensure that the message was 

conveyed, he used the accepted style of the time, a style 

which served more than his illustrative needs because of 

its political connotations . 

Bernward's doors and column represent a continuation 

of Carolingian attempts to perpetuate the forms of Roman 

art in order to proclaim the continuity of Christendom 

(the Holy Roman Empire) with the Christianized Roman 

Empire founded by Constantine. 19 ~evival of classical 



Roman art i s evident in the column, inspired by Roman 

triumpha l ar t such as the columns of Trajan (137 A.D~) 

or Marcus Aurelius (187 A.D.) in Rome . Just as the Roman 

works glorify the deeds of the Roman Emperors, Bernward 's 

column gl orified the redeemi ng power of the Tr ue Emperor. 

The doors~ however, revived art of the l ater Christian 

Empire . 
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Bernward had gone to Rome in 1001 A.O. in the ser vice 

of Otto IIr. 20 He thus had first-hand experience of 

classical art and the Christian art of l ate antiquity such 

as the wo oden doors of S. Sabina (c. 432 A.D.). Bernward ' s 

doors have the same format as the S. Sabina doors; scene s 

from the Ol d and New Testaments are illustrated in separate 

panels, and the Ol d Testament episodes are se l ected by 

reason of some symbolic paralle l with . those of the New. 21 

The lettering on the bronze doors indicates c l assical 

influence and, whi le the decoration is not c l assical , 

classical inspiration provided t he mot i vation to create 

a work on such a l arge scal e . 22 

As i t was part of Ottonian policy to affirm the 

Carolingian heritage, Ottonian art ' had a Caroling i an as 

well as classical basis . This can be seen in the similarity 

between Bernward ' s doors and the bronze doors at Aachen at 
· 23 

the entrance· to the Palatine Chapel . Both were large-

scale works in bronze cast in a single piece; both have 

their surfaces arranged in rectangular coffers and have 

lion' s heads as ·handles. Thus f ar we can see that the very 



commissioning of such a major project, as well as its 

general format, was appropriate to and supportive of 

contemporary political aspirations. 
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The style of the reliefs on the doors also conform to 

the general pattern of Ottonian art in being based on 

Carolingian models. A Carolingian work such as the Vivian 

Bible (844-51) was a source for the Adam and Eve scenes on 

the doors (Pl. J). 24 This bible was presented to Charles 

the Bald at Tours and later brought to Saint Denis where 

it was copiea. 25 Bernward frequently visited Tours and 

Saint Denis--it is likely that he procured at the latter 

spot an illustrated bible whose iconography derived from 

the Vivian Bible. 26 In the Vivian Bible, the illustrations 

are divided into framed rectangular compartments and the 

figures are interspersed with trees in a way simi l ar to the 

Bernward reliefs. The use of the bower to enframe Eve with 

her c_hild, the depiction of Adam working, and the presenta.:. 

tion of Eve to Adam in the reliefs are quite close to the 

Vivian Bible. Both works show the same progression of 

scenes from The Creation of Adam to Adam Work ine , Eve with 

Child. 

The architectural background in Annunciation, Nativity , 

Adoration, and Presentation scenes reveals another 

Carolingian influence , the Ada style, which was popular 

in Ottonian times (Pl. 4). 27 The Ada style was closely 

connected with Charlemagne and derives from classica l 

representat~ons of authors sitting under arches, 28 Th.e 



architectura l background balances the composition, g ives 

emphasis to the ma in f i gures and adds a degree of 

monumentali t y t o t he c ompos i t ion as can be seen in The 

Adoration of the Magi. The two columns frame and balance 

t he scene while t he arch over Mary emphasizes her 

importance. 
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The use of open s pace, the lively gestures, and dramatic 

action on the doors indicate still another Carolingian 

source,the Reims style, exemplified by the Utrecht Psalter 

(Pl. 4). 29 One of Bernward's predecessors at Hildesheim 

was Ebbo, the bishop of Reims. As a major patron of art 

a t Reims, he would have been very capable of introducing 

the art ists at Hildes heim to t he Reims manner. 30 The 

elongated f i gure s of t he Magi, the way the draperies are 

blown back against t he body, the unexpected twist of Mary's 

body projecting her head into the round are characteristics 

of the Reims s t yle which give a s ense of drama to The 

Adoration of the Magi. This style has been admirably 

adapted to increase t he impact of the illust rations on the 

viewers 

As in all Ottonian copies of late antique and 
Carolingian models the forms have become more compact, 
springy, elongated, harsher in outline ••• t he 
tension be t ween t he prot~gonis t s has become more ac~tea 
a s in the scene after the Fall~ with i ts chain of 
accusat ory ge s tures , of in Christ ' s meeting with Mary 
Magdalene after the Re s urrec t ion, ~here the falling 
movement of Mary bef ore the r51t of Christ stresses the 
ascending movemen t of Christ . 

Bernward's c hoice of style for his doors did more th~ 
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vividly depict biblical events in a format his audience 

was familiar wi th , it also indirectly supported Ottonian 

policy since the use of classical and Carolingian models 

was related to the political aspirations of the Ottonians. 

It was quite normal for a bishop to support government 

policy at this time, 

Thus for the period covered in this work, the role of 
king was as grand advocates the bishops served him, 
and he utilized their resources without being accused 
of despoiling with secular hands the things of the I,ord 
••• The bond between throne and altar persisted as 
the principal tool f or g iving men peace of earth and 
salvation after death , until the reforms of the 
Gregorians in the late eleventh century.32 

The monarch received the support of the bishops and in 

return enforced needed ecclesiastical reforms. This alliance 

was necessary , for without the help of ecclesiastics, both 

as civil administrators and army commanders, the king might 

well have succumbed to the frequent rebellions of his 

feudal vassals. 33 

Bernward was closely connected to the court. He had been 

court chaplain and tutor to Otto III . When Otto ' s father 

died, he supported Otto in his fight against the rebellion 

that followed. 34 After he became bishop he remained a 

favourite at court and secured more grants from the crown 

than had a ll his predecessors. 15 

The reliefs thus not only work well as Catholic 

illustrations by expressing the relevance of Church teachings 

in an objective way through using a v isual language everyone 

could understand, but a lso ful,ill other functions. 



Indirectly, through their style, they support the 

contemporary political ideology and thereby enhance the 

Church-State relat ionship so beneficial to both king and 

bishop. 
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Chapter III , The Annunciation , west facade , Reims 

Cathedral, A.D . 1230- 55 
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The Hi l desheim doors were mad e poss ible by and 

responded to a new political situation in Germany which 
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saw the chaos and destruction of th e ninth c entury replaced 

by stable government and relat ive prosperity. Bernward ' s 

artisti c ach ievement was remarkable for its t ime r yet it 

appears a lmost crude when compa red wit h the sculptured 

portal s of the Hi gh Gothic er a , one of the finest examples 

of which i s our next illust ration of fh e Annunciation at 

Reims Cathedral. f he external format has changed, as has 

the theological context, but the basic message is the same; 

the new style was at once instrument and reflection of a 

transformed political and r elig i ous s i tuation which saw 

the Capetian kings rival and surpass in power the German 

emperors . 

The importanc e of Reims , the coronation church of the 

French kings , goes back to 496 when Clovis , the first Frank 

king to accept Catholic i sm , was baptised there by Bishop 

St. Remy. 1 Its old cathedral was burnt to the ground in 

1210 and reconstruct ion started the next year, indulgences 

were issued in support of the project in 1246 and 1251 by 

Innocent rv , 2 Most of the cathedral was finished, and the 

bulk of sculptures wer e i n place by the end of Bernard de 

Soissons ' s time as mas ter mason (1255-90) , a lthough the 

entire str ucture was not complete un ti l : t he f ifteenth 

century.) 

s t atues decor ate the gable a nd surround the doorways 

of the three portal s on the west front of Reims Cathedral 



47 

(Pl. 5) . 4 Since Reims was dedicated to the Vir~in , the 

central porch was devoted to her, the Coronation of the 

Virgin i s depic ted in the gable, the Annunciation and 

Visitation on the right jamb and Presentation in the Temple 

on the left jamb, and on the central trumeau , a Virgin and 

Child . The left portal cycle illustrates the Crucifixion 

in the gable , wi th saints and angels on the jambs . The 

right portal gable depicts the Last Judgement while its 

jambs portray Simeon , John the Baptist , Isaiah and Mose s 

on the right , and Pope Calixtus with unidentified figures 

on the left . 

Th e sculptures for The Annunciation were installed 

between 1245 and 1255 , although they were no t both made 

at that time (pl . 6) . The Virgin was carved c. 1230-33 , the 

angel c. 12~5- 55•' The angel of the Annunciation was 

originally intended to be placed on the left side of St. 

Nicaisse in the left portal cyc lei in its place is the 

angel initially designed to stand opposite Mary. 6 This 

explains the difference in style between Mary and the angel 

addressing her. Both Mary and the angel now beside St. 

Nicaisse have the same quiet , solemn demeanour, large heads , 

and simpl e drapery falling in smooth folds . The angel of 

the Annunciation and St . Nicaisse have s lighter builds, 

longer legs , more delicate facial features and smaller 

heads. They are more lively and less austere than the 

earlier pair and thus were more likely to appeal to the 

emotions of the viewer; actually this style became so 



popular that it set the fashion for the next century. ? 

This increased liveliness is consistent with the 

genera l development of Gothic sculpture which becomes 
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more human , · natural, and appealin~ to the emotions as its 

style evolves . 8 The human figure is depicted in more 

natural poses ; the statues get more substantial and detach 

thems elves from the background to produce more animated 

human groupings . 9 Th i s development can be seen by comparing 

the jamb statues in the wes t portal of Chartres Cathedral 

(1 145- 55) with The Annunciation at Reims (Pl. 6 ). The 

Chartres statues are stiff and columnar; the sculptures 

at Reims are more rounded, the play of limbs is less 

restricted and the draperies hang more naturalistically. 

The figures at Chartres stare straight ahead while those 

at Reims react wit h each other; therefore, in style and 

arrangement t he Reims statues present a more life-like 

human scene. 

The naturalistic s t yle and solemn demeanour of some 

of the statues at Reims such as the Mary in The Annunciation 

and the figures in The Presentation have led to speculations 

about t heir antique character . 10 However, this does not 

mean there was an attempt to revive classical art as was 

the case at Hi ldesheim , 

Thus the antique is not here an ideal to be revived 
for the sake of its canonical validity; study of the 
antique, like t he study of nature , is an auxiliary 
tool, whose funct ion i s t o promote more life-like 
representation, and to free sculpture from traditional 
formul as. 11 
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~he Reims portal s , so decorated , were well sui t ed to 

welcome peopl e into the church. They pres ented the gospel 

s t ories in a rea listic style that most people coul d easily 

understand and empathize wi th . Al though the style has 

changed f r om earlier times , the underly ing doctrines and 

i c onography remain constant . The iconography used was by 

no means a matter for t he artist ' s i maginat ion . Art wa s a 

mode of ins t r uct i on and to ensure that the dogmas of the 

Chur ch were c learly unders tood, the iconography was precisely 

defined . 12 The scul ptors worked under a master mason who 

was in turn supervised, either directly or indirectly, by 

bishops , clergy and theol og i ans who determined t he subjects 

and a rrangement of the sculptural progr a ms . 1) If the 

sculptor was no t direc tly supervised , he f ollowed a pattern 

book whic h c ontained f i gure type s and models for illustrating 

biblical texts and cycles .14 

Thi s contro l of iconography can be seen if we compare 

Annunciat ions at Reims , Amiens and Chartres (Pl . 7) . All 

have t he same c omposi t ion. An angel, identified by his 

wings ,is on Mary ' s right . His right hand i s raised in 

greeting ; hi s right foot is p l aced forward. Mary rai ses 

her right hand in response to his address and holds a 

book in her left hand . Her obed ient willingness t o accept 

God in good fa ith is suggested by the inclination of her 

head, wh ich i s covered by a maphorion , s ymbolic of her 

vir ginity .15 

The i conography used in the Goth ic per i od d i ffered 
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little from earlier timesi but there were some variations. 

Mary is usually seated in the earliest representations of 

the Annunc iation, while an angel approaches her f rom the 

left . By the Ottonian period she is shown standing, and the 

emphasis is on the arrival of the angel , his ~reeting and 

Mary ' s reaction, as we saw in Bernward ' s doors. More 

emphasis was g iven to their conversation in the Gothic 

period; it becomes commonplace to show the two figures 

standing quietly facing one another . The d istance between 

them is small and their poses , ges tures and l ooks often 

bring them into a more intense relationship than in the 

case of greeting . 16 Thi~ is the stage reac hed by the Reims 

Annunciation . Secondary motifs vary as well : the basket of 

wool and the spindle, described in the apocryphal 

Protoevangelium of James of t he l ate second c~ntury , found 

in Carolingian Annunciations are replaced by the book in 

Gothic examples.17 

Al though the iconographic details , as well as the 

emphasis on the various parts of the Annunciation story, 

may vary ever time , the overa ll forms are so standardized 

as to avoid any confusion about what i s being portrayed. 

This use of an accepted visua l l anguage enabled sculptural 

programs to provide an educat ion for the illi t erate: 

prog rams that would be easily understood even by the most 

illiterate as indicated by the words Francois Villon 

pl aced on the l ips of his mother: 

I am a poor woman who knows nothing and never read a 



word. I see at the church of my parish a painted 
paradise with harps and lutes, and a hell where the 
damned are boiled. The one makes me afraid, the other 
happy and glad .• 18 

The normalcy of the iconography used in the Reims 

Annunciation indicates that there was no special need to 

stress the underlying doctrine of the Incarnation as 

happened at s. Maria Maggiore. As we mentioned earlier 

in regards to Bernward's doors, the controversies about 

the nature of Christ virtually ceased after the seventh 

century. The main problems the Church had to contend with 

in France were some popular religious movements such as 

the Waldenses and Albigenses which rejected the 

hierarchical structure of the Church and the sac.ramental 

system. The Albigenses, in particular, were a serious 

threat in southern France. 19 

Although it was not a major part of their theology, 

the Albigensians also rejected the ~umanity of Christ 

because of their revival of the old Manichaean doctrine 
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that matter is evil. This aspect of their teaching, however, 

was more than amply countered by the new type of 

spirituality developing at the time in which the human 

element in the life of Christ and the saints was focused 

upon in order to cultivate the spiritual life of the 

ordinary man. Thus, for example, the hardships of Mary 

and Joseph as, in the last hours before the Divine Child 

was born, they sought a home; or the sorrows and agonies 

of the Passion, of Mary at the foot ~f the Cross and of 



Jesus looking down upon her suffering innocence, all 

became subjects of popular devotion and ·preaching: 
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These and a thousand like moving considerations, 
which, moving the will throu~h an over-whelming 
stirring of the emotions ••• are the means by which 
a whole-hearted devotion conveys itself from the 
preacher--all this spiri]uality has in St. Bernard 
its first great founder . 0 

The emotional mysticism whereby the individual 

reflected upon and associated himself with the events of 

Christ's life and sufferings was combined with an 

increasingly popular devotion to Mary. Bernard of 

Clairvaux, Norbert of Premontre, the Franc iscans and 

Dominicans did much to promote Mary 's cult and lay 

religious fervour. 21 This stress on Mary, the woman from 

whom Christ received his human nature, also ar~ued a~ainst 

the Albigensian Christology. 

This new "personalized" spirituality and the ardent 

devotion to Mary , with their implicit rejection of any 

teaching denying Christ ' s humanity, was supported and 

reflected in the arrangement of the facade, the choice of 

themes, and the style of the sculptures of the Gothic 

cathedral. The Gothic style origin~ted in the French 

royal domain during the reign of Louis VII (1137-80), and 

its first monument was the abbey church of Saint-Denis, 
22 

designed by _Abbot Suger. It was at Saint-Denis that the 

idea of affixing statues to each of the columns of the 

doorway originated. 23 The great monumental sculpture of 

northern France such as the statues and bas-reliefs ·or the 



portals at Chartres , Etampes , Provins, Le Mans, Anger-­

to mention only some of the be tter known churches--all 

follow the pattern set by Suger' s sculptors. 24 The use of 

monumental sculpture itself was also quite novel at the 

t ime; it had been over five centuries since large-scale 

sculpture had been produced in France. 25 
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In Romanesque architecture the entrance was often 

treated as a point of maximum tension; the Gothic church, 

with its monumental scul pture arranged around the portals, 

removed that t ension and in so doing created a new type 

of doorway . 26 At Saint- Denis the porch statues of Old 

Testament kings and queens, prophets and priests form a 

numerous congregation standing within the portals of the 

church 1 

But where the Romanesque statue is, more often than 
not , confined within an architectural frame, the 
portal figures of the Gothic cathedrals are not 
separated by the architecture but seem, instead, to 
form a warmly human group and to occupy the portal 
space in much the same way as do members of the 
congregation who c ontemplate them from the 
pavement below . 27 

The triple wes t portals at Reims adopt this format 

and combine it wit h statues carved in a naturalistic style 

to present biblical stories in a naturalistic way well 

suited to contemporary relig ious interest in the human 

dimension of the Christ ian faith. The central position 

here accorded to scenes from the Infancy of Christ is 

itself indicative of the increased desire to describe a · 

closer relation ship between God and man , based on a 
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personal experience of the events mentioned in scripture,28 

Instead of portraying kings and queens who are unified by 

their membership in a privileged class, as at Saint-Denis, 

the figures at Reims show t he bringing of good news, the 

meeting of two expectant mothers, and the handing of a 

baby into the hands of an old priest--all familiar human 

actions and relationships. 

The dedication of the central portal at Reims to The 

Coronation of the Virgin responded to the popularity of 

Marian thinking. Until the late twelfth century there were 

three types o f portals which dealt with the following 

subjects, the Christ of the Apocalypse, the Ascension, and 

Chri st as Judge. 29 Portals dedicated to the Virgin started 

to appear toward the end of the twelfth century; the first 

Gothic example where The Coronation of the Virgin occupied 

the central portal was Senlis (c. 1170}.JO The situation 

changed so dramatically that Mary was sculptured in the 

porches of all the cathedrals in the thirteenth century.31 

The figure of the Virgin with Child was combined with 

scenes from the Infancy of Christ at Chartres, Paris, 

Amiens and here at Reims: a combination most appropriate 

to the popular devotion to Marya 

How glorify her better t han by showing that she was 
essential to the work of salvation, that throu~h her 
lived and grew the ~rail infant on whom rested the 
hope of the worlct. 3 

The contemporary relig ious context i s not only reflected 

in the general arrangement of the facade at Reims, the style 
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of ~he statues and in the choice of themes, but even in the 

compos i tion of The Annunciations 

Christological and Marian thinkinis •.. convere;e in 
the scene of the Annunciation as it appears in 
cathedra l sculpture ••• Thus the angel's smile on 
the central portal at the Cathedral at Reims awakens 
the humble devotion to Mary , the loving servan t of 
God. In her, according to mystical theolo~y , God and 
his creation approach one another most nearly, come 
closest to union. She is the model for spiritual 
rebirth and fQ r the mystical union of the fa i thful 
with Christ,. JJ 

The Annunciation i s part of a large, orderly 

sculptural program which decorates the whole facade of the 

cathedra l. This complicated theologica l and artistic 

compos i tion , like that on other Gothic cathedrals, parallels 

the encyclopaedic works of theolog i ans such as those by 

Thomas Aquinas, Honorius of Autun, and Vincent of Beauvai s . 

The very orderliness of the Gothic facade is a characteristic 

of schol astic thought whi ch liked to make the orderliness 

and logic of their thought palpably explicit,34 Everything 

is classified and organi zed according to a rational system; 

the composition and execution of ever y scene are care f ully 

worked out in advances 

Thi s certainty of knowledge that dominates the summa 
and the s~ecul a endows the scul pture i t inspires with 
a suggestion of gaity . •• Scenes of great drama . 
• • are a ll steeped. in the ideal calm. and peace of an 
atmosphere where a ll excess of suffering , even 
suffering its elf , is banished , where faith and reason 
rule equally . JS 

The schol astic attitude t o life may have conflicted with 

popular devotions on the sufferings of Christ, but it 

was quite compatible with .devotions·-on the joyful mysteries 



of Christ's life and art illustrating such subjects 

as our Annunciation. 
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The cavernous portal s are a characteri stic of Gothic 

architecture initiated by Abbot Suger . The statues pl aced 

in the portal s were arranged in such a way _as to look like 

a natural human group-- they describe biblical personages 

who have descended i nto the world of man. The life-like 

style used on the statues aided this arrangement and the 

image it created. All the attributes initi ated at Saint­

Deni s have been used and improved at Reims to depict the 

Incarnation within the context of contemporary Marian 

thinking and the new spirituali ty advocated by St. Bernard. 

Scenes from the Infancy of Christ replace the Ol d Testament 

f i gur es at Saint- Denis and the style and relationship of 

the f i gures to each other at Reims has become more 

naturalistic compared to.the early Gothic style used at 

Saint-Denis or the west portal of Chartres . 16 These 

stylistic and compositional developments are used in 

conjunction with the standard icono~raphy to ensure that 

the basic message is conveyed . 

In- other words, the visual l anguage of the day i s 

used, and , furthermore , _by pl ac ine: The Ann_unc ia tion 

wi thin the Coronation portal the relevanc e of the 

Incarnation is suggested . The Annunciation, through its 

natural ist i c style and context shows that God trul y did 

become man and that it is by mqdelling our life on Mary 

that we receive the full benefits of Christ ' s redemption. 
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The life-like arrangement of the Infancy cycle vividly 

portrays the human side of Christ's life so that we may 

be ·moved to greater devotion: Mary, crowned Queen of 

Heaven because of her perfect obedience to the· will of 

God, is the ideal example of the devout life given for us 

to follow. 

The development of the Gothic style, especially the 

new type of doorway, was based on political as well as 

religious considerations. It originated in the French royal 

domain at Saint-Denis, designe~ by Suger who had close ties 

with the monarchy.37 As the rule and authority of the 

Capetian kings spread, so did .Gothic architecture.38 During 

that time the French kings were involved in a constant 

struggle to assert their authority over the rebellious 

burghers and feudal aristocracy in their territories: 

Plainly a policy was needed ••• that would 
strengthen the hand of the king against the separatist 
tendencies of the aristocracy, that would reaffirm 
the sacred and priestly nature of kingship and would 
win the favour of the rebellious burghers.39 

An alliance was worked out between the Church, particularly 

the French episcopacy, and the crown for their mutual 

benefit. The Capetian kings became the traditio~al defenders 

of the papacy during the Gothic period, supporting the popes 

in their struggle with the German emperors over the rights 

of investiture and in the campaign against the Albigenses 

in southern France.40 In return the French bishops used 

their secular powers to support Capetian rule, and their 

spiritual powers to affirm the divine nature of kingship. 
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In gaining the support of the Church , the king also won the 

favour of the popular relig ious movements within the Church. 

The Gothic ca thedral was closely related to this 

historical situation. 41 This relationship can be seen in 

the design of Gothic portals--starting with Saint- Denis , 

Gothic portals frequently had statues of biblical kings and 

queens arranged in such a way as to create a popular image 
42 

of royalty that alluded to the sacred nature of kingship. 

Christian kings were rarely portrayed on cathedrals, but 

Re ims, being the coronation church, was an exception to the 

rule. There the divine nature of kin~ship was more directly 

expressed in the c lerestory windows where the kings are 

each accompanied by the bishop who anointed hims 

Nothing distinguishes one of these solemn figures of 
twenty monarches from the rest, for they are in the 
church to remind the people that kingship is in its 
essence divine , and that the king anointed with sacred 
oil is more t han man. The lesson is continued in the 
curious statuettes carved round the exterior of the 
great ros e-window of the facade, where one sees David 
anointed by Samuel , and Solomon anointed by Nathan • 
• • Above them all i s ~ figure of God g iving His 
blessing to t he kings . 4 3 

The style of the statues and their arrangement around 

the entrance portals at Reims derive from Suger's facade 

with its political connotations. This popular format has 

been admirably used, in conjunction with a standardi zed 

iconography, to illustrate clearly and attractively The 

Annunciation and show the relevance of its underlying 

doctrine to the people of the day. 
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In a very differen t style and in the contex t of a 

very d if f erent world from that of t he Re ims sculptures 

i s Ti ntoretto ' s presentat ion of the Incarnation in The 

Annunciation , l ocated in the Lower Room of the Sc uola di 

San Roc co in Venice . Th e days of papal supremacy , when 

popes had enough power to depos e kings and emperors were 

6) 

no more than their v icars for temporal affairs, were lon~ 

over . New political theories , beg inning with the thirt eenth 

and fo urteenth c entury writings of Dante , John of Paris and 

Mars i g l i o of Padua , argued against papal t heories of 

ecc les ias tical supremacy. Secu l ar power had ~rown stead ily 

sinc e the Goth i c ag e and with i t , the State' s a mbition 

and ab i li t y to dominate the Church. Th e papacy was forc ed 

to surrender tempora l power, even its ri~hts t o administer 

its propert i e s a nd direct reli~ i ous life were l ost in 
. 1 some countr i es . 

The attac k on Church authori ty did not e nd in the 

t empora l sphere , however . In the sixteenth century came 

rel i g ious theories whic h chal leng ed the very structure of 

the Church. r he ri~ht s of the magisterium to teach Christians 

in matters of doctrine and morality were denied as we ll as 

the rights of t he ec c les i ast ica l hiera rchy to ~overn t he 

2 Church proper . Thus the reformers rejected the whole 

corpus of canon l aw as well as the teach in~ off ice of the 

Church and on thi s bas i s set up new types of Chr i s tian 

communi ti e s and propounded new doctrines whic h challen~ed 

trad i tional Catholic teachin~ . Christian uni ty was lost in 
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Europe and the Church's stru~gle with Protestantism was 

to engage most of her energy and affect her art for at least 

the next century. 

The new political theories and secular outlook of the 

fourteenth century were accompanied by a new style in art, 

the Renai ssance , and it in due course became the Baroque 

of which Tintoretto was an early exemplar and formulator. 

The stylistic and iconographic affinity between 

Baroque and Renaissance art can be s een in comparing 

Tintoretto's Annunciation (p. 62 ) with Fra Angelico's in 

the Diocesan Museum, Cortona, which was painted in 1428 

(Pl . 8) . In both paintings we find an interest in 

portraying nature, linear perspective, chiaroscuro and 

naturalistic space . They also share a similar compositional 

format; the left s i de opens out into nature while the righ t 

has an architectural s etting . Both paintings depict the 

personal encounter between Mary and the ange l in all its 

humanne s s . Mary ' s reaction to the appearance of the angel 

varies; nonetheless , t he response is natural in both and 

calculated to appeal to the viewer's human interest in an 

ext raordinary event . 

As regards iconogr aphy , again there are similarities . 

In both Mary is seated with a book on her lap while an 

angel with wings approaches from the l eft. Behind Mary is 

her bedchamber and above her is the dove of the Ho ly 

Spirit. This combinat ion of mot ifs symbolize Mary ' s dual 

role as mother of Christ and mother of all Chris t ians 



(Mediatr i x of Grace) , 

Ivo of Chartres in a commentary on Psalm 19 , 4- 6 , 
wher e the rising sun is l ikened to a br i degr oom 
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coming out of his chamber , referred to the 
Annunciation and descri bed the Virgin as the bridal 
chamber of the sun , Christ . The idea o f the vir g in 
conception is here combined with the old i mage 
(Ephesians 5) of Christ as the husband of the Church .' 

Both Marys are simi l arl y dressed in f ul l-lengt h garments , 

mantl es , and maphorions . These i conogr aphi c de tai l s were a ll 

qui te c ommon at this time. The mot i f of Mar y s i tting in an 

interi or derives from Giotto and i s f r equent ly found in 

Annunc i a t i ons from the f i ft eenth centur y on . 4 The book 

whi ch Mar y holds was used f r om t he eleventh centur y onward 

as we noticed i n our Got hic exampl es, The d ove i s f ound in 

the s. Mari a Maggiore mosai cs but actually was unc ommon 

until after the thirteenth century : i t does not appear i n 

French Gothi c cathedral scul pture . 5 

Although the bas i c iconographic motifs , the approach 

to space and form , and concern for the indiv i dual observer 

are the same ; there are a l so considerable di ff erences 

between the two works of a r t . Fr a Angelico presents an 

or derl y , balanced and cal m worl d "in which e very shape i s 

c l ear and every co l or bri ght and sparkling .•6 f intoretto 

presents a dramatic scene ful l of movement in which h i s use 

of l ighti ng obscures hi s f orms and the use o f s har p 

contours to deli n eate each shape i s aband oned . In short , 

Ti ntor etto ' s styl e is typically Baroque , Fr a Angelico ' s 

typically Renaissance, 

The bar oque uses the same system of f orms , but in 



place of the perfec t, t he completed, g ives the 
restless , the becoming , in pl ace of the l imited , the 
conceivabl e, g i ves the limitless , the colossal. The 
ideal of beaut i f ul proportion vanishes , interest 
concentrates not on being , but on happening . The

7 masses , heavy and thickset , come into movement . 

If we look at the two works more c lose l y we can see 

other charac t eristic Renaissance- Baroque differences . 
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Fra Angelico' s paint ing is composed as a se l f -contained 

en t i ty , pointing everywher e back to itself through a 

careful balancing of horizontal s and verticals , stable 

figures and arrangement of forms that either balance each 

other or move toward the centre of the picture. Tintoretto 

avoids a static , balanced compos i tion; the act ion expands 

beyond the picture itself . His work does not look like a 

se l f -exist i ng piece of the world , but like a passing show 

which the spectator may only briefly g limps e. In the 

encounter between f'ra Angelico ' s Mary and ange l i t looks 

like time has stopped: Tintoretto has portrayed only t he 

moment . 

Tintoretto ' s painterl y style , which sees objects in 

masses rather than clearly outlined forms , combines with 

the movement of his fi gures and open form composition (the 

action expands beyond the picture) to produce a very 

dramatic scene . This s ense of drama is one of the main 

characteri stics of Baroque art. The second characteristic 

is a new type of composit iona l unity. Renaissance art had 

unified its compos itions through a balanced, harmonious and 

often static arrangement of independent parts . ~intorett o 
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rejected this approach . The parts of his composition rner~e 

because of his painterly style and use of lightin~ , 8 even 

colour loses "i ts separate existence and it is lighting 

which now moulds the masses of the composition."9 These 

elements combine with the dramatic presentation of his 

figures to convey one dominant theme, the moment of the 

angel ' s arrival; one scarcely notices Joseph working in 

the background . On the other hand, Fra Angelico's angel 

seems to be having a nice quiet chat with Mary and the 

viewer has plenty of time to survey the rest of the 

painting . Tintoretto's work is perceived as a whole, unity 

is achieved by the subordination of all elements to one 

dominant theme. 10 

In the light of our knowled~e about Baroque art we 

can see that Tintoretto was turning away from the 

Renaissance toward the Baroque format. In his own day his 

stylistic changes were not clearly understood . Venetian 

critics like Dolce found fault with his paintings because 

they departed from Ti tian 's principles, Guisconi and Aretino 

criticized his hasty execution. 11 Vasari praised his 

painting speed and extravagance, but was also critical, 

Indeed, he has surpassed even the limits of 
extravagance wi th the new and fanciful inventions 
and strange vagaries of his intellect, working at 
haphazard and without design, as if to prove that 
art is but a jest. This master at times has left as 
fin i shed works sketches still so rough that the brush­
strokes may be seen , done more by chance and vehemence 
than with judgment and design,12 

This criticism i s unders tandable because Tintoretto's 
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works come at the end of the Renaissance tradition in 

Venice before the art critics could become familiar with 

the new principl es behind Baroque art. By the standards of 

Renaissance art , his lack of careful draftsmanship and 

unbal anced, disorderly composition wou l d indeed be faults. 

But once one realizes t hat Tintoretto is following 

Baroque principles which prefer a painterly style to clear 

contours and a dramatic to a balanced , static composition , 

one can see that his work was quite successful. How apt 

his choice of style was can be seen in the developmen t of 

art after Tintoretto's time s the Baroque ,became the acc epted 

styl e throughout Europe in the seventeenth century and i n 

the veneto Tintoretto ' s work became the dominant model , 

displ acing even the authority of Titian . 13 

As mentioned earlier , the t wo main characteri stics of 

Baroque art are its dramatic quality and its tendency to 

subordinate all parts under one dominant theme . Tintoretto 

combines these attributes with a passion for natural 

detail s whi ch heightens the drama and enhances the spiritual 

sense in his works . In The Annunciation he combined an 

everyday scene of Joseph working amid his tool s and lumber 

with the sudden arrival of the angel and heavenl y bein~s . 

The combination of natural istic background and spiritual 

event support each other : "both terms are heightened i n 

effect by their conjunction , and the drama takes on an 

intense force . 11 14 The spiritua l s ens e is further hig hl i ghted 

by his dramatic use of light, which follows no natural laws 
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and in places has no visible source, "it is a paraphrase 

of the mystery taking place.•15 By such means Tintoretto 

transforms the narration · of a historical event which takes 

in the realm of the spirit. 16 

Tintoretto's painting appears to be a great success 

to our eyes. He has used the new Baroque style in conjunction 

with a standard iconography to depict the Annunciation in 

an original·, dramatic and spiritual way. The question now 

to be considered is how appropriate his approach was in his 

time, given his social and religious milieu and what was 

expected of him as an artist. 

The role of the artist in Tintoretto's time had actually 

changed little since the Middle Ages, even though the artist 

had become far more important as an individual and enjoyed 

a much higher social status. 17 Painting had become a 

respectable profession and was considered one of the best ways 

t ' · · t lB F R . t· t' t o rise in socie y. rom enaissance imes on ar i s s 

associated with the most cultured men in their society and 

were often accepted on equal terms by the nobility. Artists 

also came to have greater freedomr over the course of the 

fifteenth century they increasingly freed themselves from the 

protective rules of the guilds , but in doing so they became 

dependent upon patrons. 19 The artist might choose to exhibit 

paintings with no particular destination in mind, "but artists 

usually disliked the freedom of working for unknown admirers, 

and with a few notable exceptions exhibitions were assumed to 
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be the las t resort of the unemployed." 20 

Artists us ually had studios and accepted commissions. 

The s ize of the picture and the subject , in varying degrees 

of exactness , were determined by the patron . 21 Pictures 

commissioned for galleries , on moveabl e canvases , had a 

far greater scope and art i sts frequently had no set theme . 

But with official Church of State art the situation was 

quite different, 

Wi th the growing presti~e of art , the most important 
patrons-- the Church and sovereigns--stopped f ollowing 
the tone set by the collector-man of letters, and 
began to demand more spec ific and supposedly effective 
servic e from art in exchange for the commissions they 
distributed . 

This was particul arl y true for the Church because of 

t he Reformat ion crisis. Denmark , Norway , Sweden , England 

and parts of Germany and Switzerland had a ll br oken away 

from the Church . rhe Virgin was defamed in Protestant 

countries , her statue s destroyed and the recitat ion of the 

Ave Maria was considered idolatrous . Catholic teaching on 

the sacraments was attacked, the Holy Mass derided, and 

the Real Presence denied. To make matters worse, Rome was 

ravaged and pl undered by roving bands of I~therans during 

Cl ement VII's reign (152)-34) and the Ottoman Turks 

invaded Hungary , advancin~ as far as Vienna . The stru~gle 

wi th Protestantism affected art as well as theol ogy--both 

defend a ll the dogmas that came under attack . 2' 

The Council of Trent (1545- 63) itself outlined the 

attitude that was to be adopted in Cathol ic art . No 



pictures suggestive of fa l se doctri ne or furnishing 
24 

occasions of error to the uneducated are t o be set up. 
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I mages shoul d constant ly remind t~e peopl e of the artic l es 

of fa ith; but they should also edify1 

Great profit is derived f rom all sacred images , no t 
only because the people are ther~by admonished of 
the benefits and gifts bestowed upon them by Christ 
••• the mirac l es which God has performed by means 
of the saints , and their salutary examples are set 
before the e ye s of the faith fu ls that so they may 
give God thanks for those things ; may order their own 
lives and manners in imitation of the saints; and may 
be excited to adore and love God , and to cu l t i vate 
piety. 25 

Trent entr usted the appl icat ion of the decree on 

sacred art to the bishops . This l ed to the Discours e on 

Sacred a nd Profane Images (1582) , written by a commission 

set up by Cardinal Gabriele Paleott i, bishop o f Bologna, 

to study how art should be used. It concluded that art 

was to be didactic and devoid of all obscurity, 

One of the main praises that we ~ ive to a writer or 
a practitioner of any liberal art i s that he knows 
how to explain his ideas clearly ... We can state 
the same of the painte r in general , a ll the more 
because his works are used mostly as books for the, 
illiterate , to whom we must a lways s peak openly and 
clearly •• • pai nters onl y represent what is proposed 
by holy doctors and accepted unan imous l y by the 
Churc h, wi thout add ing , removin~ , of changin g anything , 
either in content, gr a s to the way of express ion or 
other particul ars . 2 

The same concern for pur i ty of conten t led t o the 

publication in Rome of the Tractat io de Poesi et Pictura 

ethica (1593) by the Mantuan scholar, Antonio Posserino1 

All questions of the relig ious admissibi li ty of works 
of a r t , which had to serve in the ecclesiastical 
domain and were possibly compromised by virtuostty, 
were brought under official contro l by the 
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establishment of an ecclesiastical censor. On 13 
November, 1603, Cardinal Camillo Borghese issued an 
edict that every ecclesiastical work must be submitted 
to him or his representative for appraisal.27 

The decisions to ensure the orthodoxy of art expressed 

at Trent were no idle threats. This was one of the tasks 

of the papal Inquisition, admitted to Venetian territory in 

1524, as can be seen in the examination of Paolo Veronese 

for a picture he painted in the convent of ss. Giovanni e 

Paolo in 1573. 28 Because of the political rivalry between 

Venice and the Papal States, Venice was very concerned about 

maintaining its independence and resented anything that 

looked like an extension of papal jurisdiction in its 

territory. But in religious matters Venice was thoroughly 

conservative and proud of its Catholic heritage. 29 The 

conflict between Venice and the papacy involved papal 

jurisdiction and not matters of Church doctrine--there was 

no real toleration of heresy, no abandonment of orthodoxy.JO 

This was particularly true of the scuoli in Venice 

which were dedicated to the serious practice of Catholic 

life. They were established to provide religious 'discipline 

for the lay population and to distribute benefits, both 

material and spiritual, among their members and, to a 

lesser extent, among the needy outside. Rich or poor might 

join, at different rates of subscription, but those 

denounced for sinful behaviour were fined or expellea. 31 

They were independent foundations and were ruled by elected 

citizen members, nonetheless, they ~ere loyal to Venice 



and could be counted on to provide men and money in times 

f ' · 32 It f 1· o c r1 s 1s. was to one o these scuo 1, the Scuola di 

San Rocco, that Tintoretto belonged and for which he did 

many paintings, including The Annunciation. Therefore, we 

can expect that both he and his patron held t o orthodox 

teaching about doctrine and the use of art. 

7, 

Tintoretto was given a yearly stipend in return for 

painting the pictures in the Upper Hall (1577- 81) and 

I,ower Hall (1583-7) of the scuola. This arrangement meant 

that for a period of ten years he had no competitors and 

was less restricted by prescribed rules than if he would 

have had to compete for each painting, Furthermore, as a 

member of the Confraternity (from 1565 ) he was spiritually 

akin to the community and could be trusted to work with a 

fair amount of independence . These favourable working 

conditions were probably an important factor in his being 

allowed to use such a daring new style in his works there. 

Nonetheless, he was supervised by a s mall committee and 

did follow theological advice, 

This does not mean that the choice of subjects was 
left entirely to him. In their subject-matter these 
wall and ceiling painting s represent such a 
thoughtful renovation of the typological system 
linking the events of the Old and New Testaments and 
such an orig inal adaptation to the charitable purposes 
of the Confraternity •.. that the programme can 
scarcely have been conceived without the collaboration 
of learned advisers. The programme presupposes not 
only a thorough knowledge o f the Bible, but a lso a 
very subtle theolo~ical education , such as we can 
hardly believe Tintoretto possessed. What he himself 
contributed was the artistic moulding of the train 
of thought . 33 
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The paintin~s in the Upper Hall, consisting of twenty­

three interrelated works dealin~ in part with the life of 

Christ, involved a far more complicated icono~raphic scheme 

than the eight paintings of the Lower Hall, including our 

Annunciation, which illustrate the life of Mary. 14 

Opposite the entrance of the Lower Hall is The Annunciations 

then fo llow The Adoration of the Magi, The Flight into 

Egypt , The Massacre of the Innocents, The Presentation in 

the Temple, and The Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 

Interspersed between the Massacre and Presentation panels 

are two narrow vertical paintings illustrating Magdalen 

in the Desert and St. Mary of Egypt. 

The dramat ic juxtaposition of natural details and the 

heavy figure of Mary with the heavenly bein~s and dove of 

the Holy Spirit vividly depicts the Incarnat ion . The 

iconography of The Annunciation was quite normal, except 

for the motif of the f lying angel, which was in keeping 

with the relig ious context . The traditional teachings 

about the nature of Christ were not among the Catholic 

doctrines attacked by the reformers. 15 The flying angel 

motif later became normal in Baroque Annunciations and 

s eems to be re l ated to the Protestant diminution of Mary's 

importance in the plan of salvation, 

The Annunciation of the s eventeenth century contrasts 
sharply with that of preceding centuries. Heaven 
suddenly invades the cell where the Vir~in is praying 
••• Almost always other angels escort the heavenly 
messenger. Art strove to effect the union of heaven 
and earth. The Virgin of earlier days , isolated in her 
cell, was not deemed sufficiently majestic or 
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mysterious . The idea to be conveyed was that the angels 
and God Himself wa i ted upon a maiden ' s answer.18 

As at Reims , The Annunciation is placed in the context 

of the life of Mary which also enhances her importance. The 

redemptive aspect of the Incarnation is expressed; God 

became man through th e consent of Mary in order that 

mankind may be restored to the state of ~race it had be fore 

the Fa ll. Mary , the model of Christian life , is the exampl e 

of how we should live so that· we might receive the full 

benefits of Christ 's redemption . The bridal chamber 

symbolism in The Annunciation hei~htens still further 

Mary ' s significance. lt was through Mary that Christ and 

therefore grace came into the world ; it is still through 

her that men receive the grace to become God ' s adopted 

sons. Mary i s the mother of Christ and, through the ~r ace 

won by Christ , the mother of a ll Christians (Mediatrix of 

Grace). Hence Ivo's description of her as the bridal 

chamber of Christ . 

The natural istic styl e and interest in the r eacti ons 

of the individual viewer can be found i n Renaissance as 

well as Baroque art . This style was suited to an 

emotional istic type of mysticism which deve l oped towar d 

the end of the fourteenth century and was primar i l y 

interested "to see the Incarnation as God's entry into 

the worl d of personal experience . "17 The new consciousness 

of personal relig ious experience was gr eatly encouraged 

during the Refor mation crisis both by reformers and 
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Catholics such as St. Ignatius Loyola and St. Teresa of Avila . 

Thus we can see that the dramatic style used by Tintoretto 

not only gave s trong emphasi s to the underlying Incarnation 

dogma in The Annunciation, but was also closely related to 

contemporary spirituality .38 

The new type of compositional un ity used in 

Tintoretto ' s work whereby all the parts of the painting are 

subordinated to one dominant element also fits the 

political and religious context. The part s of his 

composition had no independent existence but rather worked 

together in support of one dominant theme. This format 

well suited contemporary Catholic rel igious life. The 

Reformation had stressed an independent, personal approach 

to religion; the Counter-Reformation restated the 

traditional approach which emphasized the need to develop 

one' s spirituality within the c ontext of the sacramental 

life and doctrinal guidance of the Church. Correspondingly , 

the rights and authority of the ecclesiastical hierarchy , 

especially of the pope, were stressed at this time . 

Politically this was a turbulent age with strong 

assumptions about the need for central authority and the 

belief "that there ought to be one supreme will in every 

state , to which all others are subject."39 States grew in 

strength and self-c onsc iousnessr a large part of the 

activity of statesmen was directed "to bringing 
40 

recalcitrant elements under control . " The Papal States 
41 

paralleled these political developments. Thus a style 
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in which t he individual parts lost independent existence 

and were caught up in and supported a central, dominating 

theme was ver y appropriate to this age in which such effort 

was made to overcome individualism and increase centralized 

authority in both the relig ious and political s phere. 

It would seem that Tintoretto's Annunciation meets all 

the requirements for good Catholic art. It used a standard 

iconography and fashionable, even avant-garde, style to 

depict the biblical event in a clear and edifying fashion. 

Tintoretto, working with theological advisers, has gone far 

beyond a document ary account of t he Annunciati on to portray 

its inner meaning and relate it to his world . The out ward 

f orm used to portray the Annunciation has changed 

cons iderably since Sixtus III's time but the underlying 

doctrine and attitude to art have not. 
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Almost three centuries separate Tintoretto's 

Annunciation from the work we are about to consider. We 

now enter a stormy age in which revolutionary political 

c hanges were being advocated and violence was often used 

83 

in attempts to reform the established social order. In 

February , 1848 Louis Philippe was overthrown, and a new 

republic established in France. There was a great Chartist 

demonstration in London in April which worried the 

authorities so much that the Duke of Welling ton secretly 

fortified the capital, hiding his soldiers in cellars, and 

behind sand-bag s on house-tops . That same year the Pre­

Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB) was founded; two years later 

the public exhibition of paintings by three of its members 

caused an uproar. 1 It had become general knowled~e by 1850 

that these painters bel onged to a secret brotherhood, 

which at a time of social unrest was considered by critics 

to have subversive undertones. 2 This, combined with their 

new painting style which rejected contemporary canons of 

British taste, led to a severe criticism of their work 

which was virtually unprecedented in the his tory of English 

art. 3 

One of these criticized paintings, Dante Gabriel 

Rossetti's Annunciation (orig inally titled Ecce Ancilla 

Domini), is the subject of this chapter (p. 82). 

Tintoretto ' s style was new , but not revolutionary; his 

painting represented a development of the High Renaissance 

style in the direction of the Baroque. Rossetti's paintin~ 



was in a new style , dramatically different from the 

established style of his day . Furthermore, as we shall 

see, it was the product of a new attitude about art. 
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Rossetti's picture is simi l ar to earlier Annunciations 

in several ways. As usual , an angel approache s Mary from 

the left. She is in her bedchamber , a common setting for 

Annunciation scenes since Renaissance times. Standard 

iconographic motifs such as the dove, angel holding a lily. 

(symbolic of Mary' s purity), aad haloes for Mary and the 

angel are present. Rossetti deviates from normal 

iconography somewhat in not giving his angel wings, 

nonetheless, the figure still looks like an. angel and the 

scene can be easily recognized as an Annunciation. Behind 

Mary, a single candle is li t , even though it is daytime--

a traditional symbol of the divine presence. 4 Like most 

High Victorian paint ing, thi s work is naturalistic in 

technique and anecdotal in content. Ros sett i's decision 

to commission his own work and s ell it via public 

exhibition, so unusual in Tintoretto's day, was quite 

normal mid-nineteenth century practice. At first sight it 

ls hard t o s ee why it caused such a disturbance--why 

critics such as Frank St one of the Athenaeum complained 

that it defied" the principles of beauty and the 

recognized axioms of taste."5 

John Ruskin ident ified the problem in his description 

of the work• 

Rossetti's 'Annunciation' differs from every previous 
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conception of the scene known to me, in representing 
the angel as waking- the Virgin from sleep to give her 
his message ••• consider ••• how the pious persons 
who had always been accustomed to see their Madonnas 
dressed in scrupulously folded and exquisitely falling 
robes of blue, with edges embroidered in gold ••• 
and reverently to observe them receive the angel's 
message with their hands folded on their breasts in 
the most graceful positions, and the missals they had 
been previously studying laid open on their knees-­
consider, I repeat, the shock to the feelings of all 
these delicately minded persons, on being asked to 
conceive a Virgin waking from her sleep on a pallet 
bed, in a plain room, startled by sudden words and a 
ghostly presence which she does not comprehend, and 
casting in

6
her mind what manner of Salutation this 

. should be. -

Realism, as here emphasized, is one of the main character­

istics of Pre-Raphaelite work. In choosing to avoid the 

graceful, but artificial, . poses and elaborate settings of 

earlier Annunciations, exemplified by Ignaz Gunther's 

version (Pl. 9) in which Mary has almost exactly the same 

clothing and gesture described by Ruskin above, in favour 

of natural gestures and a plain room, Rossetti followed 

the PI_-e~Raphaelite theory that painting should portray 

"an event exactly as it might have occurred."? This 

realistic approach not only led him to paint his 

Annunciation in a way that offended public religious 

sentiment as Ruskin described, but also offended generally 

accepted artistic standards of idealization. as seen in the 

art of the Royal Academy. 

Academy art was characterized by a theatrical "grand 

manner,• free, open brushwork and spot-lighting effects. 8 

The PRB wanted art to be realistic, which they interpreted 

at this time to mean fidelity to nature, historical 
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accuracy and emotional s incerity. In pursuit of emotional 

sincerity they eschewed the "clutter and stage-props" and 

theatrical gestures of Academy painting as can be seen in 

the stark interior of Rossetti's work and the re s erved 

demeanour of his angel and Virg in. A linear style and 

bright colours on a whi t e background s eemed more fai thful 

to nature t han the painterly style and brownish tones of 

the Academy. Related to this was the Pre-Raphaelite 

tendency to work evenly over the canvas so that everything 

was equally detailed and lighted {as th ings were in nature) 

in plac e of the conventional manner of having a light 

centre of "principal light."9 The Academy had used this 

principal light i n c onjunction with its painterly style and 

theatrical gestures to produce dramatic scenes which 

violated the Pre-Raphaeli t e dictum of emotional s incerity; 

a further reason to avoid these stylistic devices. 

Rossetti's Annunciation c ontained all thes e Pre-Raphaelite 

characteristics, a s well asa striking and unusual use of 

colour whereby most of the composition was in varying tones 
10 of whi te except for t wo forms in contrasting blue and red. 

The result was an arresting work t hat shocked both public 

and Academy. 11 

What the PRB did, in eff ect , was reject the late 

Baroque style, as adopted by the Royal Academy, in favour 

of the Renaissance style. 12 The Baroque painterliness, 

s ens e of drama and focus ed compos i t ion in which all the 

elements of the painting are caught up into one 

'. ' 
, I J •• 
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predominating experience are manifested in the Academy's 

free brushwork, spot-lighting and theatrical manner. The 

formula developed by Tintoretto 'and seen in GUnther ' s work 

was still valid into the nineteenth c entury, therefore 

Rossetti's Annunciation was not well received--it did not 

appeal to any popul ar spirituality , nor was its style 

admired. 13 Instead it received bad reviews in many 

newspapers and was considered to have been done in bad · 
14 

taste. Ruskin came to the defense of the PRB , but he did 

not deny that they were breaking the established pri ncipl es 

of beauty and thus not painting what the public wanted to 

see1 

They intend to return to the early days in this one 
point--that , as far as in them lies, they will draw 
either what they see , or what they suppose might have 
been the actual fa~ts of the scene they des i re to 
represent, irres~ective of any conv·entional rules of 
picture-making.15 

Later that year he published a pamphle t , Pre-Raphael itism, 

which approved this approach . He praised the PRB for 

refusing to produce works "enriched by pl agiarism, polished 

by convention , invested with ~11 the attractiveness of 

arti f icia l grace , and recommended to our respect by 

established authority."16 

What Rusk i n , in effect, claims is that the artist's 

first duty is to !eality--to portray nat ure as it really 

is, to paint events as they really happened--and this duty 

comes above the wishes of patrons and public ·and any 

conventional standards of taste . 17 It i s thfs attitude to 



art that is at back o f Rossetti's work a nd its failure t o 

win public acceptance. 18 This was an attitude very 
II 

different from that followed by Tint oretto and Gunther 

and from that taught in the Academys 
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The importance o f the antique was that it was held to 
provide access to the best style, the purest forms. 
A Venus or an Apollo was not just a figures it was 
human form translat ed and elevated accordin~ to canons 
of beauty and taste. What students were required to 
undergo was not simply technical instruction leading 
to ex~ert draftsmanship, but indoctrination in a mode 
of thought, a pattern of formal ideas.19 

Rossetti did not restrict realism to "truth to nature," 

as can be seen in his later works . In these works, such as 

The tune of seven towers (1857) we enter the dream-world 

of the painter, and as in a dream, "the improbable, even 

the impossible is real."20 Rossetti had actually developed 

the theory behind this type of art in his Hand and Soul 

(1850). There he argued that the first duty of the artist 

is not fidelity to external nature, but fidelity to one's 

inner experience. 21 This is in essence the modern attitude 

to art--the artist's primary concern is reality and reality 

is what the artist says is real. 22 

One unfortunate side-e f fect of the modern approach to 

art adopted by the PRB was that such art lost public 

support. This should not be surprising considering its 

disregard for accept ed standards of tastes 

Perhaps i t is no t unfair t o say that their Mos t 
important contribution was to the spirit in which 
painting was undertaken ••• The attitude of the 
cloistered and devoted aesthete is healthier for art 
than that of the rank commercial popularisers and if 
the English people a fter t his date were again to re~ard 



art with indifference--sometimes with hostility , at 
least they were never again to regard it as the 
comforta~le apo29eosis of their own commonest tastes 
and sentiments . 
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A cloistered aestheticism may or may not be healthy for 

art1 the point here is that it is very unhealthy for the 

traditional artist-public relationship . Once artists cease 

t o produce what patrons and public want, their art ceases 

to be valued and they tend not to be supported by the 

public (however much they may , for political reasons, 

enjoy government subsidies), 

This fact is born out by the different fates of modern 

and traditional artists. The Royal Academy was to continue 

providing the English people with paintings they found 

acceptable for several years after the advent of Pre­

Raphaelitism. Millais himself abandoned his Pre-Raphaelite 

principles in the l ate 1850's and began to paint genre 

scenes, portraits of society ladies and popular historical 

subjec ts . His works were no longer "avant-garde", but they 

were appreciated by the Academy and the public at large. 

He became President of the Royal Academy, was honoured with 

a baronetcy and accumulated a considerable fortune through 

the sale of his paintings. Rossetti, on t he other hand, 

never exhibited again in public after the showing of hie 

Annunciation and earned a living by selling his paintings 

to a small circle of cultivated patrons. 24 

The later paintings of Millais were not regarded with 

indifference or hostility. The situation was much different 
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for those artists who accepted the new attitude about art 

and were not fortunate enough to find enlightened patrons 

"as the l itter of impoverished artists whose lives are such 

a familiar feature of the history of art after the mid­

nineteenth century bears witness."25 This problem faced the 

PRB at the 1850 exhibitions, Millais had to cut his price, 

Hunt and Rossetti could not sell their paintings. It was 

three years before Rossetti ' s work had a buyer . The 

traditi onal painter s fared much better as can be seen i n 

the high proportion of Academy paintings that ended up i n 

noble and royal collections in relation to ''avant- garde " 

works. 26 

If we consider Rossetti ' s painting as an illustration 

intended to convey a religious teaching to the general public 

in an attractive and acceptab l e manner , we can see that it is 

far less successful than the Baroque format developed by 

Tintore tto . Tintoretto's f ormu l a evolved from t he Renaissance 

style in response to a new religious and social contex t . The 

result was a painting in t he latest visual vocabulary, a 

vocabulary so successful that i t is still being used , that 

attractively and persuasive l y depicted Catholic doctrine. 

Furthermore , in being related to r ecent social and religious 

changes his styl e indirectl y argued for t he relevance of the 

gospel message. Rossetti ' s cho i ce of style, on the other hand , 

was not popul ar: nor was it re lated to the contempor ary 

religious-social situation. Even his ori~inal Latin title, 

Ecce Ancill a Domini , was unsuitabl e because of its unpopular 
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connotations of "popery" in Engl and at the time. 27 The t itle 

had to be changed before Francis MacCracken, a Protestant 

shipping agent from Belfast, would buy it. Even then it is 

unlikely that MacCracken bought it for devotional purposes. 

It seems that he bought paintings as investments and later 

resold them for a profit. 28 

Further faults with Rossetti ' s work, only partly related 

to his reali sm , involve technical insufficiencies. All his 

life he suffered from poor technique. This can be seen in the 

rigid forms and weak perspective in his Annunciation. 29 In 

his attempt to achieve a literal naturali sm he relied on 

models (usually friends and relatives) for his figures, 

rather than his imagination. This led to technical problems 

in his work, as it did in PRB painting in general, much of 

whi ch is "just painted charades or dumb crambo by f riends ."30 

For example, Rossetti had great trouble with the angel's head 

because of the model's (his brother William) "malevolent 

expression. 1131 He only resolved this difficulty by giving 

the angel an a lmos t expressionless face. Mary, modell ed by 

his sister Christina, looks like a "ftightened Victorian 

girl in a shift. "32 Rossetti ' s weak technique only makes hi s 

unpopular style more unattractive and results in a work that 

is hardly edifying. 

The edifying value of his painting is further lowered 

by his documentary approach. As mentioned in my Introduction, 

such an approach, in attempting to portray gospe l events as 

they might hav e happened , suggests that they are little more 
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than interesting history with little significance for us 

nowadays. It was precise l y this attitude to religious art 

that was rejected in the Sunday Mass Book and in an encyclical 

by Pius XII as we shall see in my next chapter. In sum this 

approach , adopted by Rossetti and the PRB , fails to relate 

biblical events to personal experience, and therefore produces 

works that are unlikely to be edifying1 

All dealt with the religious subject matter in a new 
'realistic' way, In practice , this meant ignoring 
theology as a useless complication, defining 'realism' 
as a physical, material, literal fact ••• s ince we 
don't and can't know what the histor i cal Christ was 
really like, any attempt t o paint that subject can only 
involve us in archaeological scene construction in the 
Hollywood sense, which will have nothing t o do with 
Christian or any other reli gious experience.33 

The main problem wi th Rosset ti 's illus t r a tion is his 

use of an unpopular style, a style which doe s not function 

to persuade a wide audience to accept or help it to understand 

the message he was illustrating. As mentioned earlier, 

Rossetti used the standard iconography in his painting, so 

there is l ittl e probl em in recognizing his subject matter . 

But he deviated from the usual iconography in the expression 

he gave to Mary ,and this leads to some doctrinal ambiguity. 

According to Marian doctrine Mary is the "most perfect hand­

maid" of God .34 The normal way to depict this artistically 

is to show her as the willing receptacle of the Holy Spirit , 

as can be seen i n Gunther's Annunciation. The expression 

Rossetti gave Mary , however, could and has been interpreted 

as "frightened "--which conveys quite a different impreeeion. 

Such a depiction of Mary may be more realistic, as Ruskin 
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suggested in describing Mary as "startl ed by sudden words 

and a ghostly pr esence"; but t he main point of Catholic 

illustration lo doctrinal clarity , not realism. 

It is intere8ting to note that Rossetti's approach to 

art, which places the expression of rea l ity above a ll else, 

is quite different from that used in t he popular arts. Fred 

Schroeder, in his Ou tlaw Aesthetic s , concluded that s uccess­

ful popular illustrators respond to the needs of many people 

by buildi ng upon the assured appeals of a popular aesthetic 

and never pl ace art above audience, but rather fit the form 

to the society. 35 He also mentions that traditionally styles 

in ar t do not change rapidly and arbitrarily as was the case 

in Rossetti's works 

We find that grea t art is often popular art ••• and 
that it is des i gned to correspond to formulas and proto­
types. It changes •• ·• probably no t in the office of a 
progressive leader for the culture, but a s follower 
of the changing ethos.36 

Schroeder ' s conclus ions correspond with the Church's teaching 

on art and her actual practise , a s can be seen in our first 

f our examples. Ros setti adopted a different approach with 

very different results. His work may be admired as an avant­

garde work; but whatever i ts importance in the history of 

art , it fails as a popular relig ious illustration--a fai l ure 

that seems closely re lated to a new attitude to a rt, whic h 

differs greatly from the approac h officially advocated by 

the Church and ac tua lly practised by popular i llustrators. 
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Footnotes V 

1. Two of these paintings , Christ in the House of his 
Parents by John Everett Millais and A Converted Brit i sh 
Famil! She l tering a Christian Missionar~ from the Druids 
by Wi liam Holman Hunt had been shown a the annual Royal 
Academy Exhibition; the third , . Ecce Ancilla Domini by 
Dante Gabriel Rossetti at the Free Exhibi tion at Hyde 
Park Corner. 

2 . Oswald Doughty, A Victorian Romantic (London, 
196 0) t p • 99 I 

The secret meaning of 'P.R . B. ' confined • .• to a 
j ournalist and by the journalist to t he British public 
had aroused bitter hostili ty against those who would 
overthrow Raphael and the trad i t ion o f contemporary 
British art . Such men were felt t o be subversive, 
capable of attacking even the British Consti tion 
i tself. 

Cf . William Gaunt , The Pre- Raphaelite Traged y (London, 
1975), p. 29 . 

) . G. H. Fleming , Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelit e 
Brotherhood (London, 1967), p. 1421 

Here , the critics felt , was a group of insurgent 
f ledgl ings trying to uproot t he foundation of 
contemporary Bri t i sh painting , The Pre-Raphaelite 
Br otherhood, then, could be no less t han an organized 
conspiracy to overthrow the conventions and traditions 
to which the officialdom of English art swore 
allegi ance . Furthermore, if these r ebels would subvert 
their country ' s art, might not they try t o tear down 
the proprie t ies in other areas of national li f e, suc h 
as morality and religion . 

4 . H.W, Janson, History of Art ( New York, 1968 ), 
P• 292 . 

5. Frank Stone, Th e Athena eum, J une 1, 1850, quoted 
i n G. H. Fleming, Rossetti , p, 1)9 , 

6. John Ruskin , "The Three Colours of Pre­
Raphaelitism," Nineteenth Century, November 1878, pp. 926, 
928- 9r quoted in G. H. Fleming , Rossetti, p. 116 . 

7, G. H. Fl eming , Rossetti , p . 1)21 
This painting is Rossetti ' s only truly Pre-Raphaelite 
painting because for onc e he worked in complete 
fide l ity to nature ..• and because he made his 
great est effort to portray an event exac t l y as it 
might have occurred . 
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8. James Sambrook, Pre- Raphaelltism, A Collect ion of 
Critical Essays, ed. James Sambrook (Chicago, 1974), p. 11 

English painting called for a thorough reformation. 
The conventional pyramidic composition of so many 
Academy pictures, their emphatic stylized chiaroscuro 
light-effects, the superficial bravura of their f ree, 
open brushwork, were dismissed by these three young 
rebels as 'slosh' ••• Hunt , Rossetti , and Millais 
despised alike the theatrical 'grand manner' of most 
historical painting and the inane triviality of most 
genre painting. 

9. Timothy Hilton, The Pre-Raphaelites (London, 1970), 
P• 57. 

10. Raymond Watkinson, Pre-Raphaelite Art and Design 
(London, 1970) , pp . 8-9• 

One of the marks of the finest Pre-Raphaelite work was, 
and still is, the exciting and disturbing power of its 
colour ••• It was not of course simply the colours, 
but their combination that compelled attention and 
provoked these effects. It was a decisive move towards 
modern painting , where we expec t art to disturb, t o 
remake and extend experience, rather than to recapitu­
late perfected systems of form. 

11. Oswald Doughty, A Victorian Romantic , pp. 69-70 , 
Thus , the Pre-Raphaelite Movement, in Its inception, 
however disappointing to the modern historian of art 
seeking unity of ideas and a definite aesthetic theory, 
appealed to its founders at the time, chiefly because 
it lacked a ll unity save the common principle of revolt 
against contemporary fashion in painting. 

Cf. R. Watkinson, Pre-Raphaelite Art and Design, p. 7• 
When we consider the Pre-Raphaelites, we are considering 
one of the fountain-heads of the art of our own time, 
not just another manifestation of English eccentricity 
••• t his e ssentially anti-academic spir.it is a part 
of the whole story of modern art. 

12. Hunt, Millais and Rossetti thought that the forms 
used by painters after Raphael lacked sincerity, simplicity, 
and were not true to nature; but that the forms before 
Raphael were more in accordance with their ideals. Hence 
the choice of the title of their group , s ee William Gaunt , 
The Pre-Raphaelite Tragedy , pp. 22-). 

1). For a discussion of the suitability of Gunther 's 
style to his age, see Arno Schonberger and Halldor Soehner, 
The Rococo Age, trans . Daphne Woodward (London, 1969), 
PP• 105-6; and Eberhard Hempel, Baroffue Art and Architecture 
in Central Europe , trans . Elisabeth empel and Marguerite 
Kay (Middlesex, 1965), p . 239. 
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14. For several quotes about Rossetti 's painting from 
the newspapers of t he time, s ee G.H. Fleming , Rossetti, 
PP• 13)-40. 

15. John Ruskin, "Letter to the Times," (13 May, 1851) 1 

quoted in G.H. Fleming , Rossetti, p. 163. 

16. John Ruskin, Pre-Raphaelitism (1851)1 quoted in 
Ibid., p. 171. 

17. Alan Gowans, The Restless Art (Ph iladelphia, 1966 ), 
PP• 141-21 

The changed forms of advance-guard painting after 1860 
only manifested what had already been long underway, a 
shift in the fundament al goals and concepts of the art 
of -painting itself. This shift was effected by the 
generation befor e, the generation of the Pre­
Raphaelites in England, the Bar bi zon school andCourbet 
in France •.• All, in one way or another re j ect the 
princ iple of seeking for Beaut y a ccording to 
artificially set principles or ideal formulae, all 
propose instead to base their art on something more 
tangible, more 'real' •.. Only Courbet s eems to have 
been at all consciously aware t ha t art cannot really 
be c oncerned with both Beauty and Reality at the same 
time ••• and when you choose Reality you have 
fundamently changed the nature of art. 

18. This reali s m was in contrast to the approach taken 
by the Academy, a fact recognized by the Pre- Raphaelitee 
themselves as s een in the writings of Holman Hunts see W. 
Holman Hunt, Pre-Raphaelitism and the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood ( New York, 1905 ), I, p. 176 1 

Antiquarianism in its historic s ens e was being 
instructively pursued in connection wi t h art .•. It 
made thus a radical distinction between all illustrations 
by the old masters and those of modern arts to the 
former the costume , the type of features, and the 
architecture were the same whether the subject were in 
ancient Egypt or in imperial Rome. When a modern artist , 
influenced by the new learning, had settled upon a 
subject and had made hi s rough design , his further 
consideration was what character of costume and 
accessories it woul d require. 

19 . R. Watkinson , Pre-Raphaelite Art and Design, p. J l . 

20. Ibid., p. 154. Cf . Stephen Spender, "The Pre­
Raphaelite Literary Painters" (1945) , in James Sambrook, 
ed., Pre-Raphaelitism, p. 123 . 

21 . Graham Hough , "The Aesthe tic of Pre-Raphaelitism" 
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(1949), Pre-Raphaelitism, ed. James Sambrook, p. 142, 
This is a new kind of Pre-Raphaelite creed--not 
fidelity to external nature, but fidelity to one's own 
inner experience, which is to be followed even if it 
contradicts the precepts of Sir Joshua Reynolds. This 
fidelity to experience is all that God demands of the 
artist, it is acceptable to him as a formal religious 
faith, and an art carried on in this spirit is itself 
a worship and service of God. 

Cf. John Nicoll, Dante Gabriel Rossetti (London, 1975), 
P• 23 • 

Rossetti's artistic creed was to become one not of 
fidelity to an external nature but to his own inner 
experience. It was ultimately to reject reality and 
sublimate it by giving priority to his own fantasies 
and self-expression. 

22. Alan Gowans, The Restless Art, pp. 178-9, 196-202, 
248-9. Cf. R. Watkinson, Pre-Raphaelite Art and Design, p. 7. 

23. Timothy Hilton, The Pre-Raphaelites (London, 1970), 
P• 83. 

24. Francis L. Fennell Jr., ed., The Rossetti-Leyland 
Letters• The Corres ondence of an Artist and his Patron 

At ens, 101 , passim. re er c • 
Liverpool shipowner, and William Graham, a M.P. from 
Glasgow each paid Rossetti between £8,000 and £10,000 oYer 
the last sixteen years of his life, income he relied upon 
heavily (pp. xi-xii). He was given great fre~dom as to 
what he painted except t hat Leyland wanted his commissions 
to be a particular size with a specified number of figures 
so that they would fit into his gallery. The commissions 
were rarely carried out on time , the money having been 
given in advanee. But Rossetti found even this ar~angement 
too restric tive and quite often promised his patrons one 
thing and ended up giving them something else. The patron 
could refuse the painting, but then Rossetti •would begin 
painting for someone else, and the 'down payment would float 
in limbo, destined to be applied t oward unspecified future 
commissions." (pp . xix-xx) 

25. John Nicoll, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, p. 96. 

26 . Ibid., p. 36. 

27. Oswald Doughty, A Victorian Romantic, p . 102. 

28 . John Nicoll, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, p. 84 . 

29. James Sambrook, Pre-Rathaelitism, p . 9. Cf. G.H. 
Fleming, Rossetti, p. 131, Rob n Ironside, Pre-Raphaelite 



Painters (New Yorks 1948) , p . )11 
In spite of the extreme imaginati ve intens i ty and 
beauty of his bes t work, he a l ways suffered from hi s 
ignorance of technical methods ; this was s ometimes 
disastrous , as for example the Oxford Union frescoe s . 

J O. Stephen Spend er, "The Pre - Raphaelite Painters ," 
Pre-Raphaelitism , ed. James Sambrook , p . 122 . 
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31. Oswal d Doughty and Jo hn Wahl , ed . , I~tters of Dante 
Gabr iel Rossetti (Oxford s 1965 ) , I , p. 124 . 

32. Cf . Al an Gowans , The Re s t l ess Art, p. 153 1 
Rossetti paints a fr i ghte ned Victorian girl i n a shif t , 
obvious l y (and understandabl y) di smayed at the news 
just brought her. 

JJ . Ibid . , PP• 152- J . 

34. Karl Rahner , ed ., The teachi ng of the Catho l ic 
Church (St aten Island , 1966 ) , p . 182. See a l s o pp . 186- 9. 

35 . Fred Schroeder , outl aw Aesthetic s , Arts and the 
Publ ic Mind (Ohio 1 1977) , P• 5. 

36 • Ibi d • , p • 146 • 
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The Reformation crisis had witnessed an attack on 

the structure of the Church, but t he basic Christian 

message was still accepted and formed the basis of European 

political thought. In the late seventeenth century, a more 

radical assault on Christendom began which concerned itself 

with man's intrinsic nature and his need for a Redeemer. 

Original sin was rejected and replaced by the doctrine that 

man's nature is good. Political thought was no longer to 

be founded on Christian premises--the host of ills man now 

suffers are not the result of man's inability to curb his 

natural tendency to do evil but rather they are caused by 

civilization which perverts man's natural tendency to do 

good. These t heories are still with us in the form of the 

twentieth century cult of primit ivism and faith in the 

natural goodness of mankind; Furthermore, the tremendous 

advances in technology durin~ the l ast few generations 

have produced a world very different from all earlier times 

with the result that traditiona l Christian ways of life, 

beliefs and values have often seemed inappropriate. Thus 

the main task of the Church nowadays is to show the 

relevance of the basic Christian message to the modern 

world--man still does and always will need a Redeemer. 

It was within this context t hat Jackson Beardy's 

Nativity (p. 99), painted in 1976 f or the Sunday Mass Book 

for Canada, was commis sioned, Beardy's style is quite 

unusual because it uses the symbolic language of the 

Ojibway-Cree people ins t ead of t he nat uralistic style 
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typical of Catholic art since the Renaissance. Outward 

appearanc es should not deceive us, however, a lthough 

Beardy's style is unusual and modern, the underlying 

attitudes about how art is used to convey a religious 

message and the a rtist -patron relationship, as well as the 

doctrine illustrated, are all thoroughly t raditional . 

This traditional approach t o art, and the concern to 

show the relevanc e of Catholic t eaching , can be seen ln the 

commissioning of Beardy's work. It, like all the others in 

the missal, was sponsored by t he Canadian Catholic 

Conference under the direction of the Archbishop of 

Halifax, Jame s Hayes , and thus is an example of official, 

public religious art . Beardy was given the subject matter 

to be illustrated and instruc t ed about t he manner of 

execut ion--events were not to be reconstructed as they 

might have happened , and a relevant, contemporary visual 

language was to be used . In other words, the patrons of the 

missal wanted their artists "to speak of the presence of 

God in the world as we know it ."1 The contemporary visual 

forms were used not only to express t he relevance of the 

message, but also to present the gospel story to Canadians 

in a way they would find attractive. 2 The artists were 

given no specific instructions about the visual forms they 

were to use; anything was acceptable provided it contributed 

to the primary task of conveying Church t eachings. We can 

a lready see that t he approach to art behind Beardy's work 

was quite different from that adopted by Rossetti who 

' ' . 

. -. 



assigned his own content and painted it in the way he saw 

fit, using a style that was unpopul ar at the time. 

The use of the modern art style by the Church had 

already been advocated some thirty years earlier, 
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Modern pictures and statues , . . are not to be 
condemned out of hand. On condition that these modern 
arts steer a middle course between an excessive 
realism on the one hand and an exaggerated symbolism 
on the other and take into account more the needs of 
the Christian community than the personal taste and 
judgment of the artist , they should be allowed full 
scope if with due reverence and honour they put 
themselves at the service of our churc hes and sacred 
rites.3 

It is interesting to note that Pius XII warned against an 

"excessive realism" or documentary approach as did the 

patrons of the Sunday Mass Book . Vatican II also admitted 

t he use of modern art and praised t he fine arts as among 

the noblest activities of man's genius, especially the 

sacred arts which are dedicated to the increase of God's 

praise and glory and turn men's minds devoutly to Goda 

In fact the Church has ••• always claimed the right 
to pass judgment on the arts , deciding which of the 
works of artists are ••• suitable for sacred use . 
• • The Church has not adopted any particular style 
of art as her own. She has admitted styles from every 
period in keeping with the natural characteristics and 
conditions of peoples and the needs of the various 
rites ••• The art of our own times from every race 
and country, shall also be g iven free scope in the 
Church provided it bring to t he task the rev~rence and 
honor due to t he sacred buildings and rites. 

In using modern art , the Canadian Catholic Conference 

thus acted in accordance with the most recent decrees on 

art and maintained the traditional artist-patron 

relationship--the Church , as patron, determines the content 



103 

and judges the suitabili ty of the style used in her art. 

The artist is not a free agent expressing himself as he 

wishes; the needs of the Christian community. as defined 

by his patron, take precedence over his personal taste and 

judgement . Therefore , the attitude to art adopted by 

Rossetti and the PRB--the artlst•s primary concern is to 

express his understanding of reality--is rejected. 

In stressing her traditional rights as patron, the 

Church has shown a marked concern for content and style. 

This same concern has been expressed by the patrons of the 

missal and can be seen in the use of Beardy's painting, By 

using the symbolic language of the Indian people he has 

avoided painting a Nativity as it might have actually 

happened. Yet, in avoiding an excessive literalism. Beardy 

has not become overly symbolic . The sun symbol can be 

quite easily recognized as God , the f etus as Christ. and 

the abstract Indian woman as Mary, To further clarify t he 

meaning of the picture, there is a text on the back of the 

colour plate, 

We see the virg in mother- to- be holding onto an embryo 
connected to the sun symbol (the Great Spirit) who has 
deemed it necessary to send his messenger to his 
people. The mother i s also connected to Mother Earth 
who is nursing her. She too is connected by a lifeline 
to the sun symbol. Around her are all the orders of 
creatures who come to see the messenger. He is born 
to explain their exis t ence, (to restore) harmony 
between humanity and the elements. physically, 
mentally, and spiritually. On the other side of the 
sun symbol we see an elder in prayer, ritually 
offering a bowl filled with sacred things . He does 
this in anticipat ion of enlightenment. Without 
realizing it, his back is (turned) t o the very miracle 
for which he prays.5 
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Furthermore, t he painting is placed in the appropriate ·· 

section of the missal--the Christmas Vigi l Mass. The gospel 

reading opposite the illustration specifically deals wi t h 

the birth of Christ. 6 

Beardy has used the vocabulary of the Oj ibway-Cree in 

hi s attempt t o portray t he s ignificanc e of the Nativity, 

At the vanguard of the ir vocabulary is t he ~ivided 
circle. Mo~risseau expla ins•~ made circles becauee 
they represent something wi th no beginning and no 
ending , and I divided them in half because there are 
two sides to everything , good and bad, short and tall, 
love and hate, man and woman. ' Lines of power or 'power 
projections' are a lso found in most Woodland art, 
often seen emanating from representations of s hamans 
and gods to show their power ••• Painters of the 
Morrisseau school a l so use silhouette •and x-ray 
t echniqu es . ? 

The circle, representing something with no beginning or 

end, and the power projections are a ppropriate symbols for 

God who ls a ll-powerfu l and e t erna l . The x-ray technique 

clearly shows t he doctrinal significance of the Nativity, 

that God truly became man, by showing the connec tion 

between embryo , sun, and woman . Thus Beardy has given us 

a visual depiction of t he Incarnation dogma whic h was 

f ormulat ed over fift een hundred years ago at Chalcedon, 

Th e Son, our Lord Je sus Christ is .•• true God and 
true man ••• consubstantial with us in humanity .•• 
born of the Father before all time as t o his divini t y, 
born in recent t imes for us and for our salvation r8om 
the Virgin Mary, Mother of God, as to his humanity. 

The divided c irc le, however , does cause some ambiguity 

since it symbolically suggests that Christ did not possess 

the full divine nature by showing the embryo only united to 

a part of the sun. Furthermore, the divided circle, with 
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the connotations mentioned above, does not work well as a 

symbol of an a l l -good God . This symbolism for God is not 

likely to be a serious problem since most viewers, although 

they could understand Beardy's basic symbolism, especially 

with the help of the text on the back ·of his picture, 

probably are not fami liar enough wi th Woodland art to be 

aware of these connotations. The ambiguity in the Incan\atlon 

symbolism is more noticeable, both problems could have been 

avoided by the use of a solid circle. But a solid circle 

would not have been consistent with the Woodland style, thus 

the personal taste of the artist,who preferred stylis tic 

pur.ity over doctrinal clarity, took precedence over the 

needs of the Christian c ommunity. I t could be that the 

patrons of the missal were influenced by t he pervasive 

belief in our culture t he the ar tist should be completely 

free to express hims elf and t hereby neglected t o supervise 

t heir illustrators adequately. 

Beardy i s not content merely to show us t he doctrinal 

significance of the Nat ivit y; he also shows the i~pact of 

the Incarnation on our world . As the text on the back of 

hi s colour plate state s , all t he orders of creat ion have 

come to see Christ who has been born to restore ttharmony 

between humanity and the elements." Thus Christ is shown 

as the Redeemer of a ll creation as well as God Incarnate, 

it is hi s birth that brings harmony and enlightenment to 

man and not the religion of primitive man as symbolized by 

the elder whose back is turned from Chri st. The importance 

'· 
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of this symbolism will be discussed below in relation to 

modern theories about the natural goodness of man and the 

cult of primitivism. 

Beardy has avoided a l iteral depiction of the Nativity 

to such a degree that his painting could quite easily be 

considered to represent the Annunciation, especially since 

he shows Christ as an embryo. The underlying doctrines of 

Christ as God Incarnate and as Redeemer would apply equally 

well. Hence there is a close relatiohship between this work 

and the Annunciations already studied in this thesis. 

Beardy's is l ess successful than the earlier works we 

studied in indicating which gospel event is being portrayed1 

but, on the other hand, never has the doctrinal significance 

of the Nativity been so direc tly illus~rated. 

The fact that Beardy's painting is so abstract compared 

to earlier Ca tholic illustrations may not be a disadvantage. 

Most Counter- Reformation art was intended to instruct the 

fa i thful, who were often illiterate, about the a rticles of 

faith in the midst of much confusion and heresy. Its 

iconography had to be c lear and easily understood in order 

to avoid erroneous interpretations. Since these conditions 

no longer prevail , the Church can use a less familiar and 

more abstract style. Furthermore, Beardy 's audience is 

literate1 the faithfu l can now read about their religion 

and the illustrations help to bring out the meaning of the 

readings. Therefore , although Beardy ' s art still instructs, 

his approach can be far more interpretative than was 
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possible at the time of Trent--believers no longer need to 

learn the basic aspects of Christ's li fe from pictures. 

The illustrations were a l so intended to be another 

means, visual rather than written , of perceiving the truths 

contained in scripture. The visual form is not just a 

substitute for the writ ten word to be used by the illiterate, 

or an aid to clarifying the text , but rather another mode 

altogether of understanding the truths behind the words. 

The patrons of Beardy 's painting considered the symbolic 

native style admirably suited to this task as well~as 

attractive a 

Both the Indian and Inuit artists come from traditions 
that are deeply spiritual and beautiful ••• For many 
centuries our civilization has been dependent upon the 
written word; we are just now beginning to develop an 
awareness of the richness and power of visual and oral 
traditions . Because of their great sensitivity, 
reverence for life, and involvement with the world of 

9 spirit, we have much to learn from them in the future. 

If we consider native Indian art ·as part: of the general 

category of primitive art , we can trace an interest in this 

type of art back to the third quarter of the nineteenth 

century when many collections of primitive art were begun. 

The aesthetic interest in primitive art started to manifest 

i tself in museums in the 19)0's with the change from a 

purely documentary format to special installations where 

the best pieces could be emphasized by position and 

lighting. This process escalated after the Second World War 

which saw t he format ion of many new museums and private 
10 

collections, dedicated to primit ive arts . The high 
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appreciation of native Canadian arts can be estimated 

somewhat by the sales figures of Eskimo soapstone carving 

and by the number of galleries across Canada that sell 

native art. The catalogue for Dorset prints lists thirty­

four dealers that sell its prints, a small fraction of the 

businesses dealing in native arts since Dorset only deale 

with galleries that specialize in the field. 11 It is very 

hard to discover the total income derived from native arte, 

but we do know that soapstone carving alone earned well 

over two million dollars a year in the mid 1960 • s. 12 Ind ial") 
11 art, until rec ently , has not done as well as Eskimo art. 

But since the mid 1970's business has been booming, 

The value of the Canadian Ind ian art market as an 
industry is estimated at somewhere between $1,5 
million and $2 million • • . . • Lynne Wynick at Toronto's 
Aggregation Gallery reports that sales of native art 
are up six to nine times her 1974 total •.• The Wah­
sa Gallery in Winnipeg • •• grossed $85 ,000 in 1976 
and by the end of 1978 had doubled that.14 

The Canadian government has also supported native art. 

It has sponsored travelling exhibitions such as 

Masterpieces of Indian and Eskimo Art from Canada which 

toured many countries and was highly praised wherever it 

went, as well as books on native art like Olive Dickason's 

Indian Arts in Canada and W. T. I.armour's The Art of the 

Canadian Eskimo (which came out in 1966 and by 1974 had 

already been reprinted five times). 15 

Although native art has government .support ·and has been 

widely acclaimed by art critics, it is still unclear how 

much it is appreciated by the general public. Art gallery 

'. 
r • 

' ,,, 
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sales figures are good , but that only indicates support by 

the small n umber of Canadians who deal with fine -art. 16 It 

is quite possible that the popularity of native art is a 

fad largely supported by an a r t gallery clientele which may 

disappear in a few years. 17 If such is the case , the Sunday 

Mass Book illust rations may s oon look dated, neither 

appreciated by dilettantes nor average Canadians. 

Nonetheless , in us ing t hi s style the Church can capitalize 

on its present prest i ge in the cultural-intelleetual~·•orld 

and many of the users of the missal, if they do not like 

the native art, will think they ought to. 

As was ment i oned in my Introduction, t he mass book is 

unique in that i t i s the first missal to be published ln 

Canada and the first to be exclusively illustrated by and 

for Canadians. The art was deliberat ely intended to 

repres ent almost every region in Canada . Canada's native 

cultures are represented by t hree other works in the 

Indian style (pp. )84, 1008 , 1104) and two in the Inuit 

style (pp. 48 , 672). All t he other works use a naturalistic 

style which derives from the Renaissance tradition or 

combine various degrees of naturalis m with lat er trends in 

Western art such a s Impressionism (p. 528) , Primitivism 

(pp. 240 , 288 , 576 , 864) and Abst ract Expressionism 

(p . 4)2). The artists came from almost every region of 

Canada. The patrons of the missal were thereby trying to 

use art to ■tate t hat the Roman Catholic Church is an 

institution for all Canadians as well as symbolize a 
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unified Canada, 

For more than three hundred years, French Canada has 
enriched the lives of Canad ians with art of excellence 
and integrity. Apart from the native peoples, French 
Canada was f or many years the only producer of 
religious art . Hopefully, Englis h-speaking users of 
this book will s eek out more examples from this leng, 
proud tradition , and re j oice that the faith in this 
tradition now belongs to t he country as a whole.18 

It should be noted that the current popularity of 

native art derives from beliefs quite hostile to Church 

teachings. Around the end of the seventeenth century, as 

Paul Hazard has documented in The European Mind (1680-1715), 

traditional theories about man's nature and eschatology 

came under strong attack . 19 The ideal became popular among 

intellectuals that men in the state of nature were good, 

free and equal, and that society was originally formed on 

the basis of a contract in which the power of government 

was minima1. 20 The inequality and other ills man now suffers 

have been brought about by civilizat ion which has perverted 

man's natural goodness--here derive the premises behind the 

modern adulation of primitive societies and "primitive" 

life-styles . Rousseau , and many writers after him, t ook 

these ideas and presented them in a format that attracted 

wide public interest . 21 Unfortunately , these theories were 

not in accord with the Catholic doctrine of original sin, 

as Rousseau himself realized. In a l etter to Christo,he de 

Beaumont, Archbishop of Paris , which was print ed in 176), 

he declared " t hat man is natura lly good and that there is 

. i . h t • 22 no original perversi ty ors n 1n uman na ure . 



Before we can understand Rousseau's position, we 

should know the doctrine itself, 

The Church has always had to stress two fundamental 
truths in her doctrine of original sin. First, the 
fact of original sin, the loss of supernatural life 
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and man's consequent total inability to attain by his 
own powers the supernatural goal assigned him by God 
••• The second basic truth is the goodness of human 
nature (as such) in spite of original sin. Man has 
indeed, by the loss of his supernatural elevation, 
been robbed of his orientation to direct, personal 
community of life with the triune God, and on accou.nt 
of his pret ernatural gifts a lso achieves the perfecting, 
of his natural gifts only with much greater difficulty 
than in Paradise. But the inner goodness of his pure 
nature as such remains.23 

The preternatural gifts t hat Rahner refers to are the gifts 

of immortali ty and integrity. That is, fallen man suffers 

physical death and is inclined to sin (concupiscence). 

Concupiscence is, in itself, not sin. Man also has a 

weakened understanding and will compared to his original 

state. Thus he c an only develop his natural gifts with much 

difficulty, but still is in a position to do good and know 

truth. 24 This is the sense in which the Church can agree 

with those who argue for t he natural goodness of man. 

Rousseau, in rejecting the doctrine of original sin, 

seems mainly t o have objected to the teaching that man in 

his natural state suffers from concupiscence. He did not 

reject the other aspects of Christian teaching and, in 

fact, defended religion against the atheism and deism of 

the Enlightenment. 25 Later philosophers, such as August 

Comte and Karl Marx, went on to reject Christianity itself.. 

Not only i s man naturally good, but he has no need for a 
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Redeemer. Heav en is no longer a state of happiness enjoyed 

in the next li f e, attained t hrough the grace won for us by 

Christ, but rather heaven is to be enjoyed here and now via 

implementation of the proper social reforms. The historian 

Lawrence Brown has not ed that these premises underlie many 

modern reform movements , 

This imagined life resembles not hing that has ever 
been lived but of old forseen beyond t he grave. In 
later times, i t has been proclained but never 
approached and its principles are at variance with 
everything that we know or can estimate about the 
behavour of men on this earth . Its perfect form, 
which is supposed t o be the ultimate goal, is complete 
sinlessness ••• complete lack of personal 
respon~ibili ty in the beneficent e■brace of t he 
state. 7 

From t he lat e eighteenth century onwards, the belief 

in the natural goodness of man with i t a subsequent 

idea lization of primitive soc ieties wherein men live close 

to nature has been associated with primitivism in the arts. 

Rousseau's admiration for anc ient societies because they 

were closer to the state of nature than the society of his 

day and thus further removed from the evils of civilization 

was ridiculed. The publici ty result ing from these attacks 

only helped to s timulate "a strain of primitivism in avant­

garde art, which at times was to have s trong social 
28 implications." The associa t ion of modern theories about 

t he nature of man and primitive l ife with the admiration 

of primitive art can be seen in books on primitive art, 

It will be seen t hat Vatter's opinion coincides with 
t hat of Von Sydow which we have given above, a mixture 
of a dmiration for the qual itie s of the work produced 
by the primitives with a nostalgia for t he supposedly 
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simple and comfort ing psyc hological charac t er of the 
savage world, a world in whic h the confl icts of the 
individual with natur e and with society were not yet 
realized.29 

Vatter and Von Sydow wrote in the 1920°s 1 fifty years l ater 

we find s imi l ar ideas in contemporary books on the native 

arts of Canada , 

Stone Age Indians had a lively appreciation of the 
universe to which it was necessary to keep attuned 
••• most of these people did not make sharp 
distinctions between men and anima l s , or even between 
men and trees or stone ••• Indians were not 
concerned , as Europeans were, about dominating nature 
••• Adaptation has always been of paramount 
importanc e to the Indian, who t oday can take a wry 
satisfaction in seeing our complex societ y, based on 
the idea of dominating nature , being forced to come 
to t erms with it. J O 

A simi l ar admirat ion of primitive li f e and deprecation 

of civilization can be seen in the life and works of Paul 

Gauguin who "has been made a symbol for the throwing off 

of the stifling superfluities of the hothouse culture of 

Europe in favour of return to that more natural way of life 

of which Rousseau is the generally accepted advocate."31 

Gauguin was born in 1848 in Or leans and lived the lite of 

a prosperous stockbroker between 1871 and 1883. He then 

decided t o become a paint er and eventually abandoned job, 

security, wife an~ family for ar t . He sailed to t he South 

Seas in 1891 . In his journals he compared the barbarian 

life of his choice to the civi l ization he had left behind, 

always in favour of the former , 

Each point that he makes , is a kind of parable that 
contains in itself and explains a ll the wrongs of the 
insincere and complicat ed society that he had left , 
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contrasting them with the simplicity and naturalness 
of the people of the South Seas.12 

While there he advocated his naturalistic philosophy, 

preaching the uninhibited enjoyment of life to the natives 

and trying "to undermine their respect for established 

authori t y and urging them not to pay taxes and to with~raw 

t heir children from the miss ion school."') 

Gauguin used the people and scenery of Tahiti in hie 

paintings. He avoided perspective, symmetrical compositions 

and used pos es that looked unstudied as can be seen in his 

Tahitian Women Bathing (Pl. 10). By these means he gave 

his works a ••natural .. lookr a quality that is enhanced by 

his us e of large area s of flat, contrasting colours . 34 

Although his works have a simple, natural, primit ive 

appearance, there i s ac tually very little direct copying 

of primitive art in hi s work. He did not know, or rather 

did not want to know, t hat it had rules far more rigid than 

any Academy's, he could not recognize that pri mitive life, 

s o far from being f ree, was a maze of taboos. Gauguin did 

not move to the South Seas i n order to be closer to the 

sources of primitive art but because of his idealization 

of the primitive life which was closely r elat ed to the style 

he was using, in fact , there was "an identification of the 

barbarian in art and the barbarian in living ••• in 

Gauguin's mind."36 

The closely associated admiration of primit ive art and 

of primitive life has not disappeared s ince Gauguin's time 
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as can be seen in some of the books recently written on 

native art in Canada , and in the life of Norval Morrisseau, 

the leading paint er in the Indian style. He was largely 

raised by his grandparents; his grandfather educated him 

in Ojibway ways, while his grandmother tried to raise him 

a Catholic, 

The inevitable conflict between his grandparents' 
belief s is still being fought by Morrisseau ••• 
Three years ago, he joined Eckankar, a doctrine he 
finds compatible with Oj ibway belief . 'I was often 
guilty when I was a Christian, ' he says, 'but as soon 
as I came back to my Indian beliefs there was no fear, 
there was no sin or guilt .' (No word for ' guilt' exists 
in Algonkian, the Ojibway language. )37 

Once again we come across the belief in the natural 

goodness of man--primitive cultures did not even have a 

word f or guilt! Morrisseau feels t hat he has been chosen 

to preserve his heritage through his paintings; thus there 

is a connection between his style and Indian beliefs, one 

of which seems to be the natural goodness of man. 

As we have seen , beliefs incompatible with Catholic 

doctrine were associated with primitivism in the arts in 

the early use of the style. This relationship still exists 

for some modern artists and art critics . Even though a 

primitivistic style is associated with a belief in the 

natural goodness of man and an admiration for a way of life 

t hat is close to nature, these beliefs need no longer have 

the revolutionary, anti- Christian implications they had in 

Rousseau's time. Nowadays it is quite possible to admire a 

naturalistic way of life wi thout holding r ad ical beliefs. 
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This can be seen in the general practice of a l l types of 

people who have adopted "natur a l" clothing styles and 

grooming , and engage i n such back-to- nature activities as 

hiking , gardening and camping . As we mentioned earlier, 

there is an interpretation of the belief in man ' s natural 

goodness that is c ompatible with Catholic doctrine . In its 

most extreme form , this styl e supported an i deology t hat 

denied the need for a Redeemer, but now that need not be 

the case . 

Such an ideology is symbolically rejected in Beardy ' s 

painting. This can be seen in his depiction of the e l der in 

prayer whose back i s turned from Chri st . The elder represents 

the best element in primitive soc iety. If anyone is wise and 

in harmony with nature it should be he accord ing to the 

expr eme ver s i on of the natural goodness of man theory. But 

Beardy shows h im as needing enlightenment and not truly in 

harmony with nature--all this comes through Christ. Therefore, 

the Church i n using this painting not onl y capitalizes on 

the fashionableness of this s tyle but also indirectly 

criticizes one of the major ideologies of our time with the 

very s tyle thi s ideology used in the pas t to advocate its 

premises . 

The alternatives to using the native s t yle would have 

been either a continued use of the traditional Renaissance 

format, or a use of modern art, exclusive of nat ive art. At 

a time of radical doubt of Churc h teachings and dwindling 

church attendance, it is understandable t hat the patrons of 
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the missal would want to use a modern style to show the 

relevance of the gospel message to the modern world. They 

also wanted the illustrations to represent all Canadians 

which encouraged the use of native art. Furthermore, in 

using native art they could capitalize on its current 

cultural prestige a s well as criticize the natural-goodness­

of-man heres y with its own style. 

Aside from t hese considerations, however, there are 

flaws in Beardy's Nativity which limit its effectiveness as 

a Catholic illustration. The popularity of the Indian style 

may be short-lived and limited to the art gallery public. 

successful popular religious illus trations should use an 

aes t hetic a wide audience will find attractive. Although 

this i s doubtful in Beardy's case, it seems t hat hi s patr ons 

had no intention of violating this dictum. As mentioned 

earlier (p. 107) t hey considered the native style "deeply 

spiritual and beautiful." If there was an error in choice 

of style it was not an error of principle, but of judgement. 

The most serious flaw in Beardy's work i s his 

ambiguous divided circle symbolism. The main criterion of 

successful Catholi c illustration is that it clearly and 

unambiguously ~xpr ess orthodox Ca tholic doc trine. It appears 

that the patr ons of the missal have forgotten the salutary 

advice of Trent on religious art in c ommi ss ioning this wor k 

which really is not adequate as an offic i al Catholic 

illus tration because of its doctr inal ambiguity. During the 

Renaissance, personal artist ic expres sion had too often 
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hampered doctrina l clarity in art works sponsored by the 

Church . Among other things the Counci l dealt with thi s abuse 

and reminded bishops of their duty. It might be instructive 

to recall here the case of Veronese before the Inquisition 

who had,like Beardy, allowed his personal artistic taste 

to take precedence over doctrinal c larity. The painting in 

question was his Last Supper, executed for the Refectory of 

SS . Giovanni e Paolo in Venice (157J)s 

Q. Did any one commission you to paint Germans , buffoons , 
and similar things in that picture? 
A. No , milords , but I received the commission to 
decorate the picture as I saw fit. It is large and, 
it seemed to me, it could hold many fi gures. 
Q. Are not the decorations which you painters are 
accustomed to add to paintings or pictures supposed to 
be suitable and proper to the subject and the principal 
figures or are they for pleasure-- simpl y what comes to 
your imagination without any discretion or judicious­
ne ss? 
A. I paint pictures as I see fit and a s well as my 
talent permits. 
Q. Does it seem fitting at the Last Supper of the Lord 
to paint buffoons, drunkards , Germans, dwarfs and 
s imilar vul garities? 
A. No, milords. 
Q. Do you not know that in Germany and i n other plac es 
infected with heresy i t is customary with various 
pictures full of scurrilousness and similar inventions 
to mock, vituperate, and scorn t he things of the Holy 
Catholic Church in order to jBach bad doctrines to 
foolish and i gnorant people?~ 

The application to Beardy is obviouss 

Q. Does it seem fitting to paint a divided circle in 
your Nativity with i ts ambiguous symbolism? 
A. • • • 
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1868), pp. 15-6, quoted in Ibid., p . 19 . 
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Cf . James Houston, "To find life in the stone, " Sculpture/ 
Inuit, p . 5 3 1 
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Conclusion 

Our survey of official Catholic art and patronage 

indicates that the approach tn art expressed ln t he Sunday 

Mass Book and as early as Nicaea II was , in fact , t r aditional 

practice , especially as seen in our first four examples. The 

composition of religious i ma~ery was not left to the init­

iative of artists; t heir concern was execution while t he 

concern of the Churc h was the selection and arr~ngement of 

the subject . The primary interest of Church, as patron, was 

that her artists give the public c lear and unambiguous 

illustrations of or t hodox Catholic teaching . In order to 

convey the message given them the artists usually adnp t ed a 

standard ized iconography and an accepted (or soon to be 

accepted) contemporary style, s ui t ed tn t he religious and 

political context, to present their subject matter in a way 

the public would f ind understandable, relevant and attrar t ive. 

The normal iconography was no t used at. S. Maria Ma.crg;iore 

because it would not have c l early expressed the orthodox 

doc trine of the Incarnati on in the context nf the then 

t roubl esome Nestorian her esy . The artis t worked for the Church 

and his public ; he was not allowed to inven t his own subject 

matter or visual l anguage--private choice of content mL~ht 

lead to doctrinal error and a private artistic vocabul ary 

might not be clearly understood , 

Rossetti's Annunc i ation is l ess in arcnrd with Catholic 

teaching on art mainly because of his theory that the primary 

goal of the artist is to express_his unders t andin~ 0f reali t y . 



In hi s desire to be "realist i c " he adopted a literalis t ic 

approach and s tyle which did not t ry t o express the 

continuing relevance of the gospel message and rejected 

the popular aesthetic of his time. The r e sult was a 

relig ious painting tha t failed to show the importance of 
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the Annunciation to the people of its day and was considered 

unattractive and unedifying by i ts audience. 

There is no evidence until Rossetti's time, either in 

Catholic documents on a r t or in Catholic art, that the 

artist's primary c onc ern i s t o give a historically correct 

depiction of biblical events. Rather the hist orici t y of 

these events was assumedi t he important t hing was to show 

t he doctrine underlying t he events and relate it to 

contemporary situations . On the o t her hand, once this 

realistic approach to religious art became known by t he 

Church it was re jected as could be s een in Pius XI I 's 

statement on art and in the Sunday Mass Book. 

Al t hough this realistic attitude to art was rare in 

Rossetti 's t ime, it has since become quite common among 

modern "avant - garde'' artists. When this theory of art ls 

consistently followed, i ts adherents claim to be f ree 

agents wi t h the right t o paint whatever they want in the 

way they want regard less of public reaction. This freedom 

of artistic expression does not necessarily lead to the 

rejection of a visua l l anguage and subject mat t er the 

public find understandable, interesting and attractive, 
1 but in actual practic e thi s has frequent ly happened. 



Consequently many modern artists have t end ed to alienate 

themselves from the publ i c at large. 

As we have s een, official Church teachin~s on art 

have never accept ed such an attitude to art. The Catholic 

artist i s to be concerned with objective communication 

and the acc epted standards of taste. The Catholic patron, 

instead of a llowing his artists complete f reedom of self­

expression as demanded by the "avant-garde", i s to take 

into account, to quote Pius XII, "more the needs of the 

Christian community than the persona l taste and judgment 

of the artist." 
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Nonetheless, the patrons of our l ast example, Jackson 

Beardy's Nativity, s eem to have been influenced by the 

modern approach to art. The Church's t eaching on art was 

generally f ollowed--Beardy's con t ent and approach were 

assi gned , he avoided a li teral depiction o f the ~ospel 

tex t and the basic symbol ism of his visual l an~uage was 

explained. Thus he did portray the doctrinal significance 

of the Nativity in a way his audience could understand. 

But problems arise in his use of the Ind i an style and i ts 

symbolism. The Indian style may be little more than an 

art gallery fad with little genuine popu l ar appeal or 

appropriateness to our relig ious and social context even 

though it does have t he advant a~e of representing an 

important segment of Canadian cul t ure as well as a certain 

intellectual prestige . The main problem is the divided 

circle symbol ism. I t seems tha t the patrons were influenced 
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here by the modern premise that the artist should have 

complete freedom of artistic expression with the result 

that Beardy was allowed to use the divided circle symbol. 

His painting thus conforms to the precepts of good Woodland 

art at the expense of doctrinal clarity. 

Our study of how the Church used very different styles 

of art to convey the same message in very different social 

contexts may have some pertinence to illustrative arts in 

general. The primary concern of the illustrator, religious 

or otherwise, is to convey a message clearly, unambiguously 

and attractively by means of his choice of his visual forms. 

Like the Catholic artis ) he should use a visual language 

his public can understand and an artistic style they find 

attractive. This is fully in accordance with Fred 

Schroeder's conclusions that successful popular illustrators 

accept the popular aesthetic and never place art above 

audience, "but rather fit the form to the society."2 

Furthermore, the nature of the subject matter determines 

the approach of the artist. For example, in Catholic art 

a literal, historical approach is avoided since the point 

of the art is to teach and show the continuing relevance 

of Church beliefs; but a literalistic style would be quite 

acceptable in illustrations for a history textbook. 

The artist-patron relationship may also vary among 

illustrators. Because of the need to ensure orthodoxy of 

content, artists doing official Church art will usually 

have their content assigned. The essence of illustration 
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is to convey a message, where that message comes from is 

secondary. Thus a successful illustrator could be self­

employed, but his art would still exist to serve the 

public . by giving visual form to subject matter potential 

patrons want illustrated. The end results are the same-­

successful popular illustrators accept the popular 

aesthetic and use an understandable visual language, their 

art serves the public by meeting needs defined by patrons 

either actual or potential. There are disadvantages in 

being self-employed as can be seen in Beardy's case. If he 

would have had some theological guidance he could have 

avoided his ambiguous symbolism and thus presented the 

underlying doctrine of the Nativity less ambiguously • . In 

working for a patron the artist can find out more ·pr•cisely 

what his subject mat t er is than would be the case if he 

were sel f -employed . 

Although art istic self-expression is restricted when 

it detracts from the main purpose of illustration, it 

should be noted that this restriction in no way detracts 

from artistic quality, 

We do no violence to a work of Christian art nor do 
we diminish its artistic value by indicating the close 
connection between image and biblical text or dogma 
and i ts interpretation at a given time. Artistic value 
may be measured by the degree to which full mastery of 
the artistic means of a g i ven period and the intel­
lectual content o f the pictorial theme harmonize.) 

Works such as the s. Maria Maggiore mosaics, Reims 

sculptures and Tint oretto's Annunciation are impressive 

works of art in their own right as well as successful 
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illustrations. It i s in trying to combine artistic 

express ion with visual f orms t hat do something in and f nr 

societ y that the patrons of the Sunday Mass Book hoped to 

restore the " t radi t iona l relat ionship between arti sts and 

the Church." The di ff i cul t ies they encountered indica t e 

that thi s will be no eas y t ask since the role of the 

artist has c hanged s o dramatically s ince Rossetti's day. 

But, perhaps it is in remembering one o f t he traditional 

functions of the artist , illustr at ion, t hat the pat rons of 

the missal have int imated how t he alienation o f modern art 

from s ociet y may be overcome wi thout any loss o f art istic 

excellenc e. 
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Foo tnotes Conclusion 

1. Alan Gowans, The Restless Art (Philadelphia, 1966), 
PP• 189-901 

Once you knew what the Impressionists were trying to 
do, it was clear why their pictures looked the way 
they did. But if you fai led to grasp the principle, 
you could make nothing of the produc t .•• For the 
Impressioni sts were trying to investigate t he nature 
of Reali t y ••• contemporary critics . •. sensed • 
• • the beginnings of an entirely new relat ionship 
between painters and their public. Ever since . .. 
cavemen decorated grotto shrines, i t had been taken 
f or granted that art existed in some way to serve the 
public. But beginning with Manet ••• f or the first 
t ime artis t s began addressing t hemselves primarily to 
other painters rather than to the public •.• If the 
public understands, well and goods if not the, public 
be damned. 

2. Fred Schroeder, Ou tlaw Aes thetics, Art and the 
Public Mind (Ohio, 1977), pp. 15, 146. 

3. Gertrud Schiller, Iconograph~ of Christian Art, 
trans., Janet Seligman (Greenwich, I 71), I, p. i. 
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Col umn of Arcadius , south and west side o f bas e, Istanbul 
(401-21 , now destroyed) 
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Annunciation , right jamb , central. portal, west facade , Reims 
Cathedral (1230- 55) 

J amb figures, wes t portal, Chartres Catherlral (1 145- )5) 

PI Al'E 6 
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Annunciation , l eft jamb, left portal, north transept , Chartres 
Cat hedral (c . 1220) 

Annunciation, right jamb, right portal , west facade , Amlens 
Cathedral (1220- 30) 

PI,ATE 7 
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Annunciation , Fra Angelico , Diocesan Museum, Cortona c.1428 
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