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Ruth Bevis

The Art of the Pomegranate
I have chosen to curate an exhibition about pomegranates and their use and symbolism throughout cultures and history. I chose this as my topic because as I was eating a pomegranate the glistening seeds were so beautiful they reminded me of gemstones, and I was inspired to do some more research where I found out that the pomegranate has a lot of symbolic meanings and cultural significance around the world.
The Oxford English Dictionary defines the pomegranate as “a large roundish many celled berry, with many seeds, each enveloped in a pleasantly acid juicy reddish pulp, enclosed in a tough rind of a golden colour tinged with red.” (Oxford University Press, 1973, p. 1626). The pomegranate is also ripe with symbolism, J. E. Cirlot suggests that the “pomegranate is a perfect illustration of multiplicity because it is internally subdivided into a multitude of cells.” they also say “the predominating significance of the pomegranate, arising from its shape and internal structure rather than from its colour, is the reconciliation of the multiple and diverse within apparent unity.”(Cirlot, 1971, p. 223 & 260). I want to further explore the symbolism of pomegranates through art.
I have chosen to only put four installations for maximum impact. In the early 1900s, Von Tschudi was directing an exhibition at the Munich Museum where he used a new approach to exhibiting where it became less about quantity and more about the impact of each piece of art. He implemented “a rearrangement of the collection so that it was hung less densely, and, in his words, ‘every single work is able to lead its own life’.” (Hook, 2021, p.373). In a similar way I want a small collection so each artwork can have its own impact on the Viewer. I also want to keep in mind the advice of De Fayet and Saulay “One of the pieces in the composition may dominate the others (by virtue of its colours, format, or subject) and you’ll need to take this into account so that it doesn’t overwhelm its neighbours.” (De Fayet and Saulay, 2022, p.109.) So, I will give each of my pieces their own space in the exhibition room.
The exhibition will take place at Standen house (Standen house and garden, 2025), an Arts and Crafts house near East Grinstead, which houses a lot of Morris & Co. fabrics and wallpapers. I have chosen to display in the billiards room because of the use of William Morris’s (1862) Pomegranate wallpaper in one alcove.
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 The Pomegranate wallpaper is also known in the Morris & Co. catalogue as Fruit. It is a simple repetitive pattern and the fruit themselves look simplistic, however they have lots of texture. The Metropolitan Museum of Art describes it as “a repeating pattern of lemons, oranges, pomegranates, peaches, fruit blossom and foliage is printed against a French blue ground” (Met Museum 2000-2024). When comparing Pomegranate to Daises, one of Morris’s other patterns Zaczek says “Morris’s fruits are more naturalistic. There is light stippling on their surfaces, and the burst skins and exposed seeds of the over-ripe pomegranates lend an extra hint of realism.” (Zaczek, 2001, p.194). In this wallpaper I don’t think the use of the pomegranate bears any significant meaning other than the visual beauty of the fruit. This wallpapered alcove is so distinctive that it is going to be included as my first installation.
[image: A close-up of a wallpaper

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[bookmark: fig2]Fig.2[image: A window with a grid on the wall

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[bookmark: fig3]Fig.3

My second installation is The Unicorn in Captivity (1495-1505, Artist Unknown), also known as The Unicorn Rests in a Garden, it is the last piece in a series of seven tapestries known as the Unicorn Tapestries. These are medieval European tapestries depicting the hunting of a Unicorn, possibly created as a wedding gift. The Unicorn in Captivity shows a Unicorn trapped in a low fenced area and chained to a pomegranate tree, and the Unicorn appears content in captivity. The Unicorn also looks to be bleeding but upon closer inspection the pomegranates on the tree above appear to have split and are dripping juices and seeds onto the Unicorn.
 The pomegranates in this piece are interpreted to represent a symbol of marriage and fertility, “since the Unicorn is fenced, collared, and chained to a tree, he appears to be more significantly an image of the lover-bridegroom entrapped by his beloved lady, his bride, and the pomegranates, as symbols of fertility, probably express the hope of a married pair for many children. This tapestry, more than the others, appears to signify earthly love and marriage and the desire for progeny.” (Freeman, 1976, p. 143) 
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My third installation is Proserpine (also known as Persephone) which was painted by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, a Pre-Raphaelite artist, in 1871. Based on Roman myth the painting depicts the goddess Proserpine imprisoned in the underworld, cast in the light of the overworld through a window she stares thoughtfully out of. Proserpine is holding an open pomegranate with a golden skin. Rossetti wrote a letter explaining the painting to W.A. Turner, who bought one version of the painting, saying;
 “The figure represents Proserpine as Empress of Hades. After she was conveyed by Pluto to his realm, and became his bride, her mother Ceres importuned Jupiter for her return to earth, and he was prevailed on to consent to this, provided only she had not partaken of any of the fruits of Hades. It was found, however, that she had eaten one grain of a pomegranate, and this enchained her to her new empire and destiny. She is represented in a gloomy corridor of her palace, with the fatal fruit in her hand. As she passes, a gleam strikes on the wall behind her form some inlet suddenly opened, and admitting for a moment the light of the upper world; and she glances furtively towards it, immersed in thought.” (Sharp, 1882, p.236).

 The model for the painting is Jane Morris, wife of William Morris. I feel the symbolism of the pomegranate in this painting is marriage and entrapment. 
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My fourth installation is Madonna of the Pomegranate, also known as Virgin and Child with Angels, and was painted by Sandro Botticelli, around 1487. In the painting the virgin Mary is holding baby Jesus in her lap as they both hold an open pomegranate, they are surrounded by angels holding books and flowers. “On his mother's lap, Baby Jesus grabs the pomegranate handed to him by Mary: a fruit that was considered a symbol of Christ's passion, whose red kernels symbolize the blood shed by Jesus Christ for the salvation of humanity.” (Le Gallerie Degli Uffizi, 2025). The pomegranate is a common symbol in Christian imagery “Christianity adopted the pomegranate as a symbol of the resurrection and sometimes of the church. The Christ child is sometimes seen holding a pomegranate”(Carr-Gomm, 1995, p. 181), it seems to have had a few different meanings, as previously stated it can represent the blood shed by Jesus, the resurrection, and also suggested by Rabanus Maurus, a benedictine monk, scholar, and theologian from 780-856, that the rind of a pomegranate is like the church and the seeds inside are like the united people coming together in their faith (Minge, 1844, vol. 111.3, cols.512-13). I feel the symbolism of the pomegranate in this artwork symbolises the resurrection and blood of Christ.
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The billiards room has, as its name suggests, a billiards table in the centre of the room. The visitors will be directed clockwise around the table to view the installations one at a time and keep the room flowing, the far door will be closed so the viewers will make a loop of the room and exit through the door they came in.(lighting). As you enter the room people will be directed left, to the alcove that houses the first piece, Pomegranates, by William Morris. From there you will move round to the second piece, Proserpine, by Rossetti, hanging centrally Infront of the bookshelf. Then you will be directed around the table to the second alcove, where the third piece, The Unicorn in Captivity, will be displayed, hanging in the back of the alcove. Finally, visitors will move round to the fourth and final piece, Madonna of the Pomegranate, by Botticelli, which will be hanging Infront of the middle of the three windows, before heading towards the exit.
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In conclusion I have planned an exhibition on pomegranates and their use and symbolism in art throughout cultures and history. Through my research I have found out that pomegranates are used quite frequently in art, around the world and through history, both ancient and modern.  I was surprised to discover that the symbolism of the pomegranate is similar throughout many cultures. For example, in medieval Europe, and Christianity the pomegranate can represent Fertility, marriage and the resurrection and blood of Christ, as shown through the artworks I have chosen, these meanings have not changed for over 400 years.  I have found that the majority of symbolism around pomegranates actually comes from the seeds and not the whole fruit, for example: fertility is represented by the abundance of seeds, Christs blood is represented by the juices in the seeds and the resurrection by the growth that occurs when the seed or ‘blood’ is spilled.


Bibliography
Iain Zaczek. (2001). William Morris. Bath: Parragon. p.194.
Jacques-Paul Minge. (1844). De Universe, in Patrologia Latina. Paris, France: Garnier. p.111.3, cols 512-13
J. E. Cirlot. (1971). A Dictionary of Symbols. 2nd ed. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd 1962. p.223 & 260.
Le Gallerie Degli Uffizi (2025) Accessed from: https://www.uffizi.it/en/artworks/pomegrante_madonna_botticelli#  Accessed on: 11th May 2025
Margaret B. Freeman. (1976). The Unicorn Tapestries. New York, USA: Metropolitan Museum of Art. p.143.
Met Museum (2000-2024) Accessed from: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/365338#: Accessed on: 7th May 2025
Moya Carey. (2012). An Illustrated History of Islamic Art & Design. Leicestershire: Southwater. 
National Portrait Gallery. (2014). William Morris Words & Wisdom. London: National Portrait Gallery.
Oxford University Press. (1973). Oxford English Dictionary. London: Oxford University Press. p.1626. 
Olivia De Fayet & Fanny Saulay. (2022). At Home with Art. Paris: Flammarion. p.109.
Phillip Hook. (2021). Art of the Extreme. Great Britain: Profile Books. p.372-373.
Sarah Carr-Gomm. (1995). The Hutchinson dictionary of symbols in art. London, uk: Duncan Baird Publishers. p.181.
Standen House and Garden (2025) Accessed from: https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/sussex/standen-house-and-garden Accessed on: 7th May 2025
W. Sharp, Dante Gabriel Rossetti: A Record and Study, London 1882, p.236.



List of figures:
Fig.1: Phillip Webb’s drawing of the north and south elevations. Available at: https://thegardenhistory.blog/2015/06/27/standen-a-down-to-earth-house-and-garden/ (Accessed on 7th may 2025)
Fig. 2:  Morris, W. (1862) Fruits [wallpaper]. Available at: https://www.facebook.com/StandenNT (Accessed on: 10th May 2025)
Fig. 3: William Morris wallpaper. Available at: https://www.nationaltrustcollections.org.uk/object/1213899 (Accessed on: 10th May 2025)
Fig. 4: The Unicorn in Captivity. Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Unicorn_Tapestries (Accessed on: April 1st 2025)
Fig. 5: Rossetti, d. (1871) Proserpine [oil on canvas]. Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proserpine_(Rossetti) (Accessed on: April 1st 2025)
Fig. 6: Botticelli, S. (c.1487) Madonna of the pomegranate [Tempera on panel]. Available at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Madonna_of_the_Pomegranate (Accessed on: April 1st 2025)
Fig. 7: Billiards room. Available at: https://sussexexclusive.com/step-back-in-time-at-standen-house/ (Accessed on: 10th May 2025)
Fig. 8: Alcove 1. Available at: https://www.facebook.com/StandenNT (Accessed on: 10th May 2025)
Fig. 9: Alcove 2. Available at: https://www.facebook.com/StandenNT (Accessed on: 10th May 2025)
Fig. 10: personal collection
Fig. 11: personal collection

image4.jpeg




image5.jpeg




image6.png




image7.png




image8.jpeg




image9.jpeg




image10.png
D TTIC L A TG
I X m.m &W_

= wﬁa )
! )\Mmﬂ .\;..n.!w_
TG A





image11.png
Door
-Window

B=Billiards table

D
D=Door
W=Win





image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg




image3.jpeg




