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Faith Jenkins Dissertation Proposal

Throughout the ages, Christian artists have sought to express their hopes and beliefs through creative forms of expression such as painting, sculpture and architecture.  Their interpretations of Biblical texts often influenced the believer’s understanding of the Biblical narrative during those times (Nasri, 2016).  Therefore, within my dissertation I hope to explore the historical context of Biblical and Christian art, whilst also considering the visual interpretations and comparing them with the original Biblical texts, to determine their accuracy and truthfulness to it.  The motivation behind exploring this theme was influenced from reading Miles (2016) visual commentary on the book of Revelation.  Within which he explained that most of the artworks he had researched depicting scenes from Revelation ‘were rarely loyal to the text’ (Miles, 2016:11).  This lead me to question how faithful Christian art has been throughout the ages, and how influential these paintings would have been to the believers within their cultural context.  Consequently, I decided to construct this dissertation proposal with the three keywords Biblical, Symbolism and Aesthetics.  By conducting this research, I hope to gain a better understanding of the symbolism and aesthetics of Christian art, to inform and influence my own artistic practices, when creating art inspired by the Bible.

Biblical

  My first keyword is ‘Biblical’ art, which can be described as an artwork inspired by the Bible texts (Jensen, 2010: 172).  This section will focus on how Biblical narratives have been portrayed throughout history in Christian art, culminating with the Protestant Reformation of the 1500’s.  The reason why I have decided to look at this section of art history, from the beginning of Christian art to the Reformation, is because by researching its beginnings I will get a better understanding of the pagan symbolism which influenced later art periods.  The Reformation was a key turning point in Christian history, with the divide between Catholicism and Protestant religion providing an interesting point for comparison, by looking at the broad historical context of Christian art I hope to develop a better understanding of the cultural and traditional aspects, which have affected the perception and conception of Biblical Art through the ages.

During the first few hundred years of Christianity, biblical art was uncommon, due to the religion’s persecution by Rome, and so art was limited to catacomb paintings initially (Collins, 2018).  Also, as implied by Langmuir (2000:9), due to one of the 10 Commandments there was a fear of imagery and art becoming a form of idolatry, which remained with Christianity during the first three centuries.
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Figure 1
Due to the religion’s emphasis on the written ‘Word of God’ in the scriptures, many of the earliest Christian images were also purely word-based signs and symbols. An example of such verbal imagery is displayed in Figure 1.  The fish symbolises the Lord Jesus Christ, for the Greek word for fish ‘Ichthus’ was an acronym for ‘Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour’, whilst the anchor represents ‘Hope’ (Pearson Education Inc, 2005).  By looking at similar examples found in writings by Nasri (2016), Collins (2018), Langmuir (2000), D.T.D (2008), and O’Kane (2008), I hope to derive a better understanding of symbolism within Christian art and its origins in Roman and Greek iconography.
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Figure 2
However, as Christianity became more wide-spread after its legalisation, religious imagery and iconography became much more predominant (Collins 2018).  Such artworks were made to instruct and inform the illiterate of Bible narratives during those times (Nasri, 2016).   Based in Constantinople, the Byzantine art style encompassed stylised figures with iconography and symbolism, whose interpretation and expression were controlled by the Orthodox church (McTaggart, 2018).  By looking at examples of Byzantine Art – such as the mosaic in Figure 2 – I hope to explore the deeper symbolism and meaning behind the art within my dissertation, by looking at writings of McTaggart (2018), Collins (2018), and Laugmuir (2000).
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Figure 3
Medieval Christian Art, also known as Gothic Art, during the latter part of the Middle Ages, was heavily influenced by the established traditions of Byzantine art, however more freedom of artistic interpretation was given to the artist during this time, allowing the artists’ aesthetics to be articulated through their art.  An example of Gothic art by Duccio di Buoninsegna is portrayed in Figure 3.  Other writings which look at Medieval and Gothic Art include those by Collins (2018), Drury (1999), Mac Farland (2018), and O’Kane (2008), which would be helpful in determining the cultural context of Medieval Art.
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Figure 4
Some of the most well-known Christian art was created during the Renaissance period between AD 1300-1500.  This movement was particularly influential in altering the artistic traditions of Christian art, from that of aesthetic symbolism, to the Ancient Greek and Roman ideals of perspective, anatomy, and composition (McTaggart, 2018) as illustrated in Figure 4.  Although the Renaissance artists focus was on the realism of their paintings symbolism was still a key element; this will be explored in more detail in the dissertation.  

Following the Protestant Reformation in 1517, Christianity became split into the Roman Catholic and Protestant religions.  In contrast to the pomp and ceremony of the Catholic traditions, Protestantism focused on the individual’s relationship with God, without religious rulers such as Popes or bishops acting as mediators.  Consequently, the majority of Protestant art consisted of simple observational images, and illustrated Bible narratives, without the dramatized symbolic imagery traditionally associated with Christian art (Collins, 2018). Within my dissertation it would be interesting to investigate – by looking at the writings of Munz (1967), Spicer and Orr (1997), and Kerkhofs (1994) – how the Reformation altered the cultural perceptions of Biblical art and narratives during that time, to better understand how the aesthetic traditions were altered.
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Figure 5
This leads on to one of the key artists, Rembrandt, who strived to emulate nature as realistically as possible, and remain true to the Biblical narratives through his interpretations (Munz, 1967:10).  In contrast to the Catholic traditions – which beautified the Holy family and saints – Rembrandt sought to illustrate a sense of realism with such enthusiasm that it has been said that, ‘Such works…reveal authentic religious feeling’ (Munz, 1967:11).  However, artistic licence was used in his interpretations, which were based on his beliefs and interpretations of the text.  Within the dissertation I hope to investigate the truthfulness of the painting ‘The Baptism of the Eunuch’ in Figure 5 to the original text in Acts 8.  This theme of artistic license will be considered within the aesthetics section.

Overall by researching the cultural contexts of Biblical Art throughout history, I will gain a better understanding of how the artistic traditions of Christian art and symbolism developed and became established.  Which will lead on to the next section of my dissertation.

Symbolism

  Most Christian art contains symbolism in some form or another, for artworks were not simply to just portray the narrative but elicit a deeper meaning for the viewer to interpret.  Ferguson’s (1966) writings provides in-depth explanations for the various signs and symbols used in Christian art and iconography, therefore it would be a useful reference.
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Figure 6
As mentioned previously, Early Christian art consisted mainly of iconography, visual metaphors and symbols.  An abstract symbol the early Christians adopted was a pagan letter-sign ‘chi rho’ (Fig 6), the monogram combined the first two Greek letters ‘XP’ from the word ‘Kristos’ between the Greek letters Alpha and Omega, to represent Jesus Christ.  This monogram later developed into the Latin ‘IHS’ as shown in Figure 7 which meant ‘Jesus Saviour of Mankind’ (Langmuir, 2000:10). 
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Figure 7
As time went on the vocabulary of Christian signs and symbols expanded, each one to elicit different responses within the viewer and cause them to recall and reflect on Biblical narratives.  During the medieval era particularly, artists strove to expand the number of hieroglyphs and symbols associated with Biblical narratives, particularly those to do with Christ, his death and resurrection.  Examples include the cross, the crown of thorns, the spear, and the thirty pieces of silver, all of which could be easily understood and interpreted by the illiterate.  
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Figure 8
One of the key artists I hope to look at within my dissertation is the Renaissance artist Raphael.  During 1500-1504 Raphael was commissioned to create a series of three altarpieces for churches in Citta di Castello: the second of these is in Figure 8.  The beautified long-limbed Christ appears suspended above the figures, whilst angels gather Christ’s blood in chalices (Chapman, H. Henry, T. Plazzotta, 2004:120).  Looking closely at the figures beneath the cross each of them have red elements upon their garments, symbolising how they have been redeemed by Christ’s blood (Clayton, 2012).

Within my dissertation I hope to explore the hidden symbolism within other Renaissance paintings, whilst also considering how the original symbolism of historic biblical paintings may be lost in our post-modern age, due to the change of traditions and cultural perception. By looking at symbolism within Christian Art I will gain a better understanding of the iconography, their meanings and how the symbology affected the viewer’s perception of the Biblical narratives implied.  

Aesthetics

‘Aesthetics’ can be described as the principles of beauty and its nature particularly in the context of art.  Whilst ‘Artistic License’ is a popular expression usually associated with the distortion of truth and fact within an artist’s interpretation in favour of expression and effect.  The final section of my dissertation will explore whether artistic license was used within Christian artworks, through the comparison of the artwork’s aesthetics with the original biblical texts to determine their faithfulness to it.  Whilst also exploring how the perception of aesthetics changed during the Victorian era with the Pre-Raphaelites.  I will explore the aesthetic of the time-periods mentioned in the previous sections to see how Christian art has developed, and how cultural circumstance has affected its perception.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Geometry was often implemented within many of the Renaissance artwork compositions.  An example of this is displayed below in Figure 9, where the ‘Golden Triangle’ was used within the composition of Raphael’s painting (Hacker, 2018).
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Figure 9
As depicted within many of the Renaissance artworks, God’s messengers, the angels are usually portrayed with wings.  Is this a Biblical concept, or Artistic License?  It would be an interesting concept to analyse briefly within this section of my dissertation, by reflecting on writings by Davies, (2010), Hopler (2017) and Kosloski (2017).  It would help define what could be considered as artistic license, and how such interpretations can drastically affect the viewers perception and understanding of Biblical narratives.

[bookmark: _Hlk513627236]Moving on from the Renaissance to the Victorian era, the art of the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood was heavily influenced by Ruskin’s view of ‘Truth to nature’ (Giebelhausen, 2006:67), which was demonstrated though the aggressive realism in their artworks (Giebelhausen, 2006:86).  The subjects within their paintings were often derived from Biblical texts, and medieval poetry, whilst their style – as the brotherhood’s name suggests – was influenced not by the aesthetics of the Renaissance but rather by the Early Christian and medieval art of the 1300-1400’s (Adams, 1988:7).   They were also influenced by Rossetti’s aesthetic view that ‘Naturalism paired with diligence, devotion and an attention to the spirit of sacred art’ was the key to true aesthetic beauty and meaning (Giebelhausen, M. (2006:11).  This aesthetic of the Pre-Raphaelites challenged the convention and traditional views of academic art (Giebelhausen, 2006:86).
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Figure 10
For example, one of the most controversial of the Pre-Raphaelite artworks is portrayed in Figure 10 of ‘Christ in the House of his parents’ by another key artist, Millais.  Many art critics derided the artwork due to its realism, for as The Times explained:

The attempt to associate the holy family with the meanest details of a carpenter’s shop, with no conceivable omission of misery, of dirt, of even disease, all finished with the same loathsome minuteness, is disgusting... (The Times cited by Sanders, 2001:71)

Despite the criticism this painting received it was clearly created for a ‘devotional and symbolic intent’ (Sanders, 2001:71).  By looking at other Pre-Raphaelite artworks and assessing their truthfulness to Biblical narratives within my dissertation I hope to analyse how it affected the viewer’s perception and understanding of the text.

In conclusion I hope to consider the aesthetic and artistic license used within many Biblical paintings, where there is a change or misrepresentation of the original text within an artwork.  I understand that this is rather a broad topic to consider, consequently I may restrict my explorations to a certain time-period for my dissertation, such as the Protestant Reformation, or the art of the Pre-Raphaelites since it was within these time-periods that the perception and definition of Christian art was drastically altered.  O’Kane states, ‘Exploring the interrelationship between biblical text and image is nothing new’ (cited by Jensen, 2010), I will be considering a topic which has been contemplated many times before, and there will be various differing opinions to consider.  Therefore, to inform and influence my own artistic practices, the question to be explored for my dissertation will be:

How has Christian Art affected society’s perception of Biblical Narratives?
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