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The substance, terms, and tone of the art historical discourse are established by the methodologies that scholars employ. These methods shape
how and what art history is written and taught. This is true both broadly
across the academic field as well as when specifically addressing the history of Christianity and the visual arts. ReVisioning: Critical Methods of
Seeing Christianity in the History of Art explores some of the underlying
methodological assumptions in the field of art history by examining the
suitability and success, as well as the incompatibility and failure, of varying
art historical methodologies when applied to works of art that distinctly
manifest Christian narratives, themes, motifs, and symbols.
In developing this project, the co-editors looked to several precedents
in which the field of art history has engaged in a critical self-examination.
One model for this book is Feminism and Art History: Questioning the Litany, edited by Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard.1 In their introduction
to that collection of essays, Broude and Garrard rightly argued that certain
methodological assumptions of art history, intentionally and unintentionally, excluded women from the canon. In addressing this problem, Broude
and Garrard began by noting, “The history of art, like other scholarly
disciplines, has matured over the centuries by expanding its boundaries

1. See Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, eds., Feminism and Art History: Questioning the Litany (New York: Harper & Row, 1982). Also, Norma Broude and Mary D.
Garrard, eds., The Expanding Discourse: Feminism And Art History (New York: HarperCollins, 1992); and Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, eds., Reclaiming Female
Agency: Feminist Art History after Postmodernism (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2005). The title of this introductory essay is an acknowledgment of this debt.
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to include new ways of looking at its subject.”2 Following that model, this
book and the Association of Scholars of Christianity in the History of Art
(ASCHA), the organization that initiated this project, are here contributing to further expanding the dialog and the maturation of the discipline of
art history by calling to its attention certain methodological attitudes and
assumptions that limit the scholarly study of the history of Christianity
and the visual arts.
Broude and Garrard’s introduction articulated a two-part objective,
both of which are applicable to ReVisioning. They wrote,
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On the most basic and, to date, most visible level, [feminism]
has prompted the rediscovery and reevaluation of the achievements of women artists, both past and present. Thanks to the
efforts of a growing number of scholars who are devoting their
research skills to this area, we know a great deal today about the
work of women artists who were almost lost to us little more
than a decade ago, as the result of their exclusion from the standard histories.3

ASCHA and this book aim to cultivate a community of scholars
committed to the recovery of the richness and diversity of the history of
Christianity and the visual arts that has been in danger of becoming neglected and invisible.
However, as Broude and Garrard observed, there was/is a larger goal
to be accomplished. They wrote, “Feminism has raised other even more
fundamental questions for art history as a humanistic discipline, questions
that are now affecting its functioning at all levels and that may ultimately
lead to its redefinition.”4 For Broude and Garrard, feminism was a reevaluation of the patriarchal “attitudes and assumptions” that defined both the
concept of “art” and its history.5 Broude and Garrard’s self-consciousness
of the theoretical basis of their own practice as well as their act of shining
a light onto the methodological assumptions evident in the field at large
were both a great contribution to art history and have served as a model
for this book’s attempt to question how art history has addressed, and
failed to address, the history of Christianity and the visual arts.
The prevailing narrative of art history is one that charts a movement
from the sacred to the secular, progressing out of past historical periods
in which works of art were produced to reveal, embrace, and glorify the
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Broude and Garrard, Feminism and Art History, 1.
Ibid., 1.
Ibid., 2.
Ibid., 2.
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divine and toward a modern conception of art as materialist and a more
recent emphasis on social context.6 In fact, for many art historians this
secularization of art is not only a narrative within the history of art; it has
been the narrative of art history as an academic field.7 Some interpretations of twentieth- and twenty-first-century art not only insist on equating
modernism with secularism but also describe the erasure of all mention of
spiritual presence from the scholarly discourse as a triumph for the field
of art history.8 The rise of the academic art historian in the nineteenth
century and the development of critical methods of art history, such as
connoisseurship, formalism, iconography, psychoanalysis, and semiotics, have been regarded, and even designed, as part of a movement away
from matters of personal (and therefore presumed to be subjective) faith
toward a critical and rational (and therefore presumed to be objective)
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6. This is the narrative of the history of art as advanced in many of the most popular survey textbooks. See Marilyn Stokstad and Michael W. Cothren, Art History, 5th
ed. (Upper Saddle River: Pearson Education, 2013); and Fred S. Kleiner, Gardner’s
Art Through the Ages, 14th ed. (Boston: Wadsworth, 2013). In these textbooks, the
religious content and contexts of art from historical periods before the nineteenth century are addressed; however, art with religious content and contexts in the nineteenth
century or after are largely ignored. Great Themes in Art, 1st ed. (Upper Saddle River:
Pearson Education, 2001), a thematic survey textbook by John Walford, treats issues
of spirituality roughly equally in all periods of art history.
7. In her essay “The ‘Return’ of Religion in the Scholarship of American Art,” Sally
M. Promey describes the “secularization theory of modernity” (The Art Bulletin 85:3
[2003] 581–603). She notes that, as the field of art history took form in the late-nineteenth century, it was founded on positivist theories of secularization. Promey writes,
“Most succinctly, secularization theory contends that modernism necessarily leads to
religion’s decline, that the secular and the religious will not coexist in the modern
world.” She adds, “secularization theory became a powerful shaper of disciplines and
intellectual inquiry” (ibid., 584). She also adds, later in the essay, “It is no accident that
American art history has recovered the study of religion at just the time when the array
of ‘post-modernisms’ calls into question aspects of the Enlightenment agenda, with its
attendant secularization trajectories” (ibid., 593).
8. For example, Rosalind Krauss uses the art of Piet Mondrian to make a larger
point (“Grids,” October 9 [1979] 50–64). She writes, “Given the absolute rift that had
opened between the sacred and the secular [in the nineteenth century], the modern
artist was obviously faced with the necessity to choose between one mode of expression and the other. The curious testimony offered by the grid is that at this juncture
he tried to decide for both. In the increasingly de-sacralized space of the nineteenth
century, art had become the refuge for religious emotion; it became, as it has remained,
a secular form of belief. Although this condition could be discussed openly in the late
nineteenth century, it is something that is inadmissible in the twentieth, so that by now
we find it indescribably embarrassing to mention art and spirit in the same sentence”
(ibid., 54; emphasis original). For a de-sacralized treatment of twentieth-century art,
see Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois, and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, Art
Since 1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2004).
© 2014 The Lutterworth Press

5

REVISIONING

PL

E

discipline. Some recent methods of art history have maintained what has
been regarded as a necessary skepticism toward matters of religious faith,
presuming that art history and religion, especially Christianity, do not
belong together.
In Art History after Modernism, Hans Belting notes that modernism
was not only an artistic practice; it was also a paradigm of art history.9 As
the dominance of that paradigm has waned, the discipline of art history
has been freed to explore other directions and methods of scholarship. In
Has Modernism Failed and The Reenchantment of Art, Suzi Gablik voiced a
disenchantment with modernism, not only with its manifestation but also
with its assumptions and mechanisms.10 Gablik, in turn, urged a sacralization of art as antidote. Building on Gablik’s proposition, James Elkins
and David Morgan have suggested that “enchantment” as a human way of
knowing, accounts for the large numbers of the public appreciation of art
that involves spiritual meaning.11
In critiquing the secularist assumptions of those methods of art history persisting from the last century, it is advisable, however, not to go
too far. In many cases, the development of these art historical methods
has contributed positively to the establishment of professional practices.
At the same time, these methods have created problems for the field of
art history. The history of art, that is, the production of art by artists, has
been, is, and is likely to continue to be, largely committed to the creative
visualization of faith, spirituality, and religion. Over the last two centuries,
artists, not only in Europe and the Americas but throughout the world,
have continued to produce works of art with distinctly Christian subjects,
forms, and purposes. At the same time, images and objects reflective of
Christian content and contexts have too often been met by a field that lacks
the methodological framework by which to meaningfully inform their engagement. In some cases, the very structures imposed by these methods’
secularist assumptions minimize, misconstrue, or marginalize the work of
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9. Hans Belting, Art History after Modernism (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2003) vii.
10. See Suzi Gablik, Has Modernism Failed (New York: Thames & Hudson, 1985);
and Suzi Gablik, The Reenchantment of Art (New York: Thames & Hudson, 1992).
While there are many definitions of modernism, Gablik’s description of it as a paradigm characterized by “mechanism, positivism, empiricism, rationalism, materialism,
secularism, and scientism—the whole objectifying consciousness of the Enlightenment” will suffice here. Gablik, The Reenchantment of Art, 11. Our objective is not to
discard these values and embrace their opposites but rather to open them to critique
as assumptions for art historical methodologies.
11. See James Elkins and David Morgan, eds., Re-Enchantment (New York: Routledge, 2008).
© 2014 The Lutterworth Press
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art’s Christian content. The effect is a contracting rather than expanding
of the experience of looking at art. ReVisioning: Critical Methods of Seeing
Christianity in the History of Art contends that scholars ignore the pervasive and influential presence of Christianity in the history of art at the risk
of distorting that history. There is today an urgency to develop an open
and rigorous discussion of methods by which scholars can constructively
engage the history of Christianity and the visual arts, as a benefit not only
to that history, but to the very integrity of the field of art history itself.
The dichotomy between the history of art and the methods of art
history had earlier aroused Elkins’s curiosity as demonstrated in On the
Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art, where he noted, “It is impossible to talk sensibly about religion and at the same time address art in
an informed and intelligent manner; but it is also irresponsible not to keep
trying.”12 Elkins, together with Morgan, gives his own try in Re-Enchantment, which addresses the most “challenging subjects” in current writing
on topics which “bear articulation yet are not sufficiently addressed,” including the flourishing of religion in art.13
In his introduction to Re-Enchantment Morgan cites this trend, finding it noteworthy, the number of art critics, art school professors, and art
historians who in the face of artwork evoking religious experience express
“contempt for art that intends to do so and viewers that welcome it.”14
Morgan proposes:
When art takes on spiritual meanings, it requires of the professional interpreter an expertise that far exceeds the narrower and
more defensible boundaries of formalist criticism, art-world
journalism, knowledge of artists and their works, and skill at
making art and cultivating one’s career at it.15

Morgan’s observation suggests that despite the breadth of art historical methodologies in use today, the field continues to struggle to find
the interdisciplinary tools by which to practice a more robust analysis of
the ways in which religious faith has informed works of art. While the
discrediting of antireligious rationalism appears to have spurred renewed
12. See James Elkins, On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art (New
York: Routledge, 2004). At the same time, Elkins claims, “art that sets out to convey
spiritual values goes against the grain of the history of modernism,” explaining that
most religious art today makes itself out to be too sentimental and thus becomes simply “bad” art by failing to exercise boundaries between art and religion (ibid., 20).
13. Elkins and Morgan, Re-Enchantment.
14. Ibid., 17.
15. Ibid.
© 2014 The Lutterworth Press
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interest within the academy in things spiritual, if not religious, interpretive
strategies have not yet been consciously and critically developed.
The questions remain, has the discipline of art history developed sufficient methodologies by which to critically see the history of Christianity
in the visual arts? Do art historians possess the methodological tools to
recognize and discuss the meaningful interface with works of art bearing
Christian content or reference? How will art historians responsibly write
about works of art with Christian content? The field of art history stands
in need of its own methodological reflection. Some, perhaps including
Elkins, hold that the professional standards and methods of art history
are necessarily at odds with religion. Others, the editors of this book included, wish to make the case that the field of art history, in fact, must find
professional standards and methods by which to addresses the history of
Christianity and the visual arts.
Thankfully, this project has already been underway, with increasing
momentum, for many decades. The scholarly literature addressing the history of Christianity and the visual arts has developed to such an extent
that it can no longer be justly overlooked. While this literature, reflecting
the complexity and diversity of its subject is far too rich and manifold to
be surveyed in any single essay, it is possible to note some of its characteristics.16 One of the most interesting phenomena of the evolution of this
literature is how it has developed along two distinct tracks: visual theology
and religious culture.
Developing out of a recognition of the strengths and limitations of
formalist and iconographic methods of art history, but, at the same time,
wanting to keep the work of art, as a content-permeated image or object,
at the center of the scholarly focus, a content-oriented method of art history began to emerge.17 While this method was not exclusively concerned
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16. Any list of this literature will be far from a complete accounting of the depth,
diversity, and richness of the scholarly discourse concerning the history of Christianity and the visual arts. This essay is principally concerned with scholarship that fits
within a category of art history. Therefore, scholarship that is mainly theological—see
Jeremy S. Begbie, Voicing Creation’s Praise: Toward a Theology of the Arts (Edinburgh:
T. & T. Clark, 2000); or Gesa Elsbeth Thiessen, ed., Theological Aesthetics: A Reader
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004)—as well as books aimed at the encouragement of
contemporary artists of faith—see James Romaine, ed., Objects of Grace: Conversations
on Creativity and Faith (Baltimore: Square Halo, 2002); or Ned Bustard, ed., It Was
Good: Making Art to the Glory of God (Baltimore: Square Halo, 2007)—are not a part
of this discussion. This essay only cites books and catalogs, in English, that are largely
concerned with the history of Christianity and art. To avoid redundancy, books cited
in footnotes to the text of this essay are not repeated in lists of literature.
17. Erwin Panofsky and Sir Ernst Gombrich are scholars who established some of
this foundation.
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with spiritual or Christian content, many scholars, such as Doug Adams,18
Diane Apostolos-Cappadona,19 John Dillenberger,20 Jane Dillenberger,21
William Dyrness,22 and Hans Rookmaaker,23 have evidenced in their work
a distinct concern for the sacred.
This method of art as visual theology recognizes the work of art as
a personal medium, for the artist or the viewer, of a vertically-oriented
imagination. Specifically applied to the history of Christianity and the
visual arts, this method regards both Christianity as well as the visual arts
as establishing a vertical relationship between God and humanity. This
method tends to regard the work of art as biblical exegesis. This impact is
not just that the work of art, or artist, is regarded as an interpreter of the
Bible but that the scholar is an interpreter of the work’s meaning as it is
read from the work’s iconographic and formal construction.
In the more recent literature, there has developed a rich diversity
of methodological directions,24 addressing works for the Early Christian
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18. See Doug Adams, Transcendence With the Human Body in Art: George Segal,
Stephen De Staebler, Jasper Johns, and Christo (New York: Crossroad, 1991). Doug
Adams and Diane Apostolos-Cappadona, eds., Art As Religious Studies (New York:
Crossroad, 1987).
19. See Diane Apostolos-Cappadona, ed., Art, Creativity and the Sacred (New York:
Crossroad, 1992); and The Spirit and the Vision: The Influence of Christian Romanticism on the Development of 19th-Century American Art (Atlanta: Scholars, 1995).
20. See John Dillenberger, The Visual Arts and Christianity in America (New York:
Crossroad, 1989); and Images and Relics: Theological Perceptions and Visual Images in
Sixteenth-Century Europe (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).
21. See Jane Dillenberger, Style and Content in Christian Art (Nashville: Abingdon,
1965); Secular Art with Sacred Themes (Nashville: Abingdon, 1969); Image and Spirit
in Sacred and Secular Art (New York: Crossroad, 1990); and The Religious Art of Andy
Warhol (New York: Continuum, 1998).
22. See William Dyrness, Visual Faith: Art, Theology, and Worship in Dialogue
(Ada, MI: Baker Academic, 2001); Reformed Theology and Visual Culture: The Protestant Imagination from Calvin to Edwards (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004); and Senses of the Soul: Art and the Visual in Christian Worship (Eugene, OR:
Cascade, 2008).
23. See H. R. Rookmaaker, Modern Art and The Death of Culture (New York:
Crossway, 1994); and Marleen Hengelaar-Rookmaaker, ed., The Complete Works of
Hans R Rookmaaker (Carlisle: Piquant, 2002).
24. For texts that survey histories of Christianity and the visual arts, see Michelle
P. Brown, ed., The Lion Companion to Christian Art (Oxford: Lion Hudson, 2008);
John Drury, Painting the Word: Christian Pictures and their Meanings (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1999); Neil MacGregor with Erika Langmuir, Seeing Salvation:
Images of Christ in Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000); Rowena Loverance,
Christian Art (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007); Martin O’Kane, Imaging
the Bible: An Introduction to Biblical Art (London: SPCK, 2008); and Painting the Text
(Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2007); and Jaroslav Pelikan, The Illustrated Jesus Through
© 2014 The Lutterworth Press
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and Byzantine,25 Medieval,26 Renaissance and Reformation,27 Baroque and
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the Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997).
25. See Andreas Andreopoulos, Metamorphosis: The Transfiguration in Byzantine
Theology And Iconography (Yonkers, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2005); Clemena Antonova, Space, Time, and Presence in the Icon: Seeing the World With the Eyes
of God (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2010); Charles Barber, Figure and Likeness: On the
Limits of Representation in Byzantine Iconoclasm (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2002); John Beckwith, Early Christian and Byzantine Art (Harmondsworth, UK:
Penguin, 1970); Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the
Era of Art, trans. Edmund Jepphcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994);
Robin Cormack, Icons (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); Paul Corby
Finney, The Invisible God: The Earliest Christians on Art (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); Pavel Florensky, Beyond Vision: Essays on the Perception of Art, ed.
Nicoletta Misler, trans. Wendy Salmond (London: Reaktion, 2002); Michael Gough,
The Origins of Christian Art (New York: Praeger, 1973); André Grabar, Christian Iconography: A Study of Its Origins (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968); Robin
Margaret Jensen, Understanding Early Christian Art (New York: Routledge, 2000);
and Face to Face: Portraits of the Divine in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress,
2004); Anastasia Lazaridou, ed., Transition to Christianity: Art of Late Antiquity, 3rd–
7th Century AD (New York: Alexander S. Onassis Public Benefit Foundation, 2012);
Robert S. Nelson, Hagia Sophia, 1850–1950: Holy Wisdom, Modern Monument (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004); and ed., Holy Image, Hallowed Ground: Icons
from Sinai (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2007); Jeffrey Spier, ed., Picturing the
Bible: The Earliest Christian Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009); and Jaroslav
Pelikan, Imago Dei: The Byzantine Apologia for Icons (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1990).
26. See Martina Bagnoli, ed., Treasures of Heaven: Saints, Relics, and Devotion in
Medieval Europe (Baltimore: Walters Art Museum, 2010); Anne Derbes, Picturing the
Passion in Late Medieval Italy: Narrative Painting, Franciscan Ideologies, and the Levant
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Jeffrey F. Hamburger and Anne-Marie Bouché, The Mind’s Eye: Art and Theological Argument in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Herbert L. Kessler, Spiritual Seeing: Picturing
God’s Invisibility in Medieval Art (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2000); Aden Kumler, Translating Truth: Ambitious Images and Religious Knowledge
in Late Medieval France and England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011); Henk
van Os, The Art of Devotion in the Late Middle Ages in Europe 1300–1500 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1995); Amy Knight Powell, Depositions: Scenes from the
Late Medieval Church and the Modern Museum (Brooklyn: Zone, 2012); Sixten Ringbom, Icon to Narrative: The Rise of the Dramatic Close up in Fifteenth Century Devotional Painting (Doornaspijk, NL: Davaco, 1984); and Richard Viladesau, The Beauty
of the Cross: The Passion of Christ in Theology and the Arts—From the Catacombs to the
Eve of the Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006).
27. See Paolo Berdini, The Religious Art of Jacopo Bassano: Painting as Visual Exegesis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Carl C. Christensen, Art and
the Reformation in Germany (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1979); John W. Dixon Jr.,
Art and the Theological Imagination (New York: Seabury, 1978); and The Christ of Michelangelo (Atlanta: Scholars, 1994); and Images of Truth: Religion and the Art of Seeing
(Atlanta: Scholars, 1996); Creighton E. Gilbert, How Fra Angelico and Signorelli Saw
the End of the World (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003); Sara
Nair James, Signorelli and Fra Angelico at Orvieto: Liturgy, Poetry and a Vision of the
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End-time (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003); Rhonda Kasl, ed., Giovanni Bellini and the
Art of Devotion (Indianapolis: Indianapolis Museum of Art, 2005); Christian K. Kleinbub, Vision and the Visionary in Raphael (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011); Joseph Leo Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German
Renaissance Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); and The Reformation of
the Image (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008); Andrew Ladis, Visions of Holiness: Art and Devotion in Renaissance Italy (Atlanta: University of Georgia Museum,
2001); Barbara G. Lane, The Altar and the Altarpiece: Sacramental Themes in Early
Netherlandish Painting (New York: Harper & Row, 1984); Jules Lubbock, Storytelling
in Christian Art from Giotto to Donatello (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006);
Sergiusz Michalski, Reformation and the Visual Arts: The Protestant Image Question
in Western and Eastern Europe (New York: Routledge, 1993); Alexander Nagel, The
Controversy of Renaissance Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011); Scott
Nethersole, Devotion by Design: Italian Altarpieces before 1500 (London: National
Gallery London, 2011); Bonnie Noble, Lucas Cranach the Elder: Art and Devotion of
the German Reformation (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2009); Christine Sciacca, ed., Florence at the Dawn of the Renaissance: Painting and Illumination,
1300-1350 (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2012); R. W. Scribner, For the Sake of
Simple Folk: Popular Propaganda for the German Reformation (Oxford: Clarendon,
1994); Steven Ozment, The Serpent and the Lamb: Cranach, Luther, and the Making of
the Reformation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012); Timothy Verdon and John
Henderson, eds., Christianity and the Renaissance: Image and Religious Imagination in
the Quattrocento (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990); Timothy Verdon, Mary
in Western Art (Manchester, VT: Hudson Hills, 2005); and Richard Viladesau, The Triumph of the Cross: The Passion of Christ in Theology and the Arts. From the Renaissance
to the Counter Reformation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).
© 2014 The Lutterworth Press

11

REVISIONING

Rococo,28 nineteenth-century,29 twentieth-century,30 and contemporary31
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28. See Xavier Bray et al., The Sacred Made Real: Spanish Painting and Sculpture
1600–1700 (London: National Gallery London, 2009); James Clifton, The Body of
Christ: In the Art of Europe and New Spain 1150-1800 (New York: Prestel, 1997); Lloyd
DeWitt, Rembrandt and the Face of Jesus (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011);
Adelheid M. Gealt and George Knox, Domenico Tiepolo: A New Testament (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006); Ronda Kasl, ed., Sacred Spain: Art and Belief
in the Spanish World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010); John Rupert Martin
and Gail Feigenbaum, Van Dyck as Religious Artist (Princeton: Art Museum, Princeton University, 1979); Mia M. Mochizuki, The Netherlandish Image after Iconoclasm,
1566–1672: Material Religion in the Dutch Golden Age (Burlington, VT: Ashgate,
2008); Shelley Perlove and Larry Silver, Rembrandt’s Faith: Church and Temple in the
Dutch Golden Age (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009); Alain
Saint Saëns, Art and Faith in Tridentine Spain (1545–1690) (New York: Lang, 1995); E.
John Walford, Jacob van Ruisdael and the Perception of Landscape (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1991); and Arthur K. Wheelock Jr., ed., Rembrandt’s Late Religious
Portraits (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).
29. See Ronald Bernier, Monument, Moment, and Memory: Monet’s Cathedral in
Fin De Siecle France (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2007); Marcus C.
Bruce, Henry Ossawa Tanner: A Spiritual Biography (New York: Crossroad 8th Avenue, 2002); Michael Paul Driskel, Representing Belief: Religion, Art, and Society in
Nineteenth-Century France (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1992); Kathleen Powers Erickson, At Eternity’s Gate: The Spiritual Vision of Vincent
van Gogh (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); Michaela Giebelhausen, Painting the Bible:
Representation And Belief in Mid-Victorian Britain (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006);
Cordula Grewe, Painting the Sacred in the Age of Romanticism (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009); Joseph Leo Koerner, Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape
(London: Reaktion, 2009); Anna O. Marley, ed., Henry Ossawa Tanner: Modern Spirit
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012); Joyce Carol Polistena, The Religious
Paintings of Eugène Delacroix, (1798–1863): The Initiator of the Style of Modern Religious Art (Lewiston, NY: Mellen, 2008); Robert Rosenblum, Modern Painting and the
Northern Romantic Tradition: Friedrich to Rothko (New York: Harper & Row, 1975);
Debora Silverman, Van Gogh and Gauguin: The Search for Sacred Art (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2000); and Timothy Wilcox, Constable and Salisbury: The Soul
of Landscape (London: Scala, 2011).
30. See M. A. Couturier, Henri Matisse: The Vence Chapel: The Archive of a Creation
(New York: Skira, 1999); Horton Davies and Hugh Davies, Sacred Art In A Secular
Century (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1978); William Dyrness, Rouault: A Vision of
Suffering and Salvation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971); Jefferson J. A. Gatrall and
Douglas Greenfield, eds., Alter Icons: The Russian Icon and Modernity (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011); John Golding, Paths to the Absolute
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000); Richard Lipsey, An Art of Our Own: The
Spiritual in Twentieth Century Art (Boston: Shambhala, 1988); Sheldon Nodelman,
The Rothko Chapel Paintings: Origins, Structure, Meaning (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1997); Marie-Therese Pulvenis de Seligny, Matisse: The Chapel at Vence (London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2013); Andrew Spira, The Avant- Garde Icon (London:
Humphries, 2008); and Maurice Tuchman, ed., The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting
1890–1985 (New York: Abbeville, 1986).
31. See Ronald Bernier, ed., Beyond Belief: Theoaesthetics or Just Old-Time Religion?
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periods as well as non-Western cultures.32
A context-oriented method of art as religious culture has developed
out of methods that placed issues of class, gender, race, and/or sexual
orientation as formative to the work of art’s interpretation. Keeping issues of theory and history at the center of the scholarly focus, scholars
have adaptively applied these strategies to develop methods of art as
religious culture that address the power and presence of the visual in
religious culture and practice.33 This method acknowledges the work of
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(Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2010); Richard Francis, Negotiating Rapture: The Power of
Art to Transform Lives (Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1996); and Eleanor
Heartney, Postmodern Heretics: Catholic Imagination in Contemporary Art (New
York: Midmarch Arts, 2004).
32. See Sandra Bowden et al., Beauty Given by Grace: The Biblical Prints of Sadao
Watanabe (Baltimore: Square Halo, 2012); Nicholas James Bridger, Africanizing
Christian Art: Kevin Carroll and Yoruba Christian Art in Nigeria (Tenafly, NJ: Society
of African Missions, 2012); Carol Damian, The Virgin of the Andes: Art and Ritual
in Colonial Cuzco (Miami Beach: Grassfield, 1995); William Dyrness, Christian Art
in Asia (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1979); Deborah E. Horowitz, ed., Ethiopian Art: The
Walters Art Museum (Surrey, UK: Third Millennium, 2006); C. Griffith Mann, Art of
Ethiopia (London: Holberton, 2006); Ilona Katzew, Contested Visions in the Spanish
Colonial World (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2011); Suzanne
L. Stratton-Pruitt, ed., The Virgin, Saints and Angels: South American Paintings
1600–1825 from the Thoma Collection (Geneva: Skira, 2006); and Elizabeth Netto
Calil Zarur and Charles Muir Lovell, eds., Art and Faith in Mexico: The NineteenthCentury Retablo Tradition (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2001).
33. Inevitably, this methodological direction depends on scholars in fields of
religion, history, sociology, and others. As Nigel Aston notes in his Art and Religion
in Eighteenth-Century Europe (London: Reaktion, 2009), the field of art history has
often lagged behind some of these fields in recognizing the significance of religion,
and Christianity, in private and public life. The area in which the study of religious
culture has especially flourished is American art. See David Bjelajac, Millennial
Desire and the Apocalyptic Vision of Washington Allston (Washington: Smithsonian
Books, 1988) and Washington Allston, Secret Societies, and the Alchemy of AngloAmerican Painting (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); John Davis, The
Landscape of Belief: Encountering the Holy Land in Nineteenth-Century American
Art and Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996); David Morgan, Icons
of American Protestantism: The Art of Warner Sallman (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996); Protestants and Pictures: Religion, Visual Culture, and the Age of
American Mass Production (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); Visual Piety:
A History and Theory of Popular Religious Images (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); The Sacred Gaze: Religious Visual Culture in Theory and Practice
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); and The Embodied Eye: Religious
Visual Culture and the Social Life of Feeling (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2012); David Morgan and Sally M. Promey, The Visual Culture of American Religions
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); James Elkins and David Morgan,
eds., Re-Enchantment (New York: Routledge, 2008); Sally M. Promey, Spiritual
Spectacles: Vision and Image in Mid-Nineteenth-Century Shakerism (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1993), and Painting Religion in Public: John Singer Sargent’s
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art as operating in a public sphere of life along a horizontally-oriented axis
and developing a greater consciousness of both social/personal difference
and connectedness. Scholars following this methodological direction are
also concerned with the question of “meaning.” However, in this case, the
meaning of the work of art is not read from the object itself but rather
constructed from its social and cultural function.
The discipline of art history itself benefits from a balance of art- and
history-oriented methods. The scholarly study of the history of Christianity and the visual arts benefits from the further development of both artas-visual-theology and art-as-religious-culture methods. While individual
scholars may be inclined in one direction or the other, it is unusual for a
scholar of Christianity and the visual arts to pursue their work exclusively
along either the vertical or horizontal axis. The field of scholarship needs
to pursue both visual theology and religious culture.34
As the field of scholarly study of Christianity and the visual arts has
grown, it has become necessary for scholars to initiate forums not only to
further promote this direction of scholarship but to do so in an intentionally self-critical manner. In May 2010 a gathering of scholars convened in
Paris, France for a symposium entitled “History, Continuity, and Rupture:
A Symposium on Christianity and Art.”35 At this symposium, participants
came to the consensus that the field of art history lacked scholarly forums
in which issues of the history of Christianity in the visual arts could be
openly, charitably, and critically addressed. This symposium became the
inaugural event of the Association of Scholars of Christianity in the History of Art.
ASCHA is dedicated to the facilitation and promotion of scholarship that examines the complex and contradictory history of Christianity
and the visual arts, as it is diversely manifested in all historical periods
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Triumph of Religion at the Boston Public Library (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1999); David Morgan and Sally M. Promey, The Visual Culture of American
Religions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Kristin Schwain, Signs of
Grace: Religion and American Art in the Gilded Age (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2008); and Gene Edward Veith, Painters of Faith (Washington, DC: Regnery, 2001).
34. In the interest of self-disclosure, it should be noted that the co-editors of this
book favor differing methodological orientations. Romaine favors an emphasis on the
content of the art object. Stratford favors an emphasis on theory and historical context.
While every essay in this book addresses some part of the work of art’s content and
context, readers can judge for themselves where each contributor’s essay fits along the
vertical and horizontal axis.
35. This symposium was sponsored in part by Asbury University and its Lilly Transformations Project.
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and world cultures. Second, at the conclusion of the Paris symposium, it
was proposed that selected papers be gathered and published in order to
continue the dialog. In February 2011, ASCHA held a symposium in New
York at the Museum of Biblical Art. In 2012, ASCHA held symposia in Los
Angeles at the Cathedral of Angels and in Philadelphia at the Philadelphia
Museum of Art and the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. Selected
papers from ASCHA’s Paris, New York, and Philadelphia symposia are
here joined by essays specifically written for this book.
ReVisioning: Critical Methods of Seeing Christianity in the History of
Art, as well as the mission of the Association of Scholars of Christianity
in the History of Art, aims to develop and apply methods of art history
that are academically rigorous as well as responsive to the art’s Christian
content. What is intended is an expanded discourse on works of art that
employ religious, specifically Christian, themes, iconography, subjects,
and forms through the development of a diversity of methodologies that
are fitting to and effective in critiquing and interpreting this art.
Emerging out of the mission and activities of the Association of
Scholars of Christianity in the History of Art, ReVisioning offers essays
that examine specific works of art from the history of Christianity and the
visual arts. ReVisioning opens with two introductory essays by the book’s
co-editors that establish a theoretical foundation and historical context
for the issues of methodology that the remaining essays address more
specifically.
The development of art historical methods addressing the history of
Christianity and the visual arts is best examined with reference to specific
works of art from particular historical contexts. The fifteen historical essays that form this book’s main corpus have been chosen, organized, and
edited to provide a chronological overview of selective examples from
the history of Christianity and the visual arts with the aim of identifying
specific works of art that offered interesting methodological problems. In
each essay, the author has introduced a topic, reviewed the relevant critical
literature, suggested methodological issues manifested by this literature’s
engagement of the topic, and offered a new potential reading. These historical essays have been divided into three groups, corresponding to major
periods of the history of Christianity and the visual arts: Early Christian
to Medieval; Renaissance and Baroque; and nineteenth, twentieth, and
twenty-first centuries.
In Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image Before the Era of
Art, Hans Belting notes that prior to the Renaissance, visual imagery in
the service of the Christian faith, collective liturgy, and private devotion
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was not regarded as “art.” Since many methods of art history have been
conceived to address European (i.e., Renaissance) conceptions of “art,” images, objects, and architectural achievements from before the Renaissance,
as well as those from non-European cultures, pose particular scholarly
challenges. Of concern is the fact that works of art may fail to maintain
their original character as sites of religious revelation and devotion, or
may fail to retain an echo of that mode of being, if sufficient methodological sensitivity is not present. ReVisioning addresses these issues with
five essays that apply a range of methodologies, including iconographic,
theological, contextual, semiotic, and historicizing methods, to a diversity
of religious visual imagery.
As Christianity began to develop a particular visual language, artists
borrowed forms, themes, motifs, and symbols from both Judaism and the
Classical pre-Christian world around them. This process of visual evolution and transformation has led to issues of iconographic controversy in
which the interpretation of figures and symbols depends on context and
repetition. In “Iconographic Structure: Recognizing the Resurrected Jesus
on the Vatican Jonah Sarcophagus,” Linda Møskeland Fuchs critically investigates the issues latent in the iconographic identification and interpretation of a central group of figures in one of the most celebrated Christian
sarcophagi of the third century. Fuchs combines a careful reading of the
figures’ poses and arrangement in the context of the overall composition
of the sarcophagus design, comparable examples from other early Christian funerary art, biblical text, and contemporary theological writings to
construct a compelling proposition that the Vatican Jonah sarcophagus
features what may be the earliest known depiction of the resurrected Jesus.
Her essay demonstrates how scholarship in the history of Christianity and
the visual arts should begin with a study of the art objects themselves and
attempt to situate those works within their artistic, cultural, and theological contexts.
In the history of Christianity and the visual arts, works have been,
and continue to be, at once visual and religious experiences. In fact, the
capacity of works of art to be both aesthetic and theological objects is one
of the principal reasons that these works of art persist in their effect on
the viewer. “Icon as Theology: The Byzantine Virgin of Predestination,” by
Matthew Milliner, employs one of the most celebrated works of Byzantine
art in the United States, the so-called Princeton Madonna, as a case study
in how a visual image performs theologically. After briefly surveying a
history of methodological issues evident in Byzantine studies, his essay
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critically examines the problems for the art historian in simultaneously
critiquing the icon as an art object and appreciating it as theological credo.
Rachel Hostetter Smith’s “Marginalia or Eschatological Iconography?: Providence and Plenitude in the Imagery of Abundance at Orvieto
Cathedral” examines the use of flora and fauna imagery as symbols of
prosperity. Initially employed in Roman art, these symbols were converted
to Christian use as signs of God’s providence. This essay specifically explores the connections between imagery, considered to be marginal and
merely decorative, in the art and architecture of Orvieto Cathedral and the
celebration of the Feast of the Palombella and Pentecost.
As the relationship between the visual arts and the Christian church
evolved in Europe, images were frequently employed as texts for the illiterate. This understanding of imagery is evidenced in Medieval images of the
Arma Christi, with their isolated objects floating within undefined image fields, disembodied grimacing heads, and strangely decontextualized
forms. While such images may appear strange to the twenty-first-century
viewer, to the medieval worshiper they were recognized as signs of Christ’s
passion and the salvation that his death offered. In “Iconography of Sign: A
Semiotic Reading of the Arma Christi,” Heather Madar examines a c. 1460
German print of the Mass of St. Gregory. This essay probes the relationship between seeing and believing, dating back to Pope Gregory’s vision in
the eighth century, that fundamentally shaped the character of Christian
art. Employing semiotic theory, this essay suggests that the Arma Christi
functioned primarily as signs and that it is precisely their nature as signs
that explains the visual characteristics and the fundamental interpretative
flexibility of these images.
The interpretative elasticity of Christian symbols allowed by the fluid
play of signs within the Arma Christi is further demonstrated in its adaptation in new cultural contexts, such as sixteenth-century Mexico. In
“Hybridizing Iconography: The Miraculous Mass of St. Gregory Featherwork from the Colegio de San José de los Naturales in Mexico City,” Elena
FitzPatrick Sifford examines a featherwork mosaic of the Miraculous Mass
of St. Gregory created by an indigenous artist for Pope Paul III. This grafting of an artistic practice of featherworking that predated the arrival of
Europeans with a composition drawn from a fifteenth-century German
engraving presents particular methodological issues for scholars. This essay looks at the meanings pertinent to the indigenous population in the
wake of the European conquest and subsequent Christianization of the
Americas.
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European art of the Renaissance and Baroque periods is considered
by many scholars to be the zenith of the history of Christianity and the
visual arts. Despite voluminous scholarship in these areas, many unaddressed issues regarding the interchange between art and Christianity
persist. ReVisioning includes five essays that discuss work from the Early
Renaissance in Italy, the Northern Renaissance, the High Renaissance
in Italy, the Reformation in Germany, and the Counter-Reformation in
Spain in order to examine how shifting conceptions of art and changing
theological contexts affected the relationship between Christianity and the
visual arts.
The issue of transmission of religious meaning and experience from
artist to viewer contributed, in fifteenth-century Italy, to the development
of artistic strategies of visually representing three-dimensional space in
two-dimensional images. In “Reading Hermeneutic Space: Pictorial and
Spiritual Transformation in the Brancacci Chapel,” Chloë Reddaway examines the development of pictorial space as theological experience. She
argues that the use of pictorial space by Masolino da Panicale (c. 1383–
c. 1447), Masaccio (1401–1428), and Filippino Lippi (c. 1457–1504), in
which the viewer is absorbed into and compositionally completes the
sacred scenes, establishes a transformative relationship between the realm
of divine activity evidenced in the image and the liturgical space of the
chapel. This essay develops a method of critical-devotional reading, which
takes seriously the nature of religious art as sacramental, revelatory, and
inspirational, within a critical assessment of work’s historical and contemporary contexts.
The capability of various methodologies to critically examine works
of visual art as devotional devices is further explored in Matthew Sweet
Vanderpoel’s “Reading Theological Place: Joachim Patinir’s Saint Jerome in
the Desert as Devotional Pilgrimage.” Treating Saint Jerome in the Desert
(c. 1520) by Joachim Patinir (c. 1480–1524) as a devotional text, this essay
investigates the mystical theology underpinning Patinir’s visual language
of pilgrimage and landscape. Patinir’s iconography suggests that rather
than discarding religious symbolism, the artist turned to a mystical theology of Christian Neoplatonism. The pilgrimage of life was depicted in numerous texts and images that indicated that the life of the Christian should
be considered as a form of meditative, religious pilgrimage. Through a
consideration of this medieval tradition, both in systematic texts such as
Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalicon and specific devotional works of Low
Countries and Rhineland mysticism, Saint Jerome in the Desert can be seen
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as in harmony with a variety of lay piety movements that were spreading
concomitantly with Patinir’s activity.
In “Reading Theological Context: A Marian Interpretation of Michelangelo’s Roman Pietà,” Elizabeth Lev explores one of the most famous
works in the history of art by situating it in the context of Michelangelo
Buonarroti’s (1475–1564) youth in distinctively Marian Florence. Michelangelo’s 1500 Pietà adapts a motif popular in Northern Europe, where
emphasis was often placed on the tortured body of the dead Christ, by
refocusing the viewer/worshiper’s attention toward the serene beauty of
Mary, as a perfect image of both the Christian and the Roman Church.
A devotional work of an entirely different type is found in Lucas Cranach the Elder’s Passional Christi und Antichristi. A Lutheran antipapist
pamphlet of 1521, this work combines prayer and propaganda in the development of a Protestant aesthetic. In her essay, “Reading Visual Rhetoric:
Strategies of Piety and Propaganda in Lucas Cranach the Elder’s Passional
Christi und Antichristi,” Bobbi Dykema employs a method informed by
iconography, semiotics, and hermeneutics to argue that the Passional employs such strategies as binary opposition, sequencing, spatial treatment,
and a complex interplay of text and image to persuade the reader-viewer
of the rightness of the Lutheran cause, both affirmatively in the sense of
the true religion of Christ and negatively in the sense of the pamphlet’s
antipapal message.
Like many essays in ReVisioning, “Reading Devotion: CounterReformation Iconography and Meaning in Gregorio Fernandez’s Cristo
yacente of El Pardo,” by Ilenia Colón Mendoza, examines how the history
of Christianity and the visual arts is both connected across centuries of
tradition and also continually reinterpreting that tradition. In seventeethcentury Spain, the medieval influenced Cristo yacente, or supine Christ,
became increasingly popular as devotional aids and vehicles for spiritual contemplation. The Valladolidian sculptor Gregorio Fernández was
among the most accomplished sculptors of this type. Within CounterReformation Spain, these highly realistic polychrome wooden sculptures
played a key role in the liturgical ceremony as they were understood not
only as metaphors for the Eucharist but also as embodiments of the promise of resurrection.
Although the secularizing intellectual, social, and political movements of late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century Europe and the
United States did not signify an end to the history of Christianity and the
visual arts, artists did increasingly look outside of the institution of the
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church for patronage and inspiration. Artists continued to address Christian themes and motifs from personal motivations and with individual
interpretations that were sometimes beyond the boundaries of traditional
Christian doctrines. Works of art with distinctly Christian subjects and
themes created within a secular context offer particular methodological
challenges and opportunities. ReVisioning includes six essays addressing
distinct contexts and issues from the nineteenth century to the present.
In “Historicism and Scenes of ‘The Passion’ in Nineteenth-Century
French Romantic Painting,” Joyce Carol Polistena examines the cultural
and religious context in mid-nineteenth-century France, which fostered
a pronounced revival of Christianity. Examining The Pietà (1844) by
Eugène Delacroix (1798–1863) and Christ in Gethsemane (1855) by Paul
Delaroche (1797–1856), this essay explores ways in which aspects of
Christ’s humanity and divinity were represented in a historical context of
contention between faith and agnosticism.
Throughout its history, the visual culture of the United States has reflected that nation’s dual occupation with religion and commerce. Kristin
Schwain’s “Consuming Christ: Henry Ossawa Tanner’s Biblical Paintings
and Nineteenth-Century American Commerce” examines the exhibition
of works by Tanner, including Behold! The Bridegroom Cometh (1908) and
Christ and His Mother Studying the Scriptures (Christ Learning to Read)
(1910), in the Furniture Gallery at John Wanamaker’s Philadelphia department store. This showing of large overtly religious paintings alongside
mass-produced commodities poses challenges to scholarly methods in
that the intermingling of fine art, commercial culture, Christian belief,
and modern life, which was characteristic of many aspects of nineteenthcentury American culture, does not fit the urge, by both religious conservatives and secular progressives, for defining and separating categories of
“spiritual” and “materialist.”
Engaging modernist art, as artists increasingly turned from the narratives and beliefs of the church to personal interpretations of the spiritual, scholars have, at times, needed to develop biographical, yet critical,
methods of examining the artist’s own, sometimes private, motivations.
“Figuring Redemption: Christianity and Modernity in Max Beckmann’s
Resurrections,” by Amy K. Hamlin, examines the process of creation and
reception of two depictions of the resurrection by one of the most celebrated German artists of the twentieth century. These two works, the first
completed in 1909 and the second begun in 1916 but left unfinished at
the artist’s death in 1950, demonstrate Beckmann’s obsessive struggle to
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produce works that were at once religious and modernist. Rather than
regarding Beckmann’s efforts as a failure, this essay considers these history
paintings of religious subjects not only as an attempt to escape from the
chaos and pain of modern reality, such as war and fascism, but also as
visualization of creative redemption.
The methodological challenges of addressing religious art within a
modernist context become accentuated when the artist himself, such as in
the case of Francis Bacon, openly professes his atheism. In “Embodiment
as Sacrament: Francis Bacon’s Postwar Horror,” Rina Arya examines how
Bacon articulated his doubts in visual terms employing distinctly Christian subjects, such as the crucifixion and the Pope. In a post-Christian
context of the “death of God,” Bacon reinforced the sacramental in a meeting between the sacred and the profane, where the body mediates as a
threshold between life and death. By reinterpreting conventional motifs in
a contemporary idiom, Bacon reinvigorated the fundamental urgency of
Christian iconography.
Paul Pfeiffer is a contemporary artist who operates, in part, within
the conceptual space of contemporary sacred art opened up by Francis Bacon. Pfeiffer’s art, in digitally manipulated photography and video, aligns
diverse secular subjects, such as professional athletes and game show contestants, with explicitly religious themes. Focusing on one particular work,
“Media, Mimesis, and Sacrifice: Paul Pfeiffer’s Contemporary Christological Lens,” by Isabelle Loring Wallace traces the artist’s development of the
sacrificial figure in contemporary culture. Rather than choosing between a
secular or religiously informed reading, this essay attempts to bring these
concerns together in an effort to answer the ultimate question begged by
Pfeiffer’s work: “What is the relevance of Judeo-Christian thematics to
contemporary art and life?”
As part of the Art for Faith’s Sake series, ReVisioning affirms and
critically examines the rich and complicated relationship of the church
and the visual arts. This history testifies to the fact that “the creation of
resources for the church at worship” is a far more complex task than might
be initially supposed.36 As Marcia Hall notes in her book The Sacred Image
in the Age of Art, “The sacred image is a genre that serves two masters, art
and the Church.”37 While Hall carefully examines the tensions between
the artist’s creative impulse and the demands of religious purpose, ReVi36. Art for Faith’s Sake series statement.
37. Marcia B. Hall, The Sacred Image in the Age of Art: Titian, Tintoretto, Barocci, El
Greco, Caravaggio (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011) 1.
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sioning demonstrates that this relationship between art and faith, manifested in works that are equally spectacular and subtle in their marriage of
profound theological content and exquisite visual form, demands careful
scholarly examination from varying methodological perspectives. Essays
in ReVisioning describe the enterprise of artists, many of them unnamed,
overcoming theological and historical obstacles that might have prevented
the establishment and initial cultivation of the dynamic and diverse tradition that is the history of Christianity and the visual arts. These essays
observe how the history of Christianity and the visual arts developed,
from its formative steps in the third and fourth centuries to an opulent
flowering in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The development of
iconography, such as the Virgin of Predestination and the Arma Christi,
evidence how artists succeeding in visualizing theology.
Having made a place for themselves within the church, though not
without certain periods of controversy and iconoclasm, visual artists
served, at least historically, “a higher purpose” in the context of liturgy
and meditation.38 Artists discussed in the second section of ReVisioning,
including such eminent and diverse figures as Masaccio, Patinir, Michelangelo, Cranach, and Fernandez, demonstrate that the history of art cannot be accurately written without an acknowledgement of Christianity
and liturgical theology, nor can the history of “the church at worship” be
written without addressing the visual arts.39 And yet, for several centuries, the church has largely neglected the visual arts. In fact, if the history
of secularization, reviewed earlier, is regarded by some as advancement,
there may be a corresponding retreat, on the part of the church, from the
arena of the visual arts. The third section of ReVisioning recounts how
the history of Christianity and the visual arts is now a tradition largely
sustained by artists, such as Beckmann and Pfeiffer, who are not Christians. Their art, like that of Tanner, who was a Christian, not only exists
outside of the church but also, in the case of Bacon’s art, even outside the
realm of faith. If artists, working within the tradition of Christianity and
the visual arts, have been creating “for faith’s sake” for nearly two millennia, the most recent chapters of this history present difficult challenges
and contradictions.
The shared premise of ReVisioning and the Art for Faith’s Sake series is that there is no such thing as theologically-neutral art. Nor is there
theologically-neutral scholarship of art. While the history of Christianity
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and the visual arts remains vigorous, there is still more work to be done
by scholars in the fields of art history and theology to bring this history
to light.
The essays collected in ReVisioning: Critical Methods of Seeing Christianity in the History of Art demonstrate the rich breadth and diversity of
visual materializations of Christian beliefs, practices, debates, narratives,
themes, motifs, and symbols in art. Individually, these essays represent a
series of specific propositions in revising the methodological assumptions
brought to a particular work of art. In many cases, this means attempting
to recover an experience of the work of art as it was meant to be experienced. However, in looking back to history, these essays also address the
present and the future. Collectively, these essays represent a call to the field
of art history to set aside previously held secularist prejudices and engage
in a more open, generous, liberal, and critical scholarly dialog.
As positive models, the essays in this book suggest how the critical and scholarly study of the history of Christianity and the visual arts
benefits from a careful consideration of the methodologies with which
scholarly work is conducted. These essays represent a diversity of potential
responses to the complex problem of addressing art with distinctly Christian themes and motifs in academically rigorous methods. They do not
represent a conclusive list of possible approaches. The readers may find
each of these methods to be more or less successful. Nevertheless, these essays represent both a challenge to the field of art history and a foundation
for further work exploring the scholarly discourse concerning the history
of Christianity and the visual arts.
Recent scholarship in the field of art history points to growing interest in the complex and sometimes contradictory history of Christianity
and the visual arts. In Reluctant Partners: Art and Religion in Dialogue,
Ena Giurescu Heller, former executive director of the Museum of Biblical
Art, traces some of this development. What is evident from Heller’s text is
that, since the latter decades of the twentieth century, serious art historical work has begun to rediscover ways in which works of art function as
sites of sacred encounter. Recognizing and cultivating conversations about
Christian content, art historians are exercising a variety of interpretive
frameworks assuring that religious imagery will not be overlooked. Referencing an apparent conversation concerning the title of her 2004 book,
Heller notes “[Doug] Adams, who is one of the pioneers of the field, is
so encouraged by recent developments as to suggest that the partnership
between art and religion has advanced from a ‘reluctant’ to an ‘expectant’
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stage.”40 We believe that many of these expectations of a development of
methods of art history that critically, intentionally, and strategically engage the history of Christianity and the visual arts are, in part, already
being realized.
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40. Ena Giurescu Heller, “Introduction: Interpreting the Partnership of Art and
Religion,” in Reluctant Partners: Art and Religion in Dialogue (New York: Museum of
Biblical Art, 2006) 11.
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