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the challenging of its open support of diversity of expression are seen as
a threat to the growth and development of art in the United States. The
author calls for strong leadership from within and without, and financial
backing from law makers. Also needed is an educated public, unafraid of
controversy, who will make a commitment to promoting the arts.

The selected essays in this anthology are multifaceted, intended to
provoke thought and encourage discussion. Writings about Art is versatile
and can be used in a variety of ways, according to the requisites of a
course’s curriculum and the interests of the students. On the practical
level, it will alleviate for professors the highly time-consuming effort of
locating and xeroxing readings for class use. Hopefully this book will
inspire more creative teaching methods for introductory-level courses.
Most importantly, it will provide students with materials through which
they can explore the many dimensions of art as it interacts with their
lives and the lives of past and future generations.

Images of Gods

Albert Elsen

The history of religion tells us that gods made men in their own likeness,
but the history of art tells us that men have remade the gods into their
own image. Art has served no more important purpose than giving a
visible presence to gods. For millennia, art provided visual reminders of
celestial authority and made more intelligible the nature of deities. The
sculptured or painted image of the god was the focus of worship and ritual,
and it also gave to the faithful a feeling of reassurance and protection.
Ancient Greek cities, for example, placed a statue of their tutelary god
on the battlements to ensure their defense. The focusing of the imagi-
nation upon great and mysterious objects of worship is one means people
have used to liberate themselves from the bondage of mundane facts.
Investing the god with material form also satisfied mortal curiosity and
the desire for familiarity with and recourse to the god. The act of making
a sculpture or painting of a god was both an honorific gesture and a
means of coming to terms with the supernatural. The finished work of
religious art also provided a visible ethic to guide people in the conduct
of their lives. Today we need not believe in the religions that inspired
the images of Apollo, Buddha, and Christ to be impressed and moved by
them. Their greatness as works of art transcends time and the boundaries
of religious belief. Still, unless we can share to some extent the original
concepts and emotions that produced this sacred imagery, we cannot fully
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appreciate the awe, wonder, and gratification with which it was received
at the time of its creation. Nor can we appreciate the achievement of the
artists who first brought this imagery into being. To content oneself with
considering only the visual or aesthetic value of religious art is to miss
the equally rewarding experience of learning about significant human
attempts to discover and give form to the truth of existence. Sacred im-
agery shows how elastic i i , which has
been represented in so many ways to accommodate such divergent con-
cepts, and how flexible is the human mind that has accepted religious

art as real, or at least as convincing and sincere.

Apollo

On the temple of his sacred precinct at Delphi were inscribed the precepts
of Apollo:

Curb thy spirit.

Observe the limit.

Hate hybris. pyidl """W’CQ’*W
Keep a reverent tongue.

Fear authority.

Bow before the divine.

Glory not in strength.

Keep woman under rule. ﬁ

In his study The Greeks and Their Gods, W. K. D. Guthrie has
summarized Apollo’s value to the Greeks by observing that Apollo is the
embodiment of the Hellenic spirit. Everything that distinguishes the
outlook of the Greeks from that of other peoples, and in particular from
that of the barbarians who surrounded them—beauty of every sort, whether
in art, music, or poetry or in the qualities of youth, sanity, and moderation—
is summed up in Apollo. Above all, he was the guardian against evil, the
god of purification and of prophecy. Any good Greek could see in Apollo
the preacher of “Nothing too much” and “Know thyself.” Under his most
important and influential aspect may be included everything that con-
nects him with principles of law and order. Primarily, he represents the
Greek preference for the intelligible, the determinate, and the measur-
able, as opposed to the fantastic, the vague, and the formless. Apollo was
also looked to as a god of nature and was known as “keeper of the flocks.”
He was the first Olympic victor. He presided over the transition from
boyhood to manhood, and he was variously shown as a warlike god who
carried a silver bow and as a patron of the arts who played upon a lyre.
Concomitantly, he was thought of as the god of both physical and spiritual
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healing, capable of purifying the guilty. Finally, he was the patron of

... From his first appearance in art, Apollo was interpreted an-
thropomorphically, that is, as having human characteristics, and was
depicted in perfect physical form.

The pediment of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia . .. shows Apollo at
alegendary nuptial ceremony intervening in a disruption caused by drunken
centaurs who were trying to abduct the bride. He epitomizes the Greek ideal
of “the cool.” The idea being developed in this Apollo [Fig. 1-1] parallels
other changes in Greek art. The rigid, frontal symmetry of the earlier statues
- has been broken by the profile position of the head and by the gesture
of the right arm, raised to restore order. Made in mid-5th century B.C., this
Apollo departs from the Archaic figures in his softer, more sensuously mod-
eled body, which results in a more subtle joining of the body parts and the

Figure 1-1.  Apollo, detail of west pediment of the Temple of Zeus. c. 460 s.c.
Marble, height 10'4", Archeological Museum, Olympia. Photo by Alison Frantz,
Athens.
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limbs to the torso. The treatment of the muscular fold of the pelvis, a Greek
sculptural convention, affirms the perfect fit of the thighs in the socket of
the torso, like the modulated juncture of a column capital with the lintel
above. The . . . full-round conception of the body admits successive and varied
silhouettes. . . . [Such statues] prompted the 5th-century Athenian public to
voice the opinion that their best sculptors could portray beautiful men, but
not beautiful gods. Even the great sculptor Polyclitus was not immune to
this criticism. . . . Scaled larger than the other figures in the composition
and placed in the center—both of which are older devices for establishing
hierarchy—the god has been assured his authority. The ideal proportions,
Wmm% the god apart
m the mortals and centaurs who surround him. It was, however, the .
qualities of grace and physical self-confidence that endowed this Apollo with
dignity and divine identity and with great self-control. . . . Thus, despite the
mphasis on corporeality, the portrayal epitomizes conduct and restraint,

as well as law and order, through presence and gesture.

Although close in date to the Olympia Apollo, the Classical Apollo
[Fig. 1-2] of the sculptor Phidias carries even further the sensual possi-
bilities of the body. The rigid axis through the center of the body has
been eliminated, and the weight is placed on the right leg in a hip-shot
pose that creates a more active balance of the body—one of the great
achievements of Classical Greek sculpture. In this system of contrapposto
(or “counterpoise”), the movement of each portion of the body is an ideal
compositional counterpart to the Apolline tradition of harmony between
§p1_nt_zmd_hmiy The strength of The still-idealized visage and thé im-
pressive physique, coupled with the resilient pose, assist in conveying a
feeling of authority that has now become more humane. . . . The perfect
proportioning of the torso is a striking lesson in moderation, in avoidance
of physical or sensual excess.

At the end of the 4th century, the military conquests of Alexander
the Great extended the rule of Greece throughout the Near East and into
Egypt. This political domination spread Greek art and civilization to
many different peoples and thus produced a heterogeneous culture termed
Hellenistic. In general, the effect of this new internationalism on sculpture
was an increasing development toward the more realistic depiction of
nature and toward more complex and vigorous compositional mobility.

The Hellenistic Apollo Belvedere [Fig. 1-3] depicts the god in decided
movement, with his draped left arm extended. It is believed that originally
his left hand held the silver bow, his military attribute. The controlled
movement permits illustration ration of Apollo’s supreme physical grace and, by
imy hcatlon, his intellectual discipline. While retaining obvious idealized
trmts”""'face e and body, the Apollo Belvedere 1$_t.he_mn§t._h£d1ke,and.hence
the most nonsacred, of the Apolline sculpture we have discussed, and this
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Fig_ure 1-2. Apollo, Roman copy after Phidias’ original of c. 460 s.c. Marble,
height 6’5'%". Kassel, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen. Photo by Bildarchin. Foto
Marburg/Art Resource.
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change corresponds to political and sculptural developments in Greece as a

whole. This last figure also suggests why the Greek rehg}on declined in 2 .
power. The gods are almost totally conceived and an

an attitude that permits a fatal familiarity and identification between god 7‘—
and worshiper. This congruence of identity is apparent in spite of the fact

that many of Apollo’s attributes are beautifully incorporated within the
sculpture. The handsome figure, with its athletic and dancerlike grace,
retains a suggestion of the purity of mind and body and of the faculty of
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Figure 1-3. Apollo Belvedere. Roman copy after Greek original of late 4th
century s.c. Marble, height 7'4". Vatican Museums, Rome. Photo by Alinari/
Art Resource.

wisdom so cherished by the Greeks. In all these images of Apollo, the Greeks
sought to present the beauty of the god's mind and of morality through the
medium of a beautiful human body. The mastery of sculptural mobility

k{ﬂ ,. achieved by the artists, while powerfully evoking the personality or temper

¢

=~ ~of the god, may ultimately have caused the wggkening of his divine efficacy.

Buddha

The Buddha is traditionally presumed to have lived between 563 and 483
B.C.1in the region of Nepal on the border of India. Born a prince, he became
a reformer of the Brahmanist religion and a great ethical teacher whose
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sermons in many ways paralleled those of Christ. Like Christ, Buddha
emphasized meditation and good works and viewed this life as filled with
pitfalls. Also Tike Christ, he did not work toward the establishment of a

complex religious order in his own lifetime; the formal religion that evolved ) &

from his teaching came long after his death. Buddhism is composed of *
two main sects. The Mahayana (Great Vehicle) or “pious” sect looks upon
the Buddha as a god possessing the power of miracles and protecting the
faithful from harm. He is lord of the universe. This sect developed strongly
in China and Japan from its origins in India. The Hinayana (Lesser
Vehicle) or “rationalist” sect looks upon the Buddha as a great, but hu-
man, sage who provided a code of ethics that could deliver humanity from
the sources of misery. His image in art was a reminder and not an actual

Sod
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presence, similar to images of Christ in Western art. The Hinayana £

sect was strongest in Southeast Asia, in Burma, Cambodia, Ceylon, and
Thailand.

The history of the images of the Buddha goes back to the first cen-
turies before our era, when he was not shown in human form but was
represented by symbols—his footprints, the Wheel of Learning, the tree
under which he achieved Enlightenment, an altar, or an honorific parasol
recalling his princely origin. The faithful could achieve communion with
Buddha by meditating on the symbols that induced his presence. One of
the early sculptures that does not show the actual form of the Buddha
... portrays an evil spirit menacing the divine throne. Although the
Buddha is physically absent, his attributes, such as the throne and his
footprints, as well as the reverent attitude of the court, are indicative of
his sacred presence. This initial unwillingness to give tangible form to
the Buddha has a parallel in Early Christian art, and there are no images
of the Buddha or Christ dating from their own lifetimes. To have given
tangible form to either of the gods may have seemed at first a contra-
diction of their divine being. The incentives for Buddhist artists to change
were the growing competition with Hinduism and exposure to Roman
and Late Greek art.

Perhaps the earliest freestanding sculpture of Buddha was made in
Mathura, India, during the 2nd century A.D. and is termed a Bodhisattva,
or potential Buddha. This powerful figure, the Bodhisattva of Friar Bala
- - . stands about 8 feet (2.4 meters) tall and was originally situated before
a tall column. Atop the column was a stone parasol, 10 feet (3 meters)
wide, which was carved with symbols of the heavenly mansions and rep-
resented the Buddha’s royalty. The lion at his feet was also a regal at-
tribute, symbolizing the Buddha as the lion among men. The rigid, frontal,
and squarish formation of the body sets it apart from the Mediterranean
art of the time and argues that the standing Buddha image was of Indian
origin. The symbolism and body type, however, are markedly different
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from Hindu sculpture of the 1st century, such as the sandstone god Siva.
... In this representation, the god is designated both by a human form
e and by his attribute—a giant phallus that was known as a lingam. Though
it was accessible only to Hindus, who could enter the sanctuary of the
| temple where it was housed and daily annointed with oil, this Hindu icon
helps us to understand why the Buddhists overcame objections to imaging
the local figure of their worship.
When the Buddha was finally given human form by the Gandhara
%,,artists, in the 1st or 2nd centuries of our era—roughly seven centuries
after his death—his body was a materialization of concepts similar to
those the symbols had conveyed. The tasks facing the early sculptors of
5i ~5  the Buddha included the incorporation of&;%o_fﬂupe?
[ %/ human perfection: among these were the cranial protuberance, symbolic
of wisdom; elongated earlobes, indicative of royal birth; a tuft of hair on
his forehead, which like the sundial halo signified his emission of light;
spoked wheels on the soles of his feet to symbolize the progress of his
doctrine and the power of the sun; and a series of ritual hand gestures,
( 4, / or mudras. The Buddha’s right hand pointed downward meant his calling
‘ \} | of the earth to witness his triumph over evil and his Enlightenment or
i

|

| dispensation of favors; his right hand raised was to dispel fear and give

‘ blessings. By joining his thumb and forefinger, the Buddha set the wheel
i of his doctrine in motion.

| Of greater challenge to the artist was the endowment of the Buddha's

| body with metaphorical significance; according to tradition, the face of

| the Buddha is likened to an egg, the eyes to lotus buds or petals, the lips

\ | to ripe mangoes, the brow to the god Krishna's bow, the shoulders to an

| elephant’s head, the body taper to that of a lion, and the legs to the

graceful limbs of a gazelle. The sculpture had to embody the sacred flame

or fiery energy of the Buddha and his preterhuman anatomy. Finally,

the sculptor had to impart to the statue that ultimate state of serenity,

| perfect release from pain, and deliverance from desire that the Buddha

achieved in nirvana. According to his teachings, inward tranquillity was

to be gained by first appeasing the senses, for only then could the mind

ecome well balanced and capable of concentrated meditation. The sen-

5\musness of Indian art is partly explained by this attitude that the senses

(ﬂW " spiritual ascent whereby the fait would ultimately be purged of at-

of tachment to the self and the world’s ephemeral delights and achieve a

W"JJ more perfect spiritual union with their gods and ideals. This confidence

in the need for and mastery of the sensual explains why Greek art such

as the Apolline sculptures would have appealed to the early Buddhists,

who used it.
Without question, the seated Buddha statue is indigenous to IndE
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and is a native solution to the problem of how to give artistic incarnation
to the Great Teacher and god. The seated position was favored, for in the
life of the Buddha it is recorded that after six years of penance he at last
came to the Tree of Wisdom, where the ground was carpeted with green
grass, and there vowed that he would attain his Enlightenment. Taking
up the seated, cross-legged position with his limbs brought together, he
said, “T will not rise from this position until I have achieved the completion
of my task.” It seems likely that the model or prototype for the seated

Buddha was the earlier Hindu mystical system of yoga, which was con- -

stantly before the eyes of the early Indian artists and which was recorded
as having been the means of the Buddha’s achievement of nirvana. The
objective of yoga is enlightenment and emancipation, to be attained by
mint, carried so far that the
duality of subject and object is resolved into a perfect unity. The Hindu
philosophical poem the Bhagavad-Gita, described the practice of yoga:

Abiding alone in a secret place, without craving and without possessions,
he shall take his seat upon a firm seat, neither over-high nor over-low, and
with the working of the mind and of the senses held in check, with body,
head, and neck maintained in perfect equilibrium, looking not round about
him, so let him meditate, and thereby reach the peace of the Abyss; and
the likeness of one such, who knows the boundless joy that lies beyond the
senses and is grasped by intuition, and who swerves not from the truth, is
that of a lamp in a windless place that does not flicker.

Through yoga one may obtain the highest state of self-oblivion. It involves
highly developed discipline in n%sglkam__,gjmeatx‘ H control and the ability
to clear one’s mind of all superficial sensory preoccupation in order to
concentrate upon a single object or idea. The discipline of yoga seeks not
only control of the physical body but also a cleansing and rebuilding of
the whole living being. The human body transformed by yoga is shown
free not only from defects but also from its actual physical nature. The
sensation of lightness, or release from the bondage of the body, induced
by yoga produces the “subtle body.” . . .

In the Deer Park Buddha [Fig. 1-4], there is no reference to skeletal
or even muscular substructure; the body appears to be inflated by breath
alone. There is no trace of bodily strain caused by the posture. The seated
attitude is firm and easy, indicating the Buddha’s mastery of yoga. Unlike
the proportions of the Classical Apollo, which were based on the living
body, those of the Buddha had become almost canonical by this time and
were based omraruniit ¢alled the thalam, equivalent to the distance between
the top of the forehead and the chin. The symmetrical arrangement of
the body makes of it a triangle, with the head at the apex and the crossed

legs as the base. The face, wearing the “subtle smile,” is marked by the
o
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Figure 1-4. Buddha Preaching in the Deer Park. ap 320-600. Sandstone
height 53", Indian Museum, Calcutta, '

symbolic lotus-form eyes and ripe lips. The downcast eyes shut off his
thoughts from the visible world. Such compositional devices were em-
ployed, for the most part, because the sculpture was meant to be contem-
plated and viewed metaphorically. . . .

p Whlle r(*pctlhpn is. frequent in the images of Apollo and Christ,

/Buddhist art exhibited fir greater adherence Lo a prototype for almost
fiftéen hundred years. The successive replication in Buddhist imager:v
stems partly from a belief in the magical efficacy of certain prized statues:
copies of these were thought to partake of the original’s power. Purther:
more, the Buddhist artist was not encouraged to work from a living model
or n'o rely on natural perception. With the help of fixed canons, it was his
obligation to study the great older images, meditate on them, and then
work from his inspired memory. Because the Buddha's beauty defied
apprehension by the senses, the artist worked from a conception nourished
by existing images and metaphors.
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Christ

Good Shepherd and Teacher The first known paintings of Christ
seem to date no earlier than AD. 200 and are found in the Christian
catacombs on the outskirts of ancient Rome. Once believed to be secret
refuges from persecution or underground churches where large congre-
gations would assemble, these catacombs were actually burial chambers

connected by long passages; they were known to and inspected by the '
Roman government. Their lack of ventilation and restricted size pre- ' .

cluded their use for worship services. . . .

Among the first images of Christ, found in the catacombs and in
funerary sculpture, are those showing him as the “Good Shepherd,” which
was a familiar image in Greek art. . . . There is ample evidence to confirm
that the Christians recognized and valued the similarity between Christ
as the shepherd and Orpheus, the son of Apollo who descended into Hades'
and sought through the charm of his singing and playing to save his wife
Eurydice from the Underworld. The Greek mythological figure had much
in common with both Apollo and Christ, since he was associated with
salvation, sacrifice, love, and protection. The shepherd image was an ideal
expression of the Early Christian community, which was characterized

by a close relationship between priest and congregation: the priest was

seen as the shepherd, the congregation as the flock. The artistic pres--
entation of the shepherd amid nature was also fitting, for the Early
Christian view of paradise was comparable to that of the Roman poet
Vergil—a beautiful sylvan paradise where the soul could repose, ruled
over by a gentle shepherd. Christ as the shepherd, whose coming Chris-
tian theologians saw prophesied in Vergil’s writings, thus ruled over a
bucolic world as if in a Golden Age. . . . Second-century Christian saints
also used the image of a magnificent garden to describe the paradise in
which the soul would find rest.

In a 4th-century sarcophagus [Fig. 1-5], the shepherd is surrounded
by winged angels harvesting grapes. Such small, childlike figures were

type. Both the angels and the vineyard derive directly from pagan sources

t

customarily substituted for representations of adults in Roman art of this>
fe

in which the grape harvest and wine alluded to premature death and
regeneration. This explains the choice of theme for the sarcophagus of a
deceased Christian who was well-to-do. Christian art that dates from
before the 5th century mostly interprets the Jesus of the Gospels, or the
historical Jesus—dJesus as the Messiah and not as a divinity. In the
Lateran Sarcophagus, Jesus as the shepherd stands upon an altar, which
suggests his death and sacrifice for mankind. His resurrection provided
hope and a spirit of optimism for the Early Christian community and it
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Figure 1-5. Christ as the Good

Shepherd. ap. c. 350-400. Marble. Vatican

Museums, Rome. Photo by Scala/Art Resource.

converts. There is no stress on

Christ’s militant or royal nature before

the 4th century. The artistic prototype of the historical Jesus seems to
Y(\ rharve been late Greek and Roman paintings and statues of seated or
I standing philosophers . .. a type associated with the contemplative or
passive life. Artists in the late Roman period often worked on pagan

figures at the same time they

thus they could be purchased b
finished to suit their purpose.

were fulfilling Christian commissions.

y either pagan or Christian clients and

(Sometimes carved sarcophagi were completed except for symbols or faces;

... In the 4th century, Christianity received Imperial support and
was no longer the private religion it had been in its earlier phases. The

* Church was reorganized along tk

hood became an autocracy, and t

he lines of the Roman Empire, the priest-
heology and art were subjected to radical

' transformation and formalization. The external forms and the cult aspect
" of religion that had been criticized by the historical Jesus became prom-

inent. One of the earliest manife

stations of this momentous change is the

famous sarcophagus of Junius Bassus, Prefect of Rome, who like Con-
stantine was baptized on his death bed [Fig. 1-6]. The carving, which is

in the pagan style of the time,

was finished in 359 by a sculptor who

imposed a new and strict order to his reliefs in terms of their architectural

framing and symbolic sequence
center of both registers, and the
a symbolic formality. Innovation

and juxtaposition. Christ occupies the
flanking images are symmetrical and of
al were the two central scenes of Christ’s
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Figure 1-6. Sarcophagus of Junius Bassus. Ap. c. 359. Marble, 3'10%:" x 8'.
Vatican Grottoes, Rome.

royalty: his entry into Jerusalem, equivalent to a monarch’s state entry

or advent into a city, and his enthronment with the pagan symbol of the ”7/.;.‘

cosmos under his feet, indicative of his world sn\(ert‘eignty. The Imperial
imagery is thus transferred to Christ, just as{Chrlstlan and pagan terms
for a ruler’s greatness were similar. Christ is enthron'ed betwgen Peter
and Paul, to whom he assigns, respectively, the foundmg of his Church
and the spreading of the Gospel. (Roman emperors were SImllgr!y show_n
between consuls.) The youthful beardless Christ may suggest,_]ustt as his
contemporary catacomb counterpart does, his impervmu‘sness to time. (In
later images, Christ is shown with a beard; for theologians, an old head

also signify eternity.)
COUIdI:ITl)leIZ?h );entury,' the Byzantine Emperor Justinian 'order‘ed an
ambitious mosaic series for the apse of the Church of San Vitale in th.e
city of Ravenna, which he had just conquered from thcf Go_t.hs. The mosaic
of the enthroned Christ flanked by angels and Sts. Vitalis and Ecclesius

historical Jesus to the theological Jesus. The incarngtg Messiah has been
replaced.by the Son of God, the humanity and humility of the shepherd
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Figurg 1-7. Christ Enthroned, with Sts. Vitalis and Ecclesius. ¢. 530. Mosaic
San Vitale, Ravenna. Photo by Alinari/Art Resource. )

by the impersonality of a celestial r

government. The doctrines that lay

uler over the hierarchy of religious
behind this mosaic were not those

that had been taught by Jesus himself; in San Vitale, the theology of the

Incarnation and the Second Coming i

s the essential subject of the mosaic.

Like a Roman or Byzantine emperor . . ., Christ holds an audience

in which he grants and receives ho

nors. Bishop Ecclesius donates the

Church of San Vitale to Christ, and Christ gives the crown of mercy and
martyrdom to St. Vitalis. This is preeminently sacred art; the more mun-
dane a_ttitudes of earlier Christian imagery have been repl,aced. The event
transpires outside a specific time and place, an intention affirmed by the
fact that these saints lived in different centuries. Also, St. Ecclesiué pre-

sents a replica of the exterior of the
mosaic showing the donation is insid

church, and at the same time, the
e this very edifice. Christ sits upon

the heavens, yet mystically he is also within the heavens, and beneath

his feet flow the four rjvers of Parad

ise. This mosaic demonstrates how

theologians had reconciled the divinity and authority of Christ with that
of the earthly emperors who acknowledged obedience to him. Christ rules
the hgavens, while the emperor Justinian, shown in an adjacent but lower
mosaic, rules the earth. The relative informality of earlier Christian
imagery has been replaced by a complex series of artistic devices con-
veying the concept of Christ as the Second Person of the Holy Trinity.
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This mosaic is a dramatic example of how meaning in art is conveyed.
... Besides its privileged location and the symbolic shape of the field, the
materials are precious and semiprecious stones and glass. Against the
gold background of the heavens, symbolizing the ineffable light of God,
the youthful, beardless Christ sits attired in the Imperial purple and gold.
Certain postures and colors were Imperial prerogatives. Contrasting with
the attendant figures who must stand in his presence, Christ is frontal
and larger; he appears oblivious of those around him. His ritual gestures
of investiture and acceptance make a cross shape of his body, accentuating
his centrality in the image and in Christian dogma. Thus scale and ges-
ture may be symbolic, as well as the type of composition. Although the
mosaicists may have been inspired by St. John’s descriptions of the ra-
diance of Heaven, like the Evangelist, they based the attributes and
qualities of divinity on their experience of the highest form of earthly
authority known to them, on the magnificent court ceremonies of the
temporal monarchs. ) S

The San Vitale mosaic embodies changed aesthetic forms as well as
dogma. Each figure, for example, is sharply outlined, with every detail
clearly shown as if the viewer were standing close to each subject. The
figures do not overlap, and they are all seen as being near the surface of
the mosaic, which accounts for their great size. The scene has only limited
depth, and no attempt has been made to re-create atmospheric effects or
the light and shadow of earthly perception. Positive identification of the
role and status of each figure had to be achieved. The colors are rich and
varied, but their use over large areas is governed by symbolism. The
composition is closed, or strongly self-contained, so that there is no sug-
gestion that the frame cuts off any significant area or action. The figures
display, at most, a limited mobility, for their static quality is meant to
reflect a transcendent nature and to induce a meditative state in the
reverent viewer. Thus artist and theologian combined to give a physical
presence to dogma by creating imagery of an invisible, divine world.

More than a century before the San Vitale mosaics were executed,
there was painted on a wall of one of the Ajanta caves of northern India
a scene of the Buddha in Majesty . . . that bears a striking similarity to
these mosaics in its use of formal devices—such as centrality, frontality,

f,
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and pose and gesture—to show authority. It is possible thanthe Ny i
Ravenna mosaic and the Ajanta fresco were influenced by Eastern sources v :

such as Persian art, which, along with Roman art, provided models for
the representation of rank in the late-antique world. The Buddha is en-
throned between the sinuous figures of Bodhisattvas (exceptional beings
who are capable of reaching nirvana but who renounce the possibility in
order to teach others how to attain it) and two of his disciples. Courtiers
are shown in the background. Buddha’s gesture of teaching and his robe
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apd Posture are as ritualistic as those of Christ in the mosaic. Lions guard structures of the time. The authority and absolute dominance of Christ
his throne, and he and the disciples have halos shown under ceremonial over the scene is achieved by his centrality and great scale. He sits l'n"l'
parasols, further symbols of royalty. The flower-strewn background and mobile and frontal as a symbol of power; he gestures upward with his
wall suggest the garden of a palace, a special place that only the faithful right hand toward Heaven on his right side, with his left hand he points
are privileged to see and comprehend. downward to Hell.
_ The great Byzantine images of Christ and those in the Early Chris- The upper zone of the scene contains angels carrying the Cross, the
y-tian basilicas of Italy are found within the churches. By the beginning symbol of the Passion and the Second Coming on the day of justice. The cen-
J}{ J;/f the 12th century, however, French Romanesque sculptors had trans- tral position given to the Cross and the downward movement of the angels
§ \./ferred sacred images to the exterior of the edifices, as seen, for instance, draw the eye centripetally to the Supreme Judge. On Christ’s right, in
4\ / Inthe great relief carved over the doorway of the Church of St-Pierre in the largest zone, is a procession of the saved, who proceed in homage
Mmssgc. - .. This change did not as yet result in a conception of Christ toward the ruler of Heaven. They are led by Sts. Peter, Anthony, and
as being of the world of the living. While adopting the ceremonial and Benedict, who symbolize the origins and rule of the Church. The saints
Y sacred traits of the San Vitale image, the Moissac sculptor forcefully lead a royal figure, believed to be Charlemagne, who had been a bene-
4 added new ideas to the conception of the lordly Christ, Wearing a crown factor of the Abbey of Ste-Foy. The moral implied by this arrangement
C}'m'st is a feudal king of kings, surrounded by elders who are his Vassals.' is that Charlemagne got into Heaven not by force of the crown he carries
His remoteness is reinforced by the great difference in scale between his but through the prayers and efforts of the holy men—an unsubtle ad-
figure and the representatives of humanity. All glances are directed to- monition to the secular rulers of the time to support the Church. On
ward Christ as to a magnetic pole. From his immobile frontal figure, the Christ’s left (our right), in another zone, are those consigned to Helltnll.de
Acompositi‘on moves outward in waves. Angels and evangelical symbols, and cramped in awkward poses, experiencing all sorts of painful indig-
mterme_dzate in scale between Christ and the elders but more closely nities and punishments inflicted with enthusiasm by demons. )
prf)portmned to Christ, serve to impress upon the onlooker the hierar- The lowest zone is divided into two large porticoes known as basil-
chical nature of the universe and to bridge the figures in motion with ican castrum. Between these, literally on the roofs at the point where the Py
the motionless Christ. Here Christ is like the awesome Old Testament buildings come together, the weighing of souls take place; this is also the ﬁ/”’.
God, commanding and completely aloof. He is thus shown as the Redeemer principal axis of the Cross and Christ. Next to the weighing-in on the .]eﬁ, BT
. and God of Judgment at the Second Coming. His beauty does not derive armed angels are rousing the dead from their coffins, and on the rlght
_t,l‘/ .from the comely proportions with which Apollo was endowed; rather it demons are pummeling the resurrected. In the center of the left portico
4 2 | is of an entirely impersonal and unsensual nature, appealing to thought (that on Christ’s right) sits Abraham, who receives the souls of the de-
and faith. ceased into his bosom. Entrance to Heaven is through a heavy open door,
. which reveals a fine medieval lock and set of strong metal hinges. The
Christ as Judge There is no analogy in either the Apolline or the entrance to Hell is through the jaws of the Leviathan, whose head pro-
Buddhist religion to Christ’s Second Coming and the Last Judgment, trudes through the door to Hell. . .. The Book of Daniel (7:7) describes
which are the themes of many of the most dramatic and inter;estin;g’ the terrifying Leviathan that God has created. Hell is ruled over by the
Christian works of art. . . . seated Devil, surrounded by his squirming subjects. In the treatment of
The ordered and legal aspect of the final Jjudgment is stressed by Hell and the Devil, medieval artists had their greatest freedom and could ))&
the artist at Conques in both his composition and his disposition of the give vent to their fantasies, repressions, and humor. Here as elsewhere, '
figures. Each zone and compartment of the scene is strongly separated by far the more interesting of the two sides is thatiigq]ing with the
by a thick stone border on which are written the virtuous phrases, the damned. . ..
teachings of the Church, and so on, appropriate to the location. This .
composition reflects a view of the universe as strongly ordered, so that The Beau Dieu The judicial and authoritarian aspects of the Byzantine
everyone in it was consigned to a definite area, just as the living at the Christ are continued but somewhat relaxed in the 13th-century French
time had little difficulty in defining their own status in the feudal system. sculpture of the Beau Dieu [Fig. 1-8] from the Cathedral of Amiens. The
Thus the image of the universe on the last day becomes a projection of figure of Christ stands between the main doors of the cathedral and below

the real world as it was involved in the social, economic, and political the scene of the Last Judgment. Beneath Christ’s feet are the lion and
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Figure 1—8.‘ Beau Dieu, detail of the west portal, Amiens Cathedral. 13th
- century. Caisse Nationale des Monuments Historiques, Paris.

2
serpent, symbolic of the evil he conquers. Both in his location and in his
appearance, Christ is more accessible to the congregation. He stands
before the doors to his house not as a guard but as a host lii(e a gallant
f'euidﬁaililerd. This humanizing of Christ into an arist.ocm‘tic ideal is re-
flected in his new familiar name, “"the Handsome God,” a title i‘n nl1'm
ways unthinkable at Mo and Daphné. This invusli‘ng of Christ V\‘/i“}:
a more |Jhysicz|lly attractive, a more tender aspect accompanies vhi\' re-
entrance into the world of the living and the reduction of the sa.cro;qnct
:aturte of[the url‘itselll The transition has been from the sz:n-nine‘r"an-
Gostr:ién];)rao:: n(;fﬂi\ll the Universe, to the more human dignity of the
The Beau Dieu has an idealized countenance that bears instructive
comp:{rxson.with the head of the Apollo from Olympia. ... The Gothic
hegd is noticeable for its sharp features and subdued sens'uality indi-
cating an essentially Christian attitude toward the body. This is ,artic»
ularly marked in the treatment of the mouth. The more pronouncetfovoid

ac
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outline of the Christ image, enhanced by the long tightly massed hair,
and the axial alignment of the symmetrical beard, the nose, and the part

of the hair give the deity an ascetic and spiritualized mien. Despite the X% ;

generalized treatment of the forehead, cheeks, and hair, the Amiens Christ
possesses a more individualistic character than does the Olympian god,
who is totally unblemished by the vicissitudes of mortal existence. The
eyes of the Gothic Christ are worked in greater detail in the area of the
eyelid, and the upper arch is more pointed than the simplified perfect arc
of the Apollo’s upper lids. In both sculptures, details of the eyeballs were
originally added in paint. The Gothic Christ lacks the calm of the Classical
Apollo.

Comparison of a Buddha sculpture with a 13th-century head of Christ
from the French Gothic cathedral of Reims provides us with a summa-
tion of two radically divergent tendencies in the respective art forms of
Buddhism and Christianity [Fig. 1-9]. The Buddhist head reveals the

Aglorify a specific individual. It seeks a pure incarnation of that spirit of

b,

s

<) development toward anonymity in the celestial countenance, a refusal to /

%

Buddhism that conceives of the Buddha as representing the incorporeal /- 7

essence of a religious attitude. The smile on the Buddha'’s lips recalls his
wisdom and sublimity, which he attains in the abyss, or sphere beyond
nirvana. The Reims Christ wears the marks of his passionate earthly
sojourn in the worn and wrinkled surface of his face, and we sense that
this deity has a unique and dramatic biography. There is no intimation
of past experience, of trial and pathos, in the images of either Buddha or
Apollo. Christ’s face, however, speaks to us of a tragic personal drama;
it displays or implies a far subtler range of feeling than the faces of the

other two deities. The Gothic sculptor wished the viewer to read tender- \/

ness, compassion, pain, and wisdom in the lines of the divine face. The
Reims sculptor may even have taken a French king—perhaps Louis IX
(St. Louis)—for his model, so that Christ was now literally presented in
terms of man, or a man.

The Deaths of Christ and Buddha Western Christian art, like its
theology, is dominated by the execution of its God. Buddha’s death came
tranquilly: for three days, he lay on his right side, with his head resting
on his hand, until he passed into the final nirvana . .. in which he was

freed from reincarnation. Buddhist art as a consequence does not know ¢,

(,/

the pathos of Christian images. Christ’s physical and spiritual anguish -
on the cross has no counterpart in Buddhist or Greek art. . ..

One of the most impressive and personal interpretations of the theme
of the Crucifixion is that by Matthias Griinewald (d. 1528), which occupies
one of the main panels of the Isenheim Altarpiece [Fig. 1-10]. Painted
probably between 1512 and 1515, the altarpiece was intended for the

y
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Figure 1-9. Head of Christ detail fr i

1 om Coronation of the Virgin, middl
portal, west facade, Reims i i sl
Rt pe e Cathedral. 13th century. Bildarchiv Foto Marburg/
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monastery chur’ch of the hospital order of St. Anthony in Isenheim, Alsace
;l‘he monastery S‘h(')‘s[)l.tﬂ! treated patients with skin diseases ’such Is
eprosy and syphilitic lesions. It was thought that skin disease was t}“*
outward fnzmiﬂ‘sln(inn ol sin and a corrupted soul. New ‘)'l‘L}L‘l\Lfls *”
L;:kcn before Lhr. painting of the Crucifixion while praversI ‘were :aiv:{L;(t.
]L.fe a]t“dr 'for thf'lr healing. 'Thoy were confronted with this larger-than-
ife pamtmg of the dead Christ, whose soulless body was host t h
horrible af"ﬂzclions of the flesh. Only the Son of God hu‘dl thc; —

heal the sinner, for Christ had borne all the sorrows of the ﬂzz:etrht:
garbed_ the Word. The previous regal, authoritarian, and bequt}t'ul in

,c:;::;,tm%i. of Ch(;'l;t were replaced by the image of ‘the com;)assion;?é
martyr. The vivid depiction of the eruptions, lacerations

of the body were intended to encourage patients’ identiﬁcati'oinv?/itg: r(lfilﬁgte
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Figure 1-10. Matthias Grunewald, Crucifixion, center panel of exterior of
Isenheim Altarpiece. Completed 1515. Oil on wood, 8'9%" x 10'%". Musee
d'Unterlinden, Colmar. Photo by Giraudon/Art Resource.

thereby giving them solace and hope. . . . Griinewald probably drew upon
the vision of the 14th-century Swedish saint Birgitta, who wrote:

The crown of thorns was impressed on His head; it covered one half of the
forehead. The blood ran in many rills . . . then the color of death spread. . . .

After He had expired the mouth gaped, so that the spectators could see the
tongue, the teeth, and the blood in the mouth. The eyes were cast down.
The knees were bent to one side, the feet were twisted around the nails as
if they were on hinges . . . the cramped arms and fingers were stretched.

Grinewald’s image of Christ goes beyond this description in exteriorizing
the body’s final inner states of feeling. The extreme distension of the limbs,
the contorted extremities, and the convulsive contraction of the torso are
grim and eloquent testimony to Griunewald’s obsession with the union of
suffering and violence in Christ. He focused so convincingly on the final
rigidifying death throes that the feet, a single hand, or the overwhelming
face alone suffices to convey the expiration of the entire body. The brutal
stripping of the living wood of the Cross is symbolically in accord with
the flagellation of Christ. Cedar, used for the vertical member of the
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Cross, was also

employed in the cure for e
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the foreground angi the murky, desolate landscape behind—a device si

tréumph over death. Miraculously present for this Crﬁ’-

e e aptls‘t Intones, “I shall decrease so He shall increase.”
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i [ ymbolic right hal
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Eg;lacsgggtr}l]sroéchr.ist, from his depiction as a humble messianic she herd
gl e kinglike God to be revered from afar, to the God-likf;king‘
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The Sacred Mountain
in Mesopotamia, Egypt,
and the Aegean

Vincent Scully

When Hugh Ferriss conceived of his skyscraper masses as riding high
over the Metropolis of Tomorrow, ... [hle might have thought of his
buildings . . . as ziggurats, like those that once towered over the cities of
Mesopotamia, which were the very first cities of all constructed by man-
kind. . . . The ziggurat of Ur, a vast mass of brick moldering in the plain,
is still the best preserved of them all and has been the most spectacularly
reconstructed in model form [Fig. 2-1]. ... [T]he ziggurat of Ur, along
with those of the other Mesopotamian cities, was built with no natural
mountains in view on the flat sea-level land of the lower Tigris-Euphrates
valley. It was intended to connect the earth and the sky, which, in Meso-
potamian myth, had been forcibly separated long before.

... [Tlhe ziggurats were climbed by a priest-king, who sacrificed to
his people’s gods on the summit. The king was the protector of the city
and the builder of its walls. Those walls were everything; they were the
city’s major protection against all the other cities, with which it was more
or less perennially at war. So the wall was honored in Sumerian archi-
tecture, its mass exaggerated, its face embellished. Ur’s ziggurat still
shows those qualities. Its walls are all organized in vertical planes; the
mass lifts hugely. . .. There is no sense whatever of a human body, only
of the mountain. The walls advance to buttresses and recede into deep
niches in multiple planes; their surfaces are enlivened by pilasters, ac-

W

From Architecture: The Natural and the Manmade hy Vincent Scully, copyright @ 1991 ’iiy
Vincent Scully. Reprinted by permission of St. Martin’s Press, Incorporated.
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