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CHAPTER I 

THE EDUCATIONAL VALUE OF EARLY CHRISTIAN ART 

With the present day awakening of religious leaders to 

the educational value of art and its place in the church, 

the art of the early church needs to be revalued. 1 Wherever 

the Christian religion has existed, whether in ancient or 

medieval times, or in Protestantism with its many branches, 

it has created its own distinctive kind of education. 2 This 

Christian education flows forth out of a living religion, and 

some kind of art was always represented with Christianity, 

for representative art cannot be separated from the histori-

1 ·a 3 ca ev1 ence. Because Christian art is a creative preserva-

tion of Biblical truth, it must be viewed theologically in 

connection with these truths in order to understand the 

mysteries that lay within the ~rtistic elements used to 

convey them. This is not to say that only a true believer 

in Christ can appreciate Christian art of the past, but that 

1McClinton, Katherine Morrison, Christian Church Art 
Through the Ages. N.Y., The Macmillan Co., 1962. 

2The Bible in Art, The Old Testament. New York, 
Phaidon Publ. Inc., 1956. 

3Reinhold, H. A., Liturgy and Art, Religious Perspec
tives, Vol. 16 N.Y., Harper & Row Publ., 1966. 

1 
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only those who are knowledgable with Bibl i cal truth can fully 

understand this art of the early :church. 

Ecclesiastical art not only serves the immediate 

requirements of worship and of enhancing the glory of the 

c hurch itself, but these visual ~llustrations of the Holy Scrip

tures also become an important part of the teaching of the 

church. Pictures and sculpture have an extraordinary power 

to educate the mind, 1 thus the fine art of the early church 

such as painting and sculpture is used to proclaim the 

Gospel and to reinforce the teachings of the stories of the 

Bible. They serve as a kind of visual language, working 

together with the , verbal teachings of the early church to 

implant in the minds of men the message of Jesus Christ. 

Is there a visual language? Certainly. Both visual 
and verbal language involve thought processes which 
precede speech and writing (visual and verbal). 
Language, then, has a deep structure (a process of 
growth), and a surface structure (sounds, visual 
symbols) which communicate. A good visual state
ment - a picture, painting, or film - begins with 
an underlying idea - a kind of deep structure - from 
which the communicator develops a surface structure 
visual presentation.2 

1The Bible in Art, The Old Testament. New York, 
Phaidom Publ. Inc., 1956. 

2 Fransecky, Roger B. and Debes, John L., Visual 
Literacy: A Way to Learn-A Way to Teach. Wash., D.C., 
Assoc. for Educational Communications and Technology, 1972, 
pp . 7, 8. 
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"A great part of visual art in Europe from late anti

quity to the eighteenth ·century represents subjects taken from 

1 a written text," with the other subjects being those taken 

from nature, from one's own imagination, or from subject 

ma tter other than a written text. If art historians today 

want to understand the visual image that has been translated 

f rom the religious text by the artist, it must correspond 

to the known text through recognizable forms of the picture 

which was inspired from that text. Often this relation of 

wo r d and picture is vague , making it difficult to understand, 

but in other cases if one can recognize only a few elements 

from a known text in the picture, one can identify the story. 

It is in this manner that the illustrations in the early 

.. Christian church functioned as mute preaching addressed to 

the common worshipper, who was illiterate. The religious 

text which served as the source for these illustrations is 

the Holy Bible. 

Edward Gibbon in his book, The Decline and Fall of the 

Roman Empire, states that the Christian religion, although 

it addressed itself to the whole human race, consequently 

collected a far greater number of followers from the lower 

than from the superior ranks of life. "The new sect of 

1shapiro, Meyer, Words and Pictures, On the Literal and 
the Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text. Paris, Mouton 
Press, 1973, p. 1. 
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Christians was a l most entirely composed of the dregs of the 

populace, of peasants and mechanics, of boys and women, of 

1 beggars and slav es." He goes on to say that the virtue of 

the early Christians was very frequently guarded by poverty 

a nd ignorance. Hoyt stated that the Age of the Church 

Fat h ers (A.D. fourth century) was the first age of creative 

achieveme n t in literature, theology, and philosophy; and 

these Fathers began to educate the church, after considering 

the l ow education level of the times. 2 (The church previous 

t o this time had not been taught with any organized or formal 

t eachings, but by word of mouth and by the illustrations on 

t he walls of the churches). Hoyt also supports the thought 

that there was a low intellectual level and worldliness of 

t he early church in the west. Tenny adds that no adequate 

data exist for drawing conclusions concerning the state of 

education in every corner of the first centuries of the Roman 

Empire, but the dat a we have shows that only a fair degree of 

literacy was attained by the Roman people of the first 

c e nturies. 3 It was out of this environment and low 

l 'bb ' 1· d F 11 f h E . Low, D.M., Gi on s Dec ine an a o t e Roman mpire. 
New York, New York, Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1972, p . . 236. 

2Hoyt, Roberts., Europe in the Middle Ages. New York, 
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1966. 

3Tenny, Merrill C., New Testament Survey. Grand Rapids, 
Mich., Wm. B. Eerdmans Publ. Co., 1972. 
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intellectual situation that the need for visual education of 

Biblical truths arose. 

In primitive Christianity, before any of the present 

New Testament Books were written and for years after the 

ear liest of these works were in c i rculation, all the teach-

ing about Christ was done orally. "Teaching of this kind was 

not always dependable, being especially subject to the in

fluence of rumor, or to an incomplete grasp of the things 

zealously taught. 111 Teaching of this nature was also capable 

o f degenerating. 

In the early church after Christianity the people were 

grossly ignorant, thus teaching came predominantly through 

symbolism rather than through direct spoken word. This 

symbolism became an avenue of expression as well as an effec

tive means of teaching the people of the early Christian 

church. The beginnings of Christian symbolism are known to 

us only through sepulchral art. An example of this is a tomb 

ceiling with fresco paintings in the chamber of the Good 

Shepherd, first half of the third century, Coemeterium Maius, 

Rome. The central subject depicted is a symbolic representa

tion of the One from whom all salvation comes, and the 

parable form has been chosen. The Good Shepherd delivers 

1sherrill, Lewis Joseph, The Ris~ of Christian Educa
tion. New York, The Macmillan Co., 1944, pg. 148. 
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from all harm the sheep of His flock, provided that they look 

to Hirn for deliverance. The Christian conveys this by rais

ing his hands upward and gazing toward God. Thus, a female 

figur e in this "orant" attitude is always present imploring 

salvation together with Old Testament scenes illustrating 

the theme of salvation arranged around the representation 

of the Savior. 

Literacy became widespread in later medieval and modern 

Christianity, and learning Biblical truths could come from 

the individual's own studying of the text, as well as from 

church educational programs. Church art then became adorn

ment for the Faith and refreshed the perceptions of truth 

already known. Through the media of art, the Bible becomes 

a book that people may read, from the ignorant peasant to the 

most learned scholar, even if only in bits and fragments. 

There were no actual church buildings for art to 

communicate from until the third century,· for the early 

Christians had no temple or synagogue of their own. They 

naturally made use of available rooms in their own homes, 

and the meeting places were in these private homes. In the 

first century A.D., there was increasing hostility and inter

mittent war against the Christians because the Roman govern

ment concluded that Christianity was a radical movement, 

designed to subtly overthrow the established order. "The 

Church, under Roman law, was considered an illicit society 
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suspected of subservient tendencies. 111 Almost every teaching 

of Jesus opposed the teaching of the Roman State, the two 

major ones being that the Christians refused to participate 

in Imperial worship, and they also refused to enlist and fight 

in the Roman army. By the second century A.D., the Christians 

were large enough in number to be significant and by the 

middle of the third century the Christian community of Rome con

sisted of about 50,000 members, or 5 percent of the population 

2 of Rome. Large assembly rooms were needed for regular meet-

ings and these secret meetings caused the government to have 

such suspicion that they sanctioned minor and local persecu

tions occasionally. These persecutions by the Roman state 

were never consistent and were intense only . from time to _ 

time. The most intense of these was launched in the year 

303 A.D. by the Emperor Diocletian, who wanted to eliminate 

all dissenters. In 313, with the Edict of Milan, the 

Emperor Constantine officially recognized the Christian 

religion as the state religion of Rome. This immediately 

affected the arrangement of churches because it changed the 

status of the Christian communities. Many churches were 

1Hoyt, Robert S., Europe in the Middle Ages, N.Y., 
Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1966, pg. 27. 

2Krautheimer, Richard, Studies in Early Christian, 
Medieval, and Renaissance Art. New York, New York, Univ. 
Press, 1969, pg. 2. 
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destroyed during the great persecution of Diocletian and now 

scarcely a trace survives of all the church buildings whose 

existence is inferred to in the latter years of the third 

century~ It was during the years of peace when Christianity 

attracted such masses of people that the Romans erected large 

churches in all their cities. 1 After Constantine ended the 

persecutions, all confiscated church buildings and properties 

were returned and full legal standing was granted to 

Christianity. Destroyed churches were rebuilt and new ones 

erected on a much grander scale than had been known before. 

These scared, troubled, yet faithful people found much value 

in the identification and comfort communicated by the early 

Christian symbolic art forms during these times of the Roman 

persecutions. 

Religion and art are closely interwoven for both take 
i 

the individual outside of himself to realms beyond this 

world. In the Middle Ages as in earlier times, the Christian 

faith used the medium of art and architecture in the churches 

to teach the most highly spiritualized ideas. 2 The Reforma

tion led the church to be more strict with the artists' liberty 

1Finegan, Jack, Light From the Ancient Past. Princeton, 
New Jersey, Princeton Univ. Press, 1946. 

2 1· h . . h h . McC inton, Katerine Morrison. Te C anging Church, 
Its Architecture, Art, and Decoration. N. Y., Morehouse
Gorham Co., 1957. 
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and condemned much of the art of the past. This began the 

sepa r ation of art and religion which was completed by the 

l ack o f interest on the part of the clergy and finally by 

the industrialization of the nineteenth century. The weaken-

ing o f the faith, and the division of art, science, and 

religion have had serious consequences on church art today. 

The new awareness of religious leaders of the educational 

va l ue of art in the church could be the fresh inspiration of 

both t hought and emotion that is needed to re-shape and re

vi ta l i ze the art of the twentieth century church, which has 

a gain bec ome a part of worship rather than the decoration 

of t he church. 1 

Due to the Liturgical Movement of the nineteenth century 

the worshippe r is allowed to have an active part in the 

Eucharistic service. There is a desire to return to the 

s i mplicity, order, warmth, and security of the early Chris-

t ian church. Increasingly Protestant churches are making 

use of liturgical art -- "art that is used in common worship 

and usually represents some aspect or act of the object of 

our worship." 2 This distinguishes it from art used 

de coratively, and although today much art in churches is used 

1McC l inton, Kather ine Morrison, Christian Church Art 
Through the Ages. N.Y., The Macmillan Co., 1962. 

2white, James F. Pr o testant Worship and Church Archi
tecture. New York, Oxford Univ. Pr ess, 1964, p. 190. 
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in a purely decorative fashion, liturgical art is determined 

by its usage in common worship and by its divine subject 

matter. 

One of the primary functions of liturgical art is to 

make the worshipper aware of the spiritual, making visible 

that which is invisible, making the worshipper become con

scious of the God who is present at the worship. This gives 

art an extremely important function in common worship. Good 

liturgical art is not concerned with giving the worshipper 

a photographic image of something already known, but it goes 

beyond this to convey the very being of what is represented 

t he reality ·behind the appearances. The artist is not 

expressing himself, but he is expressing the faith of a 

community. This makes liturgical art unique from other 

arts. 

The early church was conscious of little other than the 

essentials of worship, and we live in a time now when the 

prime need in worship and in church art and architecture 

is purification and return to these essentials. 1 Today, 

artists have turned again to painting the unseen world with 

its awe and mystery, seeking to penetrate the essence of 

things and show more than the surface. Churches are more 

1White, James F. Protestant Worship and Church Archi
tecture. New York, Oxford Univ. Press, 1964. 
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ready to use liturgical art as they see that it can make a 

vital contribution to Protestant worship. Thus, the interior 

of the church can still be a way of teaching the people what 

the church is and what it does. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ORIGINS AND ARTISTIC MERIT OF EARLY 

CHRISTIAN CHURCH ART 

The early Christian art of painting, sculpture, and 

arch itecture was born in the common market of late antique 

1 art . Although the early teachings of Christianity added 

new dimensions to the already existing religion and philo

sophy, the artistic forms were drawn from the traditions 

of widespread paganism. While Roman pagans used the same 

models, the Christians were not borrowing; they were both 

using the single language of visual form available, such as 

the orant, the scroll, the tunic. There was little attempt 

to create a specific Christian style with formal standards -

no new style breaking away from the traditions of the past. 

Early Christians merely borrowed the symbolism of their pagan 

2 and Jewish neighbors to express their own beliefs and hopes. 

The Roman theme of their gods or heroes ascension was 

modified by the Christians to show the ascension of Elijah 

1Beckwith, John. Early Christian and Byzantine Art. 
Baltimore, Md., Penguin Books Inc., 1970, p. 22. 

2 . d Bourguet, Pierre u. Early Christian Art. New York, 
Reynal & Co., 1971. 

12 
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or of Christ. The Roman chariot was adapted by the Chris- · 

tians in Ezekiel's vision, and the pastoral imagery used so 

frequently by Christian artists is a late classical theme 

(see Appendix A). 

The early Christian artist approached his task with 

an untrained eye and hand, uninterested in technique or 

structure, simply stating his hope in God. The art reflects 

the awkwardness typical of new untried energies. This 

essential spontaneity of early Christian art is one of its 

undeniable attractions, being the most evident in the 

paintings. This spontaneity is found in the groupings and 

gestures of figures, where the painter seems to catch an 

attitude or enliven a glance. Such a gesture is seen in 

Noah's receiving the dove (Appendix B). Although this 

spontaneity possesses a certain sketchiness and lack of 

skill, these defects are not serious enough to justify a 

refusal to recognize the work of the early Christian as art. 

Because the paintings are expressive, they are able to 

communicate effectively. "The spontaneous in art is complete 

absorption in subject matter that is fresh, the freshness 

which holds and sustains emotion." 1 Early Christian artists 

depended on attitude and gesture to express feelings, since 

1newey, John. Art as Experience. New York, Capricorn 
Books, 1958, pg. 70. 
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they didn't have the skill to express emotion in any other 

way . This disorganized and crude work of early Christian 

infancy later blossomed and matured into the magnificent 

Byzantine art. 

Early Christian art had long remained unappre
ciated. Without ever having been exactly forgotten, 
t he Roman catacombs and their paintings did not 
a ttract real attention until the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries and were first investigated 
with enthusiasm only in the nineteenth century.l 

The f a ct that early Christian art lay between two well 

established cultures (Greco-Roman and Byzantine) may have 

led c ritics to question its worth, yet this art remained 

ind i vidually distinct, while forming a link between Late 

Antiqu ity and the Middle Ages. 

The basic iconography of Byzantine art and western 

Ch r istian art was evolved and forever established during 

the early Christian period. It was then that artists, how

e ver deficient in skill, translated the story of the Old and 

New Testaments and even elements of doctrine, from abstrac

t i ons into line, color, and form. Through art they projected 

visibly the persons of Christ, the Virgin, and the first 

witnesses of the Gospel previously known only from texts of 

the accounts of contemporaries and disciples (Appendices C 

and D). Hence, early Christian art is much more than mere 

1 . d Bourguet, Pierre u. Early Christian Art. New York, 
Reynal & Co., 1971, p. 10. 
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work s of art to the worshipper. Because of this aesthetic 

strand, these religious teachings were the more readily 

conveyed and their effect was longer lasting. By the art 

in these teachings of Old and New Testament subjects, they 

were changed from doctrines into living experiences. 

While it is true that early Christian art got its 

inspiration in religion, some believe that its art actually 

started from the reality of the Divine (God) having been 

revealed in an historic personage (Jesus Christ). Because 

of this, it did not abandon human ties, but refined them to 

the order of transcendence. The worshipper could identify 

with the person -of Christ because He was a real person, 

and the fact that He was also God, transcended all 

human experiences and boundaries. The worshipper could 

relate to both worlds if he had been made to understand the 

salvation available to him through Jesus Christ. 

The painted walls that marked the origins of the church 

were depicted for the instruction and the edification of 

all believers. These works of art had definite limitations 

of , the text of the Holy Bible, and the origin of style de-

1 rived from the Christian message. Although the models 

were borrowed from pagan Roman art and the Old Testament 

1 1 h . . Lassus, Jean. The Eary C r1st1an and Byzantine World. 
New York, McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1967. 
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scenes from contemporary Jewish art, early Christian artists 

went on to develop their own representations of New Testament 

b . 1 
su Jects. This was done perhaps first in the Christian home 

and worship rooms, then copied into the catacombs. The art 

of t he catacombs doesn't have the depth and flexibility that 

is fundamental to the understanding of the history of the 

human spi rit but it undoubtedly stated something fundamental 

to the understanding of the Christian consciousness, and therefore 

has a unique f unction in the life of the early church. This art 

of the catacombs is made up of visual prayers. 2 The same 

theme s and scenes appear frequently over and over in the 

catacombs, which became a place of religious reverence and 

devo tion. Although they were cemeteries and not primarily 

p l a c e s of worship, they included chapels where Eucharistic 

services were sometimes held in memory of the dead.
3 

Art 

became more of a language than an art, reflecting the 

i n fl uence of Pompeii in the use of still life and the formal 

framework of the ceilings, the classical influence of Greece 

i n the noble quality of the characters, the Hellenistic 

1Finegan, Jack. Light From the Ancient Past. Princeton, 
New Jersey, Princeton Univ. Press, 1946. 

2nixon, John W. Jr. Nature and Grace in Art. Chapel 
Hill, The University of No. Carolina Press, 1964. 

3McClinton, Kather i ne Morrison. Christian Church Art 
Through the Ages. New York, The Macmillan Co., 1962. 
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influence of the East in the decorative elements (cupids, 

pairs of birds, garlands), and the oriental inspiration in 

the symbolism, frontality, and pathos of expression (Appendix 

E). This is not to say that early Christian art lacked 

origina l ity. It retained only those subjects that suited 

its pu rpose of teaching the Bible doctrine and introduced 

new ones from the New Testament and the Gospels. It insisted 

on symbolism of the principle subject from the beginning and 

thus v e n tur e d into the realm of the invisible -- salvation 

through Christ. Despite all the influences from other styles 

of art , early Christian art was unique in that it struck a 

more personal note with the worshipper. 

The e a r liest example of Christian architecture 

is the house-church, for there is no other archaeo

logic a l e vidence for the e x istence of ecclesiastical 

architecture on a monumental scale before the Peace of the 

Church. Early Christian architecture before Constantine is 

near ly all funerary, and the house-church provides the only 

examp le of a pre-Constantinian church building. Many 

Christia ns in Rome assembled in private buildings which had 

b een transferred to the church for the purpose of public 

worship. For centuries each of these churches continued to 

b e d e signated by the name of its owner and founder. For 

t his reason, they are called "title churches" or "tituli." 

One can see the transition between simple homes in which 
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earl ier believers met and the large basilicas in which the 

later Christians were privileged to worship by looking at 

the example of San Clemente in Rome. This church was built 

on the site originally occupied by the house of Clement I 

who s uffered martyrdom around A.D. 100. San Clemente is now 

the modern Via di San Giovanni. Beneath this church was 

d iscovered in 1852 a second and older basilica, said to have 

been c ons t ructed around A.O. 390. Beneath this church are 

remains of an even older Roman building, a rectangular 

edifice of heavy tufa blocks dating from the end of the first 

century or beginning of the second century. It was probably 

part of a public building. Behind this was a large private 

1 house wi th a chapel made from the inner courtyard. 

Because of the nature of the early Christian society (the 

people were self-conscious due to the persecutions and non

acceptance) the need for institutionalization was felt by 

the middle of the second century. An official liturgy was 

established which had two parts: teaching the doctrine and 

c e l ebra ting the Eucharist. This new liturgy required a 

larger room to shelter the congregation, with space set 

asid e for those directly i nvolved in the ritual, and a 

smal ler room for the baptismal ceremony. The organization 

1Finegan, Jack. Light From the Ancient Past. Prince
ton, New Jersey, Princeton Univ. Press, 1946. 
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of t he essential elements of early Christian church architec

ture mak es it unique. Its characteristics follow directly 

from the Eucharist, the basis of which had been supplied by 

Christ. While ecclesiastical architecture may be a subject 

for a rchaeological and historical research, and although its 

aesthetic qualities can be appreciated, it can only be fully 

understood in connection with the worship that inspired it, 

such a s the Eucharist and Baptism. 

In pre-Christian times, the basilica was a kind of large 

meeting hall. It ·had evolved from a Greek public courtyard 

of as s e rnblY, and Christians added various changes. Basically, 

they adopted the ground plan for a colonnaded building. The 

early Ch r istian-typed basilica consisted of a nave, and two 

or three aisles separated from one another by rows of 

columns, 
1 

a trancept,and an apse. An example of this would 

be t h e Constantinian basilica of St. Peter in Rome. Church 

archi t e cture developed a conception of the church adapted to 

the e sse ntial Christian liturgy. At first glance, there are 

no s tr iking differences between the pagan temples or even 

the Temple of Jerusalem and the churches of the early Chris

tians. The y were all relatively large structures with the 

common function of sheltering the faithful as they worshipped 

1Krautheimer, Richard. 
ieval, a nd Renaissance Art. 

Studies in Early Christian, Med
New York, University Press, 1957. 
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their god. The resemblance is purely external for the role of 

the fai thful was utterly different. These Christians were active 

participants. There was no more separation of the faithful 

and t he priests since the Christian priest could offer up the 

sacrifice only in union with the faithful. They play a 

genuine part in the drama of worship. The entire building 

was a sanctuary. Thus, the essential difference between 

early Chr istian churches and the pagan temples derives from 

a conception of worship.
1 

With Constantine's conception of his own role as the 

thirteenth Apostle, the liturgy became imperial as the court 

customs we re grafted into religious ceremony. This new 

evolution of liturgy created new architectural requirements. 

Using the Roman civil basilica as the model, the Constantinian 

church es became more monumental, spacious, and public. The 

basi l i ca had an extremely flexible plan, and the new monu

mental size offered more room to decorate (as the court had 

more mone y available to do so). Thus, we can see that Rome 

influence d early Christian architecture with the basic 

basilican plan and with the dome. The early Christian 

basilica is the form which appears in some of the most 

i mpor t ant churches and in the course of the centuries has 

1 . d Bourguet, Pierre u. Early Christian Art. New 

Yor k, Reynal & Co., 1971. 
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grown more and more important in Christian architecture, 1 

such as St. John Lateran and Old St. Peter's in Rome. 

The popular attitude toward art is closely bound up 

2 with the ideas of imitation and beauty. Art is either a 

substitute for the real object, or a reflection of the 

artist 's emotions -- both having the primary function of 

beauty, giving pleasure to the beholder. It is in our nature 

t o observe beauty and to value it, for beauty is a value, a 

posi tive emotion. "Beauty is pleasure regarded as the 

quality of a thing. 113 It is so true that the experience of 

beauty is a happy one, one that brings pleasure and yet may 

lack qualities which are characteristic of beauty. "To 

consider art as being nothing but beauty is an error which 

can result in serious critical mistakes."
4 

Art is expressive, 

and early Christian art undoubtedly has this valuable 

quality. It is for this reason that this art still appeals 

1Krautheimer, Richard. Studies in Early Christian 
Medieval, and Renaissance Art. New York, New York Univ. 
Pres s, 1967. 

2nixon, John w. Jr. Nature and Grace in Art, Chapel 
Hill , The University of North Carolina Press, 1964. 

3santayana, George. The Sense of Beauty. New York, 
New York, Collier Books, 1961, P. 43. 

4Ballo, Guido. The Critical Eye, A New Approach to Art 
Appreciation. London, Wm. Heinimann Ltd., 1966, p. 109. 
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to us today. Expressiveness is not based on any study of 

beauty , it is a religious necessity. Some feel that beauty 

is the absolute harmony between visual elements within the 

composition -- masses, volume, line, surface, chiaroscuro, 

nuances, tones, lighting effects, brushwork, rhythm 

are symbols of visualization that lead to new forms of 

these 

expression. These symbols can sometimes exclude others for 

e xample in early Christian art the color harmonies and com

position are the main symbols and foreshortening and perspec

t ive are left out. Here beauty becomes the ability to 

visualize, for an observer must know how to change his angle 

of vision to be able to view a work of art properly. This 

includes studying the various cultures, trends, histories, 

and social conditions at the time the work was created. 

Beauty need - not always be ideal beauty. The myth of ideal 

beauty , born in Greece, thought beauty lay in harmony of 

proportions, that this geometry and proportion signified 

beauty in art. Although Greek art succeeded in achieving 

this harmony, it was also cold, lacking color and character. 

As in nee-classical art, it had no expression, only order 

and harmony. Greek art was thought to be the only possible 

form of art1 until men began seeking for feeling and inner 

meaning in art. 

1 'd Balla, Gui o. The Critical Eye. London, Wm. 

Heinemann Ltd., 1966. 
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In early Christian art, the art work is an instrument 

t o something else -- it is the meaningfulness of art that 

becomes the motive and purpose -- art becomes a symbol or 

expr e ssion. Because Christian artists worked from a biblical 

v i ewpoint, their art was not merely art for arts' sake. 

There f ore, their works of art may not be beautiful, but then 

beauty is not an integral part of art as it seems to be in 

the mi nd of the beholder. This is not to reduce early 

Christian art to only an intellectual statement or a vehicle 

for t he propagation of a particular message, for art should 

no t be something to be merely analyzed or valued for its 

intellectual content, it is also to be enjoyed. The expres-

sive qualities of early Christian art delight minds and 

hearts and the beauty here is an emotional term which arouses 

admiration as an embodiment of a meaningful message. There 

a r e many degrees of beauty -- some works of art attain far 

greater perfection of form, sensuous charm,and meaning than 

others, and each observer judges in the light of what he 

t hinks perfection is. Many times historians work with art 

works being concerned only with the art. This leaves the 

intellectual work, the understanding, and the relevance 

(motive and purpose) of the art work undefined. It is out 

of this human context of understanding and relevance which 

the early Christian works grew. The purest expression of 

man's worship and devotion is found in early Christian art. 
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"In the end, works of art are the only media of complete and 

unhindered communication between man and man that can 

occur," 1 for beauty for these people was found in the subject 

matter. 

After having begun as an expression of man's inward 

hope in God, early Christian art went on to bear witness, 

to enshrine tradition and history. It became a new intellec-

tual system modifying both the individual representation of 

destiny as well as the causality of the acts men perform. 

Lines , masses, surfaces, and the other means of visualiza

tion were not the primary aim, but only means adopted by the 

artist in order to express certain concepts. Belief in 

salvation is the fundamental element in all early Christian 

art that has been transmitted to us, and much doctrinal 

stress was on deliverance. The Old Testament was rich in 

examples of •these themes and they became extremely relevant 

to the Christians during the persecutions. Such scenes as 

the Fall of Adam and Eve, Moses striking the rock for water, 

Isaac 's sacrifice, Daniel and the lions, and Jonah and the 

whale are all reduced to a simple pictogram. Early Christians 

tended toward compression, probably because elaboration would 

have been thought distracting, or for lack of space and skill. 

1newey, John. Art as Experience. New York, Capricorn 
Book, 1958, pg. 105. 
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The New Testament scenes stressed fulfillment of Old Testa

ment prophecy through the birth and infancy of Christ, and 

in His miracles. 

Iconography was another vital element in transmitting 

these doctrines and teachings. Early Christian iconography 

is remarkable ·for its consistency, both over a large geo

graphical area (from western Italy to eastern Syria) and in 

t he pictorial image {in different countries the same subject 

suggests the same pictorial image, ·however different the 

styles may be). The beginnings of iconography are known to 

us only through sepulchral art, for tombs with fresco decora

tion dating from the end of the second century still survive. 

"The purpose of the painted symbol was to re-inforce the 

written or spoken word of the Gospel message."
1 

Symbols 

have been passed on for generations so that some of them 

present in the early churches are still found in churches 

today. These signs and symbols are a link to other Chris

tians, just as the words and the acts used in worship are. 

Art can also determine the mood of the house of worship 

by means of architecture and allied arts (although mosaic 

ornamentation was sporadic in the church buildings of the 

early Christians). "Self-forgetfulness and the impulse to 

1short, Ernest. A History of Religious Architecture. 
London, Eyre and Spottesvoode, 1951, pg. 80. 
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ador e are not called forth by ugliness. 111 Emotive factors 

are those which p r oduce feelings that aid personal devotion 

and stir the emotions. Color, textures, p r oportion and . 

shape s , and content are a few of these fac t ors. There is 

a strang e ness of the human figure in early Christian church 

art that lifts them above the natural. Realistic inte rpreta

tion h as no place in church art if ·its aim is teaching 

idea l s and spiritual qualities, for this kind of photographi

c a l representation usually limits the spiritual value of the 

work of art. The single more important element of early 

Chr is t i an church art and the greatest virtue of church 

decora tion was to remain functional, in order to make their 

faith v isible to an inquiring mind. 

1McClinton, Katherine Morrison. Christian Church Art 
Through the Ages. New York, MacMillan Co., 1962, pg. 5. 



CHAPTER III 

DISTINCTIVE CHRISTIAN EDUCATION COMMUNICATED 

THROUGH VISIBLE ART FORMS 

· The value of pictorial art and the use of symbols in the 

edification of illiterate people cannot be denied, 1 although 

one could question it or even compare it with other methods 

of teaching and educating. By means of Biblical illustra

tions and visual images, the unlearned could be brought into 

and confirmed in the Christian faith. "In the past, the 

major function of symbolism was to educate·." 
2 

The dramatic 

portrayal and the tangibility of the symbolic message often 

proved far more effective than the spoken word. · Art · becomes 

the medium by which Christians express before God the feel

ings within themselves. In the very early days of Chris

tianity, little was done to acquaint the congregation growing 

in the faith with any forms of Christian symbolism. Teaching 

was almost wholly a matter of words, and no effective use was 

made of the possibilities in communication through visible 

art forms. As people began to create buildings to house the 

1cope, Gilbert. Symbolism in the Bible and the Church. 
New York, Philosophical Library, Inc., 1959, pg. 

1

43. 

2Johnson, F. Ernest, ed. Religious Symbolism. New 
York, Harper and Brothers, 1955, pg. 129. 
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worship of God, Christian symbolism developed as men sought 

a form of understandable expression for great religious 

concepts and experiences. - To become acquainted with the 

meaning of symbols is a way of learning a language in wood 

and stone, in glass and metal, and in light and color. Know-

ledge of Christian symbolism can enrich us immeasurably, 

making the walls of even the simplest church building speak 

to us of the Christian faith. 

The first real Christian symbols were liturgical acts 

Bapti sm and the Lord's Supper. The objects used in these 

acts of worship (water, bread, wine, a cup) laid the founda

tions for the Christian symbolism which was to follow in the 

a rt of the early church. One example is the third century 

painting from the Catacomb of Callixtus which shows seven 

figures seated at a crescent-shaped table on which are two 

platters of fish and eight baskets filled with bread. This 

Eucharistic scene is distinguished from an ordinary pagan 

refrigerium (the originally pagan 'refreshment meal' eaten 

by relatives and friends at the tomb on the anniversary of 

its owner's death) by the presence of the baskets of loaves 

and fishes, recalling two of Christ's miracles. The purpose 

of the first Christian symbols expressed in art forms was 

for identification and comfort. During the persecutions of 

the early Christians these symbols became a secret way of 

recognizing other Christians, and of identifying the places 
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where they could meet. After these intense persecutions were 

over and the Christian church was firmly established, the 

basic purpose of Christian symbolism became educational --

a means to an end to express religious truth and to teach 

sound doctrine. "Books were scarce and expensive; few people 

could read. 111 The original purpose of these symbols was to 

make Biblical truth clear to the worshipper, and churches 

increasingly became richly illustrated with them. The 

principle of idolatry involved in the use of "images" did not 

become a theological issue of major importance during the 

early Christian church because decoration on a large scale 

did not arise. After 313 A.D. when Constantine declared 

Christianity the state religion of Rome, decorating the 

large church buildings became a large matter. There were to 

be no statues at all and with the dangers of idolatry in 

mind, Christian art after Constantine became non-naturalis-

tic, formal, and deliberately primitive in style. There was 

no attempt at portraiture and no attempt to depict the scene 

as it might have appeared to a casual spectator. The 

activity is always mysterious and frequently liturgical, 

for this phase of Christian art was involved in the theo

logical questions of the day, and the complex relationship 

1Fritz Dorothy B. The Use of Symbolism in Christian·. , .::..:.::..=----=---=----=--. -----=------::---~--~ 
Education. Philadelphia, The Westminster Press, 1961, pg. 14. 
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between the Church and the State. A fourth century mosaic 

found in the apse of Santa Pudenziana, Rome, illustrates 

this style. I t s subject matter, so often u sed in early 

Christian art, is Christ among the Apostles. Standing 

behind the apostles are personifications of the "two 

churches," the Jewish-Christian and the Gentile-Christian, 

so described by theologians at the time. The figures are 

assembled in an open basilica, and in the background are 

buildings of an imaginary city depicting the Heavenly · 

Jerusalem. The cross in the vault of the apse is just a 

symbol, and the two female figures are there to represent 

the two churches. Rather than illustrating a New Testament 

episode, this appears as a representation of the existing 

state of the church of Christ. 1 Another example is the 

late fourth century Dome Mosaic in the Church of St. George 

at Salonica. Such an early Christian .mosai6 denied the flat

ness of the wall surface ·for the purpose of achieving an 

illusion of unreality, a luminous realm peopled by celestial 

beings or symbols. Here two saints, their hands raised in 

prayer, stand against a background that resembles the "stage 

architecture" in Pompeian painting. The structure no longer 

seems real, for it lacks all physical substance, and the 

1schug-Wille, Christa . Art of the Byzantine World. 
New York, Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1969. 
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entire building becomes translucent due to the gold building 

and background. Rather than appearing as a stage, it is a 

piece of symbolic, other-worldly architecture meant to evoke 

such concepts as the Heavenly Jerusalem or the City of God. 

· Symbols do not necessarily copy natural objects but 

express visually a truth for which many words would be re

quired. This can be referred to as reductive imagery, where 

to the Christian viewer the connotations and symbolized 

values were fixed by what he had previously learned about 

these same themes of the Bible, from ritual, prayer, and 

other believers. Subjects of this imagery were often reduced 

. 1 b. l to one singe o Ject. The main symbol of identification 

used for Christians to recognize their brothers in the faith 

without danger was the fish, or ichthus. Following are 

some of the objects that Christ identified himself with in 

His teaching that were added: (a) lamb ... "Behold, the Lamb 

of God who takes away the sin of the world!" John 1:29, 

(b) cup ... "but whoever drinks the water that I shall give 

him shall never thirst" John 4:14, (c) bread ... "I am the 

bread of life" John 6: 35, (d) door. . . "I am the door, if 

anyone enters through Me, he shall be saved" John 10:9, 

{e) light ... "I am the light of the world" John 8:12, and 

1Appleton, LeRoy H. and Bridges, Stephen. Symbolism in 
Liturgical Art. New York, Charles Scribner's Sons, 1959. 
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t h e Greek and Roman letters that identified Him. The anchor 

symbolized hope, the hope we have as an anchor of the soul 

(Hebrews 6:19). Some of these were not only forms of 

iden t i f ication, but forms in which the believer could find 

strength and comfort. The Good Shepherd symbolized Christ 

as p rotector of the flock, comforter of all Christians. 

Since the early Christians did not use the cross (which was 

a later development) certain Bible stories were symbols of 

the resurrection, and victory over suffering and death. 

The principal concern of the early Christian paintings 

is wi th immortality and with sacramental worship. These 

naive paintings also have the significance of giving us proof 

of t he existence of the early Christian church. The emphasis 

of these early paintings is on the destiny of the departed 

souls and the types pictorially represented are acts of 

de live rance and the giving of new life. Here we have a case 

of e n l a r ging the text, where details, figures, etc., not 

giv e n in the written source were added. In these cases, it 

seems the visual image is more concrete than the word, and 

wh ile this is true in many cases, "one can point to verbal 

accounts with elements of description, physical and psycho

l ogical, that are not found in the pictures or cannot in 

principle be translated in all styles of art, because of 
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t h e limited range of their means of representation. 111 Before 

r eligious freedom was granted, there were thirteen themes 

chosen, with never an actQal telling of the story in which 

historical events are set out. The representation concen

t r a tes entirely on the essence, that in the worst situation 

God does not forsake His own. One of the most popular of 

these symbols is that of Noah in the Ark, and in it there 

i s a fascinating compression of symbolism (see Appendix A). 

The presence of the Dove links Noah's Flood with the 
Baptism of Jesus and hence with every Christian 
baptism at which the spirit of salvation is given; 
but the loving and peace-giving Dove, signifying 
t he Holy Spirit, thereby also represents the 
"author" of Scripture wherein these things are 
written. The Ark is usually represented as a tomb
like or coffin-like box from which Noah is emerging 
in a "resurrection-attitude."2 

The emphasis is on individual salvation in the context of 

burial. The other twelve themes ·which served as powerful 

consolation to the afflicted church were: Abraham's 

s acr i fice, Jonah and the whale, the three Hebrews in the 

f urna ce, Daniel in the Lion's den, Susannah and the elders, 

the spring in the desert, homage of the Magi, baptism of 

J e sus, healing of the palsied man, healing of the woman with 

1shapiro, Meyer. Words and Pictures, On the Literal 
and the Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text. Paris, 
Mouton Press, 1973, P· 11. 

2cope, Gilbert. Symbolism in the Bible and the Church. 
New York, Philosophical Library, Inc., 1959, p. 35. 
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an i s sue of blood, the woman of Samaria at the well, and the 

raising of Lazarus from the dead. 

"Al l great periods of liturgical worship have created 

their own symbols and signs. 111 When New Testament incidents 

began to be illustrated, the main interest was focused on the 

sacraments, deliverance from sin,and the hope of immortality. 

The bapti sm of Jesus, the chang~ng of water to wine, and the · 

fe eding of the multitude "illustrated" the sacraments of 

Baptism a nd the Eucharist. The healing of the paralytic, the 

bl ind ma n , the leper, and the woman with an issue of blood 

al l exemplified the regenerative and cleansing power of Christ. 

The raising of Lazarus was a symbol of resurrection and the 

hope o f i mmortality. "All these works of power provided the 

guarante e of deliverance from sin and death and their simple 

graphic representation helped the non-literate to appreciate 

2 
immediate ly what was offered to them in the church." 

There was no direct representation of Jesus in the early 

church art, rather the early church focused its attention 

on Christ as God's mysterious agent who mediated the saving 

acts o f God. Thus, the catacomb and house-church artists 

1Re inhold, H. A. Liturgy and Art, Religious Perspec
tives , vol. 16. New York, Harper & Row Publ., 1966, p. 29. 

2cope , Gilbert. symbolism in the Bible and the Church. 
New Yor k, Philosophical Library, Inc., 1959, P· 40. 
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adopted the impressionistic hellenistic technique and made 

use of contemporary pagan symbolism to illustrate Christian 

truths. For this reason, Christ is represented by the youth

fu l shepherd (Hermes), Helios driving his sun-chariot across 

the heavens, and Orpheus with his lyre. Jesus as the lamb 

is a symbol with many variations -- with the cross the lamb 

s ymbolizes the death of Christ, with the chalice it symbol

izes the resurrection, with the crown it symbolizes the 

apocalyptic Christ, and with the Good Shepherd it symbolizes 

Jesus and His miracles. All of these symbols offer an 

opportunity to awaken curiosity and interest, to open minds 

to new meanings, and to illustrate Biblical truth in many 

ways, for "from its basis up liturgy is symbolic and shuns 

naturalistic copying. 111 

Architecture for most churches is a matter of gospel. 

The architecture of the church proclaims a message that 

either augments the preached word or conflicts with it. 

Architecture and its embellishment has a powerful effect as 

a visual aid or hindrance in the communication of doctrine. 

The church makes an image in the minds of those who do not 

even enter its doors. People are affected by church 

architecture, and "many people's concept of the church is 

1Reinhold, H. A. Liturgy and Art, Religious Perspec
tives, Vol. 16. New York, Harper & Row Publ., 1966, p. 52. 
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l a rgely determined by the exterior of churches they know. 111 

Thi s image forms some concept, accurate or not, of t he pur

pose f or which the church exists. Is t he chur ch's me ssage 

significant? Many churches bear a bad witness for they have 

conc erned themselves with pretentious facades that have 

little or no relationship to what is behind them. The style 

is important, because for those who do enter the church, the 

interior is a means of teaching what it is to be the church 

and what the church does. Architecture can be a means of 

teach i ng those who enter the church what it is to be one in 

Chris t. The building provides all the physical conditions 

neces sary for the common worship, a crucial part of the 

Christian's work done in God's service. 

A better understanding of the real significance of the 

gener a l shape of a church is to be obtained by considering 

t h e f unctional character .of the building as a place of 

l i t urgical worship. The primary purpose of church architec

tur e is to serve as a functional composition whose pattern 

of plan and development, of facade and inter al sections, 

'f' d 2 
have been deliberately formed to serve a spec1 1c en. 

1White, James F. Protestant Worship and Church Archi
tecture. New York, Oxford Univ. Press, 1964, pg. 199. 

2Johnson, F. Ernest, d. Religious Symbolism. New 
York, Harper & Brothers, 1955, pg. 131. 
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The order of worship, the liturgical requirements, and the 

denominational characteristics are the elementary concern 

of the church architect. Symbols may exist in a multitude 

of forms and may be created from an inexhaustible choice of 

building materials. Color, light, mass, and detail indepen

dent ly function, or collectively combine, to express a 

message. 

The physical emphasis placed on the sanctuary, the 

determination of. flow lines from the narthex to the nave, 

the orientation to catch the rising or setting sun -- all 

become points in the plan which when projected vertically 

determine the physical elements that compose symbolism. 

The intangible _and atmospheric qualities of mystery, awe, 

and light are developed and determine whether the structure 

will physically become a house of worship or merely a secular 

building adorned with ecclesiastical designs. One's first 

awareness of symbolism is derived from the total building, 

or the mass. Architecture must provide forms and patterns 

that can be read by those who worship there. The control of 

the quality of light and shadow of the interior evokes in the 

worshipper, through atmospheric symbolism, an awareness of 

Gd Detail or ornament which has been applied upon the 0 • , . 

mass design, serves as a decorative expression. Another 

important medium for _syrnbolic expression is; of course, 
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co l or. "Christian art is the expression of Christianity. 111 

It is not striving for beauty, but an honest expression of 

thoughts, emotions, imaginations, and ideals. Worship, not 

beauty, is the criterion for church art, and everything in 

a church ought to lead the worshippers to God. 

Some of the symbolism in the church building (referred 

to b y some historians as the language of church architec

ture ) lies in the ground plan. The cruciform plan, used for 

many early Christian churches such as Old St. Peter's in 

Rome was a cross-shaped plan in which the main part of the 

bui ld i ng was the "nave", a word corning from the Latin word, 

navis, me aning "ship". 2 The round, or polygonal-shaped church 

s uch a s Sta. Costanza, Rome, was a symbol of virtue and of the 

never ending, infinite church. The number of panels in the 

doors and windows was also of symbolic significance: two 

symbolized the Old and the New Testament, three symbolized 

t h e Trinity, four symbolized the four evangelists, and five 

s ymbol i zed Christ and the four evangelists. The narthex 

originally stood for the "world" -- a place for non

c ommunicants and penitents. The center aisle stood for the 

1Ritter, Richard H. The Arts of the Church. Boston, 

Th e Pilgrim's Press, 1947, p. 6. 

2Fritz, Dorothy B. The Use of_Syrnbolisrn in Christian 
Education. Philadelphia, The Westminster Press, 1961, 
p. 30. 
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l ife course of man until he comes face to face with God (at 

the alter). The baptismal font was originally just inside 

the e ntra nce of the church as a symbol that it is by baptism 

t hat we b e come part of the membership of Christ's church. 

Cer ta in colors also held special significance: red stood 

for t he passion of Christ, purple for His royalty, gre en 

for t he believer's new life in Christ, and for His resurrected 

life , white for purity and light, and blue for truth and 

faithfulne ss. The language of church art and architecture 

wa s a constant reminder of God's Word to the people, and in 

t he e arly church the buildings and their decorative arts had 

an overall unity and religious significance which was very 

meaningful to the Christian who worshipped there. 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION AND EXTENSION 

A great amount of our knowledge of the early church 

would be lost except for the testimony of the art of these 

times. Early Christian church art provides us with evidence 

concerning the content of teaching, the form of liturgy, the 

expansion of missionary activity, and the everyday life of 

the early church. Christian art tells us much about man's 

spiritual life. It reveals his conception of the origin of 

the world and of human life; thoughts about death and the life 

beyond; the insight into man's hopes, fears, virtues, and 

joys. It also expresses man's idea of good and of evil, and 

1 
explores social relations of man to man. 

Just as the Christian artist is a teacher so his art is 

ministerial. The Christian virtues of faith, hope, charity, 

purity, temperance, truth, wisdom, love, humility, modesty, 

steadfastness -- all are expressed in early Christian art. 

Scenes of the Annunciation, the Last Supper, and the Passion 

were used to teach certain dogmas, and doctrines were also 

taught by repeating certain illustrated themes. Three Persons 

1McClinton, Katherine Morrison. Christian Church Art 
Through the Ages. New York, The Macmillan Co., 1962. 

40 
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represented together teach the doctrine of the Trinity; the 

Transfiguration of Christ -teaches the doctrine of tran

substantiation; and the Ann~nciation, Nativity, and Madonna 

and Child teach the doctrine of Incarnation. The sacrifices 

of the Old Testament so popular in the catacombs and early 

churches teach the doctrine of Atonement. The sightseeing 

of the pilgrims and city-dwellers alike who came to view the 

painted walls was partly devout and partly self-educational, 

for v isual art can be successfully used as a medium for con-

veying information. "In a preliterate society, this was the 

only medium available besides the recitation of oral poetry; 

and pictures, bas-reliefs, and statues have an important 

1 
advantage that oral recitation lacks - they are permanent. 11 

There must be an attempt to penetrate through the 

artis tic production to the intellectual and emotional cir

cumstances which shaped and vitalized the art of the early 

Christian church. If we are to fully enjoy and understand 

this art, we must search with uncritical joy not for some new 

aes thetic shiver, but for thoughts and emotions which testify 

t o the beauty and to the goodness of human life.
2 

1 Fry, Edward F. 
Viking Press, 1970, p. 

On the Future of Art. 
8. 

New York, The 

2short, Ernest. A History of Religious Architecture. 
London, Eyre and Spottesweede, 1951. 



42 

Christianity was born and developed in conditions of insta

bil i ty . Mystery cults were flourishing in the east and 

the western religions became increasingly charged with 

symbo lism. This atmosphere of religious and philosophical 

thought prepared the ground for the emergence and growth 

of Chr istianity in the Mediterranean land and in Rome. 

While Roman authorities resisted the spread of a doctrine 

that threatened their overthrow, Christianity proved to 

be irresistable. It had a profoundly human message and 

was less a doctrine than a person, that of Jesus Christ. 

Politically, the first three centuries were a troubled 

period. There was a rapid succession of Emperors and inter

mittent persecutions of the Christians. Christianity spread 

through the Jews to men and women at the humbler levels of 

society and became identified with the masses. Church 

building was done independently, as there was still no 

patronage and no real overall control over churches. From 

t he beginning Christianity was missionary, preaching Christ 

and His Crucifixion, and it was prepared to suffer. This 

attitude toward suffering and death set the Christians apart, 

and the catacombs provided an answer. Here, in these dark 
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a nd gloomy underground vaults, they buried their dead. They 

we re denied access to the regular burial places above 

ground -- at first because they were poor -- and later 

because they were Christians. Niches were carved in the soft 

rock to receive the bodies of the dead, and the niches then 

were covered with a slab of stone bearing the name of the 

person and the date of death. Here were brought the bodies 

of martyred men, women, and children; and on the walls were 

scen e s from the life of Jesus. His multiplication of the 

l oaves and fishes to feed five thousand people forshadows 

the e ven greater event of the Last Supper. Other scenes 

such a s the Baptism of Christ,. the Woman at the Well (where 

Chris t reveals Himself as the fountain of living waters), 

and The Raising of Lazarus from the Dead offer the promise 

t o al l believers that Jesus is the Resurrection and the 

Life . Thus, in this burial place were brought together time 

a nd eternity, life and death, and the Old Testament and 

the New. 

When the worship of emperors became less and less 

c redible and the world became divided between religions, the 

Emperor Constantine accepted the God of the Christians, 

e nding all persecutions and bringing peace to the church. 

From this point on in history, the Church and the State 

entered into a new and complex relationships. Constantine 
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moved the empire to Constantinople in the East and began the 

Byzantine age. In the catacombs, Christ was depicted as 

the Good Shepherd; in the new Byzantine Empire, He is the 

Emperor of the earth -- ruler of a world constantly threatened 

with chaos. Byzantine art became public, with the same pur

p ose of making concrete the relation of man to God in the 

liturgy. Byzantium wanted to overcome · the materiality of 

the earth -- transcend the space and the things that stand 

b e tween man and God. Thus, the figures become flat, weight

less, and space is transformed into gold. The Hellenistic 

i n fluences on early Christian art were refined and balanced 

in the Oriental imprint on Byzantine art, and the germ of 

Byzantine art is also -present in the art of the early 

Christian period. 

Early Christian art remained rooted .in its own times. 

Like all contemporary art, it was influenced by other popular 

trends and movements; nevertheless, it remained bound to the 

traditional norms. 

Through the strength of its doctrine it gave full 
and balanced value to the symbolism that is the 
source of its resilience. Plunged increasingly 
into the world, it gradually transposed this sym
bolism into history and into the translation of 
historical cycles into art. It thus initiated all 
of the artistic trends which, in the known world 
of those days, were to succeed it. 1 

1Bourguet, Pierre du. Early Christian Art. New York, 
Reynal & Co., 1971, pg. 210. 
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Christianity utilized visual images to implant its message 

in the minds of men. 

Recently there has been much thinking and some writing 

about the relations of art to worship and the church. 1 

M. Ryerson Turnbull 2 discusses the Israeli Tabernacle built 

by Moses as having tremendous importance in God's sight. 

Its purpose was to be a place for God to dwell in the midst 

of His people. It was the place where God was to meet with 

the people and where the people could meet with God. The 

plans for this Tabernacle to the very last detail were given 

Moses by God, and were of such great importance that thirteen 

chapters in the Book of Exodus are devoted to these instruc

tions. Of the symbolism of the tabernacle, Turnbull says, 

"God was using the structure and its various appointments as 

object lessons to teach the people fundamental principles 

concerning Himself, and their relation to Him. 113 The Taber

nacle was not meant to be only a good and careful piece of 

workmanship; there is a concern with the architecture acting 

as an aide to God's message. 

1Ritter, Richard H. The Arts of the Church. Boston, 
The Pilgrim Press, 1947. 

2Turnbull, M. Ryerson. Studying the Book of Exodus. 
Richmond, Va., Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1925. 

3Turnbull, M. Ryerson. Studying the Book of Exodus. 
R . h d va Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 1925, ic mon , . , 
pp. 92-93. 
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Art is, in fact, a necessity to and a product of the 

s piritual life. "Religion, like art, is concerned with the 

world of emotional reality, and with material things only in 

so far as they are emotionally significant. 111 Art and 

re ligion are means to similar states of mind - - two roads by 

which men escape from circumstance to ecstacy. Art is a 

manifestation of man's spiritual state and the history of 

ar t could also be the spiritual history of the human race. 

"Throughout the Protestant Church there is an increas

ing interest in symbolism." 2 The imagery and symbolism of 

t he Bible and the church are valid and effective still, 3 

and the use and need for symbolism as an educational medium 

still exists today, although in this more literate era its 

e ducational value is much reduced. 4 The strength of any 

message to.day is judged by the majority in terms of its vis-:

ual impact. The "media is the message" type of thinking has 

affected all kinds of communications. There could be greater 

1Bell, Clive. Art. New York, Frederick A. Stokes, · 
Co., 1913, pg. 81. 

2Fritz, Dorothy B. The Use of Symbolism in Christian 
Education. Philadelphia, The Westminster Press, 1961, pg. 9. 

3cope, Gilbert. Symbolism in the Bible and the Church. 
New York, Philosophical Library, Inc., 1959, pg. 12. 

4 1 · . b 1 · Johnson, F. Ernest, ed. Re 1g1ous Sym o ism. 
York, Harper and Brothers, 1955. 

New 
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attention given to the visible expression of Christian truth. 

There is a great need for the church today to become aware 

once more of the power and value of imagery. Although it is 

t hought by architects, Theologians and some intellectual 

a rtists that all the old symbols of the Christian faith are 

irrelevant to our technological age, it is probable that most 

ordinary people still derive more support and insight from 

visible symbolism than from words. 1 

In his article, "The Visual Arts and the Teaching 

h 
. 2 C urch," Terrence R. O'Connor, Jr. feels that if art is 

to regain its true place in the life of the church today, the 

most important aspect, the purpose of liturgical art, must 

be kept in mind. Liturgical art is more important because 

it is fundamental, and because it "serves best to make clear 

what is involved here is no mere side issue about elusive 

a esthetic values of fitting decoration, but something direct

ly connected with defined matters of faith and with the 

practical efficacy of the teaching church."
3 

Furthermore, 

liturgical art today has suffered from relative neglect and 

1child, Hea ther and Calles, Dorothy. Christian Symbols, 
Ancient and Modern. London, G. Bell & Sons, 1971. 

2o•connor, Terrence R. "The Visual Arts and the Teach
ing Church". Liturgical Arts 23: February 1955. 

3rbid. P. 50 
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misrepresentation. Following the evolution of God's tech

niques of divine pedagogy, O'Connor tells us how God uses 

the visible things of sense to lead men to the invisible 

things of the spirit. He established a visible Church and 

endowed her with sacraments, using such commonplace material 

things as water, bread, and wine to signify an invisible 

reality, grace. The history of art is the reflection of the 

history of ideas, and _ great Christian art is a good example 

of this truism because it was of set purpose, didactic. 

Christian art has a job to do, and that is to teach the 

Gospel. o•connor says that in the past, whenever Christian 

art has been truly great, this principle of teaching has been 

most clearly realized and most splendidly exemplified. 

Christian truth is essentially mysterious, and if Christian 

art is to be faithful to its calling (to teach) it must 

often be subtle. 

Indeed there are many signs today that point to 
a revival of church art ... the personal 
expression of artists, whose writings and sayings 
reveal their innate religion. There is a force 
at work drawing art back to the great subjects 
and motifs of · Christian faith, and the artist 
seeks an encounter with the sacred and a concern 
with man's inner soul.l 

1coomaraswarny, Ananda K. Christian and Oriental 
Philosophy of Art. New York, Dover Publ. Co., pg. 143. 
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