First ‘dogmatic’ images

The period 313 — 500 was foundational in the development $t@im
art. In the previous two parts of this chapter we exaththe develop-
ment of church architecture during this period of officedagnition of
Christianity in the Roman Empire. We turn now to thged@oment of
Christian doctrinal pictorial art during the period —imageeant to il-
lustrate a theological concept or dogma. The repertdirgarrative im-
agery continues and is even expanded but it is dogmadigeing that is
the |mportant development.

7 Numerous heretical and political challenges as a®lso-
cietal changes during the period of recognition influenced the
{visual representations of the essential doctrinalefselof
Christians. By the beginning of the sixth century the dasi
| dogmatic imagery of the Christian Church, with the excep-
tions of images of the crucifixion and some Mariaantes,
{was established. There would be future variations bu¢ghe
sential thematic designs would remain constant throughout
ubsequent centuries.
We are so certain, today, of our understanding ofisles
Christ and of what his role in history is that it isfidiflt for
|us to appreciate just how unclear it all was back inetmty
centuries. Basic issues remained disputed such as the natur
| of Jesus Christ —human or divine {orwhat way, or to what
¢ extent, human or divine)?—and his relationship to God the
Father (was Christ ‘begotten’ or ‘made’?). The pdditic
sphere also exerted its influence. With legalization dmed t
patronage of the emperors came a tug of war over whigh ha
== authority over the other. Was the emperor over ther€hor

152 Original altar and apse of
old St Peter's, Rome; ca. 350.

The apse fresco indicated here is
conjecture based upon later draw-
ings. The upper half of the apse is
of the Dominus legem dat Peter
type image placed within a garden
environment (paradise).

<http://inillotempore.com/blog/pivot/entry.php?
id=632>

~ the Church over the emperor? Also, the competition &etw
the new faith and traditional paganism challenged Ganigy to define
itself visually relative to the old pagan beliefs. Howswitadifferent; how
was it similar? There was even the problem of how toctigphrist.
What should he look like? What, in fatlad he looked like? Is it proper
and right that he be depicted at all?

We will leave the controversy over the use of imagesorship,
and the question as to whether Christ and the saintddshe depicted,
until we take up the matter of the iconoclastic contreyeFor now, it is
enough to say that while Christian writers often hatiyicized the pa-
gans for the worship of gold and silver idols they seemedtaake
much notice of the prominent use of images in Christiarship during
the 4" and %' centuries. (Extravagant decoration of churchas criti-
cized, but, not so much the use of images.) The legalizafi Christian-
ity seemed to beg for some kind of impressive artrifnio other reason
than to instruct new initiates in ‘orthodox’ Christiy. Perhaps that is
the possible explanation for the mostly mute respong@eofChristian
theologians to the surge in the production of religiolegies.

We don't have a great deal of liturgical art —decoration
churches-- to examine before 350. We assume that some exisked

“A History of Christian Art” by Bernard Dick
All Rights Reserved
www.HistoryOfChristianArt.com



153 The Raising of Lazarus
sarcophagus carving, Lateran
Basilica, ca. 340; Musei Vaticani,
Rome.

Christ raises Lazarus with the aid
of a magic wand.

Thomas F. Mathewdhe Clash of Gods; a
Reinterpretation of Early Chrigtian Art, Revised
and Expanded edition, (Princeton, Princeton
University Press 2003) p 55

and there is evidence that there were some impressiseof [152] but,
unfortunately, those are long gone and so for the pemaoakediately fol-
lowing legalization we have to be content with surveyhmg final phase
in the production of funerary or catacomb art or relyingextural refer-
ences.

We will proceed by discussing the probable reasons éintho-
duction of new subjects during this period.

In competition with paganism
The magic wand

One of the most interesting of the new subjects wasadly introduced

37 3 - in the 3% century, a little earlier than the
» 1 period we are currently exploring. It is
JEz not strictly speaking a dogmatic image
F{ although it firmly established for history

i1 ity of Jesus. We see the subject in cata-
38 comb paintings and on sarcophagi: Christ
&4 working his miracles using a magic wand
1[153]. Nothing, of course, is mentioned
in scripture —the Gospels—of Christ ever
4 using a wand to work miracles. The in-
§ clusion of a magic wand in the storytel-

==4 |ing paintings and carvings therefore in-
E 272 trigues us and so we search for a redson.

~ Magic was an important part of the an-
cient world; there were rituals and incantations farlyeeverything, but
most especially for health issueblealth was an issue for Christians as
well, of course, and so representations of Christsacte cures were
ubiquitous in funerary art, on objects of everyday use,eactesiastical
objects. In fact, the miracle stories could be viewethasone unifying
theme among the several seemingly disjointed pictprasentations in
early Christian art during the third century and first b&athe fourth cen-
tury.

Depictions of Christ using a magic wand to cure peoag be
explained in light of the magic worked by pagan magiciahs did use
magic wands. The wand invites the comparison betweeistGind his
pagan rivals. There were, however, some critical ffees between
Christ’s magic ‘tricks’ and the magicians’. First, 3h took no payment
for a miraculous cure; he did not perform a miraclemtertainment for
profit. His purpose, unlike the magicians, was to lead etuph fuller,
better life. Secondly, He performed miraculous curébawuit using spells
and incantations which were essential aspects of angiagic rituals.
Rather, Jesus performed miracles in his own name. Thinttgicians’
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154 (right) Sarcophagus Frag-
ment with Miracle Scenes , ca
300-310; Museo Nazionale delle
Terme, Rome

(from left to right) the Cure of the
Woman with Issue of Blood, the
Sermon on the Mount, Cure of the
Paralytic, and the Cure of the
Leper. In each cure image Christ
touches the person with his hand.
The use of a magic wand eventu-
ally disappears from images of
Christ working miracles once pa-
ganism had lost its official appeal.

Thomas F. Mathews, The Clash of Gods; a
Reinterpretation of Early Christian Art, Revised
and Expanded edition, (Princeton, Princeton
University Press 2003) p 70

155 (above) Adoration of the
Magi, Christian sarcophagus, ca.

The subject may have appeared in
the 4th c. in celebration of the
victory of the New Law of Christ
over the old law of the

‘demons’ (pagan gods of ancient
Greece and Rome).

156 (top) Moses Using a Magic
Wand to Cause Water to Flow
from a Rock, Roman catacomb
ca. 4th c.

<http://www.catholic-convert.com/Portals/0/Moses
-Peter%20sm.jpg>

magigc tricks were illusions but Christ's miracles weeal and perma-
nent:

Also —aside and apart from magicians’ magic and useaofls -
and relative to the pagan gods of healing-- Christ hadtarbetore ap-
pealing bed-side manner. Often hesset in Christian imagery walking
among his people, touching, stroking, comforting, pressing his warm and
life-giving hands on them, and working a very visible magic."* Personal,
compassionate human touch was never part of the refagsarof the
pagan gods associated with curing. It was, however, tamtitze depic-
tion of Christ's miracles[154]. Even when he is shown usiiegwand he

— . IS seen among the common people. This image of the per-
ompassmnate Christ was a welcome reliehen t

izing. Clearly, Christ’'s magic and healing power wasdpett
than what the magicians and pagan gods could offer. The
inclusion of a magic wand in depictions of Christ effagtin
cures had a relatively short life, disappearing frohmi€
tian imagery once paganism had sufficiently faded as a se-
rious official competitor. The image of a compassienand personal
Christ, however, defined him for all future generations.

Christ seemingly inherited his magic powers fronphécursor in the
Old Testament, Moses, who is sometimes shown in tEwisirt of the
same period also wielding a magic wand in, for exanpaetng the red
sea using his staff and -in the desert- commanding wafvidrom a
rock by hitting the stone, also with his stilfloses even used his staff to
best pharaoh’s magicians in a magic contest.

The theme of the superiority of Christ’s magic ovet tof sorcer-

ers and the pagan gods may also be partly responsilileefappearance
in Christian art of the story of th&doration of the Three Magi[155].
Magi were knowledgeable experts when it came to evilts@nd magic.
It is possible that the appearance and popularity of tlgg sbary during
this time of intense competition with paganism was a $ignthe pagan
world that the power of the old gods —‘demons’ as thasGans called
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157 (below) Gandhara Buddha,
1st-2nd c. A.D., Tokyo National
Museum

<http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Gandhara_Buddha_%28tnm%29.jpeg>
W kipedia:en:User:World | maging (talk)| World
Imaging (talk)]] at the English Wikipedia project.

158 (top right) Christ with Halo,
Catacomb of Commodilla, Rome,
late 4th c.

159 (right) Christ in Glory, mo-
saic, Catacomb of Domitilla,
Rome, 4th c.

Christ is fully surrounded by a
spherical aureole.

them- had finally met its match in Jesus CHtiEhe experts —the magi—
had recognized, and officially declared, Christ the victor

Contra Arianism
Arius, a priest of North Africa, propounded a heresy Wed one of the

first to plague the Church following Constantine’s recognitaf the
Chrlstlan religion in 313. Debate centered chiefly in Hastern Roman

Empire, in Alexandria and Antioch, Egypt
and Syria. Briefly, Arius taught that Jesus
as not God as the Father was God but
ather was made by the Father and there-
ore had a beginning. The Son, therefore,
ad not always existed (was not co-
ternal with the Father). It became a seri-
{ous challenge to the faith with perhaps
"more than half of the bishops identifiably
Arian at one poinf. The disunity caused
by the uproar in the East was too much
 for Constantine the Great to ignore and so
'he called a Church council (the First
, Council of Nicaea, 325) that met and
| drafted a creedal formula that condemned
i Arius and upheld that Jesus the Christ
| was of the “same substance” as the Father
1and was “eternally begotten” of the Fa-
* ther, not made by the Father. The eternal
ivine Logos took on human flesh and
became man in Jesus Christ.

The halo and aureole/mandorla

To stress the divinity of Jesus, a symbolic desigmete was employed
that had no obvious precursor in Greek and Roman art éotsse have
been imported from the orient. When we now see a figepeesented
with a halo[159 behind the head of a painted or sculpted imwagm-
stantly identify the figure as holy —or divine. That symbbholiness or
divinity appeared in Christian art in the second halftef 4" century.
The halo, however, had its origins iff 2entury India and central Asia in
representations of Buddha[158] and other holy persons oagdeAt
first, in Christian art, the halo was reserved toi€hiut eventually was
applied to representations of any saint and even, soe®gtihe emperor.
Christ’s halo became distinguishable from others by ddstian of three
arms of a cross (or three rays of light) inscribedtenrbund shape be-
hind his head.

Other symbolic shapes, thareole andmandorla, surrounded the

entire figure. They appeared in Christian art at abousainge time as the
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halo. Christ is represented standing or sitting figjisfe in front of an
oval shape. Often the figure of Christ oversteps the eddbe shape.
The mandorla is often alleged by some art historian® tdebbived from
the imago clipeata or Roman shield image but it too is of Buddhist ori-
gin2The halo and mandorla/aureole are visual clues thatrizge repre-
sents orthodox Christian belief.

Majestas Domini (Christ in Glory

TheMajesta Domini (Christ in Glory) dogmatic image employs the aure-
ole or mandorla shape to help communicate Christ'sidinature. In the
image, Christ is presented in total glory in front afuaminous burst of
either golden or multi-colored light (an aureole) oargly defined man-
dorla (oval shape) of many colors[160]. Sometimes, Cisriseated on a
symbolic globe of the cosmos. In this way the SecBedson of the
Blessed Trinity is depicted as the divine all-powerfuledrRwf the uni-

160 Christ in GI , . 1220, . . .
Museo G A, Barcelona, Span verse. Whether seated or standing he is almost alstaysn full figure.

To the sides of the central figure often appear the fiygratymbols of
the four evangelists or writers of the four gospelsithMav (winged hu-
man), Mark (winged lion), Luke (winged ox or bull), and J¢bagle).

The earliestMajestas Domini image in a church setting that we
know of is a mid B century small apse mosaic in the chapeHoios
Davrd (Blessed Davrd) attached to a monastery in Thessala6ilg] A

- young Christ appears in front of a radi-
antly colored aureole, seated on a rain-
4 bow. Four abbreviated creatures -the
¥ symbols of the four evangelists- flank the
i central figure of Christ and are partially
overlapped by the transparent aureole.
&l Below Christ, the four rivers of paradise
flow from a hill. Christ holds a scroll that
reads “l am the spring of living water.”
The scene represents Chapter 4 of the
Biblical Book of Revelation. The writer
of that book, St. John the Evangelist, i
¥ shown seated to the far right in the mo-

P4 saic, calmly writing what he is seeing.
fads The figure seen cringing and turning

N _ away in terror on the far left, hiding from the visigthe Old Testament
101 The Q’;E’:SZLE;:\';ﬁ'Chgng prophet, Ezekial. Ezekial had a similar vision to thaicdeed by John in
Thessalonica, ca. 425-50. Revelation except the abbreviated creatures were fouteeheasts

known astetramorphs. Depicted in this mosaic are the two contrasting
images favored by the Eastern and Western branchesristi@nity. The
Old Testament vision of the god-head, Ezekial's visioas favored by
the Eastern Church. The New Testament vision reveal&i. John was
favored by the Western Church

TheHosos David type Christ in Glory is assumed to have been a

popular image in the churches of Constantinople becégsewere fre-
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guently deployed in the apses of Egypt and Armenia. Samavs in
Cappadocia. Constantinople, as the Eastern capital wwaud influ-
enced the decoration of these churcfest the time, the image was
known as theheandric or god-man imagé:

The Majestas Domini became one of the foundational dogmatic
image types in Christian art as it depicts Christ asa but radiating all
his divine glory as the absolute ruler of all the unieei/e will find the
image deployed in nearly every period even down to themrese

The Theotokos (Mother of Godor God Bearey

Images we see today of Mary seated on a throne holtmg t
Child Jesus on her lap originated in the late fourth cgrdand probably
derives from an ancient Egyptian image of the goddes$ddiing the
god Horus on her lap and suckling him. But the Christian @bigrbasis

162 The Adoration of the Three
Magi, left side of triumphal arch
mosaic, Santa Maria Maggiore,
4th c.
of the imagery clearly dates to the period following @wincil of Ephe-
sus (431) which proclaimed the doctrine that Jesus was osenpeon-
sisting of two complete natures —divine and human- unifiedriautain-
ing the fullness of each. The Virgin Mary, the Councdgiaimed, was
to be calledTheotokos (God bearer) because she bore and gave birth to
God as a man. A beautiful"Eentury mosaic program[162] that was cre-
ated for the Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore in Roce&brates the
dogma. Included are images that show Mary’s exalted st@tushe left
side of the triumphal arch the mother is depictetthgiton a throne next
to her young son who is seated on an oversized throsyanbol of his
divinity. Christ is attended to by heavenly angels. Thatext of the
scene is the adoration of the magi, who are repredent the right of
Mary and acknowledge for all the world the coming of@agjKing. The
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star of the magi appears in the center of the group gdlsirbehind the
child Jesus. The symbolism of all this is unmistakable:yMsthe The-

otokos or God Bearer; she is the ark of the new covenasysiChrist -
the Word of God made man. This image would be abbreviatathses
qguent depictions with the mother regally arrayed on anthemd holding
the child in her lap. Her lap became the earthy throeeoton. The en-

163 (below, top) Sarcophagus of throned Madonna with Child became visual shorthand foddlegrine of

Junius Bassus , marble, ca. 359, .
Museo Storico del Tesoro della Basil-  the Incarnation.
ica di San Pietro, Vatican City

N Anti-imperial themes
Christ before Pilate; Peter and Paul before Nero

% Several subjects appeared during tfeadd %' centuries
that contrasted the humble authority of Christ witht tof
= || arrogant imperial earthly power. No doubt the subjects

i were a reaction to the horrifying persecution initiated by
= Diocletian at the end of théXentury and which contin-
ued on into the beginning of the fourth, ending with the
ascendency of Constantine the
Great. The Great Persecution had
come as a shock to the Christians,
many of whom had risen to high
levels in the imperial court and in
the military during the previous pe-
riod of relative peace. These new
subjects communicated the dogma
of the triumph of Christ over all
earthly power.

It is interesting that scenes of
Christ’s passion and crucifixion are
absent from the earliest Christian
art. We examined in the last chapter
the possible reasons for the absence
of the cross in the early centuries.
The crucifixion is not represented

164 (above, bottom) Christ Be- during the following period of recognition, either, but is agwhed
fore Pilate, Sarcophagus of . . .
Junius Bassus , marble, ca. 359, obliquely through peripheral scenes from the passion sutireaarrest of

ihél:sd?os Esléolg;;cirge'v;%scgf gﬁlyla Basi-  Christ and his standing before Pilate.[164] It is as ifdbeial point of
‘ the appearance of those scenes was other than gelhaénstory of the

passion. If we move beyond a mere literal readingasfexample, the

story of Pilate’s interview of Christ, we find thasiis, in his silent hu-

mility, actually stands up to the emperor’s represergand trumps ar-
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rogant imperial power by rising from the dead on Easten8y? The

message would not have been lost on the Christiansliwdeb through

the last great persecution of the Church. The memotiyadfpersecution
would live on for some time even after its sudden end ardteal le-

galization of the faith. The promise of ultimate resvéor faithfulness to
Christ in the face of the most brutal of earthly peusens would sustain
Christians down through the centuries.

Triumphal Entry into Jerusalem

The gospel story of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusatecelebrate the
Jewish Passover probably also appeared in Christian egaction to the
Great Persecution. In this case the scene strongtyasts Christ’'s hum-
ble procession into Jerusalem on the back of a donkeytheatishow of
imperial power displayed in scenes of the empemhk@&ntus into Rome

7 s

165 The Emperor's Adventus,
Arch of Galerius, Thessalonica,
300.

in a royal chariot or cart.[165] Both scenes
show us a procession but Christ enters Jerusa-
lem to be sacrificed for the sins of many while
the emperor enters Rome to lay claim to the
city.

At first glance theEntry[166] images
seem similar to the adventus scenes but the
| contrasting messages are in the detiihere
| is the donkey, a humble beast of burden, which
| contrasts with the proud imperial chariot of the
emperor. Christ wears the garb of a philoso-
pher indicating a person who deals in higher,
spiritual issues while the emperor wears the
uniform of a warrior general who deals in
earthly blood and guts. Christ is accompanied by his apostlesaisb

166 Christ's Triumphal Entry
into Jerusalem from a sarcopha-

gus with scenes_ from the Lives of wear philosophers’ clothing. The emperor is escorted byirgmerits of

Saint Peter and Christ, marble,

early 300s (with modern restora- armed infantry and cavalry. Crowds of people wildly gré#irist,
tion), Roman spreading cloaks on the ground before him and waving palnese Hne
no crowds greeting the emperor. Christ greets the peofiea blessing.
The emperor stares straight ahead, not condescendincknovdedge
anyone or anything. The message is clear: Christ's pagr far above
earthly power that no impressive display is neces&amn after earthly
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167 Gentleman’s Homecoming,
sarcophagus, early 4th c., Berlin

Such homecoming scenes may be
the design source for the Christian
story of Christ's triumphal entry
into the city of Jerusalem the
weekend before his crucifixion.

Thomas F. Mathews, The Clash of Gods; a
Reinterpretation of Early Christian Art, Revised
and Expanded edition, (Princeton, Princeton
University Press 2003)

power has its way with Christ on Good Friday he willtmphantly rise
from the grave on Easter Sunday. The crucified and rised Is the
hope of persecuted Christians.

The visual motif of th&riumphal Entry of Christ into Jerusalem
may actually have derived from formulaic homecoming ortihgn
scenes of gentlemen common on pagan sarcophagi of Rooide-
men[167] It is also on the sarcophagi of Christian noblembare we
first find the Entry scenes. Imperiadventus scenes, on the other hand,
never appear on sarcophagi. Hunting and homecoming scdleetee
the life style of noblemen and so were common motifsheir sarcoph-
agi. The motif called for the nobleman to be depictedaahunter on
horseback with a hunting dog sniffing the ground under theehor a
nobleman returning home to his estate while his servamigediaan
abundant crop of, say, olives. This was the same kirfdrofula as we
find in the Entry scene where Christ rides a donkey with a foal under-
neath. The trees in harvesting scenes on the coffitteegpagan noble-
men may have provided the models for the palm trees iRritng com-
positions. The harvesters harvesting the olives are daeishfor the citi-
zens of Jerusalem gathering palms in palm trees. WitHeart#tworking,
sculptors transformed the hunting and harvesting scenes on the sar-
cophagi of pagan Roman noblemen into the Chrigiratny design found
on the sarcophagi of Christian noblemen.

The Triumphal Entry of Christ into Jerusalem, in story and in image has
become iconic, standing in pointed opposition to allllgmpower.

Dominus legem dat Petro (the Lord gives the law to Peter).

A most interesting newcomer in Christian art during tharth century
was the image of Christ seated -or standing- and hardsgyoll to St.
Peter in the presence of St. Paul.[168] Sometimes dymiktles are re-
ceiving scrolls. The depiction has come to be knowrthasDominus

legem dat Petro or, the Lord gives the law to Peter. It also is knasn
the traditio legis (giving of the law) but that title we will reserve far
composition that includes all the apostles. In some elegiDominus
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168 (right) Dominus legem dat
Petro, detail from the sarcopha-
gus of Junius Bassus, marble, ca.
359, Museo Storico del Tesoro della
Basilica di San Pietro, Vatican City

169 (below, top) Traditio Legis ,
front of a sarcophagus in the
Museo Archeologico, Ravenna,
5th c. In this image Christ stands
upon a hill in paradise. A hus-
band and wife are shown to the

Thomas F. Mathewdhe Clash of Gods; a
Reinterpretation of Early Chrigtian Art, Revised
and Expanded edition, (Princeton, Princeton
University Press 2003) p 130

- ‘é’;t& sky god.[168] The image is, of
"W @ course, fictional; it is not historical

' narrative —the scene never happened.

By L But it is a doctrinal and symbolic im-

-8 age that proclaims that the new law

: of Christ has defeated the world of

the ancient gods and goddesses

=® worldly powers that invoked them.

1 The two apostles symbolize the proclamation of the ne
aw to the entire world for Peter symbolizes the 3éwi

| wing of the Church and Paul, the Gentile wing. (The new
aw —Christ— was proclaimed to the Jews, first.) Teéa n
aw is, therefore, for everyone —Jew and Gentile.

| What is this ‘new law’ of Christ? To the Apostolic Fa-

e Well thers of the Church —the earliest Christian preachads a

170 Distribution of largesse,
detail of the north frieze of the
Arch of Constantine, Rome lItaly,
312-315

B writers- it is new knowledge, a fresh life, and immbrta
ity. It is the abandonment of idolatry and union with
Christ through whom we receive new and everlasting life
with God. Through Christ, God has called us from dark-
s Ness to light, from ignorance to knowlec"ﬁé—le has res-

1 Does theDominus legem dat Petro show forth an anti
“~imperial theme? Yes, because it represents Christ as a
law-giver. Only rulers —emperors- proclaim laws. Chisstlearly pre-
sented as a law giver and as such is in competitionthé&hmperial au-
thority. The message, of course, is that God's lawrseges all earthly
laws especially laws instituted with invocations of thggpagods. God’s
law will always ultimately triumph. The truth of tharticle of faith must
certainly have been evident to the 4th century Christiams had just
recently emerged from the dark night of the Great Petisecto the
bright light of recognition as the official religiaof the Roman Empire.

There are two possible sources for the pictorial comtipaf theDomi-
nus legem dat Petro. The first could be Roman imperial iconography of
emperors distributing largesse[170], receiving bounty, sittmgudg-
ment, or distributing aid, instructions or awards to approgcfgures:’

In these scenes the emperor is seen sitting or staagithgpresenting
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171 Deceased as philosopher
or an educated Roman , pagan
sarcophagus, 4th c.

various objects or scrolls to figures lined-up or ‘stackedtagiis right
and left.

Another possible source for tl®minus legem dat Petro is the
type of image carved on sarcophagi that suggested the ddagas an
educated Roman[171]. The seated figure was depicted holdingaahd r
ing a scroll, usually with others standing or seated arbumd The fact
that the image of the ‘deceased as philosopher’ disapf®an Chris-
tian sarcophagi at about same time that Deeninus legem dat Petro
motif shows up on them suggests the pagan scene waseceplih the
Christian one.
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Y Traditio Legis, October 7, 6:09, 2010 <a href="http://
encyclopedia.jrank.org/articles/pages/3501/Traditio-
Legis.html">Traditio
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