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Part One: 
 Christianity and the Arts
    Focus: 

• Art, architecture and music are among the richest expressions of the human 
spirit, conveying the full range of human experience.

• Men and women are formed in God’s own image and share in God’s creativity.
• Human artists are gifted with the ability to reveal something of the mystery 

of God to others and to lead them closer to God.
• Over two thousand years, Christianity has been the single most important 

influence on the development of Western art, architecture and music.
• Throughout its history the Church has used the various arts to communicate 

and develop the Christian faith.

Expressions of the  
Human Spirit
Art, architecture and music are among the richest 
expressions of the human spirit. Through their use 
of image, symbol, or sound these art forms convey 
the full range of human experience – people’s 
deepest emotions and most important ideas.

Art, architecture and music can:

• show us something of what God is like

• be a way to human freedom

• remind us of the infinite scope of the human  
 imagination

• be signs of hope

• be sources of comfort for the suffering and the  
 oppressed

• fill the empty spaces in our homes, workplaces,  
 routines, and lives

• provide an escape from the present moment

• give an insight into other times and other   
 cultures

• celebrate the human body and human desire

Something to Discuss
Read through the list above of the different 
things that art, music and architecture are 
capable of expressing. Can you identify 
particular works of art, buildings or pieces of 
music that fulfil any of these functions?

Something to Think About
What other aspects of human experience do 
great works of art, great buildings or great 
pieces of music express?

God – Creator and Artist
The opening chapter of the Bible shows God as 
Creator, delighting in everything that God has made:

God saw everything that he had made, and 
indeed, it was very good. (Genesis 1:31)

God takes delight especially in men and women 
who are formed in God’s own image:

So God created humankind in his image, in 
the image of God he created them; male and 
female he created them. (Genesis 1:27)

By giving men and women stewardship over the 
earth, God invites humankind to share in God’s 
own inventiveness:

God blessed them, and God said to them, 
‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and 
subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the air and over 
every living thing that moves upon the earth.’ 
(Genesis 1:28)

Art noun
Any objects or activities in which people 
express feelings and ideas about life by giving 
them some imaginative form.

We are God’s work of art, created 
in Christ Jesus to live the good life. 
(Ephesians 2:10)

Hands of God and Adam, detail from The Creation of Adam, 
from the Sistine Ceiling, 1511 (fresco) (post-restoration) - 
Buonarroti, Michelangelo (1475-1564) 
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God is the greatest of artists, who hands on to human artists something of his own creativity. As John Paul 
II puts it:

With loving regard, the divine Artist passes on to human artists a spark of his own surpassing wisdom, 
calling them to share in his creative power. . . . all men and women are entrusted with the task of 
crafting their own life: in a certain sense, they are to make of it a work of art, a masterpiece. 
(John Paul II –  Letter to Artists, 1 and 2)

Task One
Explain in your own words what Pope John Paul II is saying in the above passage from his 
Letter to Artists.

The Artistic Vocation
In the Christian understanding, men and women who are called to 
be poets, writers, sculptors, painters, architects, musicians or actors 
have in them a “divine spark” which enables them to make beautiful 
things in the service of God, of the Church, and of the people 
among whom they live. Through their work, artists are able to reveal 
something of the mystery of God to others. Genuine works of art can 
lead people closer to God in many ways:

• by lifting their spirits 

• by helping them to pray

• by strengthening them in faith, hope and love

Pieta (marble), Buonarroti, Michelangelo (1475-1564)   
/ St. Peter’s, Vatican, Rome, Italy

Art, Architecture and Music in the Christian Tradition
In the two thousand years since the birth of Jesus, Christianity has been the single most important 
influence in the development of art, architecture and music in the Western world. Throughout its history 
the Church has used the various arts to communicate and develop the Christian faith, providing them with 
much of their subject matter.

The Christian attitude to religious art is very different to that of the Jewish faith out of which Christianity 
developed. While the Hebrew Scriptures regarded the visual representation of God as idolatry and did 
not allow human artists to make images of the divine out of materials such as wood, clay, stone or metal, 
Christianity established a tradition of representing Jesus Christ – fully God and fully human – in its art. The 
beginnings of this tradition owe much to imagery adapted from the Greek and Roman worlds.

Task Two
How does the following passage from the Old Testament 
help explain the Jewish ban on visual representations of 
God?

. . . you shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for 
yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven 
above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under 
the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for 
I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the 
iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those 
who reject me, but showing steadfast love to the thousandth 
generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. 
(Exodus 20:3-6)

Interior of dome, Saint Peter’s, Vatican
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Some Great Examples of Christian Art
Over the centuries certain sculptures, paintings, buildings and pieces of music have come to be regarded as 
great examples of Christian art, instantly recognised by people the world over. These include:

The Cathedral of Notre Dame de Paris (built between 1163 and1350)

Andrei Rublev’s icon of the Trinity (around 1410)

The Pietà (1499) by Michelangelo

Saint Peter’s Basilica, Rome (built between 1506 and1626)

The Saint Matthew Passion (1729) by the composer J. S. Bach

Something to Do
Choose one of the famous works of Christian art, architecture or music that are listed above 
and find out more about it.

Something to Think About
Can you name any other world-famous examples of Christian 
art, architecture or music?

Key Themes in Christian Art, Architecture 
and Music
Most – but not all – of the key themes dealt with in Christian art, 
architecture and music come from the Gospels. While events from the 
Old Testament have an important place in Christian art, they are always 
presented in the light of the New Testament revelation that Jesus Christ, 
the only Son of God, entered history as a human being in order to save 
humankind from sin and death. Through his death and resurrection, men 
and women who follow Jesus Christ will one day come to experience the 
fullness of God’s life and love:

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent his Son, born of a 
woman… (Galatians 4:4)

 I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly. (John 10:10)

The events of Jesus life, death and resurrection are the central themes of Christian art – but there are others 
as well:

The Creation
God’s creation of the world – told in the 
opening chapters of the Book of Genesis 
– has produced some of the greatest 
Christian works of art. Among these are 
the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, Haydn’s 
oratorio The Creation, and Milton’s 
Paradise Lost. Such works are evidence 
of people’s enduring fascination with 
questions about the origin of life, the 
purpose of human existence, and the 
presence of evil in the world. 

Sistine Chapel Ceiling (1508-12): The Creation 
of Adam, 1511-12 (fresco) (post restoration) - 
Buonarroti, Michelangelo (1475-1564) 

The Holy Trinity, by Andrei Rublev, 
c, 1410–1420, tempera on panel.  
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Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity
The human life cycle begins with conception and birth. In every age 
Christian artists have borrowed from the circumstances of their time to 
illustrate these events in the life of Jesus. The images of the Annunciation by 
the angel Gabriel to Mary (Luke 1:26-38), of Jesus in the crib or sitting on 
his mother’s lap, are among the most popular images of the Christian faith. 
They suggest the mystery of the Son of God becoming human – born into 
this world in very ordinary circumstances. The Visitation of Mary, the mother 
of Jesus, to Elizabeth, the mother of John the Baptist (described in Luke 
1:39-45) gives artists the opportunity to show two pregnant women joyfully 
embracing. The Massacre of the Innocents depicts the killing of the children 
by King Herod (Matthew 2:16-18). This was a very popular theme in times 
when many babies did not survive.

Christmas carols sung in homes and streets take up the themes of the Nativity. 
The Christmas crib, first attributed to Francis of Assisi, is important in different 
cultures across the world.

Jesus’ Baptism, Adult Life and Ministry
Jesus’ baptism (Mark 1:9-11) is especially important in Christian 
architecture. For much of Christian history, baptistries were 
separate buildings from churches. Generally they were octagonal – 
representing the eighth day of creation and the day of resurrection, 
which Christian believers enter through baptism. Many 
representations of the baptism of Jesus show someone taking the 
plunge – a sign of their conversion or rebirth into the life of Christ. 

Jesus the teacher and Jesus the healer are popular images in 
Christian art. The image of Jesus the Good Shepherd, which was 
understood as a parable about the afterlife, was very important 
in the early Church. Jesus as teacher was an important theme in 
architecture, especially in the design of pulpits.

Jesus’ encounters with women (including the woman 
at the well in John 4:7-30 and Mary Magdalene in 
John 20:11-18) are often illustrated. Pictures of Jesus 
at table, which look forward to the Last Supper, were 
common.

Jesus’ miracles provide an opportunity for artists and 
musicians to show how the extraordinary can break 
into and challenge the flow of everyday life. The 
wedding at Cana in Galilee (John 2:1-11) and the 
Transfiguration (Mark 9:2-8) are two popular examples 
of this.

The Crucifix suspended above the altar in the Cathedral of the 
Blessed Sacrament, Christchurch. Sculptor: Patrick Mulcahy
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Palm Sunday, the Last Supper, and 
Jesus’ Suffering and Death
Most Christian art and music deal with themes from the Gospels. Jesus’ 
death and the events leading up to it dominate all Christian artistic 
production. It can be seen in churches designed in the shape of a 
cross and in hundreds of thousands of artistic representations of every 
aspect of Jesus’ suffering, including the series of Stations of the Cross 
found on the walls of most Catholic churches. Episodes that have a 
particular appeal for artists include the kiss of Judas, the depiction of the 
instruments of the passion, the pietà (Jesus’ dead body cradled in his 
mother’s lap), and the body of the dead Christ hanging on the cross.

Hymns, spirituals and popular works dealing with Jesus’ suffering and 
crucifixion exist alongside choral settings of the passion – most famously 
by J. S. Bach – and hundreds of musical compositions written especially 
for the liturgies of Holy Week.

The Gospel accounts of the suffering and death of Jesus also inspired 
the development of the passion plays, moving re-enactments of Christ’s 
last hours that were popular in the Middle Ages. The Passion of the 
Christ, Mel Gibson’s recent film, follows in this tradition.

Jesus’ Resurrection and Ascension 
Jesus’ resurrection has been treated much less often by artists than has his 
crucifixion. The fact that Jesus’ resurrection was unobserved – all that his 
followers saw was the empty tomb – may be partly responsible for this. Also 
significant is the fact that many artists find it easier to depict pain than joy. 

The ascension is even more difficult to picture convincingly. Sometimes it is 
signified simply by a pair of feet stuck on to the ceiling of a church.

The Holy Spirit and the Birth of the Church 
Generally, the final episode depicted by artists presenting series on the life of 
Christ is the descent of the Holy Spirit on the disciples at Pentecost and the 
establishment of the Church (Acts 2).

Christian architecture has always attempted to reflect the supernatural origins of the Church.  
Today, Christian architects continue to create a sense of sacred space within their buildings. 

The Christian liturgy has provided composers with countless opportunities over the centuries. Musical 
settings of the Mass span more than one-thousand years – these range from the simplest chants to vast 
choral and orchestral arrangements by composers such as Verdi, Brahms, Bernstein and Britten.

Mary and the Saints
From the Middle Ages, the lives of the saints – especially that of Mary the Mother of God – became a major 
focus for Christian artists. With the spread of pilgrimage shrines devoted to Mary and the saints and an 
increased emphasis on their relics, artists were commissioned to create images of Mary and the saints for 

the particular churches and chapels with which they were associated. The formulation of new doctrines by 
the Church, such as the Immaculate Conception and the Assumption, was accompanied by many paintings 

and sculptures on these themes.
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The Last Judgement
Images of Christ’s Second Coming and the Last Judgement 
tended to be created during times of crisis and social change. 
In the medieval world, fear of death and judgement was 
universal – wars and diseases, such as the plague, killed vast 
numbers of people. Painters depicted monsters and devils 
devouring or punishing those guilty of various sins – the 
inhabitants of hell might well include popes and kings. In 
heaven, ranks of angels and righteous souls contrasted with 
the sinners below.

The theme of the Last Judgement added drama to musical 
settings of the requiem or funeral mass. In literature, it 
inspired one of the greatest poems ever written, Dante’s 
Divine Comedy.

Last Judgement, from the Sistine Chapel, 1538-41 (fresco),  
Buonarroti, Michelangelo (1475-1564)  

/ Vatican Museums and Galleries, Vatican City, Italy

Task Three
Choose one of the common themes of Christian art, architecture and music outlined below:

Find as many examples as you can of works of art, architecture or music 
that are linked to your chosen theme. 

Something to Think About
Are there any features that these examples of works on your chosen 
theme have in common?

Extension Activity
Design a collage of images or sounds around your chosen theme using 
the material you have found.

To understand the relationship between Christianity and the development of art, architecture and music, it 
is necessary to be aware of the major stages of Christian history. These can be presented as follows:

 

The First to the Fifth Centuries
For much of this period the Church was an “outsider”. The first generations of Christians eagerly awaited 
the end of this world and the return of Jesus Christ in triumph. Because of this, and the fact that Christians 
often faced harsh persecution from the Roman authorities, the early Church was, for much of the time, 
officially hostile to the arts. Little survives from these centuries except for some architecture, a few artefacts, 
the tomb-paintings hidden deep in the catacombs, and some magnificent mosaics.

The Creation
Annunciation, Visitation, Nativity

Jesus’ Baptism, Adult Life and Ministry
Palm Sunday, the Last Supper, and Jesus’ Suffering and Death

Jesus’ Resurrection and Ascension
The Holy Spirit and the Birth of the Church

Mary and the Saints
The Last Judgement

Overview of the History of Christian Art, Architecture and Music
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The Sixth to the Fifteenth Centuries 
After Christianity became the official state religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century, the Church 
gradually expanded throughout Eastern and Western Europe. Under the strong influence of Christianity the 
arts developed in remarkable ways. No aspect of life was ignored – from the popular to the most solemn, 
from the cradle to the grave.

The Sixteenth to the Nineteenth Centuries
Following the Renaissance and the Reformation the influence of Christianity on the arts decreased. In 
Northern Europe the Protestant denominations discouraged the use of the arts – except music – within 
churches, and in wider society they were used mainly for moral education. The Catholic Reformation 
brought about a great revival of the Christian arts which continued into the nineteenth century.

The Twentieth and the Twenty-First Centuries
By the twentieth century, most works of art, architecture and music were created in secular environments, 
completely independent of the Church. Today, many artists, architects and musicians – who themselves 
are not Christian – continue to make use of Christian themes in their work. New art forms, including 
photography and cinema, which have never been under a strong Christian influence, have developed.

Major Periods of Church Architecture
The following table shows the major styles and periods of Church architecture.

Task Four
In the following sections of this topic you will learn more about 
the long tradition of Christian art, architecture and music. As you 
work through this material you will find out about many important 
works of art, architecture and music and about the people and 
circumstances which produced them.

Construct a timeline covering the almost two-thousand years of the 
development of Christian art, architecture and music. On it indicate 
important dates, people, events, movements and works in this 
tradition. Illustrate your timeline with appropriate images. 

In the style of Crucifixion (Corpus Hypercubus), 1954, by Salvador Dali (1904–1989).

300 400 500 600 700 800 900 1000 1100 1200 1300 1400 1500 1600 1700 1800 1900 2000

300 400 500 600 700 800 900 1000 1100 1200 1300 1400 1500 1600 1700 1800 1900 2000

Major Periods of Church Architecture

Byzantine

Romanesque

Gothic

Renaissance

Reformation

Baroque/Rococo

Modern
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The First Christians
After Pentecost, the followers of Jesus Christ preached the Good News far and 
wide. To begin with, as Christian communities were established in major centres 
of the Roman Empire, including Rome itself, the new religion was tolerated by 
the authorities as one of many cults that existed side by side.

However, Christians fell under increasing suspicion as rumours developed about 
their secret rites of worship. When the Emperor Nero needed a scapegoat for 
the great fire of 64 AD he turned to the Christians – and so began a period of 
persecution during which thousands of Christians, including Saints Peter and 
Paul, were martyred. These two great leaders of the Christian Church appear on 
the earliest Christian portraits, made in the third and fourth centuries.

Nero, emperor from 54 to 68, blamed Christians for a fire which destroyed much of Rome and began to persecute them.

The Art of the Catacombs
Historians believe that the persecuted Christians of Rome were driven 
underground into the catacombs – subterranean limestone burial 
chambers – where they worshipped in secret.

The earliest surviving Christian art, which can be dated to the 
third century, is found in the catacombs. Most of the images there 
emphasise hope, comfort and protection – all appropriate themes for 
burial sites.

More than sixty catacombs containing tens of thousands of tombs twist for hundreds of miles beneath Rome.

The original paintings on the walls of the catacombs featured pagan symbols – scrolls, birds, animals and 
figures from mythology. However, as more people joined the Christian faith, the pagan symbols were 
either replaced by Christian images or given new Christian meanings. For example, the peacock came to 
be regarded as a sign of Jesus’ resurrection. Favourite symbols, such as the anchor, representing Christian 
faith and courage under persecution, appear many times. The fish had a secret meaning understood by 
Christians only and was used as a password among them. In Greek the word for fish is Icthys – these 
letters stand for ‘Jesus Christ, Son of God, Saviour’. 

Images of the crucified Christ, which later became such an important subject 
in Christian art, are rare in the catacombs. Early Christians preferred not to 
present their God as an executed criminal. 

The catacomb paintings were more than decorative. By looking at them 
Christians were assisted to pray and to reflect on the mysteries of their faith, to 
gain courage under persecution and to pray for their dead. 

Part Two: 
 The Early Church
 Focus: 

  • Much of the earliest Christian art features on the walls of the catacombs   
   where Christians fled during times of persecution.
  • Certain symbols, such as the fish, were secret signs the meanings of which  
   were understood by Christians only.
  • Later, themes from Scripture, such as the Good Shepherd, became more   
   popular.
  • Early Christian worship took place in the houses of prominent Christians   
   – there were not as yet special church buildings.
  • From the beginning, the singing of psalms and hymns was an important   
   feature of Christian worship.

Ichthys – an acrostic formed 
from the initial letters of 

the Greek words for “Jesus 
Christ, Son of God, Saviour”.
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The Good Shepherd
As the persecutions declined the catacomb paintings included 
more themes from the Christian Scriptures. Some show Christ 
against an ancient Roman landscape. 

Among the most popular images of Jesus was the Good 
Shepherd – there are over one hundred of these throughout 
the various catacombs. The shepherd, a symbol of care and 
protection, was common in Greek art where the god Hermes was 
sometimes shown carrying a sheep or ram. Imagery associated 
with Hermes was adapted by Christians to form the image of 
Christ the Good Shepherd.

In these images Christ was shown carrying the lost sheep on his 
shoulder. Often he would be accompanied by the figure of a 
woman praying. She represented the Church, the Bride of Christ, 
with hands outstretched in prayer for departed souls.

The Good Shepherd is often placed within a vine-tree decoration 
– a symbol of Christ’s gift of himself in the Eucharist: 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life 
for the sheep. (John 10:11)

Early realistic representations of Christ portray him as a young 
man without a beard. This suggests that Christ, risen from the 
dead, is eternally young. The figure of Christ on many sarcophagi 
– stone coffins – in Rome, Gaul and elsewhere, show him as 
young and beardless with bearded apostles around him.

Other images from the Old and the New Testaments found in 
the catacombs include Daniel in the lion’s den, the three young 
men in the fiery furnace, the Baptism of Jesus, the wedding feast 
at Cana, the miracle of the loaves and fishes, and the raising of 
Lazarus. 

Something to Think About
Imagine you have been commissioned to 
create a visual image or piece of music based 
on the theme of Jesus the Good Shepherd. 
Using ideas and images from Psalm 23, 
which ideas and images would you choose to 
emphasise?

Psalm 23

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
   He makes me lie down in green pastures;
he leads me beside still waters; 
   he restores my soul.
He leads me in right paths
   for his name’s sake. 

Even though I walk through the darkest valley,
   I fear no evil;
for you are with me;
   your rod and your staff – 
   they comfort me. 

You prepare a table before me
   in the presence of my enemies;
you anoint my head with oil;
   my cup overflows. 

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me
   all the days of my life,
and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord
   my whole life long.

Good Shepherd, fresco (3rd century) in 
Catacomb of Priscilla (3rd century), Rome, 
Lazio, Italy.
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Anti-Christian Graffiti
The enemies of Christianity often mocked the new religion, which they 
considered full of superstition, by scrawling graffiti on the walls of Roman 
bath-houses. 

Task Five
Study the graffito of “Alexamenos worshipping his god”.

a)  Which figure is Alexamenos?
b)  Which figure is Alexamenos’ god?
c)  What is happening to the god of Alexamenos?
d)  Do you think Alexamenos is depicted as a Christian? 
 Explain your answer.
e)  Who do you think might have scratched this graffito 
 on the wall of a Roman bath-house?

Christian Worship
The early Christians worshipped, not in church buildings, but in the private homes of Christians, such as 
the house of Pansa in Pompeii that is shown in the floor plan below.

Task Six
Using the floor plan of a typical Roman house, identify where you would arrange a 
celebration of the Eucharist for about fifty people on a fine day.

HOUSE OF PANSA, Pompeii

1.  Shops
2.  Main Entrance
3.  Baker’s Shop
4.  Bake House
5.  Oven

6.   Impluvium
7.  Separate  House
8. Atrium
9.  Peristyle
10. Portico

11.  Wagon Shed
12.  Gardener’s Shed
13. Winter Dining Room
14.  Dining Room (Triclinium)
15. Reception Room (Oscus)

16.  O�ce
17.  Kitchen
18. Tablinum

Vegetable
Garden

1
1 1

3
4

6

7

7
7

8
9

1013

14

15

16

15
17

18

11

12

5

1

1

1

1

1

2

“Alexamenos worshipping his 
god” – anti-Christian graffito 
of the second or third century.
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Inappropriate Behaviour at the Lord’s Supper
As Saint Paul makes clear in his first letter to the Church in Corinth, not all members of the Christian 
community behaved appropriately when they gathered in one another’s homes for the celebration of the 
Eucharist:

Now in the following instructions 
I do not commend you, because 
when you come together it is 
not for the better but for the 
worse. For, to begin with, when 
you come together as a church, 
I hear that there are divisions 
among you; and to some extent 
I believe it. Indeed, there have 
to be factions among you, for 
only so will it become clear who 
among you are genuine. When 
you come together, it is not really 
to eat the Lord’s supper. For 
when the time comes to eat, each of you goes ahead with your own supper, and one goes hungry and 
another becomes drunk. What! Do you not have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you show contempt 
for the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? What should I say to you? Should I 
commend you? In this matter I do not commend you!  (1 Corinthians 11:17-22)

Something to Discuss
What are some of the problems regarding behaviour during the celebration of the Eucharist 
identified by Saint Paul in the above passage? What similar situations still arise today?

Music in Early Christian Life and Worship
Historians once believed that the music used by the early Christians during their own worship was 
adapted from Jewish synagogue services. However, the links between the music of early Christian 
worship and that used in the Temple in Jerusalem to accompany ritual sacrifices are much more obvious. 
From the earliest days, the celebration of the Eucharist – the commemoration of the Last Supper – was 
accompanied by music in the form of psalm singing. This tradition of singing psalms was associated with 
important Jewish festivals, especially the feast of Passover. The Christian practice of singing the Alleluia 
verse developed from the Jewish custom of singing Psalms 113 to 118 – all of which have Alleluia refrains 
– while offering sacrifices in the Temple in Jerusalem.

Hymn singing is the earliest recorded musical activity of the Christian Church. The Gospels report that Jesus 
and his disciples sang hymns on the way to the Garden of Gethsemane where Jesus was to be arrested:

 When they had sung the hymn, they went out to the Mount of Olives. 
 (Matthew 26:30 and Mark 14:26)

O come, let us sing to the Lord; let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation!

(Psalm 95:1)

Task Seven
Identify three musical aspects of early Christian worship that remain important features of 
Christian liturgy today.

Something to Think About
The early Church opposed the idea that music was purely for enjoyment and regarded some 
music as unacceptable for use in Christian worship. Does the Church today regard certain 
types of music as inappropriate for the celebration of the Eucharist? Why?
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Part Three: 
 The Church Goes Public
 Focus: 

  • The conversion of Constantine to the Christian faith led to Christianity’s   
   legalisation and to it becoming the official religion of the Roman Empire.
  • As many more people became Christians, it was no longer practical to
   celebrate the Eucharist in private houses – much bigger public buildings   
   where large numbers of worshippers could assemble were needed.
  • In some cities, Christian leaders or governors donated basilicas – court   
   houses or halls of justice – for Christian worship. 
  • Soon basilicas were being specially built for use as churches in Rome and   
   throughout the Empire.
  • Basilicas provided the basic pattern for all the Christian great cathedrals   
   and churches of the following centuries. 
  • Guidelines regarding the place of music in life and worship were written by  
   important Christian figures.

The Conversion of the Emperor Constantine
In October 312 the army of the young general Constantine was preparing to do battle 
with the army of Maxentius, his rival, outside the city of Rome. The outcome of the 
battle would decide who controlled the Roman Empire. While Maxentius turned to the 
Roman gods for protection, Constantine decided to pray to the Christian God for help. 
As he prayed, Constantine had a vision. In the sky he saw a glowing cross and the 
words, In hoc signes vinces – “In this sign you will conquer”.

Heeding the vision, Constantine adopted Christ’s 
monogram, the Chi Rho, as his own sign. He ordered his soldiers to mark 
their shields and armour with it. Even though his forces were outnumbered, 
Constantine’s army won the battle and he became emperor (reigning 312–337). 
Crediting his victory to the God of the Christians, Constantine, from that time 
on, regarded himself as a follower of Christ. In 313, he issued the Edict of Milan 
– this guaranteed freedom of religion to all in the Empire including Christians. 

Under Theodosius (reigning 379 to 395), Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire.

Sculpture of Roman Emperor Constantine outside York Minster Cathderal, York, England

From Houses to Basilicas
With the conversion of Constantine and the subsequent 
establishment of Christianity as the official religion of 
the Empire, many more people wanted to become 
Christians. It was no longer practical for Christians to 
celebrate the Eucharist in private houses – much bigger 
public buildings where large numbers of people could 
assemble were needed.

In some cities, Christian leaders or governors donated 
local court houses or halls of justice for Christian 
worship. Soon these buildings, called basilicas, were 
being specially built for use as churches in Rome and 
throughout the Empire. The first great basilica in Rome 
was the Church of Saint John Lateran, which was 
constructed around 315, probably under the orders of 
Constantine. Others, including Old Saint Peter’s – for many centuries the largest and most important of 
these basilica churches – soon followed. This church was built over the tomb of the apostle Peter. 

The emperors after Constantine, especially Theodosius and Justinian (emperor from 527 to 565), were very 
supportive of the Church. They allocated funds for building basilicas and encouraged painters, sculptors 
and other craftsmen to beautify them. The interiors of the new basilicas became the focus of artists and 
sculptors. However, in contrast to classical temples, little attention was given to their external appearance. 

The Chi Rho symbol 
is formed from the 
first two letters of 
the Greek word for 

Christ.

A cross section of the basilica of Old Saint Peter’s, 
Rome, built between 320 and 327.
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The availability of large basilicas as places of worship made it 
possible to have magnificent ceremonies and processions. These 
were sincere expressions of faith and gave witness to the glory 
of God. Through the skills and imagination of its architects and 
artists, the Church was able to inspire worshippers and raise the 
human spirit. Art became a means of communicating religious 
truths and influencing religious experience.

A reconstruction of the basilica of Old Saint Peter’s, Rome.

Task Eight
Explain why in the fourth century Christians stopped celebrating the Eucharist in private 
houses and began worshipping in public buildings instead.

Something to Discuss
Read the script From House to Basilica which your teacher gives you or listen to it being 
read. In a small group discuss the following questions:
 a)  What aspects of worship are emphasised in house liturgies?
 b)  What aspects of worship are emphasised in liturgies held in a basilica?

The Basilica Style
The basilica style used for Roman public buildings, including 
courts of justice and places of public assembly, played an 
important role in shaping opinions as to what a church should 
look like. Here are some important features of a basilica:

•  It is a rectangular hall, usually divided into three and in 
some cases into five naves (main areas, often with aisles 
either side) by a series of columns.  

•  The middle nave is usually higher than the side naves and 
its ceiling was mostly flat and wooden, sometimes richly 
decorated.  

•  The roof of the side naves is slanting, leaning against the wall of the higher middle nave.
•  An intersecting aisle, the transept, crossed the east end of the nave, forming what is known as a Latin 

Cross. 
•  Above the slanting roof of the side naves, the wall of the middle nave usually has clerestories 

(windows for lighting purposes).  
•  The hall usually ended in a semi-circular apse opposite the end which formed the main entrance.  
•  The main entrance to the basilica was through an atrium or forecourt, which was surrounded by a 

covered walkway. 
•  Usually there was a small porch before the entrance, with columns.  
•  The furnishings of the basilica were designed to concentrate the 

attention of the worshipper on the altar in the apse. 
•  The altar was positioned in front of the apse on a raised platform called 

a bema which ran the length of the transept. 
•  Above the altar, in the vaulted ceiling of the apse, there was frequently 

a mosaic of Christ enthroned in the clouds.  
•  Behind the altar was the cathedra, the bishop’s seat, and on either side 

of it seats for the priests or presbyters.  
•  The deacons sat at the side of the altar.  
•  The main body of the church – the naves – was for the congregation.  
•  The back portion of the church at the entrance end was frequently 

separated from the rest of the church by a balustrade – this area known 
as the narthex was for catechumens and the excommunicated.

•  The apse was also separated from the main body of the church by a 
railing.

•  Important members of the congregation sat closest to the apse end of 
the church.  

A bird’s-eye view of the layout of a 
typical basilica.

St. Paul Basilica (Italian San Paolo 
Fuori le Mura), a major basilica 
outside Rome, Italy.
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•  The original basilicas had no towers or bells.  
•  A custom developed for basilicas to be built along the west-east axis – the position of the altar at 

the eastern end meant that the eyes of the congregation faced the rising sun, the symbol of Christ’s 
resurrection and the direction from which it was thought he would appear at his Second Coming. 

Basilicas provided the basic pattern for all the Christian great cathedrals and churches of the following 
centuries. 

Task Nine
The following terms all describe 
features of a basilica.

a)   Write definitions for each of them.
b)   Locate these features on the 

various plans and illustrations of 
basilicas in this chapter of the 
student text or on the photocopy 
provided by the teacher. 

The Power of Music
In the fourth century, following the adoption of Christianity as the official religion 
of the Roman Empire, influential Christian thinkers set down guidelines for the 
use of music within the Church. 

Saint Basil (330–379), Saint Jerome (331–420), Saint Ambrose (339–397), Saint 
John Chrysostom (347–407) and Saint Augustine (354–430) believed that the 
importance of music lay in its power not only to inspire divine thoughts but 
also to influence, for good or evil, the character of its listeners. They did not 
consider that music was of value in itself – music existed to remind the listener 
of the perfect beauty that belonged to God alone. Music was the servant of 
religion, and was of value only if it opened a person’s mind to Christian teachings 
and holy thoughts. Music that inspired only self-centred enjoyment and strong 
emotions was to be rejected. 

On these grounds, instrumental music was initially excluded from 
public worship, though the faithful were allowed to use a lyre (a type 
of string instrument) for accompanying hymns and psalms in their 
homes and on informal occasions. But the ban on instrumental music 
in church was not maintained since the Old Testament, especially the 
Book of Psalms, is full of references to the harp, the pipe, and other 
musical instruments.

Some church leaders tended to regard all art, music and culture as hostile 
to religion. Others, however, not only defended pagan art and literature 
but found themselves so deeply touched by them that they feared the 
pleasure they experienced while listening to music, even in church. 

Task Ten
Imagine you are an important Christian writer who has been 
commissioned to investigate reasons for and against the use 
of music in Christian life and worship. List the ideas that you 
would present. 

apse  atrium  bema  cathedra 
clerestories  narthex  naves  transept 

Paintings at Choir Cupola, 1240, Main Apse, St 
Maria zur Hohe (Hohnekirche, Church of St Mary 
on the Hill), in Soest, Ostwestfalen Region, North 
Rhine-Westphalia, Germany.

The lyre, an ancient 
string instrument, was 
sometimes used to 
accompany the singing 
of psalms and hymns.

St Augustine of Hippo, early 14th 
century. St Augustine of Hippo (354-
430) is regarded as one of the great 
fathers of the early Christian church. 
He was converted to Christianity in 
386, and became Bishop of Hippo, in 
North Africa, in 396. 
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Constantinople
With Constantine’s conversion to Christianity, the new 
religion prospered. Constantine built a new capital 
city in the east of his Empire on the site of the older 
town of Byzantium and named it Constantinople. The 
churches of Constantinople were richly decorated with 
high domes, beautiful mosaics and sculptured images 
of Mary and the saints. Precious jewels were used for 
decoration, and a new style of architecture – known 
as Byzantine – developed. Later emperors, including 
Theodosius and Justinian, supported Christianity and 
became patrons of Church art. Justinian rebuilt the 
central section of the city of Constantinople, including 
the lovely Cathedral of Holy Wisdom.

The move to Constantinople 
altered the course of Christian art. 
Whereas Romans were known for 
their practical attitude to life and 
art, the Greek-based culture of 
Byzantium was concerned with 
debating complex philosophical and 
theological issues. The art of the 
period reflected various controversies 
that were raging over the nature of 
God and the relationship between 
the three persons of the Trinity – 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Art was 
used by the Church to combat heresy 
and to express complex Christian 
truths in visual terms. 

Task Eleven
Explain how the conversion of 
Constantine to Christianity was 
important for the development 
of Christian worship and art.

Part Four: 
    Byzantine Art, Architecture and Music
       
 Focus: 

  • The Emperor Constantine established a new capital in the east of the   
   Empire which became the centre of a new style of art and architecture   
   – Byzantine.
  • Byzantine art and architecture reflected various theological controversies   
   and often linked Christian themes with the emperor and his court.
  • The custom developed, especially in the East, of decorating church   
   buildings with icons – images of Christ, of the Mother of God, and of saints  
   and angels.
  • A long and bitter dispute over the veneration of icons was finally settled at  
   the Second Council of Nicaea in 787.
  • Byzantine music, which was based on eight modes, influenced the   
   development of chant in the Western Church.

The Emperor Justinian, who ruled the Byzantine 
Empire from 527 to 565, built the Cathedral 
of the Holy Wisdom of God (Hagia Sophia) in 
Constantinople. For many centuries it was used  
as a mosque – today it is a museum.

Mosaic of the Emperor Justinian and his court, in the Basilica of San Vitale in 
Ravenna, 6th century. 

In this mosaic in the church of Saint Vitale, Ravenna, the Emperor Justinian 
offers a plate of gold to Bishop Maximianus. Here as in similar mosaics, the 
earthly kingdom of the emperor reflects the heavenly rule of Christ.
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Christian Mosaics
Much of the most important art produced in the Byzantine period was in the form of mosaics. These 
works decorated the new churches, including the Cathedral of Holy Wisdom in Constantinople, and the 
churches of Saint Apollinare and Saint Vitale in Ravenna. The mosaics were usually placed in the inside of 
the dome over the centre of the church or in the curved apse of the sanctuary. They were large in scale 
and used imagery that linked Christian themes with the emperor and his court. For example, Christ is 
sometimes shown in the same way that an emperor receives tribute from his subjects.

The practice of showing earthly rulers in the company of Christ, of Mary the Mother of God, and of the 
saints and the angels, was also established. This was to continue for many centuries.

Something to Think About
Why would the emperor and other powerful people like being 
depicted in the company of Christ and other holy figures?

The Dispute over Icons
A custom developed, especially in the East of the Roman Empire, to 
decorate church buildings with icons – images of Christ, of the Mother 
of God, and of saints and angels. Icons might take the form of painted 
panels, murals or mosaics, on walls or screens, on gospel books 
and vestments. They would be honoured with candles and incense, 
bows and kissing. However, some Christians – called “iconoclasts” or 
destroyers of icons – were suspicious of religious art and demanded 
that the Church get rid of it. They believed that it was sinful to attempt 
to depict aspects of the divine in visual terms. They also claimed that 
people who honoured religious icons were guilty of worshipping false 
images of God.

The “iconophiles” – those who favoured the veneration of icons – 
considered it appropriate for people to express their love of God through 
art and beauty. They regarded icons as “doorways into heaven”. By 
honouring icons and praying in their presence people could grow closer 
to God. Iconophiles argued that iconoclasts showed disrespect for human 
nature, including Jesus’ human nature. They believed it was right to 
venerate a painted icon of Christ who as the fully human and fully divine 
Son of God was the perfect image of God the Father.

Something to Discuss
Work in a pair. List arguments for and against the veneration of religious images that were 
put forward during the icon controversy.

The Second Council of Nicaea
The dispute over the use of icons raged in the Church for many centuries, especially in the East. Some 
emperors set about to destroy icons and persecute those who continued to venerate them. In 787 the Second 
Council of Nicaea under Empress Irene settled the controversy over icons with the following statement:

We define that the holy icons, whether in colour, mosaic, or some other material, should be 
exhibited in the holy churches of God, on the sacred vessels and liturgical vestments, on the 
walls, furnishings, and in houses and along the roads, namely the icons of our Lord God and 
Saviour Jesus Christ, that of our Lady the Theotokos [God-bearer], those of the venerable angels 
and those of all saintly people. Whenever these representations are contemplated, they will cause 
those who look at them to commemorate and love the one shown in the image. We define also 
that they should be kissed and that they are an object of veneration and honour, but not of real 
worship, which is reserved for him who is the subject of our faith and is proper for the divine 
nature. The veneration given to an icon is in effect transmitted to the one depicted in the image; 
the person who venerates the icon, venerates in it the reality for which it stands.

Task Twelve
Explain in your own words three important points made by the bishops at the Second 
Council of Nicaea when they came out in support of the veneration of religious icons.
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Christ pantocrator painting, Madrid, 
Spain.

“. . . the person who venerates 
the icon, venerates in it the reality 
for which it stands,” (The Second 
Council of Nicaea, 787).
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Examples of Byzantine Art
Byzantine art was the dominant 
form of art in the eastern Empire 
until 1453, when the Turks 
conquered Constantinople. The 
later Byzantine works featured 
brilliant colours set against a gold 
background. Figures were flat 
with little decoration. Many local 
areas continued to paint icons 
which are still used by the Greek 
Orthodox Church.

Over the centuries, much 
Byzantine art and architecture has 
been destroyed. The Cathedral of 
the Holy Wisdom of God (Hagia 
Sophia), built between 532 and 
537 in Constantinople (present 
day Istanbul), was turned into 
a mosque in 1453 and much 
artwork was removed or plastered 
over. It became a museum in 
1935. Some Byzantine art has been preserved in Rome but the best examples are probably at Ravenna on 
the coast of Italy which was always in close contact with Constantinople. 

Byzantine Music
Byzantine culture was famous for various types of hymns, including the kontakion, a musical setting 
of a biblical text. The best known composer of kontakia was Saint Romanus the Melodist who lived in 
Constantinople in the first half of the sixth century. Other types of hymns originated when the short 
responses between verses of the psalms, were provided with melodies possibly borrowed from Syria or 
Palestine. These insertions gradually increased in importance, and some of them eventually developed into 
independent hymns. 

Kanones were a type of hymn based on canticles – songs from scripture other than those that formed the 
Book of Psalms. These kanones were based on the following texts from the Bible:

 • The Canticle of Moses after passing through the Red Sea (Exodus 15:1-19)
 • The Canticle of Moses before dying (Deuteronomy 32:1-43) 
 • The Canticle of Hannah (1 Samuel 2:1-10)
 • The Canticle of Habakkuk (Habakkuk 3:1-19)
 • The Canticle of Isaiah (Isaiah 26:7-19)
 • The Canticle of Jonah (Jonah 2:2-10) 
 • The Canticle of Azariah in the furnace (Daniel 3:26-45)
 • The Canticle of the Three Young Men (Daniel 3:52-90)
 • The Canticle of the Blessed Virgin Mary – the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55)
 • The Canticle of Zechariah – the Benedictus Dominus ( Luke 1:68-79)
 • The Canticle of Simeon – The Nunc Dimittis (Luke 2:29-32) 

Byzantine music was built on a system of eight modes or melody types. The choice of a particular mode 
depended on such matters as the nature of the text that was sung, the particular occasion, or the season 
of the year. 

The music of Byzantium influenced the development of Western music, not only in the various chants 
borrowed by the Western Church between the sixth and the ninth centuries but also in the way the 
chants were grouped into one or other of the eight modes.

Something to Think About
Use your Bible to find the text of one of the above canticles. If you were writing a hymn 
based on the canticle which words of the text would you want to emphasise?

St. Paul laying his hands on newly baptised, Byzantine fresco in transept 
of Tokali Kilise (Buckle Church) (12th-13th century), Goreme (Unesco World 
Heritage List, 1985), Cappadocia, Turkey
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Part Five: 
     Barbarians and Reformers
  Focus: 

 • The Romanesque style of architecture developed between the fifth and  
  the twelfth centuries – it was influenced, in part, by the need for   
  protection against barbarian attack.
 • Monasticism contributed greatly to Christian art, architecture and   
  music, especially through the production of illuminated manuscripts, the  
  construction of increasingly complex and sophisticated buildings, and the  
  development of liturgical chant.
 • Although other forms of plainsong existed, Gregorian chant became the  
  dominant form of music in the Western Church.
 • Monastic reformers, such as Bernard of Clairvaux, rejected elaborate   
  forms of religious art and called for a return to simpler architectural and  
  musical styles.

The Barbarian Migrations
In the fifth century the Roman Empire came under attack from various 
German tribes – Huns, Vandals, Goths and Visigoths – as they migrated 
across Europe. In 410 the city of Rome was captured and sacked by the 
Visigoths. It was almost destroyed in 455 by the Vandals. Under pressure 
from the invading tribes, often referred to as barbarians, the Roman Empire in 
the West completely collapsed. Trade declined, law and order disappeared in 
many places, and people lived in fear. This period in Europe’s history is termed 
the Dark Ages.

Heavy external buttressing was needed to support the massive walls of large Romanesque churches.

The Romanesque Style
From the time of the barbarian migrations until the end of the twelfth century, 
a style of architecture called Romanesque developed across Europe. This 
style, which combined a number of features of the Roman basilicas with local 
variations, characterised many churches, cathedrals and monasteries of the 
period. The Romanesque style was influenced by the need for protection 
against barbarian attack. While Italy, France, Germany and England each 
developed their own form of Romanesque architecture there were certain 
common features:

•  heavy square, fortress-like buildings 
•  massive walls supported by external buttressing
•  vaulted rather than flat roofs
•  bays – square or rectangular spaces enclosed by groin vaults 
•  small windows decorated with moldings, carvings, and sculptures
•  domes 
•  high and narrow naves that made room for clerestory windows in the   
 sidewalls below vaulted ceilings
•  rounded arches – or slightly pointed arches – above doors and windows

Something to Think About
The Romanesque style of architecture was influenced by the 
need for protection against enemy attack. What features of 
the Romanesque style would best serve this purpose?

Something to Do
Use the Internet to find images of at least three important 
features of Romanesque architecture.

Groin vaults produced by the intersection at right angles of two barrel (tunnel) vaults were features of the Romanesque 
style. Sometimes the arches were pointed rather than round.

Although built in 1905, the 
Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament, Christchurch, 
displays many features of the 
Romanesque style, including 
rounded arches.
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Church Ornamentation
Romanesque churches, unlike the earlier basilicas, 
often featured elaborate exterior sculpting. Painting 
and decoration were used extensively to enhance the 
appearance of buildings. Artists had recovered the 
skills of carving figures in stone. Although the detail 
differed from region to region, symbolic features often 
recurred – the signs of the Zodiac, and themes from 
mythology such as the centaur and sea-nymph. 

Dramatic scenes from Scripture were frequently 
depicted. The Last Judgement, Christ rising from the 
tomb, Mary as Queen of heaven and earth, and the 
saints in glory were popular subjects. Local scenes 

also appeared, such as the grape harvest, hay-making and figures carrying musical instruments. Eastern 
influences, including Turkish and Islamic elements, can be seen in the sculpted exotic animals, birds and other 
symbols which were often used as decoration. Such features were seen by 
pilgrims to Jerusalem, Rome or Saint James of Compostela in Spain.

Celtic and Benedictine Monasticism
At a time when much of Europe appeared to be in chaos, two monastic 
movements helped provide stability to society. 

In Ireland and parts of great Britain, Celtic monks kept the light of 
civilisation alive not only through the education they provided but 
through their beautifully illuminated manuscripts, including the Book 
of Kells and the Lindisfarne Gospels – the most famous and spectacular 
of the manuscripts produced in Ireland and North Britain between the 
seventh and the tenth centuries.

The Benedictine tradition of monasticism, which was established in 
Italy by Saint Benedict of Nursia (480–550), supplied the Church with 
missionaries who revitalised the Christian faith throughout Europe 
and provided much-needed education. They cleared swamps, started 
schools, experimented with farming techniques and constructed many 
monasteries. Monastic buildings became increasingly complex and sophisticated in style. Around these 
monasteries, towns, such as York in England, and cities, such as Paris in France, quickly developed. As well 
as preserving the knowledge passed on from the Romans and the Greeks, Benedictine monks developed a 
special type of music called plainsong or plainchant which was used for worship.

Gregorian Chant
From the fourth century to the eighth century, distinct liturgies and 
bodies of liturgical music developed in the various parts of Europe – each 
region of the Western Church being influenced to varying degrees and in 
different ways by the Eastern musical tradition.

Of the many distinctive forms of chant that developed, one particular style 
– Gregorian chant – became dominant in the Western Church. Gregorian 
chant takes its name from Pope Gregory the Great (reigned 590–604) 
who, according to legend, promoted the use of plainsong and set down 
guidelines for the way it should be chanted. 

At first, Christian chant was passed on orally and was not written down. 
It was monophonic in style – all the voices sang the same part – and 
was chanted without accompaniment by musical instruments. However, 
by the ninth century a system of notation had been invented which 
enabled Gregorian chant to be written down. The abbey of Cluny in 
France (established in 909) became famous for its highly developed chant 
and influenced other monasteries throughout Europe to imitate its very 
sophisticated style.

Gregorian chant was not invented 
by Pope Gregory the Great, but he 
inspired its development.

The musical tradition 
of the universal 
Church is a treasure 
of inestimable value, 
greater even than 
that of any other art. 
The main reason for 
this pre-eminence is 
that, as sacred song 
united to the words, 
it forms a necessary 
or integral part of 
the solemn liturgy. 
(Sacrosanctum 
Concilium – Sacred 
Constitution on the 
Liturgy 112)

Miracle of the Bread and the Fishes, 5th-6th century AD 
(mosaic) – Byzantine 
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The Ordinary and the Proper
Music within the Church provided for two key aspects of Christian worship:

•  The Eucharist or Mass – the centre of Christian life and worship
•  The Liturgy of Hours or Daily Office – the cycle of prayers, psalms and other texts from Scripture   
 that formed the basis of prayer for members of monastic congregations

An annual liturgical calendar had developed around key events in the life of Jesus Christ – most 
importantly his death and resurrection during Holy Week and Easter, and his birth at Christmas. Mary, 
the Mother of God, the martyrs and the saints, were also remembered annually. A distinction developed 
between what ordinarily happened at each service and what changed with specific days and seasons – 
the former was called the Ordinary, the latter the Proper.

The following five sections of the Mass formed the Ordinary – the 
scaffolding of the whole structure of worship. Their texts did not 
change throughout the liturgical year:

•  Kyrie – Lord Have Mercy
•  Gloria in Excelsis – Glory to God in the Highest
•  Credo – I Believe in God
•  Sanctus – Holy, Holy, Holy
•  Agnus Dei – Lamb of God

Prayers (called Collects) and the readings from the Old and New 
Testaments formed the Proper of the Mass because they changed 
according to the feast or season of the Church’s year that was 
being celebrated.

Over the centuries the Ordinary and Proper of the Mass as well as 
the texts used in the Liturgy of the Hours have been set to both the 
simplest and the most complex music. 

Reform of the Monasteries
By the twelfth century, many monasteries had become corrupted 
by wealth and power. Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153) 
rejected as too elaborate the sculptures, paintings and music 
that filled many Benedictine monasteries. He set out to reform 
them, establishing a new order of monks called the Cistercians. 
Cistercian monasteries were normally located in remote areas. 
They emphasised simplicity and hard work. Their monks followed 
strict rules on silence, diet, and manual labour. Cistercian 
architecture and liturgical style were much plainer than those of 
Benedictine abbeys such as Cluny.

Liturgical book antiphonal, Saint-Catherine church, Honfleur, Normandy, 
France, Europe.

St Bernard, 1886. Published in Butler’s Lives of the Saints, DIV 6,  
by the Rev Alban Butler, London & Dublin, 1886. 

G
E
TT

Y
 I
M

A
G

E
S

G
E
TT

Y
 I
M

A
G

E
S



22

C
h

ri
st

ia
n

 A
rt

, 
A

rc
h

it
e
ct

u
re

 a
n

d
 M

u
si

c

Task Thirteen 
Indicate which of the following statements are true and which are false. If a statement is 
false change it so that it becomes true:

a)  Like the earlier basilicas, Romanesque churches were often elaborately decorated. 
b)  Monastic movements helped keep society stable when Europe was in chaos.
c)  The Book of Kells was produced by Benedictine monks between the seventh and the  
 tenth centuries.
d)  Plainsong or plainchant developed in the Celtic monasteries.
e)  Pope Gregory the Great invented Gregorian chant.
f)  The abbey of Cluny became famous for its highly developed chant.
g)  The Proper of the Mass is made up of those texts that do not change throughout the  
 liturgical year.
h)  Cistercian architecture and liturgical style were much plainer than those of Benedictine  
 abbeys such as Cluny.

Something to Research
Choose one of the following subjects / topics to 
research:

•  Saint Benedict of Nursia (480–547)
•  Pope Gregory the Great (reigned 590–604)
•  The Book of Kells
•  The Lindisfarne Gospels
•  Plainsong / Plainchant
•  The Ordinary and the Proper of the Mass
•  The Abbey of Cluny
•  Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153)
•  The Cistercians

Give reasons why your chosen subject / topic is 
important in the history of art, architecture or music. 

Important Women

Holy women – most of them 
nuns and abbesses – made 
significant contributions to 
the religious and cultural life 
of Europe between the sixth 
and the twelfth centuries. 
Among the most outstanding 
were:

Saint Scholastica (died 543)
Saint Ethelburga (died 647)
Saint Etheldreda (died 679)
Saint Walburga (died 779)
Saint Hildegard (died 1179)

Cistercian architecture was plain – buildings 
were made only of smooth, pale, stone.

Hildegard of Bingen receiving the  
Light from Heaven, c.1151 (vellum)
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Part Six: 
    Gothic Art and Architecture
      Focus: 

 • The great Gothic cathedrals are expressions of the faith and creativity of the  
  people who built them.
 • Gothic churches are a reminder that Jesus Christ is the light of the world –   
  they encourage believers to raise their eyes towards heaven, and their minds  
  and hearts to God.
 • By the eleventh century, as voices started singing diverging lines of melody,  
  a tradition of polyphony had begun to develop in Church music.

The Abbey Church of Saint Denis in Paris
Between 1137 and 1144 the abbey church of Saint 
Denis in Paris was rebuilt. Those who first saw 
the completed building recognised in its design a 
major new architectural style – Gothic. The person 
responsible for the project, Abbot Suger, wanted to 
create a sacred space that was both a reminder that 
Jesus Christ is the light of the world and a symbol 
of the heavenly city of Jerusalem. The church’s 
architectural features encouraged believers to look 
up, raising not just their eyes towards heaven but 
their minds and hearts to God.

Although it made use of features already found in 
Romanesque buildings – pointed arches, ribbed 
groin vaults, flying buttresses and stained glass – the 
abbey church of Saint Denis was light and airy. Flying buttresses on the outside of the building supported 
the walls, enabling them to be much higher and thinner than was possible before. They also allowed the 
immense nave to be free of pillars. 

Because the walls were freed from bearing the weight of the ceiling, they 
could be designed with large openings. Huge vertical windows let plenty 
of light enter the church and shine upon the altar and other important 
features. These were filled with stained glass, and when the light shone 
through them made multi-coloured patterns on the floor. This created a 
heavenly atmosphere.

A stained-glass rose window featuring vibrant colours and intricate lace-
like patterns of stone-work was positioned over the main entrance. This 
featured images from the Bible.

Task Fourteen
The rebuilt abbey church of Saint Denis in Paris 
introduced the new Gothic style of architecture. 
List three features of this style and explain their 
significance.

Death and Assumption of the Virgin and the Heavenly Choir,  
from the west rose window, c.1260 (stained glass),French School, 

(13th century), Cathedral of Notre Dame, Reims, France

Interior view of Cathedral Basilica of Saint Denis

Barrel vaults intersect at right 
angles to form delicate groined  
vaults in the abbey church of 
Saint Denis, Paris.
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The Spread of the Gothic Style
From its beginnings in France the Gothic style spread far and wide. Between the twelfth and fifteenth 
centuries dozens of Gothic cathedrals were built across Europe. Those of Notre Dame (Our Lady) of Paris 
and Chartres are the most famous. Gothic features were also imitated in thousands of parish churches.
In the Middles Ages all the important events of life took place either in the cathedral or parish church – 
baptism, confirmation, marriage and burial in the grounds. 

Worship was ceremonial and the common people were silent participants, sharing in the atmosphere of 
reverence and worship. The priest celebrated Mass at the altar with his back to the people. A rood screen 

often separated the priest and the altar, which was on a raised platform, from 
the congregation standing in the nave. A choir sang the Gregorian chants and 
polyphonic music. The people watched the rituals of the increasingly powerful 
and wealthy clergy. 

The many thousands of Gothic cathedrals and churches that remain in Europe 
today are a reminder of a period when the Church was the most powerful 
authority on earth and the house of God the most important building in the 
community.

Architects of later centuries continued to copy the Gothic style – many churches 
built in New Zealand in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries contain Gothic 
elements.

Flying buttresses supported the walls of Gothic cathedrals and churches, enabling the 
construction of higher buildings with thinner walls.

The Symbolism of Gothic Cathedrals
Gothic cathedrals lifted people’s thoughts towards spiritual things. The sunlight shining through the stained 
glass reminded them of the glory of heaven. The strong foundations, massive columns, and buttresses 
represented the stability of God’s throne and his great power.  

The very form of the cathedral, with its long nave crossed by the transept before the altar, was in the 
shape of a cross. The Church is the Body of Christ and the physical church building was a reminder of that 
spiritual reality – the altar represented the head, the transept the arms and hands, and the nave and aisle 
the rest of the body. Even the church’s mortar had a symbolic meaning – the lime is fervent love, the sand, 
earthly toil, and the water, the Holy Spirit, which unites the other two ingredients.

The altar of the church usually faced east, towards Jerusalem and the rising sun – the symbol of the 
Resurrection. The main entrance was on the cathedral’s west side. The carvings at this entrance all had 
symbolic value. 

Statues of saints, not only decorated the church, 
but, added meaning to it. Often a vivid portrayal of 
Christ at the Last Judgment warned of the fate that 
awaited those outside the Church. 

Inside, the stained glass windows, sculptures, 
frescoes, and paintings all contained instructive 
scenes from Scripture and church history. Symbols 
were often used in these images – fire represented 
martyrdom or religious fervour; a lily symbolised 
chastity; the owl, a bird of darkness, was Satan’s 
messenger; and the lamb was Christ. 

“The great cathedrals became a daily 
sermon, bearing testimony to the presence 

of God and the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” 
(Philip Schaff – historian)

View of the Notre Dame (Our Lady of Paris) Cathedral from 
the Seine, 1163–1345, French School 
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Something to Discuss
“The great cathedrals became a daily sermon, bearing testimony to the presence of God 
and the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (Philip Schaff – historian). How is this statement true 
of Gothic cathedrals?

The Development of Polyphony
To begin with the music chanted in the monasteries, cathedrals and churches of Europe was all 
monophonic – different singers all sang the one melody. However, by the eleventh century there was a 
move towards polyphony – voices started singing diverging lines of melody. This new style of polyphonic 
singing was called organum (the Latin term for “ornamentation”). Simple organum was born when singers 
started chanting a second musical line that was pitched either a fourth or fifth below the original melody 
and which matched it note for note. A more complex style of organum appeared in the twelfth century. In 
this later organum the lower voice would often hold the notes for longer durations while the upper voice 
sang phrases of varying lengths against it.

The highest achievements in organum came out of the Cathedral of Notre Dame, Paris. Organum was also 
sung in other regions of France, and in England, Spain and Italy. Two early composers of polyphony – 
both associated with Notre Dame in Paris – were Léonin and Pérotin.

Task Fifteen
Explain in your own words the difference between monophonic and polyphonic music.

Part Seven: 
     The Renaissance
  Focus: 

 • Beginning in the fourteenth century, the Renaissance marked a “rebirth”  
  in the sciences and the arts.
 • The new philosophy of humanism demanded that human potential and   
  achievement be recognised and celebrated.
 • The popes of the time took an interest in learning and the arts,
  encouraging writers, artists and musicians to go back to pre-Christian   
  Greeks and Romans for inspiration.
 • Papal patronage of artists such as Raphael and Michelangelo led to the   
  creation of many outstanding but costly works of art and architecture.

Rebirth
In the fourteenth century, a period of great creative and 
intellectual activity began in Italy. This movement was 
later termed the Renaissance – from the French word 
for “rebirth”. Sparked by the rediscovery of much of the 
learning, art and values of ancient Greece and Rome, the 
Renaissance soon gathered momentum, influencing the 
development of science and the arts across Western Europe 
for the next two hundred years. 

In Giotto’s painting of Saint Francis of Assisi preaching to the birds 
Francis’ face reveals an expression of fierce concentration as he 
blocks out all other concerns.
 
Something to Think About
Why is the term “Renaissance” used to describe 
the period of creative and intellectual activity that 
began in Italy in the fourteenth century?

St. Francis of Assisi preaching to the birds (oil on panel)  
- Giotto di Bondone (c.1266-1337) G
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Naturalism
During the Renaissance, a partnership between artists, scientists and sculptors sought to satisfy curiosity 
about the natural world by experimentation and investigation. The meticulous notebooks kept by the 
Renaissance genius, Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), are an example of this great interest in the physical 
world. Many Renaissance artists were deeply interested in natural phenomena and sought a more faithful 
reproduction of natural forms.

Among the earliest of the Renaissance artists was Giotto di Bondone (1266–1337), who worked in Florence. 
Giotto’s paintings affirm the goodness and beauty of the physical world. The faces of his subjects express a 
range of human emotions and the backgrounds contain many features typical of Italian landscapes.

Giotto was influenced by Saint Francis of Assisi (1181–1226) whose poem The Canticle of the Sun expressed 
a tender love for all God’s creation – for people, for animals and for the whole of the natural environment. 
A similar trust in the natural world was expressed by Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) who believed that 
human faith could be illuminated and appreciated by human reason. 

The Printing Press and the Spread of 
Humanism 
Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press in 1445 did much to advance learning 
throughout Europe. Because books could now be produced more quickly, in greater 
quantities, and at much less cost, more and more people were able to access 
them. In the past most books had been written in Latin and were the property of 
the Church. The new educated and well-off middle classes, wanted to read books, 
including the Bible, in their own languages, and have them in their own possession. 
The range of reading material became much wider.

Books helped to spread awareness of the new philosophy of humanism. Humanist 
scholars returned to the works of the writers of ancient Greece and Rome, 
rediscovering manuscripts by thinkers, such as Plato, that had lain undisturbed for 
hundreds of years. 

The humanists rediscovered writings on 
science, government, philosophy, and art. They were influenced 
by the knowledge of these ancient civilisations and by the 
emphasis placed on the human spirit, and on human intellect 
and imagination. Humanism was not opposed to Christianity or 
the Church, but asked that human potential and achievement be 
recognised and celebrated. Humanists believed that good citizens 
needed a well-rounded education following that of the Greeks 
and Romans. Moral and ethical issues were the concern of all 
responsible people not just the Church.

The Italian poet Petrarch (1304–1374) delighted in studying the 
works of Cicero and Virgil, two great writers of the Roman age. 
Although he often wrote in Latin, Petrarch is most famous for his 
poetry in Italian. As one of the first humanists, Petrarch influenced 
the spread of humanism throughout the European world.

Proportions in Art and Architecture 
Their study of ancient manuscripts showed the humanists how the Greeks 
and Romans used mathematics to give structure to their art and architecture. 
Numerical ratios were used in both art and building design. 

One of the most interesting ratios or proportions used by Renaissance artists and 
architects was the golden mean. This had been seen in the work of the ancient 
Greeks. Often found in nature in the shape of a leaf or the spiral of a shell, the 
golden mean is thought to add harmonious composition to buildings and other 
structures. 

Leonardo Da Vinci’s famous drawing of a perfectly proportioned man confirms Vitruvius’ theory  
and reveals the beauty of proportion in nature.

Renaissance humanists 
rediscovered the writings 
of Greek and Roman 
philosophers, including 
Plato (427–347 BC).

If a man be placed flat on his back, 
with his hands and feet extended, 
and a pair of compasses centred 
on his navel . . . the fingers and 

toes of his two hands and feet will 
touch the circumference of a circle 
described therefrom. And just as 
the human body yields a circular 

outline, so too a square figure may 
be found from it. For if we measure 
the distance from the soles of the 
feet to the top of the head, and 
then apply that measure to the 

outstretched arms, the breadth will 
be found to be the same as the 

height. (From the third of Vitruvius’ 
Ten Books on Architecture)
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The humanists also used the writings of Vitruvius, a Roman architect who lived in the first century BC, to 
guide them in their designs. Vitruvius taught the importance of proportion and symmetry in architecture, 
explaining that the human body represented the beauty of proportion in nature. 

Renaissance architects also went to the ruins of ancient buildings to measure them and learn how 
proportion and symmetry were applied in real structures. The result of these studies was a new philosophy 
of beauty in building. Gothic spires and decorations imitating movement towards heaven were replaced 
by symmetrical designs that reflected the human intellect.

Task Sixteen
Naturalism and humanism both contributed to the development of art 
and architecture in the Renaissance period. Explain in your own words 
why each was important.

Something to Do
Study the passage from the third of Vitruvius’ Ten Books on 
Architecture and Leonardo Da Vinci’s drawing based on it (see page 
26). How does Da Vinci successfully confirm Vitruvius’ ideas?

Virgin and Child, 1426 (tempera on panel)  
by Masaccio, Tommaso (1401-28) / National Gallery, London.

The Madonna and Child by Masaccio (1401–1428) is the oldest surviving painting that uses a 
single vanishing point perspective. The throne on which Mary is seated defines the perspective. 

The vanishing point – the point to which our gaze is directed – is at the toes of the Christ 
Child’s right foot.

Perspective
Until the fifteenth century painters were not able to convincingly 
depict three-dimensional space – they painted or drew in a 
flattened, decorative style. During the Renaissance period artists 
developed the use of perspective and were able to create works 
that looked real. One of the techniques that Renaissance artists 
used to create a sense of three-dimensions was the vanishing 
point perspective. A vanishing point is a point in a drawing or 
painting at which parallel lines appear to converge. It is to this 
point that the viewer’s gaze is directed. A drawing or painting may 
have one or more vanishing points.

 Papal Patronage
The Renaissance popes, like other rulers and influential people of 
the time, took an interest in learning and the arts, encouraging 
writers and artists to go back to pre-Christian Greeks and Romans 
for inspiration. During the Renaissance period some of the greatest 
creations of Christian art were completed under papal sponsorship. 
A number of popes became patrons, commissioning great artists, 
including Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475–1564) and Sandro Botticelli 
(1445–1510) to undertake projects for the Church. In this way they 
sought to increase prestige for the papacy and for the city of Rome, 
the centre of the Christian world. However, the patronage of such 
works was a continuing drain on the Church’s finances.

The statue of David by Michelangelo was originally intended for the roof of Florence’s cathedral, but the beauty of the 
finished work caused it to be sited where it would remain in full view.

The Tempietto, designed by Donato 
Bramante (1444-1514) 1508-12,  
/ San Pietro in Montorio, Rome
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People

Gutenberg

Humanist scholars

Cicero and Virgil

Petrarch

Vitruvius

Masaccio

Sixtus IV 

Leonardo Da Vinci

Julius II 

Donato Bramante

Michelangelo Buonarroti

Josquin des Prez

Achievements
a)  One of the first humanists, most famous for his poetry in the Italian 

language.

b)  A Roman architect who emphasised the importance of proportion 
and symmetry in architecture.

c)  The architect hired to rebuild Saint Peter’s in Rome.

d)  He is best known for his statue of David and his painting of the 
Sistine Chapel ceiling.

e)  The pope responsible for the construction of the new Saint Peter’s, 
the greatest building of the Renaissance period.

f)  In a famous drawing of a man, he set out to confirm Vitruvius’ ideas 
about proportion and beauty.

g)  They encouraged study of the works of ancient Greek and Roman 
writers, including Plato.

h)  A composer famous for Masses such as Missa L’homme Armé (Mass 
of the Armed Man), which made use of a popular tune of the time.

i)  Invented the printing press, enabling the production of books in 
greater quantities and more cheaply.

j)  The pope responsible for the rebuilding of the Sistine Chapel.

k)  He painted a Madonna and Child, the oldest surviving painting that 
uses a single vanishing point perspective.

l)  Two writers of the Roman age who influenced Renaissance thought.

The most highly regarded 
and influential composer of 
his time was Josquin des 
Prez (1450s–1521).

The Sistine Chapel and the New Saint Peter’s
Pope Sixtus IV (reigned 1471–1484) rebuilt the papal chapel at the Vatican, now known as the Sistine 
Chapel. It was decorated by the foremost artists of the day, including Michelangelo. On the Sistine Chapel’s 
ceiling and walls Michelangelo painted scenes spanning the whole of human history from the Creation 
through to the Last Judgement. These remain among the greatest of all artistic achievements. Michelangelo’s 
work and that of other artists of faith, still inspires awe and wonder. Believers find in it a reflection of the 
majesty of God, joy in God’s creation and confidence in God’s redeeming work in human history. 

Pope Julius II (reigned 1503–1513) was responsible for the construction of the greatest building of the 
Renaissance period, the new Saint Peter’s in Rome. In 1506 he hired the architect Donato Bramante (1444–
1514) to rebuild the original basilica that dated back to the time of Constantine and which was now in a 
very poor state of repair. By the time the new Saint Peter’s was completed in 1626, many famous architects 
and artists – among them Raphael (1483–1520) and Michelangelo – had worked on it.

Michelangelo began work on Saint Peter’s Basilica in 1547. He was then seventy-years old and continued at 
his task for the remaining seventeen years of his life, refusing any payment because he wished his work to 
be an offering to God and to Saint Peter. 

Music
During the Renaissance, popes, princes and important families brought the 
most talented composers and skilled musicians from France, Flanders and the 
Netherlands to Italy. Among these was Johannes Ockeghem (1420–1497).

Of the large number of first-rate composers active around 1500, the most highly 
regarded and influential was Josquin des Prez (1450s–1521) who wrote at least 
eighteen Masses. Josquin’s Masses contain a number of interesting features – the 
Missa L’homme Armé (Mass of the Armed Man) makes use of a popular tune of 
the time, while the Pange Lingua Mass is based on the melody of a hymn, the 
text of which was written by Saint Thomas Aquinas (1226–1274). Josquin also 
set a number of religious texts (poems, prayers and psalms) to music. These 
compositions, called motets, opened up new possibilities in the relationship 
between words and music. 

Task Seventeen
In the left hand column of the table below are the names of famous people who contributed to 
the development of architecture, art or music during the Renaissance period. In the right hand 
column their achievements are briefly described. Match each person with their achievements.
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Part Eight: 
     Reformations
  Focus: 

• Dramatic changes to Christian art, architecture and music occurred as a 
result of the religious reforms in sixteenth-century Europe.

• The Protestant Reformation challenged the very purpose and existence of 
religious art – images of Jesus, Mary and the saints were removed from 
Protestant churches, and the Catholic musical tradition was adapted to fit 
plainer Protestant tastes.

• The Catholic Church’s desire to renew itself from within and to confidently 
affirm its identity led to Baroque styles of art, architecture and music 
which emphasised the mystery, holiness and grandeur of God.

Reformations
The most widespread and far-reaching changes to the appearance of Christian art and architecture was 
a result of religious reforms in sixteenth-century Europe. Although this period is usually termed “The 
Reformation”, it includes a number of religious and political reforms and movements that took place in 
different areas and which followed different paths:

•  “The Protestant Reformation”
•  “The Counter-Reformation” or “The Catholic Reformation”1 

“The Protestant Reformation” gathered momentum during the early 
sixteenth century and led to a Protestant break with Rome and the 
development of distinct Protestant communions and communities within 
the wider Christian family. “The Counter-Reformation” or “The Catholic 
Reformation” refers to the reorganisation and reform of the Catholic Church 
that took place in the sixteenth and following centuries.

A portrait of Martin Luther by the German painter Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472–
1553) who was a friend of many of the Protestant reformers.

Something to Think About
Why is it misleading to speak of “the Reformation”?

The Protestant Reformation and the Visual Art
The Protestant Reformation challenged the very purpose and existence of religious art. Across Europe, 
reformers who opposed Catholic understandings of the Sacrament of the Eucharist transformed church 
services by giving emphasis to readings from the Bible and to sermons rather than to the reception of Holy 
Communion. In Protestant churches, altars were taken away or shifted from their central position. Pulpits, 
from where sermons were preached, became more prominent. Colourful vestments were abandoned and 
local languages were used instead of Latin. 

To begin with, Protestant reformers paid little attention to art. Martin Luther (1483–1546) believed that 
religious images were neither good nor bad in themselves but spoke out against religious images because 
of the money that it cost to produce them. Luther recognised the educational value of religious art, 
especially when it benefited children and simple people. When images of Jesus, Mary and the saints were 
removed from churches by spontaneous and sometimes violent outbursts, Luther strongly opposed such 
acts of iconoclasm.

1 The term “Counter-Reformation” suggests that the reform and renewal of the Catholic Church was mainly a reaction to the Protestant 
Reformation. For this reason, the term “Catholic Reformation” is preferred by many scholars.
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Other Protestant reformers were hostile to images and artworks. Ulrich Zwingli (1484–1531) banned art 
from churches in Zurich, Switzerland. Jean Calvin (1509–1564) did the same in Geneva on the grounds 
that attempts to visually depict God were an affront to his divine majesty. Such image-removals resulted in 
the “white” church interiors made famous in the paintings of seventeenth century Dutch artists including 
Pieter Saenredam (1597–1665) and Emanuel de Witte (1617–1692). 

Calvin insisted that churches should be free of all religious images and crucifixes. In some strict Calvinist 
communities, Christian art virtually disappeared from public places – altar pieces and images of the Virgin 
Mary and the saints were replaced by the Ten Commandments, the Lord’s Prayer, or verses from the Bible, 
which were painted or fixed on the walls. 

Although altarpieces continued to be commissioned for many Lutheran churches, the images that appeared 
on them were different from those found in Catholic churches. There was a growing emphasis on images 
from the Bible, especially those dealing with the life, suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus.

Religious images also played an important role in the propaganda campaign waged by Protestant reformers 
against the Catholic Church. Printed pamphlets and broadsheets containing woodcut illustrations by artists 
such as Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472–1553) and Hans Holbein the Younger (1497–1543) criticised 
Catholic practices such as the sale of indulgences and the excesses of the papacy. 

The Reformers and Music
Martin Luther believed that God intended music of all kinds to be used in worship. He especially wanted 
church congregations to sing well and encouraged the composition of new hymns and hymn tunes – 
known as chorales. 

The high priority Luther gave to congregational music-making helped encourage the development of a 
new musical tradition. Every Lutheran parish was required to keep its own cantor, its organist, its choir 
school, and its body of trained singers and instrumentalists. These played an important role in turning 
Germany into the most musically educated nation in Europe. Lutheranism also produced Johann Sebastian 
Bach (1685–1750), cantor and director of music at Saint Thomas’ School and Church, Leipzig – and one of 
the greatest composers ever to live. 

Other reformers were less sympathetic towards music. Zwingli taught that 
music had no place in Christian worship. Calvin encouraged the singing of 
psalms, but without polyphony, harmony or instrumental accompaniment.

In England, Thomas Tallis (1505–1585) and others launched the tradition of 
Anglican cathedral music.

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750), one of the greatest composers ever to live, wrote 
music for the Lutheran community in Leipzig.

Task Eighteen
The three most important Protestant reformers – Martin Luther, 
Ulrich Zwingli and Jean Calvin – ranged in their views about art 
and music. 

a)  Describe the views of each of them.
b)  Which of the three reformers was closest to the Catholic understanding of art and 

music? Give reasons for your answer.

The Art of the Catholic Reformation
The Council of Trent (1545–1563) strengthened the process of Catholic reform by reaffirming key Catholic 
beliefs and practices. As a result, the character of Catholic art and music became increasingly defined. In 
Catholic countries all branches of the arts were to be used to enhance the Church’s authority. 

Just as certain areas of Europe, such as Germany, Switzerland, and the Netherlands, had encouraged 
Protestant reform, other places became identified with the Catholic Reformation. In those parts of Europe 
that had remained Catholic or had returned to the Catholic faith, art continued to be commissioned as 
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an important way of promoting Catholic identity. Religious 
representations that had been attacked by Protestants, such as the 
Immaculate Conception and the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
became increasingly popular among Catholics during the seventeenth 
century. So too, did images of the seven sacraments, especially of the 
Eucharist, which lies at the heart of Catholic life.

The Assumption of the Virgin, 1670s (oil on canvas), Murillo, Bartolome Esteban 
(1618-82) / Hermitage, St. Petersburg, Russia, is one of the best-known paintings 
on this popular theme.

In general, Catholic Reformation art and music adopted an elaborate 
“Baroque” style which originated in Italy but soon spread all over 
Europe and to new Spanish colonies in the Americas. The Baroque 
style emphasised the contrasting effects of light and darkness. Catholic 
churches were designed 
and furnished in ways 
that would overwhelm 
believers’ physical senses 
and their emotions. 
Elaborate and highly 

decorated interiors, filled with paintings, sculptures, and 
candles, appealed to the visual sense. The use of incense 
appealed to the sense of smell, while new polyphonic 
liturgical music appealed to the sense of sound.

The Baroque style attracted wide support, but those who 
favoured the symmetry, harmony, serenity and balance of 
the Renaissance style considered it theatrical and bizarre.

Ecstasy of St. Theresa (marble) (detail), Bernini, Giovanni Lorenzo 
(1598-1680) / Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome

Baroque Architecture and Sculpture
Most of the great works of art from the Baroque era were commissioned by important people within the 
Catholic Church. Pope Urban VIII (reigned 1623–1644) employed Giovanni Lorenzo Bernini (1598–1680), 
considered by many to be the greatest sculptor and architect of the Italian Baroque, to work on Saint 
Peter’s in Rome. 

Bernini is best known for the gigantic bronze canopy – the Baldacchino – which, supported by four 
spiralling columns, hangs over the high altar in Saint Peter’s. Bernini’s colonnades in the Piazza Obliqua 
can also be seen outside Saint Peter’s. 

Another famous example of Baroque architecture is the facade of the Jesuit Church of the Gesú, Rome, 
begun by Giacomo da Vignola (1507–1573) and completed by Giacomo della Porta (1537–1621). Many 
features of the Gesú celebrate the efforts of Saint Ignatius Loyola (1491–1556) and the Society of Jesus 
against Protestantism in Europe and their mission to the Spanish, Portuguese and French colonies in the 
New World.

Baroque Painting
Because of the support provided by the Church, Rome was a favourable centre for Baroque painting. 
An outstanding painter and personality of the Italian Baroque period who was based in Rome was 
Michelangelo Caravaggio (1573–1610). He aimed to make paintings that depicted the truth, using light 
to intensify and transform the subjects of his paintings – which were on a large-scale – and to create 
atmosphere. Among Caravaggio’s well-known works are the Death of the Virgin (1606) and the Raising of 
Lazarus (1608–1609).

Other artists of this era who were in Rome were Lodovico (1555–1619), Agostino (1557–1602) and 
Annibale (1560–1609) Carracci, Pietro da Cortona (1596–1669), who was also an architect, and Giovanni 
Battista Gaulli (1639–1709), who painted the frescoes in the ceiling of the Church of the Gesú.
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Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), a Flemish painter based in Antwerp, also worked in the Baroque style. 
His Real Presence of the Eucharist (1609–1610) is typical of art of the Catholic Reformation in that it was 
designed to present in a forceful way a key Catholic belief. The painting was commissioned to encourage 
a proper attitude towards the Eucharist and to show Catholics how they should think and behave in 
its presence. In the centre of the painting, a monstrance containing the host is displayed on an altar, 
surrounded by saints, monks and other churchmen. In the foreground theologians and philosophers 
discuss a text about the Eucharist. The three persons of the Holy Trinity are clearly indicated: God the 
Father (above), in a heavenly burst of light and cloud surrounded by cherubs; God the Holy Spirit (below 
him), in the form of a dove; and God the Son (on the altar), in the host contained within the monstrance 
and illuminated by rays of light.

Another grandiose and elaborate painting designed to appeal to the emotions was Ruben’s Descent from 
the Cross.

Other outstanding painters of the Baroque era were Diego Rodriguez Velazquez (1599–1660), Bartolomè 
Esteban Murillo (1617–1682) and Francisco de Zurbaran (1598–1661) – all of Spain.

The Dutch artist Rembrandt van Rijn (1606–1669) also painted in the Baroque style. However, unlike 
most of the other Baroque painters who were Catholics or had Catholic support, Rembrandt came from a 
Calvinist background. Many of his religious paintings focus on biblical narratives. His Return of the Prodigal 
Son (1666–1668) suggests human salvation and reconciliation with God. It invites quiet contemplation 
rather than stirring up strong emotion.

Music
The most famous Catholic composer of the sixteenth century was Giovanni 
Palestrina (1526–1594), choirmaster at Saint Peter’s, Rome. Palestrina, who 
wrote more than one-hundred masses, has been called “the prince of Music” 
and the “absolute perfection” of church music.

Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643), who was primarily an operatic and dramatic 
music composer, extended the range of orchestral instruments in his sacred 
music. He spent the last thirty years of his life directing the music at Saint 
Mark’s Church in Venice. Some of his best and most inventive Church music 
was produced for the ceremonies at Saint Mark’s, where the musical splendour 
matched that of the architecture. 

Giovanni Palestrina (1526–1594),  
the most famous Catholic composer of the sixteenth century.

Task Nineteen
Consider each of the following statements about the art, architecture or music that 
followed the Protestant and Catholic Reformations. Which statements best apply to the 
Protestant tradition and which to the Catholic?

a)  Images of the seven sacraments, especially the Eucharist, were important subjects.
b)  Wood cut illustrations and pamphlets were used in propaganda campaigns.
c)  Attempts to depict the divine were considered an affront to God.
d)  Images of the Immaculate Conception and the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary 

became more popular.
e)  The purpose and existence of religious art were challenged.
f)  Art continued to be commissioned and produced as an important way of promoting 

religious identity.
g)  The contrasting effects of light and darkness were emphasised.
h)  Religious images of Jesus, Mary and the saints were removed from churches.
i)  The singing of psalms was permitted but without harmony, polyphony or musical 

accompaniment.
j)  An elaborate, ornate style was adopted in art and music.
k)  Believers’ physical senses and emotions were overwhelmed.
l)  The interiors of churches were whitened.
m) The “Baroque” style that developed spread all over Europe and to new Spanish colonies 

in the Americas.
n)  Religious texts were displayed on walls.
o)  Most of the great works of art were commissioned by important people within the 

Church.
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Part Nine: 
     Nineteenth Century Revivals
  Focus: 

• As the Catholic Church’s influence on society declined in the nineteenth 
century, so did its patronage of the arts.

• Christian art was generally sentimental and popular devotions of the 
period – to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Immaculate Conception, and 
the Immaculate Heart of Mary – were encouraged through the widespread 
availability of inexpensive holy pictures, statues and medals.

• There was a return to earlier styles of Church architecture in the neo-
Gothic and neo-Classical revivals.

• In the nineteenth century music with Catholic themes, including settings 
of the Mass, tended to be written for the concert hall rather than for use 
in the Liturgy. 

Rapid Change
During the nineteenth century, Europe experienced great political, economic and social changes. 
Traditional class structures broke down, and the gap between the rich and the poor, the educated and the 
illiterate widened.

Conventional Christian beliefs were challenged by the rise of rationalism, a 
theory which held that human reason, rather than religious faith, provided the 
basis for morality and conduct. The theory proposed by Charles Darwin (1809–
1892) that human beings evolved from lower life forms appeared to undermine 
the truth of Scripture. Enthusiasm for scientific and technological research and 
experimentation became a feature of the age.

During the nineteenth century, partly because of the challenges posed by scientists such as 
Charles Darwin, the Church’s involvement with and influence on society declined – so did its 
patronage of the arts.

While the nineteenth century produced many important advances in society – 
including the development of technology and the spread of more democratic systems of government – a 
greater emphasis on individual freedom led to forms of individualism that ignored responsibility to the 
wider community. The over-emphasis on the role of reason in human affairs caused many people to ignore 
the reality of faith and mystery in their lives and neglect their spiritual development.

The Church’s Response
During the nineteenth century, many new religious congregations were established to provide education, 
health care, and relief for the poor. New overseas missions were launched, including those to Aotearoa 
New Zealand and to other islands of Oceania.

However, as the decades went by the Catholic Church became increasingly 
defensive in its attitude towards the world. This negative reaction to the great 
and unsettling changes that Europe was experiencing can be seen in the Syllabus 
of Errors which Pope Pius IX (reigned 1846–1878) issued in 1864. In the Syllabus 
of Errors Pius IX dismissed the idea that the Church should side with progress, 
liberalism, and modernism, which were considered to be anti-Church and anti-
religious. With the loss of the Papal States and the unification of Italy in 1871, 
Pope Pius started referring to himself as “a prisoner of the Vatican”. 

In earlier centuries, many religious works were commissioned by the Catholic 
Church and talented artists produced them. But as the Church’s involvement with 
and influence on society declined, so did its patronage of the arts.

Popular devotions encouraged by Pope Pius IX were spread by the widespread availability of  
inexpensive holy pictures, medals and statues.

Task Twenty
During the nineteenth century the Catholic Church’s influence on the arts and its patronage 
of them declined. Suggest reasons why this was the case. 
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Popular Devotions 
Nineteenth century forms of Catholic spirituality – in a reaction against rationalism – tended to emphasise 
imagination, emotion, and mystery. In the face of the social upheavals and confusions of the nineteenth 
century, many Catholics looked to more sentimental forms of religious expression, finding security in popular 
devotions, especially those that focused on the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Immaculate Conception of Mary, 
and the Immaculate Heart of Mary.

Plaster statues and colour prints, which played an important role in supporting these popular devotions, 
were found in many Catholic churches and homes. Medals were also important devotional objects and were 
produced in large numbers.

The Sacred Heart of Jesus
In 1856, Pope Pius IX announced that the feast of the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus was to be celebrated throughout the whole Church. While the love 
of Jesus for all people had always been a central teaching of the Church, 
the visions of Saint Margaret Mary Alacoque (1647–90) popularised the 
veneration of the physical heart of Jesus as a symbol of Christ’s love for 
the world. In 1673 Margaret Mary first began to experience revelations 
in which Jesus told her about his loving heart and asked her to spread 
devotion to it as a way of countering people’s sinfulness and lack of 
interest in God.

The Immaculate Conception
This dogma that the Blessed Virgin Mary was free 
from all sin from the first moment of her existence 
was officially announced by Pius IX on 8 December, 
1854. In 1830, in Paris, Saint Catherine Labouré 
had a vision of Mary standing on a globe with rays 
of light streaming from her hands. Surrounding her 

were the words: “O Mary conceived without sin, pray for us who have 
recourse to thee”. Following this, a medal known as “miraculous” became 
a widely used devotional object.

The Immaculate Heart of Mary
Devotion to the Heart of Mary developed alongside devotion to the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus. It became more widespread in the Church 
following Saint Catherine Labouré’s visions and the establishment of a 
society dedicated to the Immaculate Heart of Mary in Paris in 1836. 

While devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus emphasised Jesus’ love for 
humanity, devotion to the Heart of Mary focuses on Mary’s total love for 
Jesus Christ. Mary’s heart is presented as a symbol for the way we should 
love God. Because she is without sin, Mary is able to love God with her 
whole person – in the way that God should be loved. 

Something to Think About
Images of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, the Immaculate 
Conception, and the Immaculate Heart of Mary can still be 
found in Catholic churches, schools and homes. Why do you 
think they still appeal to many Catholics today?

The Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ.

G
E
TT

Y
 I
M

A
G

E
S

G
E
TT

Y
 I
M

A
G

E
S

The Immaculate Conception,  
ca. 1628-1629, Pieter Paul Rubens 
(1577-1640)



35

C
h

ri
st

ia
n

 A
rt

, 
A

rc
h

it
e
ct

u
re

 a
n

d
 M

u
si

c

Repository Art
Holy pictures, statues, and medals of Jesus, Mary and the saints were manufactured in great numbers during 
the nineteenth century. Although these were produced by mostly anonymous and often untalented artists, 
they proved very popular among Catholics because they were inexpensive and readily available from shops 
called Repositories. Repository shops also sold items such as prayer books and rosary beads.

Holy pictures, statues and medals nourished the devotion and faith of many people throughout the 
nineteenth century and up to contemporary times because they told a story and appealed to the emotions. 

Task Twenty-One
Explain why the nineteenth century has been called the period of repository art.

Returning to the Past
During the nineteenth century, a number of movements attempted to revive religious art by imitating the work 
of Christian artists of previous periods. Two of these were the Nazarenes and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood: 

Something to Research
Find out more about either the 
Nazarenes or the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood.

The Scapegoat, 1854 (oil on canvas), Hunt, 
William Holman (1827-1910) / © Lady Lever Art 
Gallery, National Museums Liverpool.

In The Scapegoat (1854) Holman Hunt depicts an 
Old Testament theme – the sacrificial animal sent 
out into the wilderness by the High Priest on the 
Day of Atonement as a sign that the people’s sins 
had been taken away (see Leviticus 16:7-8, 21-2).

Movement

Background

Aim

Key Artists

Important Works

The Nazarenes

This group of German painters, 
inspired by Christian faith and 
German nationalism, moved to 
Rome in 1810. There they lived 
a semi-monastic life where they 
were joined by others.

To revive Christian fresco 
painting in the simple and 
pure style of Pietro Perugino 
(1448–1523) and early 
Raphael (1483–1520).

Johann Friederich Overbeck 
(1789–1869)
Franz Pforr (1788–1812)
Peter Cornelius (1783–1867)

Joseph in Egypt and Dante 
and Tasso (both murals).

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood

The PRB were a group of English 
painters who formed in 1848 in 
reaction to the stereotyped paintings 
and light-weight themes that were 
popular at the time.

To restore religious art by painting 
in a style prior to that of Raphael, 
by treating biblical themes in a fresh 
way and by focusing on subjects 
with a high moral content and strong 
religious sentiment.

William Holman Hunt (1827–1910)
Dante Gabriel Rosetti (1828–1882)
John Everett Millais (1829–1896)

The Light of the World (Hunt)
The Scapegoat (Hunt)
Christ in the House of his Parents 
(Millais)
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Church Architecture in the 
Nineteenth Century
In the nineteenth century there was a reaction against the Baroque 
style of architecture and a return to earlier architectural forms. 
Neo-Classicism was inspired by the architecture of ancient Greece 
and Rome while the Gothic Revival imitated the architecture of the 
Middle Ages. Both movements influenced the design of churches, 
not only in Europe but as far away as Aotearoa New Zealand, well 
into the twentieth century.

Christchurch’s Cathedral of the 
Blessed Sacrament (completed in 
1905) includes many neo-classical 
architectural features that have their 
origins in Greek and Roman public 
buildings.

Neo-Classicism
The classical revival in 
architecture was encouraged by 
the rediscovery in the eighteenth 
century of many ancient Greek 
and Roman ruins, including the cities of Herculaneum and Pompeii which 
had been buried by the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 AD. Scholars 
praised the buildings of the Greeks and Romans for their “noble simplicity 
and calm grandeur”, contrasting these qualities with the excesses of the 
Baroque style.

The Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament in Christchurch was designed by 
Francis W. Petre (1847–1918) who specialised in the building of basilica-
style churches. Among these are the Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, 
Wellington, Saint Patrick’s, Oamaru, and Sacred Heart, Timaru.

The Gothic Revival
During the nineteenth century there was a huge surge in church building in England. One reason for 
this was the rapid population growth in the cities. Another was the passing, in 1829, of the Catholic 
Emancipation Act which gave Catholics in England and Ireland the freedom to practise their religion openly 
for the first time since the Reformation. 

The architect Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin (1812–1852) played a key role in the provision of much-
needed Catholic cathedrals, churches and monasteries. From the time of his conversion to Catholicism at 
the age of twenty-three, Pugin had one goal – the promotion of Gothic Revival architecture as the only true 
Christian architecture. A gifted draftsman, Pugin travelled to Europe to study and sketch the great Gothic 
buildings of the Middle Ages. He wanted to capture in his own work the glory and the mysticism of the 
great Gothic cathedrals of Europe.

In his Contrasts of 1836, Pugin writes: 
Pointed architecture has far higher claims on our admiration than mere beauty or antiquity; the former 
may be regarded as a matter of opinion, the latter, in the abstract, is no proof of excellence, but in it 
alone we find the faith of Christianity embodied, and its practices illustrated.

Pugin goes on to state that the “excellence of art was only to be found in Catholicism.”

Pugin designed over forty churches in England and Ireland. These include four cathedrals, among them 
Saint Chad’s in Birmingham and Saint George’s in Southwark. 

Many churches built in New Zealand in the late nineteenth century were influenced by the Gothic Revival.

Some Features
of the Neo-Classical 

Style

symmetrical design

columns

colonnades

curved arches

rounded vaults

circular windows

domes
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Something to Think About
•  Do you recognise any architectural features that have   
 their origins in Greek and Roman public buildings in any  
 churches you are familiar with?
•  Do you recognise the influence of the Gothic Revival in  
 any churches you know?

Christ Church Anglican Cathedral in Christchurch is a product of the Gothic Revival.

Music
Some fine music with Catholic themes was written during the nineteenth century. Although a number of 
great composers wrote settings of the Mass, these tended to be for concert performance rather than for 
use in the Liturgy. The Missa Solemnis – Solemn Mass – of Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) fits into this 
category. It is a deeply personal yet universal confession of faith, but is too long and elaborate for ordinary 
liturgical use.

Musical settings of the Requiem Mass – the Mass for the dead – were especially popular in the nineteenth 
century. Hector Berlioz (1803–1869), Guiseppe Verdi (1813–1901), Gabriel Fauré (1845–1924) and Anton 
Dvorak (1841–1904) all composed Requiem Masses that were performed in concert. 

Oratorios – dramatic but unstaged compositions for soloists, chorus and orchestra, based on religious subject 
matter – were also welcomed by nineteenth century concert-goers. Of the oratorios using Catholic themes, 

The Dream of Gerontius, by Edward Elgar (1857–1934), is the best-known. 
Based on a long poem by Cardinal John Henry Newman (1801–1890), it is a 
vision of a Christian soul leaving its body at death, meeting with the angels, 
and facing final judgement. The Dream of Gerontius contains many references 
to Catholic beliefs and practices, as well as two well-known hymns: “Firmly I 
Believe and Truly” and “Praise to the Holiest”. 

Other works from the nineteenth century that remain popular today, 
especially at Catholic weddings and funerals, are the Ave Maria of Charles 
Gounod (1818–1893) and Panis Angelicus by César Franck (1822–1890). 

Cardinal John Henry Newman’s poem, The Dream of Gerontius, provided the text for an 
oratorio of the same name by Edward Elgar.

Something to Do
Listen for a few minutes to one of the pieces of nineteenth century music with Catholic
themes that is mentioned above.

Some Features of the Gothic Revival

pinnacles

pointed arches

pointed windows

spires
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Part Ten: 
     Christian Art and Architecture in Aotearoa New Zealand
 – The First Century
  Focus: 

• Pre-European Māori people had a rich spirituality of their own which they 
expressed through their arts and crafts.

• With the conversion of many Māori to Christianity, Māori artists and 
craftspeople produced tukutuku (wall panels) and carvings, including 
Māori Madonna, which combined Māori and Christian ideas.

• Christian churches and cathedrals are among the most common heritage 
buildings in New Zealand and of the highest quality.

• Architects such as William and Thomas Mahoney, Francis William Petre, 
and Frederick de Jersey Clere made a lasting contribution to the Catholic 
heritage of New Zealand through the churches they designed.

Te Ao Wairua – The Spiritual World of the Ma-ori
When the first Europeans visited Aotearoa in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, many of 
them failed to see that the Māori people had a rich spirituality and culture of their own.

Māori recognised the close and sacred relationship between the different aspects of the created world – 
spiritual beings, people, land, sky, plants, birds, reptiles, fish and other animals. To Māori every created 
thing was tapu (sacred) because every part of creation was linked with a spiritual being. All living things 
and places had a mauri (life force) that came from the spiritual world. Atua (spiritual beings or guardians) 
were active in every part of nature. 

Māori valued their contact with the spiritual world and 
safeguarded it by following the laws of tapu. These laws 
set apart those people, times and places where atua 
were present and in communication with the human 
world. Various rituals and karakia (prayers) were used to 
make people noa (free from the restrictions of tapu). This 
allowed them to make contact with sacred things without 
being harmed. Mana (spiritual power) was at work in 
everyday life. It was important to protect it against attacks 
by enemies and other forces.

Contact with the spirits of their own tu-puna (ancestors) 
gave people courage and confidence in their daily lives, 
but the fear of hostile atua could lead to death.

The koru design, which is often used in Māori art as a symbol 
of creation, is based on the shape of an unfurling fern frond. 
Its circular shape conveys the idea of perpetual movement, and 
its inward coil suggests a return to the point of origin. The koru 
therefore symbolises the way in which life both changes and stays 
the same.

Something to Discuss
How many of the following Māori spiritual 
concepts are you familiar with? Can you explain
their meaning in English or Te Reo?

te ao wairua  tapu mauri  atua     
karakia  noa  mana   tūpuna
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Expressions of Māori Spirituality in Art and Craft 
From the beginning, Māori expressed their spiritual understanding in 
various ways including:

•  Wood, stone and bone carvings
•  Kōwhaiwhai (painted designs) on the rafters and doors of 

buildings, on canoes and on cave walls
•  Raranga (weaving and plaiting) in geometrical designs
•  Tā moko (tattooing)
•  Working in greenstone to create adzes, chisels and ornaments

After the coming of the European missionaries and the conversion of 
many Māori to Christianity, traditional cultural practices continued to 
influence Māori Christian artists. For example, a number of churches 
contain tukutuku (wall panels) that combine Māori and Christian 
ideas. At Saint Michael’s Catholic Church at Ohinemutu, Rotorua, 
traditional Christian symbols are displayed in weavings that were 
created by Māori parishioners around 1890.  

Something to Think About
Those people who possess or are guardians of Māori taonga (treasures – things greatly 
valued) such as tā moko, ko-whaiwhai, raranga, or heitiki carved out of greenstone or bone 
have special responsibilities towards them. Do you know the spiritual significance of any 
taonga that you are familiar with?

Two Māori Madonna
One of the deepest ways that Māori responded to Catholicism was through their carving.

Around 1840–41, Patorumu Tamatea from the Te Arawa people of the Rotorua and Bay of Plenty area 
carved a tekoteko (figure) of Mary and her Son. In his carving he shows his people’s new understanding of 

the Virgin Mary giving birth to the Son of God.

Usually, a full facial tattoo is worn only by a man, but in this tekoteko the female 
figure has a tā moko that covers her entire face – a sign that the woman is a virgin. 
In Māori society, certain ariki tapairu (high ranking women) were set apart and not 
allowed to marry men or be touched by them. The full facial tattoo on the tekoteko 
makes this clear. The three diamonds on the woman’s fingers are a sign of the 
Trinity. The markings on the child indicate his divine status.

The story goes that the carving was offered to the priest for use in the local church. 
The gift was turned down because the priest believed that the tekoteko might 
upset the Pākehā church-goers. At that time, Christian missionaries found it hard to 
accept that Māori carving was a religious activity that could express a genuine Māori 
Christian faith. 

Bishop Pompallier, who established the Catholic mission in Aotearoa, may have 
been more understanding. He spoke to his priests about the need to build Catholic 
belief on the existing Māori tikanga (custom) and told them not to reject Māori ideas 
as anti-Christian just because they were not European.

A second tekoteko of a Madonna and child was carved around 1890, perhaps also 
by Patorumu Tamatea. Here Mary appears to be standing on a head. For a Māori 
carver to put a head under a woman is to remind people that man comes from 
woman – perhaps, in this case, it is also the carver’s way of indicating that Mary is 
the spiritual mother of the human race.

This tekoteko (1840–1841), known as the Māori Madonna, shows the carver’s understanding of the Virgin Mary giving birth 
to the Son of God. Auckland War Memorial Museum

Task Twenty-Two
Explain the Christian significance of at least three features of the two Madonna and child
tekoteko.
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Early European Church Building
Churches are the most common heritage buildings found in New Zealand. The earliest were built for the 
missionaries in large Māori settlements and were usually decorated with Māori crafts. 

As European settlers arrived in greater numbers, churches were constructed to cater for their needs. While 
stone was often the preferred material, its relatively high cost meant that native timbers such as totara, 
kauri, rimu and matai were often used instead. Most of the earliest churches were simple, single-skin 
buildings and generally Gothic in their effect.

The churches established in the growing towns and cities, as well as in the rural areas, reflected the 
religious make-up of these communities. Cities and many larger towns could include a number of 
Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian, Methodist and Baptist churches.

Among the best-known architects in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who designed 
churches for the growing Catholic community were Edward Mahoney (1824–1895) and his son Thomas 
(1855–1823), Francis William Petre (1847–1918), and Frederick de Jersey Clere (1856–1952).

Edward and Thomas Mahoney
Edward Mahony was born at Ballincollig, County Cork, Ireland. As a young man he was apprenticed to 
his uncle, John Mahony, an architect and builder. In 1854, disillusioned by the lack of opportunities for 
Catholic architects in his own country and by the hardship caused by famine and plague, Edward Mahony 
left Ireland with his wife and children. They arrived in Auckland in February 1856. A son, Thomas, was 
earlier born at sea. Edward, having changed the spelling of his name to ‘Mahoney’ to avoid confusion 
with an Auckland solicitor named Edmund Mahony, set up in business as a builder and timber merchant.

By 1861 Edward was again engaged in architecture. Saint Mary’s Convent Chapel, Ponsonby, which was 
built in 1866, is notable for the plainness of its well-lit interior and the use of cross-braced roof trusses.

In 1876 Thomas Mahoney joined his father’s practice. They produced many of Auckland’s banks and hotels 
during the boom of the 1870s and early 1880s, as well as most of its Catholic schools and churches. 

In 1885 when Edward Mahoney retired, Thomas and a younger brother, Robert, carried on the practice. 
In 1887 Thomas designed the brick Saint Benedict’s Church, Newton. This replaced Edward’s wooden 
original, which had been destroyed by fire in 1886. Saint Mary’s Church of the Assumption, Onehunga, 
designed in 1877, was built in 1888. For twenty years from 1905 its parish priest was Monsignor William 
Mahoney, another of Edward Mahoney’s sons and the first New Zealand-born Catholic priest.

In 1880 Edward Mahoney had drawn up plans to extend the stone building which was the original Saint 
Patrick’s Cathedral, Auckland. Between 1884 and 1885 the nave was extended according to Edward’s 
scheme, but Thomas was ultimately responsible for its further extension, the sanctuary, four sacristies 
and two side chapels, which by 1907 had transformed a modest 
structure into a large and impressive building befitting its status as 
a cathedral.

Thomas Mahoney’s most unusual church, and the practice’s only 
one built in a neo-classical rather than a Gothic style, was the 
since-demolished Church of Our Lady of the Rosary, Hamilton, 
which was opened in 1912. He returned to a Gothic design in 
1919 for All Souls Church, Devonport. This was built over his 
father’s existing 1865 mortuary chapel, the Church of St Francis 
de Sales, which in 1892 had been punted across the Waitemata 
Harbour on the way from its original Symonds Street site to the 
Catholic cemetery on the slopes of Mount Victoria.

In 1910 Thomas Mahoney designed an impressive college in 
Gothic style for the Society of the Sacred Heart, Remuera. This is 
now known as Baradene College.

Edward and Thomas Mahoney transformed Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, 
Auckland, into a large and impressive building befitting its status as the 
principal church of New Zealand’s largest Catholic diocese.
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Francis William (Frank) Petre   
Francis William Petre, often known as Frank, was born at Petone. His father, a founder of Wellington, 
came from one of England’s oldest and most influential Catholic families. Frank’s religious faith played a 
major role in his career.

After an education in England, where he also gained an understanding of the latest engineering 
techniques, including the use of concrete, Frank returned to New Zealand, settling in Dunedin. In 1875 
he established a private engineering and architectural practice there.

Francis Petre’s first important architectural commission was Saint Dominic’s Priory in Dunedin, which was 
begun in 1877. This large building, of monolithic concrete construction, was executed in a simplified 
Gothic style adapted to the innovative use of materials. The success of this work and of the first stage 
of Saint Joseph’s Cathedral, Dunedin, begun in 1878, established him as the leading Catholic church 
architect in New Zealand. Saint Joseph’s is a more conventional Gothic design but Petre’s engineering skills 
were needed to overcome the difficulties of its sloping site. He used Gothic for parish churches throughout 
Otago and Southland, often employing concrete as his main material as at Sacred Heart Church, North 
East Valley, Dunedin, opened in 1891.

As his practice expanded with the growth of Catholic church building in the eighteen-eighties and 
eighteen-nineties Petre received many commissions. The Basilica of the Sacred Heart, Wellington (1899), 
established the pattern for his subsequent large churches in Timaru (1910) and Waimate (1913).

Petre’s most important church was the Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament, Christchurch (1901–1905). The cathedral is constructed 
of concrete sheathed in Oamaru stone. Although relations between 
the architect and Bishop John Joseph Grimes were often strained 
during construction, the cathedral is Petre’s only major church 
completed without significant modification to his plans. The largest 
and most imposing classical church in New Zealand, the cathedral 
is Petre’s finest architectural work.

A pioneer in the use of concrete in New Zealand architecture, Petre 
employed this material more extensively and more imaginatively 
than any of his contemporaries. As an engineer skilled in finding 
innovative solutions to constructional problems, he led his 
profession.

Saint Joseph’s Cathedral, Dunedin, established Frank Petre as the leading 
architect of Catholic churches in New Zealand.

Frederick de Jersey Clere
Frederick de Jersey Clere trained as an architect in England and came out to New Zealand with his family 
in 1877. In 1886 Clere and his family moved to Wellington, where he was a partner in a succession of 
architectural firms.

While Clere is best-known for the more than one-hundred churches that he designed as architect to 
the Wellington Anglican diocese, Clere also designed a number of notable churches for the Catholic 
community. These include: 

•  Saint Mary of the Angels, Wellington (1922)

•  Star of the Sea Convent Chapel, Seatoun, Wellington (1924)

•  Saint Patrick’s, Palmerston North (1925). [When the Diocese of Palmerston North was formed in 
1980 this was re-dedicated as the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit and its interior remodelled by Brian 
Elliott to suit the liturgical practices of the late twentieth century.]

•  Saint Gerard’s Monastery, Wellington (1932)
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To begin with Clere’s churches were of timber and 
mostly in country districts. For urban churches on a 
larger scale Clere made increasing use of brick. Almost 
without exception Clere’s churches were an economical 
and simple adaptation of the contemporary Gothic 
Revival style, as seen in the use of the pointed arch and 
a variety of roof-truss constructions and forms of tower 
or belfry. About eighty-five of these churches still stand.

As an architect Clere is highly regarded for his 
success in adapting European styles to New Zealand 
conditions.

Frederick de Jersey Clere designed a number of notable 
churches for the Catholic community, including Saint Mary of 
the Angels, Wellington (1922).

John Colin Scott
John Colin Scott was born on 9 June 1924 at Haumoana, Hawke’s Bay. His parents were of Māori (Te Arawa 
and Taranaki) and Pākehā ancestry. John attended secondary school at St John’s College, Hastings. During 
the Second World War he volunteered for the Royal New Zealand Air Force and completed his initial flying 
training.

In 1946, aged 21, he enrolled at the School of Architecture, Auckland University College, but he did not 
complete his architecture diploma and worked for a number of architectural firms, eventually moving back 
to Hawke’s Bay.

Scott’s architectural style was inspired by traditional New Zealand structures such as the whare and the 
woolshed creatively combining the best of Māori and Pākehā in his designs. His chapel for Saint John’s 
College, Hastings (1954–56), resulted in a commission for a chapel at the Marist retreat centre, Futuna in 
Karori, Wellington.

The Chapel of Futuna (1958–61) was the jewel of his career. It is recognised as a masterpiece of national 
and international significance, combining many of the structural elements of the Māori meeting house 
(a central pole, rib-like rafters and low eaves) with the traditional features of a church. The effect is both 
intimate and mysterious. In 1968 it won the gold medal of the New Zealand Institute of Architects and the 
first 25-year award in 1986.

Although Scott worked mainly on private commissions, he designed a number of public buildings of 
national importance:

•  Our Lady of Lourdes, Havelock North (1959)
•  Maori Battalion Memorial Centre, Palmerston North (1964)
•  Saint Joseph the Worker, Turangi (1965)
•  Urewera National Park Headquarters building (1974)
•  Saint Mary’s, Greenmeadows (1975)
•  Saint Canice’s, Westport (1976)
•  Waitangi National Trust Visitor Centre (1982)

Scott died on 30 July 1992 and was awarded the gold medal of the New Zealand Institute of Architects in 
1999 in recognition of his unique contribution to architecture.
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Task Twenty-Three
Complete the table below by filling in the gaps:

Something to Do
Research a church building in your Diocese that has heritage significance. Your teacher will 
be able to direct you to sources of information.

Church Building

Saint Mary’s 
Convent 

Saint Patrick’s 
Cathedral

Saint Dominic’s 
Priory

Saint Joseph’s 
Cathedral

Cathedral of the 
Sacred Heart

Saint Mary of 
the Angels

The Cathedral of 
the Holy Spirit 

(Originally Saint 
Patrick’s Church)

Location

Christchurch

Dunedin

Wellington

Karori, 
Wellington

Date Built

1884–1907

1905

Begun 1878

1899

1925

1958–1961

Architect

Edward 
Mahoney

Frank Petre

Frank Petre

Stylistic Features

Plain, well-lit 
interior, cross-
braced roof

trusses

Large, impresssive

Conventional 
Gothic design

Basilica style

Gothic Revival

Remodelled by 
Brian Elliott to suit 
changing liturgical 

practices

Combined 
structural elements 

of the Māori 
meeting house 
with features of 
the traditional 

church

Some Important Catholic Heritage Buildings
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Part Eleven: 
     After the Second Vatican Council
  Focus: 

• Catholics experienced the impact of the Second Vatican Council most 
directly through the liturgical reforms, especially in the changes to the 
way the Mass was celebrated.

• Following the Council, the architecture, art and music of Catholic churches 
better emphasised the full and active participation by all the people in 
the liturgy. 

Liturgical Change 
Catholics experienced the impact of the Second Vatican Council most directly and dramatically through the 
liturgical reforms introduced by the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy (1963), especially in the changes to 
the way the Mass was celebrated. 

Since the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century all liturgical worship had 
been standardised throughout the entire Roman Catholic Church. The whole 
Mass, including the readings from the Scriptures, was said in Latin. The 
people’s participation was limited, with the priest facing the tabernacle, where 
the Eucharist was reserved, rather than the congregation. Singing by the 
congregation was minimal and the people could only receive communion in the 
form of bread, which was placed on the tongue by the priest. There were no lay 
readers or extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion. The focus of the Mass 
was the adoration of Jesus Christ, present under the forms of bread and wine. 
People often spoke of “attending” or “hearing” the priest’s Mass.

It was during the pontificate of Paul VI (1963–1978) that most of the liturgical changes  
initiated by the Second Vatican Council occurred.

The bishops of the Second Vatican Council decided to reform the Liturgy to better reflect the way in which 
it was celebrated in the early Church. They emphasised a more conscious involvement of the worshipping 
community in liturgical celebration. 

Between 1963 and 1969, worship in the Roman Catholic Church moved from the exclusive use of Latin 
to that of nearly 350 different languages spoken around the world. Prayers and rituals were simplified. 
Altars were turned around and positioned further forward in the sanctuary so that the priest and people 
could face each other during the celebration of the Mass. As the president of the liturgical assembly, the 
priest voiced the people’s faith and prayer and symbolised the link between the particular worshipping 
community and the liturgy of the world-wide Church. The people participated through spoken responses 
and song, and through the various bodily postures and movements. 

In New Zealand, by 1970, the Mass was said entirely in English – or in Māori. Altars were moved closer 
to the people and turned around so that the priest faced them. Old prayers and hymns were replaced 
by new ones – a number of which included New Zealand images. The sign of peace was reintroduced 
and the communion host could be taken on the hand. Lay people were offered Holy Communion under 
the form of wine as well as bread.

While the reform of the Eucharist was most dramatic, 
changes in the celebration of the other sacraments were 
also significant. What was formally called “confession” 
became commonly known as “reconciliation”. This sacrament 
became available face to face as well as in the secrecy of the 
confessional box. The second rite of reconciliation emphasised 
the communal aspects of this sacrament of forgiveness.

For bishops, priests, religious and lay people these and other 
liturgical changes amounted to a revolution – an alteration 
in the structure and culture of the Church’s worship on a 
scale not seen since the Reformation. 

Following the Second Vatican Council Mass has been celebrated with 
the priest standing at the altar and facing the congregation.
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Something to Discuss
In the years following the Council Pope Paul VI implemented changes to the celebration 
of the Eucharist, and eventually to all of the sacraments to enable “the full and active 
participation by all the people” (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy 14). What were some of 
the changes that took place in Aotearoa New Zealand? 

Task Twenty-Four
The following extracts from the Catechism of the Catholic Church identify and explain some 
of the most important features found in Catholic churches.

a)  Draw the floor plan of a Catholic church that you are familiar with. On it locate as 
many of the following features as you can.

b)  Explain in your own words the role played by any five of the features in the Church’s 
worship and prayer, including the celebration of the Eucharist. 

On the altar, which is the centre of the church, the sacrifice of the Cross is made present under sacramental 
signs. The altar is also the table of the Lord, to which the People of God are invited. (Catechism of the Catholic 
Church 1182)

The tabernacle is to be situated in churches in a most worthy place with the greatest honour. The dignity, 
placing, and security of the Eucharistic tabernacle should foster adoration before the Lord really present in the 
Blessed Sacrament of the altar. (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1183) 

The sacred chrism, used in anointings as the sacramental sign of the seal of the gift of the Holy Spirit, is 
traditionally reserved and venerated in a secure place in the sanctuary. The oil of catechumens and the oil of 
the sick may also be placed there. (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1183) 

The chair of the bishop (cathedra) or that of the priest should express his office of presiding over the assembly 
and of directing prayer. (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1184)

The lectern or ambo: The dignity of the Word of God requires the church to have a suitable place for 
announcing his message so that the attention of the people may be easily directed to that place during the 
liturgy of the Word. (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1184)

The gathering of the People of God begins with Baptism; a church must have a place for the celebration of 
Baptism (baptistry) and for fostering remembrance of the baptismal promises (holy water font). (Catechism of 
the Catholic Church 1185)

The renewal of the baptismal life requires penance. A church, then, must lend itself to the expression of 
repentance and the reception of forgiveness, which requires an appropriate place to receive penitents. 
(Catechism of the Catholic Church 1185)

A church must also be a space that invites us to the recollection and silent prayer that extend and internalise 
the great prayer of the Eucharist. (Catechism of the Catholic Church 1185)

Sacred images in our churches and homes are intended to awaken and nourish our faith in the mystery of 
Christ. Through the icon of Christ and his works of salvation, it is he whom we adore. Through sacred images 
of the holy Mother of God, of the angels and of the saints, we venerate the persons represented. (Catechism of 
the Catholic Church 1192)
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Extension Activity
Choose any one of the features found in Catholic churches and use the Internet and other 
sources to find images of that feature from different periods in the Church’s history. Present 
these images, along with appropriate labels and captions, in a poster or Powerpoint.

Marist Chapel at Futuna, Wellington. Architect: John Scott. 
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 Summary 

• Human artists share in God’s creativity and are gifted with the ability to reveal 
something of the mystery of God to others.

• Throughout its history the Church has used the various arts to express the 
Christian faith.

• Much of the earliest Christian art features on the walls of the catacombs where 
Christians fled during times of persecution.

• Early Christian worship took place in the houses of prominent Christians – there 
were not as yet special church buildings.

• With the legalisation of Christianity, bigger buildings, where large numbers of 
worshippers could assemble, were needed.

• Constantinople became the centre of a new Byzantine style of art and 
architecture.

• The custom developed, especially in the East, of decorating church buildings 
with icons.

• The Romanesque style of architecture was influenced by the need for protection 
against barbarian attack.

• Monasticism contributed greatly to the development of Christian art, architecture 
and music, including Gregorian chant which became the dominant form of music 
in the Western Church.

• The great Gothic cathedrals are expressions of faith and creativity – they 
encourage believers to raise their eyes towards heaven, and their minds and 
hearts to God.

• During the Renaissance papal patronage of great artists led to the creation of 
many outstanding but costly works.

• During the Protestant Reformation religious images were removed from churches 
and music was adapted to fit plainer tastes.

• The Catholic Church’s desire to affirm its identity led to Baroque styles of art, 
architecture and music which emphasised the mystery, holiness and grandeur of 
God.

• In the nineteenth century there was a return to earlier styles of Church 
architecture in the neo-Gothic and neo-Classical revivals.

• Pre-European Māori people had a rich spirituality of their own which they 
expressed through their arts and crafts.

• With the conversion of many Māori to Christianity, Māori artists and craftspeople 
combined Māori and Christian ideas in their work.

• Christian churches and cathedrals are among the most common heritage 
buildings in New Zealand and of the highest quality.

• Catholics experienced the impact of the Second Vatican Council most directly 
through the liturgical reforms, especially in the changes to the way the Mass was 
celebrated.

• Following the Council, the architecture, art and music of Catholic churches better 
emphasised the full and active participation by all the people in the liturgy.
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GLOSSARY OF MĀORI TERMS 

This glossary gives explanation of Māori terms which are italicised in the text.  The first time a Māori term appears in the text, 
its English meaning appears in brackets after it.

Pronunciation – correct pronunciation of Māori comes only with practice in listening to and speaking the language.  The 
English phonetic equivalents provided under each Māori word are intended to provide a reasonably accurate guide for 
students.  If in doubt please seek assistance from someone practised in correct pronunciation of Te Reo Māori.
 ́ indicates stressed syllable

Ariki Tapairu – – The first-born female in a family of rank. A leader.
úh-ree-kee túh-puh-ee-roo

Atua –   – The Māori word Atua has been used to describe God in the Christian sense since
ú h-too-uh   missionary times. Before the coming of Christianity, Māori used the word atua to   

 describe many kinds of spiritual beings (in the way we now use the word “spirit”) and   
 also unusual events. Only the priestly and aristocratic classes of Māori society (ariki, rangatira 
 and tohunga) had access to knowledge of the Supreme Being, Io, also known as Io-matua, 
 Io-matua-i-te-kore, Io-te-wananga, etc. It seems that many, but not all, tribes had this belief 
 in Io before missionary times. Māori use several words to refer to God in the Christian   
 sense:

    Te Atua – God, the Supreme Being
    Ihowa – Jehovah
    Te Ariki – Lord, more correctly used of Jesus
    Te Matua – the father (literally, parent)
    Io – a term used for God in some, but not all Māori circles.
    (Te Atua is acceptable in all circles.)

Heitiki –  – A greenstone ornament suspended from the neck.
héh-ee-tee-kee

Karakia – – Prayer, ritual.
kúh-ruh-kee-uh

Kōwhaiwhai – – Painted scroll ornamentation.
káw-fuh-ee-fuh-ee

Mana – – Spiritual power and authority.  Its sources are both divine and human, namely, God, one’s  
múh-nuh  ancestors and one’s achievements in life. Mana comes to people in three ways: Mana   
  tangata, from people, mana whenua, from the land, and mana atua, from the   
  spiritual powers.

Mauri – – The life force or principle of all creation.
múh-oo-ree

Noa – – Free from tapu restrictions, which have been lifted by ceremony or ritual.  This form of noa  
náw-uh  is positive. It is the freedom to go on with life after being released from restricting factors, e.g  
  after a powhiri; on leaving a cemetery; after a reconciliation; etc. Noa can also be negative: a  
  state of weakness and powerlessness which affects both people who have suffered violation or  
  abuse and also those who have caused violation or abuse.
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Raranga – – A traditional weaving technique.
rúh-ruh-nguh

Ta- Moko – – Tatooing on the face or body.
táh máw-kaw

Taonga – – A treasure; something greatly valued. It may be something physical such as a carved heitiki, or  
táh-aw-nguh  it may be something intangible such as the language – te reo Maori.

Tapu –   – This word is used in three senses:
túh-poo  1. restrictions or prohibitions which safeguard the dignity and survival of people and   
   things
   2. the value, dignity, or worth of someone or something, eg the holiness of God, human  

   dignity, the value of the environment.
   3. the intrinsic being or essence of someone or something, eg Tapu i Te Atua is the   

   intrinsic being of God, the divine nature.  
   Please note:  when tapu refers to the Tapu of God it is written as Tapu.

Tekoteko –   – Carved figure on the gable of a house.
téh-kaw-téh-kaw

Te Ao Wairua –   – The spiritual world.
teh úh-aw wúh-ee-roo-uh

Te Reo –   – The Māori language.
teh réh-aw

Tikanga –   – Custom.
tée-kuh-nguh

Tukutuku –   – Lattice work panels that decorate a wharenui.
tóo-koo-too-koo

Tū puna –  – Ancestors. Some areas use the term tīpuna.
tóo-poo-nuh

Whānau –  – Extended Family.
fáh-nuh-oo
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