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INTRODUCTION

THE visual arts have always served 
to project the messages of the great 
world religions, whether in painting, 
sculpture or architecture.  Christianity, 
in particular, has inspired artists of 
highest renown to produce works which 
both expressed their faith and helped 
to ‘spread the Word’. 
 
The pictures seen in this selection tell 
the story of Christianity largely through 
western eyes. Some of the paintings 
were commissioned centuries ago — 
by Italian popes or northern European 
princes.  Other illustrations are from 
exquisite manuscripts produced by the 
monks of pre-Renaissance Europe, 
primarily for use in monasteries.  
Although these images come from 
a wide variety of sources, many of 
the originals can be seen in British 
museums and libraries. 

Biblical quotations accompanying the teaching notes are from the New Revised Standard Version

The explicit purpose of all the early 
story-telling examples was to help 
people understand their beliefs.  The 
Bible texts were depicted in striking 
forms, to influence public and private 
behaviour in daily life, or to guide acts 
of worship. 

There are also examples of modern 
works painted for more personal 
reasons, such as Salvador Dali’s 
Surrealist Last Supper and the 
Expressionist Christ Among the 
Children by Emil Nolde. 

The Hands of an Apostle
Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528)

“A highly recommended resource”

This is a refreshingly adaptable series for 
schools...the selection provides a comprehensive 
and flexible series of pictures which, used in their 
entirety, provide a balanced introduction to each 
faith...the notes are clearly produced and provide 
a good overview of the faith.

Teachers from all key stages will find them 
a valuable resource although they will be of 
particular relevance at key stages 3 and 4. They 
could work very well in group activities.
RE Today (reviewing the printed version)
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Ethiopian
St. Matthew and St. Mark

The origins of art in the Ethiopian Coptic church 
lie in the elaborate codes and symbols of eastern 
Christianity.  The religion reached Ethiopia early in 
the fourth century, well before it was established 
in Britain: according to tradition the king of Aksum, 
the country’s ancient capital, was introduced to 
Christianity by two young converts, from Tyre in 
the Lebanon, who had been shipwrecked in the 
Red Sea on the way to India.  

In this miniature, Mark (whose name is written 
in Amharic above) stands with upraised hands 
flanked by two men holding up pages of his gospel, 
which they are no doubt engaged in the act of 
writing,  Rigidity and lifelessness are deliberately 
evoked to signify spiritual elevation. The artist 
took care to avoid showing Mark in profile;  this 
stance was reserved to portray the wicked.

To European eyes the overall, abundant 
geometric pattern is unusual and the standing 
figures have no architectural background 
(compare the Crucifixion).  However, parchment 
manuscripts which survive in Ethiopia from the 
thirteenth century onwards show high standards 
of calligraphy.

Many ancient works of art were destroyed during 
Islamic invasions, but in Aksum is a cathedral 
with a sanctuary where, according to Ethiopian 
tradition, the Tablet of Moses was deposited.   
Although sixteenth century Jesuit missionaries 
introduced Ethiopia to new styles of architecture, 

Two gospel writers start their work

WITHIN a generation of the death of Jesus, 
the task of recording his life began. The four 
accounts in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, 
Luke and John differ in length, content and 
emphasis. But they, together with the writings 
of Paul, remain the basis for our knowledge of 
the origins of Christianity.  

Little is known about Matthew, or where he 
wrote down his gospel.  However, he says in the 
course of his narrative that he had been a tax 
collector for the Romans when Jesus told him: 
‘Follow me.’ Mark is thought to have written his 
gospel in Rome, where he went to evangelise 
with Paul. 

Scholars believe that his account of his 
experiences was the first to be written down — 
about 25 years after the death of Jesus. Later 
Mark is thought to have preached in Egypt, 
and he may have been martyred there by the 
emperor Trajan. 

And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All 
authority in heaven and on earth has 
been given to me.  Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father and of the Son and 
the Holy Spirit and teaching them to obey 
everything that I have commanded you.  
And remember, I am with you always, to 
the end of the age.’

MATTHEW 28 18-20   

to the present day the indigenous mode of painting 
and other visual arts, closely linked to the religious 
heritage, have resisted European influence.
Perhaps the most famous example of Ethiopian 
art recounts the story, in the manner of a strip 
cartoon, of the meeting between King Solomon 
and the Queen of Sheba.  
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THE LAND in which Jesus lived was one of the 
provinces of the Roman empire, although the 
Jews always dreamed of restoring an independent 
Holy Land as promised them by God.  A thousand 
years earlier a kingdom had been established, 
with its capital  at Jerusalem, ruled by David and 
his successor Solomon;  but Palestine later fell 
under the sway of various empires, since it was on 
the coastal route taken by warring armies between 
Egypt and Mesopotamia.  In the fourth century BC 
it had been conquered by  Alexander the Great.   
 The puppet dynasty of the Herods ruled 
Palestine in obedience to the orders of Rome; 
sometimes the lands were split up among members 
of the family.  But the Jews were not easily 
subdued.  Some 30 years after the Crucifixion 
the Romans put down a revolt during which the 
temple in Jerusalem was destroyed and all Jews 
expelled from Judea.  When Christianity spread 
through the Roman empire, Palestine became a 
place of pilgrimage until being conquered by Islam 
in the seventh century.
   For several centuries the Crusaders 
from western Europe tried vainly to win back 
Palestine, but it stayed under Islamic control until 
this century.  Fifty years ago the state of Israel 
was founded, broadly covering the same land as 
ancient Palestine.  Today Jerusalem is a holy city 
for Jews, Christians and Muslims alike.

Twenty-one centuries of Christianity

SINCE the death of Jesus, over 2000 years ago, 
Christianity has grown to be a global religion with 
more than a billion believers today. However, the 
growth has been marked by setbacks as well 
as successes.  Christians have fought among 
themselves, as well as with other religions.  In 
some parts of the world, such as southern 
India, Christian communities have survived 
independently since early in the first millennium;  
in others, such as Nubia, in the Nile Valley, they 
have been obliterated without trace.
 Yet Europe was always Christianity’s 
strongest bastion, as home to the two greatest 
‘traditional’ churches, the Eastern Orthodox  and 
Roman Catholic, and the ‘reformed’ Protestant 
churches.
 The Bible — in particular, the New 
Testament — has been translated into virtually 
every known language in the world.   Often it has 
been the basic medium of teaching in the spread 
of literacy.  In Britain, parts of the Bible had been 
translated from Latin into English since Anglo-
Saxon times, but the first translation given wide 
distribution was produced by John Wyclif, who 
died in 1384.  Down the centuries, many versions  
have been published, reflecting changes in 
language and grammar; re-interpretations of the 
Bible are still appearing today.

Map © United Bible Societies, 1976, 1978, 
used with permission
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Looking at the Images
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ADVICE FOR TEACHERS

Studying religions through their 
works of art can support teaching 
and learning in Religious Education 
in both learning from and learning 
about religion.

Learning about religion
 r This resource contains concise 

information about the teachings, 
beliefs, practices and forms of worship 
within Christianity.

 r An extensive collection of images 
which can be used as a stimulus for 
investigation and dialogue, helping to 
develop skills of analysis, interpretation, 
and explanation.

 r Content that helps to build a 
thorough vocabulary of specialist terms. 

Learning from religion 
 r The combination of images and 

text can encourage students to be 
observant, creative, curious, informed 
and reflective.

 r It can enable them to make 
connections between religious belief 
and real people and events.

 r It can encourage questions 
about identity and belonging, 
meaning, purpose, truth, values and 
commitments.

 r It can help to stimulate 
conversation around individual 
responses to artistic expressions within 
a religion. 

Also supports Art teaching
 r By helping to build awareness 

of the cultural, historical and social 
context in which art is used; developing 
understanding of how art expresses 
meaning, and how it is often directed 
for a specific audience and purpose.

 r By providing many opportunities 
to encounter, explore, compare and 
contrast works of art from different 
periods, places and perspectives.

 r By allowing students to investigate 
different styles of artistic expression, 
develop personal responses to art 
styles and use these to draw on for 
their own art.

Other aims
 r Themes and concepts have been 

suggested that relate to specific images.

 r Possible activities are suggested 
which can be adapted to meet specific 
learning objectives at different key 
stages.

 r These can be used as starting 
points to stimulate questions and 
discussion about aspects of religious 
study or to develop extension activities. 

Working with the pictures 
 r Click* looking at the images to 

see the 30 selected works. Click on the 
required image to go to the captioned 
picture, which can then be printed out 
and/or displayed on a whiteboard.

 *Please note that the links are not active in this preview


