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Pa inters of Christian subJects ln the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance 

developed a C'omplex system of ~eometry wl1ich they used to arder the varlous elements 

ln Ihe Image They dld IhIS because they were convlnced that the éEsthetic dimension of 

thclr work reslded in the structure of the work More speciflcally, tht> artists of the late 

Middle Ages and the Henaissance believed that the particular resthetie expeIience which 

gcornetrfc composltlonal structure provides con'esponded to Christian mysttcal 

cxperlencc. Thus a work of art that comblned geometrle structure, naturalishc style, 

and Christian Imagery could pro' Ide an experlenee analogous to that of Christian 

revelation. 

This papcr traces the development of this idea from ILs origm ln the Old 

Testament tradition. !ts formallzation in Greek thought and Us full flowering in early 

Christian painting. 

Les peintres de sujets chrétiens à la fin du Moyen-âge et au début de la 

Renaissance développèrent un système de géométrie complexe qu'ils utilisaient pour 

organiser les différents éléments dans l'Image. Ils procédaient de la sorte parce qu'ils 

étalent convaincus que la dimension esthétiq'le de leur œuvre se trouvait dans la 

structure de J'œuvre Plus explicitement, les artistes de la fin du Moyen-âge et de la 

Renaissance croyaient que J'expérience esthétique particulière fournie par la 

composition géométrique de la structure correspondait à une expérience mystique 

chrétienne. Donc, une œuvre d'art présentant à la fois une structure géométrique, une 

style naturel et une réflection chrétienne pouvait foun1.ir une expéIience analoe1_'e à une 

révélation chrétienne 

Cet exposé retrace l'origine de cette idée depwls son origine selon la tradition de 

l'Ancien Testament, à travers sa formallzation dans la pensée grecque jusqu'à son 

plein épanouissement dans les premières peintures chrétiennes. 
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1 ntrod uction 

There is a real inspiration, proceeding not from the Muses, 

but from the living God, a special impulse of the natllral 

order whereby the first Mind gives the artist, when it 

pleases, a creative impulse transcendll1g the lllmts of reason 

and employing as it elevates every rational energy of art. 

Man of his free will can obey or dcstroy such an impctus. 

This inspiration which descends from God, the author of 

nature, is as it were a symbol of slIpcrnatural inspiration. 

For an art to arise which shaH he Christian not only in hope 

but in fact, truly freed by grace, OOth [orllls of inspiration 

will have to be united at its most secret source.) 

1 

Many artists throughout history have used geometry to 

compose the pictorial elements in their paintings. AJthough the 

geometry was often complex and difficult ta combine with the 

imagery. the practise was universally acceptcd by artists up untfl 

the middle of the nineteenth century and persists ln sorne quarters 

to this day. It is curious that such an important aspect of the 

IMaritain, Jacques, Art and SchQlasticlsm N.Y.: Book.., for Llbrarles Press 1971. 
p.54. 
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creation of a painting is rarely discussed in mu('h depth in surveys 

of art history. Beyond the occasional overlay of a triangle on Us base 

to illustratc a stable classical composition. or of a few curved lines 

to emphaslzc rhythm and movement in a roman tic painûng, wr!ters 

on art gcnerally shy away from the subject. lt is as though most non 

artists arc convinced that these devices are purely technical. only 

therc to ensure that the main expression of the work is not 

hampercd by ~areless placement of the subject's components. 

Full apprcriation of the subject of a work of art was 

traditionally understood to be dependent upon the breadth and 

depth of one's cultural and historie al knowledge. The style of a 

particular artist or period might dictate the use of straight lines. 

rectangular structures or triangles sitting solidly on their bases 

rather than the more dramatie and rhythmical eurved lines and 

intersecting circles. but these choices were seen as subordinate to 

the choicp of content which ~arried the burden of expressio!1. 

Nevcrtheless it is clear that the choice of a compositional device 

can either enhance or destroy the expression of the subject. Badly 

composcd paintings are easily recognized because they lack force 

and cl a rit y of expression just as badly composed novels lack 

coherencc and badly composed music disintegrates into noise. 

While onc ('a'l accept this as sa obviously true as to be redundant. 

the rac! tbat structure can be sa crucial to expressIOn does pose 

intcrestmg thcorctical problems. At what point for example. does 



the subject relinquish exprrssion to the composition. and what 

would be the nature of expression that emanatcs frorn l'omposit ion? 

Certainly it is important that a harmo/1y CXISt b('tWl'l'1l 

cOP-lposition and subject. Analysis of a11 forms of art on tI1lS basis has 

long been standard pracuse. 2 But even this sort of analysis 

presupposes that certain types of abstract pat t ('r11S arc 111or(' 

suitable than others to a given subject, and it follows that the 

abstraet pattern therefore must be able to convey a coherent and 

signifieant expression in and or itsclf. indepcndcnt of the suhj('ct. It 

is only 111 th~ last hundred years or sa. howcvcr. (hat certain styles 

of painting have become devoted ta expcrimcnts along thls line. 

attempting as it wcre ta derivc expression from form alone. 

Throughout most of history artIsts have sought ln (l TI il e 

composition al structure wit h a subjcct so lha t together (hey may 

elevate the expression of a work to a level um-lttainahle by cUher 011 

itsown 

One of the best examples of this more traditional marriage of 

form and content is Christian painting of the late Middle 1\ges and 

early Renaissance. It might be supposed that for an <llldlel1cc of the 

faithful the artist necd be conccrned only that the Image conform 

to the biblical details of the subjcct. It is dlfficult 10 imagmc that 

2 There are many wOIks that dl&C'uf>s thl& tOplf' ln relatIon to thc f>tructurc of tlI<' work Il~dl. 
but even ln the hlghly Indlvlduahf>trC' C'Ontell1)Jorary M'cne the &ubJeC'l o(,(,lIpk& 11111('11 of III!' 
speculatIve wrrtlng on the vl,>ual art&. Contemporary theorlc,tc, of artbtk cxprc<,&lofi. 
however. &uch as Rudolf Arnheill1 or Herbert Hcad. u<,ually ba&c thclr analy"l<, on Hw 
psyC'hology of art 



anything but the simplest ordering of the image would be required. 

Yet, curiously, it is at exactly this time that complex compositional 

gcometry establishcd itself solidly as an essential component 

affccting the expression of a work of art. The reason for this has ta 

do wah the conviction that there is an essential relationship 

bcL wecn mathcmatics and the divine. Samuel Eggerton, for 

cxamplc. notes that ; 

E·/en before the twelfth century, the early church fathers 

suspected they might discover in Euclidian geometry God's 

very thinking process. In other words, geometry, along with 

arithmetic, astronomy, and music, sister arts of the 

q'ladrivium, was believed to speak the language by which 

God first inscribed hls naturallaws of the universe.3 

lt will be my contention in this paper that it is precisely this 

hnk bctween pure mathemabcs and divine order that created the 

possibility that the structure of a work of art might in itself carry 

meaning of ontoloCical significance. Furthermore l will sh~w that in 

Christian painting of the late Medieval and early Renaissance 

periods the compositIOn al geometry fuses with the Christian 

subjcct raising the expression of the work ta a level that transcends 

the indlvidual possibllitIcs of each. 

J EMcrlon. Samuel Y. Jr. The Herila(Ze of Qlotto's Geometty. Ithlca: Comell 
University Press 1991. p 288. 
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The first ehapter of this paper wlll explore the origin lI1 the 

Classical world of the idea that mathematical order rdates to 

ontological understandjng. The idea grcw from th(' aSsUll1ptlOn that 

nature was a reflection of divine order, an assumpllOn whlch \Vas 

reinforced whenever emplrical rxall1inatlOl1S of nature rcvea!cd Ils 

mathematical underpinnings. 'l'hus mathematics. th" ulllmat{' 

instrument of rationality. also appC'arrd to rrside at th(' h('al-t of 

nature itself. The Greeks of course, pald homagc 10 this 

phenomenon with their statuary and architecture, hotl' of which 

exhibit a mathemabeal understanding of harm(my. 

The theory of formaI composition LItat devclopcd at thl!; tilm' 

will be shown to relate to ideas that appcar lI1 th(' writlng of Platn. 

Plato is most useful to thlS projcct bpca\1s{' the hicrarchic;)! 

structure of his ontology appeals to the early Chnstian t1]('orists 

during the Roman period and greatly informs the evolutlOl1 of a 

Christian resthetics. This transition will be the subject of 1 he 

second chapter. 

The third and final chapter will show that in \lledicval and 

Renaissance ChnstIan art the possibihty of a concordance of art ist ie 

form and ontological truth existed because the revdation of [king 

itself came in formaI terms. Heidegger talks of thlS as the "working 

of truth in the world" and says that the particuJar manifestation of 

----------------------------------------------
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truth that occurred in Classical Urnes and in early Christian times 

allowed ontological understanding to take on a particular form.4 

1 will conclude that truth worked itself in the Classical and 

Christian world in a way which allowed for the development of an 

expressive mechanism which could be interpreted as a 

manifestation of ontological structure. That mechanism was 

composition al geometry and in this paper 1 will show that it was 

used by painters of Christian subjects to infuse their work with a 

quality of transcendence. a quality that would connect the viewer 

with the idea of Being. 

4Ilt'idcMer. The Origin of the Work of Art, in Hofstadter nnd Kuhns, 
Philosophies of Art and Beauty. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press 
1964. pp 698-99. 
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Chapter 1 

The Greeks 

In the western tradition one begins to talk about art in terms 

of Us having discernible resthetic properties only with the advent of 

the Classical Greek period. This is not to say that the art of the 

Egyptians or of the cultures of the Tigris-Euphrates valley does not 

possess beauty, only that these cultures lack a theory of beauty that 

would allow them to articulate the feeling that riscs above an 

appreciation of the merely decorative. On the othcr hand il is quite 

clear from even a cursory look at man's earliest allcmpts to draw 

and paint, the cave paintings at Lascaux for examplc, that individual 

artists were always capable of responding to qualilics of elegaace 

and sensuousness in pure line and colour. ft was left to the Greeks 

to recogntze that such responses to qualitics neithcr descriptive 

nor decorativc in drawmgs, pottcry, and sculptures suggcstcd that a 
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deeper emntion was being .,Urred by these abjects and the 

decoraUons on them. It is from this peri ad on that the artistic 

products seem to provide the viewer or user with an experience of 

pleasure that cannot be attributed to any particular quality of 

decoration, form, or function of the work. We must be careful. 

however, not to attribute to the Greek arUsts intentions that they 

clearly did not have. No sources that 1 have come across would go 

sa far as to say that the Greeks thought in terms of separating the 

resthetic properties of a work from its descriptive, functional or 

decorative role. In fact quite the contrary is true according to 

Car)Jenter. 5 The efforts of the vase painters of the geometric 

period, for example, reveal that their considerations in decorating 

these vases were somewhat more prosaic than the pursuit of a 

"pure" resthetic feeling. Any of the standard art historical works of 

the period will tell us that the stylistic elements such as the uses of 

psttern, or the method of painting hair, were derived from Minoan, 

EgypUan or other eastern civi.lizations that preceded and 

overlapped this phase in the development of Greek art. As such 

they had become part of a tradition which, because it passed down 

through Ume without any significant change, carried with it a 

feeling of permanence and progression through Ume. The act of 

5 Carpenter. Rhys. The Esthetic Basis of Greek Art. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press. 1959. 
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first making the vase form and then of decoratlng it involved the 

artist or craftsman in this seemingly timelcss progression. 

It is evident that these early Greeks were concerned with 

three basic qualities in the vases they made. The basic shape of 

the se vases seems to have been determined not only by the function 

that that vase wou Id perform, but also by the desire that the shape 

should be pleasant to hold and to look at. The form of the vase was 

intended to enhance our experience of it as relating to cosmic 

order. Carpenter makes it clear that the artist's eoncerns wcre 

related to those of the philosopher and only the form of expression 

of eosmic ideas differed. 

It is the good craftsman's busines!. to seek out the right 

fonn, which is the truc and perfect specie~ type for the kind 

of object which he is making. And beauty and intcllcctual 

fitness will attend to his discovery, because the truc and 

primaI types are god-made.6 

Secondly, the painting that was applied to the vase was 

clearly meant to convey a literaI meaning eUher in the narrative 

manner of Egyptlan wall painting, or simply as a singular illustration 

of an event in history or myth. 

Finally, the way in which the decoration was applied to the 

shape so that both the illustration and the form on whicil il was 

6 Carpenter. The E&thetlc Basls of Greek Art. p. 110. 
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applied retain their integrity while complementing ea(;h other 

points to a level of resthetic sophistication that is rarely achieved in 

the world of art. 

As Carpenter pointed out, the form of a vase was determined 

by a set of principles of proportion that were thought to relate to a 

cosmic or "ordered" unit y . The Pythagoreans in the sixth century 

had determined that musical harmony could be obtained by 

adhering to a set of numerical ratios. They believed furthermore 

that these ratios were not determined by man, but were discovered 

in nature and were therefore evidence of the true cosmos. In 

following the canon of his art the artist was in fact bringing his 

work closer to nature, making it true to the founding principles of 

nature. The artist was not the creator of art but its discoverer, and 

by extension a seeker after the ultimate arder of all things. 

The vases that were done during the Pythagorean period 

indicate that their makers were sensitive to the order and harmony 

of nature and were prepared to follow a canon in setting the 

proportions of their vases. Some of these vases, for example, have a 

height-to-width ratio of 1: 1 (they fit into a square) while others, 

more interestingly, have a height-to-width ratio of 1:.0618. This 

ratio. not the only irregular ratio used by vase makers, i8 derived by 

dividing the sm aller by the larger of any two adjacent numbers in a 
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summation series.? This ratio. Hambidge points out. also reveals 

the order of the distribution of leaves on a plant. and is beUer 

known as the "golden section". The form of the vase thus relates 

through the canon ta nature and the arUst in making the vasc 

participates in the natural order. The golden section ratio occurs 

throughout the history of art and we will deal with it in more detail 

later, but for the moment we should notice the relation between 

craft, mathematics, and nature which emerges at this Ume in thls 

minor art form. 

It would be logical to assume that if the shapes of the vases 

corresponded to a canon, then the painting on the vases should also 

conform to sorne sort of ordering principle. AIt hough the 

mathematical basis of su ch ~ canon has never to my knowledge 

been discovered, rnany scholars who study vase painting have noted 

the apparent presence of numerical rhythms in the images. 

Swindler, for example, in documenting the extensive range of 

expression and description, as weIl as the subtlety of composition 

in Greek vase painting, notes at one point that: 

------ -- -- ---------

7 Hambidge. Jay, The Elements of Dynamic Symmetry. N.Y.: Dover 1967. p.;~. 

\ 



Bchind the beauty of his (the vase painter's) designs certain 

mathematical ratios appear to lie, the character of which has 

not yet been finally detennined. 8 

12 

The evidence of these early works would seem to indicate 

that that the Greeks were developing a uniquely sophisticated view 

of nature and the role of human being within nature, a view that will 

elevate and give pronounced significar.ce to the requirement that 

the experience of beauty be dependent upon the presence of 

mathematical symmetry. 

That beauty was central to a Greek's experience of his culture 

is beyond question. A standard art history text, such as Gardner's 

Art l'hrough the Ages, begins its section on the Greeks by focusing 

on exactly tbis: 

The order of both nature and reason, said the Greeks, is both 

beautiful and sÏlYlple, and the beauty of things is one with 

our knowledge of them .... 9 

Thus a dialogue is set up that is still going on. There is 

nature on the one hand, somewhat mysteriously presenting 

gHmpses of her natural arder, and man on the other hand, catching 

8 Swindl~r. Mary Hamilton. Ancient Painting From the Earllest Times to the 
Pt'rto<Î of Clu-Istian Art, New Haven: Yale University Press 1929. p. 190. 

9 Gardner. Art TIlrouCh the &!cs. 8th, t.d., Orlando: Hal'COUli Brnee Jovanovitch 
1986 ,p. 126 

--~~-----



these glimpses and speculating upon the ulttmate form of nature. 

We are both part of. and apart from nature, linked etemally by our 

rational capacity which passionately seeks its completion in thr 

inclusive understanding of the order of aIl. This struMle gives forth 

all that is great in human history, and echoes of the trinity of I1mn, 

nature, and understanding, reverberate through history froul the 

Christian Trinit y to the three poles of Hegelian dialecUc. Art too 

results from this dialogue and the œsthetic princlplcs that the 

Greeks develop will necessarily be formed around an understandin~ 

that order and beau ty are one. 

Among the pre-socratic philosophers, the Pythagorcans were 

the ones who most forcêfully linked the experiencc of order, 

through music, to an experience of the divine. The Greek 

understanding of the human soul at this time, given in the Orphie 

mysteries. is similar to that found in the Gcnesis stories. Just as in 

choosing to be human, Adam and Evc place themselves in a 

condition of sin and condemn thcmselves to an eternal struggle to 

reunite with God. so the soul. in the Orphie tradition. is 

imprisoned for its sins in the body and eternally seeks liberaUon. 

But for the Pythagorean Greeks, it was music that had the power to 

liberate the soul. and the soul of music is nurnerical order. The 

Greek love of mathematical order and logic naturally found a voiee 

through music which was based upon rhythms and harmonies. The 

complex formaI relation betwecn mathematics and musical 
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composition which descends through the western tradition 

originates with thiS convergence of passions in the Hellenic Greek 

culture. Here we see the first clear statement of the essential link 

between fonn and content that is the basis of any significant the ory 

of art. Music to be good must be ordered, and if its order 1s 

inspired by cosmic harmony then music can moye the soul. Music's 

advantage over other art forms. especially painting which is our 

concern here. is that in music form and content cannot be 

separated. That is why, down through the ages, music has been 

cons1dered the purest art form. Other art forms present more 

problems; in the late modern perlod sorne visual artists have sought 

to overcome the problem by eliminating literaI imagery in the hope 

of bringing painting doser to music. But in ancient tirnes the 

possibility that a form of art could echo or even unite with cosmic 

order and thereby elevate human experience to a near divine level 

had not yet been fully explored. Ideas about the absolute 

interdependence of order and soul, and the function of art in 

bringing the two together in human experience are clearly 

articulated for the first Ume in Plato's dialogues. 

ln the Phaedrus 10 Socrates draws us into an understanding of 

love of beauty as love of truth that is as profound as one is likely to 

10 AlI references to Plato's dialogues are from The Collected Dialo~ues of Plata, 
(Princeton: Bollin~en Series. Princeton University Press 1961) trans. Hamilton 
and Cairns. 
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find anywhere. After dispensing with the baser qualities of love 

which cause it to be confused With desire. and discllsstng with 

Phaedrus the various evil consequences of desire (2~38-243), 

Socrates introduces the divine aspect of love, stating that "If Love 

is, as he Is indeed. a god or a divine being, he cannnt be an evil 

thing ...... (242e). Mter having gone to great lengths to show that 

love is a form of madness, an abandonnlent of one's rational 

eapaeity, he now introduces the possibiHty that throll~h a divine 

connection this form of madness can be a hi~hcr form of 

knowledge than any provided by judgement. Similarly il Is the 

divine madness of the poet which elevates the work of merl' skill ta 

the level of "passionate expression"(245a). What distinguishes 

passionate expression is its revelation of what Socrates sccms ta 

take as a universal soul through the divinely inspired work of a 

particular soul. Even though the poet and the imitative artist rank 

quite far down on the scale of seekers after beauty, ncvertlwlcss ail 

individu al souls have the possibility of seeking beauty or sllccumbing 

to desire, èach at their own level of existing. It would seem (hat 

Socrates is saying that even the most cornmon of expericnccs 

presents an opportunity for both the evocation of desire and the 

revelation of beauty. It is up to the chariotecr which horse he will 

reign in and which he will give its head (246). 

What we glimpse through the works of the poet is a glimmcr 

or fragment of the eternal truth of creation. The individual soul for 
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a moment reunites with an event that is both timeless and 

continuous, that is both complete and ever forrning in each 

moment of its existence. A later dialogue, the Timaeus. tries to 

explain how this could be, how the universal soul is formed. 

Timaeus 1s g1ven reign by Socrates to expound upon the nature of 

the soul, and by extension the nature of creation. The picture that 

emerges is one of concentric circles of various diameters, counter­

rotating at speeds that ultimately assure balance and harmofly. The 

result is a permanent order that is dependent upon the deHcate 

balance being maintained. Timaeus continues to describe the sub­

categories of creation using precise mathematical ratios so that 

order becomes central to his vision of the physical universe (solar 

system) which corresponds to the soul, both having the same 

center and being completely integrated (33c-40e). It is only later 

that the earth (a perfect circle concentric with the known 

universel becomes popu!ated with animal life including human 

beings. It is important to note that the soul precedes human life 

and is not dependent upon it. But it is human beings that introduce 

the possibility of knowledge of the soul and the path to that 

knowledge 1s through two human capacities; the passions (or the 

divine inspiration of the poet), and the intellect (the rational 

process engaged in by the philosopher). In exercising these two 

capacities toward the Good we choose to direct ourselves to the 

center of creation where the soul and the known universe become 
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one. In other words. the actions of particular souls towards reunion 

with the universal soul brings us into contact with divine order 

which is geometric or mathematical (Gorgias 508a-c). Thus the 

intelle!!tual activity of doing mathematic~ or gcomctry posscsscs .. 1 

divine compone nt which is also open to a passionate apprehension. 

The poet and the philosopher. having followed different paths. find 

themselves side by side in the apprehension of the divine. 

The art of painting began to achieve greater significance as it 

responded to the necessity for the divine to be revealed in a forlll 

that allowed for thoughtful contemplation rather than as a 

consequence of action. Jane Harrison in Ancient Art and Ritllal 

describes three stages; life. rHual and art. through which 

experience must pdSS in order to become worthy of reflection. 11 

The formalizing stage of rib '11. which gives order or fonn to 

carefully selected but common experiences. shows us that the roots 

of art are clearly and necessarily in life. But the immediate and 

active components of rituai which usually had a practica) end 

eventually give way to the more formaI ritualization of InDra) 

dilemmas which constitute Greek drama. As Harrison points out. 

when this happens. those of us who formerly were active 

participants are now passive observers. We are given to contemplate 

two things; the moral dilemma which guides us towards knowledge 

11 Harrison. Jane. Ancient Art and RHual. London: Wllllarn<, and Norgale 
1913, e&peclally chapter 5. 
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of the good. and the form of the drama which is integrated with the 

apprehension of the good. We are distanced, as Harrison says, by 

the fact that the two senses that are now required are sight and 

hearing, both of which react to sources removed from us. Thus 

positioned wc are able to contemplate the working of the divine 

within formalized hurnan experience. 

The importance of the role of contemplation was first 

indicated by Pythagoras. He claimed that the philosopher, who 

come!:) to an experience only to observe and contemplate it, has the 

truest experience becaus~ it is a disinterested experience. I2 This 

particular aspect of art is more extensively dealt with by Aristotle 

who forrnalizes the ideas of Plato. and by extension Pythagoras. He 

conc1udcd that the resthetic experience. at least in the "static" arts 

of painting and sculpture. is produced by qualities that are intrinsic 

to the work. Aristotle indicates that the static arts, and to sorne 

extent poetry. affect us through the intellect. Art of this sort is 

profound to the degree that it resonates with the order of nature, 

an order which is open to the understanding through empirical 

investigation.!3 

!2 Pylhat.;oras. (l .. <'lt'rl. Diog. VII 8) in Wladyslaw Tatarklewicz. History of ./F.-sthetlcs 
vol. -1 Andeot A:sthetics. The Hague. Paris: Mouton 1970_ p. 88. 

13 Arislollc. PocHes. 1452b 15 - 1454b 20 ln The Basic Works of Aristotle.lN.Y.: 
Random lIousc 1941) ed. R. McKeon. pp 1466-1470 
A coorlse comparison of Plato's and Arlstotle's resthetlcs can he found in 

Wany. J.C Greek A:sthetlc Theory, London: Methuen & ro. 1962 chapterVI Mimesis 
clIId Rltyt hm p. 100. 
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Plato differs however, in holding open the possibility that 

sorne aspect of the divine, a quality extcrior to the work, might ly~ 

revealed through the contemplation of a work ()f art. 

The distinction between activc participation and 

disinterested contemplation is anather area whcre Aristotle and 

Plato differ. Plata is important to our discussIOn becéluse hc allows 

for the possibility of a mystical experiencc through music, danc(', 

and drama. These areas encourage the intellect to losc itself in an 

ecstatic union of form and content brought about by physical 

participation in the art form. Such activity involves no 

contemplation and leaves no object behind. At least this was the 

case until the twentieth century when actIOn painters such as 

Jackson Pollock turned the act of painting inta an experience of 

this kind. The fact that individuals and museums revere the 

"paintings" they leave behind, even if they can be se en as examples 

of an œsthetic of negation, would probably have been a source of 

amusement ta Plata more than anything cIse. Whilc Anstotle 

accepts that this is how the arts of music and dance opcrate, he 

suggests that in the staUc arts of sculpture and paintmg a!sthct ie 

properties are intrinsic ta the work and thcrcfare should properly 

be understood as responding ta a contemplativc attitude. lIe is 

important to our purpose because he farmalizes the Idea 1 hal beauty 

is self evident (as is Gad); thus hc sets up the passihility that quiet 

contemplation is abave participation. 
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Warry makes a distinction between intellectual and romantic 

be3uty in Plato, the former being limited to the apprehension of 

what we might refer to as "partlcular orders" and the latter whlch 

consumes ail of our human capacities in experiencing the 

sublime. 14 Intellectual beauty Is revealed through contemplative 

processes and corresponds to the position arrived at by Harrison 

above. The second form would correspond for our purposes to the 

Christian experience of the Divine through revelation. Romantic 

beauty for Plato is the higher of the two experiences of beauty 

because it involves us in acting towards the experience of the 

sublinle. In fact such experiences should be seen as the ultimate 

aim of ail human action. The best artistic expression of this is the 

drama or tragedy because through the actions of the characters 

which display various human weaknesses, the near impossibility of 

the resolution of human action in order and harmony is presented 

in such a way as to c1arify our perception of what is not possible. or 

should 1 say: what is possible only in the realm of the divine (only 

out of situations of extreme discord can true harmony be seen). 

Su ch forms of artistic representation of the divine, although 

essentially contemplative. focus on the necessity for human action. 

The apprehension of mathematical order in geometric structures, 

on the other hand, can never of itself produce an experience of the 

14 \Varry. J.G. GreekA::sthettc Theoty. London: Methuen & co. 1962 
Introduction. 
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sublime because such an experience of order does not cngage 

sufficient human faculties. 

THE MSTATIC" ARTS 

The static arts are concerned only with the form of beauty ln 

partlcular objects and as su(,h constltute only one of three faces of 

the pyramid that culminates in the experience of the sublime (the 

other two being goodness and truth). One could think of painting 

and sculpture as a sort of "carrot before the horsc" or perhaps the 

purpose that keeps the idea of harmony before us as wc brcmne 

increasingly mired in the confusion of life cxpcrlcncc. iloth 

goodness and truth are related to action, rcquiring that they be 

sought, but beauty in the statlc arts is just there requiring only that 

it be recognized. This then is what Warry refcrs to as intellectual 

beauty and in its purest form it is abstracto 

Seeing and hearing, as long as their objects are abstract and 

mathematical and free from any material associations arc 

intellectual pleasures, and such pleasures only bccome 

tainted when the abstract form which givcs risc to them 

receives some concrete embodiment. 15 

This statement of the nature of intellectual bcauty is 

significant in that it seems to be at the heart of our undcrstanding 

15 Warry. Greek A:sthetlc T~. p. 36 
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of restheUc beauty down through the western tradition. It 

reappears. for examp)e, in Ké1nt's emphasis on "disinterested 

pleasure" as the basis of his resthetic the ory, and it certainly Is the 

foundation of Clive Bel1's and Roger Fry's theory of modern non­

objective painting written at the beginning of this century (see 

footnole #30). 

The crucial aspect of this understanding of resthetic 

Untellectual) beauty is that our appreciation of it be ..... dissociated 

from any aspect of our will". 16 In this way the experience of the 

work of art is an experience of pure truth. The only reason that it is 

not an experience of the sublime is that the experience occurs in 

the apprehension of a particular thing rather than in the context of 

the fun experience of Iife. In the Philebus Socrates talks about the 

complexities of music and the relation of these complexities to the 

single note (16c-18d). The single note represents a stage of 

innocence or beginning and the subsequent recognition of 

increasing complexity represents the movement into a more 

intricate musical context that parallels life's experience. Socrates 

here makes clear the principle that art cannoi.. dissociate itself from 

life and that a life properly lived is a quest for the knowledge of the 

good. Once a particular art form recognizes its mathematical or 

geometric bat>c it must make that the foundation of its increasing 

16 Warry. Greck /Esthetlc Tht'OIy. p. 44 
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involvement with the rest of human experience. Jacger summarized 

the pertinent passages from the Bepublic in which Socrat('s 

presents his explanation of the relationshlp betwccn pure logic 

(mathematics) and experience in the following way: 

The malhematical disciplines are closer to truc rcality, hut 

louch il only in sleep, as il were--lhey cannot see il with 

their eyes wlde open .... We now know the :llcaning of thc 

ratio between the vanolls stages of reality and of knowlcdgc 

which Plato carlier gave to illllstratc the purpo~c of his 

paideia. Il is this. Rca~on is to opinion what bClIlg is 10 

becoming. And as lhought is to opinion, so truc knowlcdgc 

is to the evidence of the senses, and so mathematical rcason 

is to the shadows of visible objects. 17 (Rcpublic 534a-b) 

Socrates is talking about the dialectical proccss but wc nlight 

reasonably broaden this model to inc1ude what might be called non­

verbal forms of dialectic. In fact he introduccs this possiblity in the 

last sentence by indicating that visible objects once apprehended 

are drawn towards an ordering principle of which mathcmat ics is 

the purely formaI representation. Mathematics on its own has no 

meaning and no purpose. just as the evidencc of the senses 

experienced as isolated autonomous fragments of reality have no 

meaning. The quest for pure form or the essence of creation i tseJf 

17 Jaeger. Werner. Paideia. New York' Oxford University Press 1943. 
vol. Il. pp. 311-312 
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that characterizes much of contemporary art would seem to 

represent a retreat towaIds innocence, and consequently a retreat 

towards meaninglessness. Leonard Baskin once stated that .. It is 

only through an act of gigantic self deception that one can 

experience the meaning of the act of creation."18 Baskin is one of 

many voices in contemporary art that cry out against art that has 

folded in on itself, deriving its meaning only from its owr. internaI 

structure. 

Warry discusses the pure aspects of geometric form in its 

relation to the arts in the same way: 

The soul emerges from innocence into the conflict of 

experience. Here it tries to impose on experience the formaI 

harmony which it apprehended in innocence .... 19 

Thus the struggle that is life begins and it begins from the 

fundamental apprehension that order is both the first and the last 

revelation. Any experience that does not reveal order at its base is 

an experience leading away from the good: the black horse must he 

reigned in! The arts then participate in this voyage hy constantly 

and sometimes mysteriously revealing the arder that lurks behind 

the image and draws us toward a sensation of the heautiful. There 

11\ Radman. Selden. The Inslders. Loulslana State University Press 1960. Chapter 
14. Leonard Baskin; Poet of Dea th. p. 94. 

19 Wany. Greek A;sthetic TheQty. p. 37. 
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can be no such thing as an art of chaos. or an art that exists apart 

from the experience of life in general. The eycs and the ears. as 

Harrison says. apprehend from a distance the images on the vases. 

walls. and friezes and the songs that tell of histOly and myth. But 

the deeper rneaning is hidden within the image. giving it forIll and 

at the sanle Ume pointing beyond. How exaetly does this work and 

what is the nature of the marriage between farm and content in 

Greek art? 

MATHEMATICS AS A FOUNDATION FOR ART 

Socrates' discussions of the mathematical rhythms of music 

give sorne indication of the direction we must tBke in pursuit of the 

answer. Music is different from the static arts in that it involves us 

in a progression of rising and dlminishing intensity intcrspcrsed 

with periods of calm and even monotony. Music parallels the 

experience of Iife and in compressing and focusing that experienee 

heightens our awareness of Iife's rhythnls. In drama the progressive 

rhythms of music are elevated by the addition of moral content and 

given a beginning and an end. The experience becomes self 

contained but not static. There is a similar transition that can be 

seen in the organization of the imagery on friezes. l.Ake music the 

frieze follows a progressive Iinear development and like drama if 

has a beginning and an end and contains literaI content of cUher a 

moral. historical. or mythological nature. But unlike the othcr two 
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the fricze is a purely visual medium and contains no actual 

movement. In music you have no choice but to follow the 

progression, you cannot stop the music and contemplate a single 

note, or change the rate of progression. Music is an art of time, not 

space; the listener is drawn into a kind of movement that is beyond 

his control. In drama, an art of both Ume and spa ce, the action and 

the actors move forward to the desired conclusion: as Jane 

Harrison pointed out, the members of the audience are engaged in 

contemplating an event that is also beyond their control. If a frieze 

is to engage you in a similar way to music or drama, it must employ 

Inore subtle measures to entice you into its pattern~ and rhythms. 

AUer aIl one is not a captive audience in front of a frieze, nor is one 

compelled to view it at a predetermined and uninterrupted rate, 

Dor even in the desired order. In fact one can contemplate one 

figure and nothing else if one so desires. A frieze is almost a static 

art, but not quite. 

The east side frieze on the Parthenon provides us with an 

example of how an apparently static art employs the structures of 

nlusic to heighten our experience of its subject. (see fig.l) The 

subject is the gathering of the citizens of Athens for the 

Panathenaic procession which took place every four years. The 

people. horses and chariots gather on the west side in a somewhat 

chaotic fashion and set off in two directions. toward the south and 

north sides where the procession becomes more orderly. As they 
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round the bends on each end of the building heading for the center 

of the east side the rhythmical pattern becomes more pronounced. 

The movement from each end toward the center gathers intensity 

at the same time as it becomes more deliberately paced. At the 

climactic point the presentation of Athena's peplas takes place 

surrounded by fourteen Greek gods, seven on each side. The pace 

of the viewer's progress toward the center is carefully controlled ln 

different ways on this final facade of the frieze. Coming from left to 

right. the first three or four figures are more widely spaced, 

indicating a leisurely but steady pace. The flow conlpresses and 

intensifies through the use of groupings of three, four, and flve 

figures which become more tightly arranged as you nlove toward 

the climactic point. From the other end of the cast facadc and 

moving from right to left. the spacing of figures rcmains even but 

the increasing inclination to arrive at the center is rcgulated by the 

il clusion of standing figures that turn against the flow, controlling 

the pace. 

Charles Bouleau has provided the musical analysis of this slde 

of the frieze but has, 1 think mistakenly, sccn it a a crescendo 

followed by a diminuendo flowing from left to righ t across the 

whole face of the cast f?cadc. 20 It should in faet he seen as a double 

crescendo moving from each end toward the middle controllcd by 

20 Bouleau, Charles, The Palnter's Secret Geornctry. New York' IIBW ) m;3. 
pp. 32-33. 
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the use of "visual weight". Visual imagery can be given "weight" by 

artists through the use of larger sizea elements, intricacy of detail, 

compressed activity, and in painting, colour. In this frieze the use 

of "visual weight" to control the flow corresponds to the use of 

notes that are tied together and pIayed louder in a composition. 

The spacing and size of the gods that. occupy the center of the east 

side are also given musical de~ignations in Bouleau's analysis. It 

seems quite appropriate to employ the rhythms of musical 

progression to control the flow of movement in a visu al work that is 

meant to be read as a linear development. Music after aU is the only 

art that expresses its moods and passions through pure form 

unencumbered by literaI representations. The divine harmony that 

mathematics echoes can be artfully revealed in the controlled 

harmonies of sounds linked intricately together through time. In 

the Panathenaic frieze we have an example of one fully developed 

art form bcing used as the formai foundation for another. Without 

the visual rhythm thdt the musical intervals provide there would 

only be a collection of disconnected figures and the viewer would 

feel no inclination to move around the frieze at all. 

The use of melodic compositIon brings more to the 

experience of the wark than simply the ordering of the progression 

of figures. Whatever content the music possessed is transported to 

the visual image. Through music the "shadows of visible objects" 

are linked ta the pure order of mathematics and hence are brought 
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closer to "true reality". Music's power to arouse the passions to an 

appreciation of pure harmony and thereby awaken the soul to 

reason and the divine are precisely what the visu al artists want to 

hamess in the arrangement of figures on the frieze. Considcring the 

importance of music in the relationship of man to the divine (sec 

Republic 526-531dl it should hardly be surprising that visual arttsts 

should make use of harmonie principles in their work. By thesc 

means the arUsts are able to elevate our experienee of the su~ject 

which typically involves both human and divine figures to a higher 

level through involving both in the silent and invisible rhythms of 

the heavens. 

Heraclitus in the fifth century had indicated in his oracles 

that the order of the cosmos was based on reconciliation of 

opposites and that the "hidden harmony was better th,m the 

visible" .21 This aspect of harmony, that it is more profound when 

hidden, was one part of the Pythagorean tradition that Plato 

inherited. It indicates the possibility of a mystical expericnce of 

order through an apparently chaoUc representation. Pure form in 

itself is silent and opaque, but as Harrison pointed out with 

reference to ritual and drama, the purpose of art is to permit UH to 

contemplate the presence of the divine within experiencc. The 

hidden order in drama, music and now pictorial imagery carries 

21 Heraclitus. in Ancilla ta The Pre-Socratlc Phllasophers. 
Kathleen Freeman. tr. Cambrtdge. Ma&& : Harvard Unlver&lty Prc&& ) n'IR 
p. 28. fr. 54. 
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the possibility of the audience's intuiting an order (divine element) 

behind the subject. Otherwise the divine remains distant and 

unattainable, and existence ts cold and rneaningless. Through art 

the divine is in sorne way present to us. Carpenter comments on 

the connection between form and content in the same way: 

It would be childish to claim that any very extensive spiritual 

experience is derived from thus travelling around on the lin es 

of a picture. If we concentrate on the purely fonnal element, 

the result is extremely trivial. But if ail these effects of 

acceleration and retardation, conti nuit y and disconnection, 

intrie te volution and open sweeping progress be 

encountered and scarce-consciously perfonned du' '1g our 

contemplation of the objects presented by the picture, the 

triviality vanishes. The things in the picture take to 

themselves the emotional qualities which are latent in the 

pure forms.22 

Although Aristotle struggled aIl his life to bring Plato down to 

earth so to speak, his view of how art functions in relation to 

principles of order remains consistent with the basic ideas of Plato. 

There arc indications that Aristotle too appreciated that painting 

could elevate the experience of the viewer to a level beyond the 

merely rational. His championing of the painter Polygnotos for 

example. Is due to the ability of Polygnotos' work to inspire the 

22 Carpenler. p. 37. 



moral character of Athenian youth, This quality in Polygnotos' 

painting could be attributed to his ability to capture feeling and 

expression on the faces of his subjects. but for Aristotlc ts was more 

likely due to bis" ... compositions which bad a certain grandeur of 

style and eompkteness,"23 

Aristotle makes the same distinction as Plato docs betwcel1 

ultimate experiences that require action (goodness) and those Ihat 

don't (beauty) , Beauty is the realm of the slatie arts and ils 

underlying principles are "order. proportion. and limU" , Thcsc are 

also the" ... , fundamental causes of existenec .. 24 and arc besl 

exemplified in the pure order of mathematics which myst eriolls1y 

reflects the ground of being, 

Art cornes into existence when, as a result of empirical 

apprehension, a universal judgcment is applied to instances 

classifiable in vIrtue of their similarity.25 

Tbus we could say that for Aristolle art comes inlo heing 

wben, to at least a limited degree. the universal ground of heing 

becomes apparent in the particular, For an artisl who wanled 10 

make his subject reflect the universal ground of bcing. il wOllld 

seem logical that the best way to do so would he lo place his 

--------
23 Swindler. p. 202. 
24 '1.Tany 87 •• • p. , 
25 Wany. p. 92. 
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rcprcsentation of a particular subject within a mathematically 

ordcrcd format. This is doubly effective because for Aristotle (and 

for Christianity) the perception of order is the result of an irrational 

urge, and the goal of the rational capacity in man is an irrational 

apprehension of the divine. Hence the restheLic experience one has 

in front of a work of art is due not to its representational qualities 

but to the fact that our irrational urge ta seek order in the 

particular is satisfied mysteriously. It is but a short leap to 

rccognize the potential for mystical experience through art. Direct 

apprehension of the divine through imagery was the goal of 

medieval icon painters and remained one of the aims of the more 

sophisticated artists of the Renaissance period. We must first see 

though how the artistic devices and perceptions of the Greeks 

work thcir way into the art and thought of the early Christian artists 

and theologians. 



Chapter 2 

Order in Earlu Christian /Esthetics 

ORDER AND NATURE IN ANCIENT LITERATURE 

The theory of art developed by Plato diffeccd l'rom that of 

Artistotle in one essential way. Plato held the imitative arts in )ow 

esteem because their imagery was thncc rcmovcd l'rom t hr Ideal. 

Being imitations of particular aspects of nature whi( 11 wefe 

themselves particular and therefore imperfect manifrstat ions of the 

ideal, artistic images were believed to be too remotc from the t ru t h 

to be of any importance. Neverthc)ess in strcssing t hr t rans('('Jl(knt 

quality of mathematlcs Plato opcncd the door tn the' possibility that 

if an artistic image is mathematIcally ordcrcd Il I11lght provoke a 

revelation of the transcendent dimension throu~h a rcprespntation 

of the particular. Plato's œsthctics allowed for the future' inclusion 

of a mystical quality in the cxpericnce of art. A work of art mighl 
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refer beyond itself and serve as a conduit between the ideal and the 

real. 

Aristotle on the other hand maintained that the resthetic 

experience one has in the face of a work of art can be due to 

nothing other than the properUes that are contained within the 

work. Art causes us to feel pleasure because it is weIl designf"d or 

weil ordered. Its beauty is present in the work and not the result of 

any reference to a transcendent Ideal. 

The two conflicting positions concerning the potf.;ntial for art 

descended through history from the Hellenic Greek period to the 

Roman virtually mtact and still unreconciled. As we enter the early 

Christian era the Aristotelian thesis that art presents a self­

evident and self-contained example of the beauty of nature 

remained intact alongside a Platonic theory of art that resembled a 

vessel perfectly formed, perfectly understood, but empty. Plato's 

idea of how art functioned was more open to the addition of an 

enriched spiritual content and just such a content lay waiting in the 

wisdom of the Old Testament vision of nature and God. 

The idea that the non-rational or inspired mind could make 

contact with transcendent elements in nature and even prophesy is 

conspicuous in ancient literature and its appearance in Plato's 

dialogues. notably Phredrus 242-247, is one example of many 

influences that flowed among Hebrew, Greek, and at the same Ume 

carly Christian, literature. If the beHef th an one could experience 
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the transcendent realm from a position in nature was widespread at 

the time, the idea that images could facilitate such experiences was 

clearly not accepted. Similar stories in Wisdom (13) and Isaiah 

(44) caution against the worship of man-made objects and images. 

Isaiah especially records the act of an artist creating an obJect in 

his own image, using measure and craft which parallels the act of 

God in creating man. But the artist pursues his art for his own ~ain 

and is ultimately blinded by his self absorption. The danger that thc 

image itself would become the object of worship or that artistic 

imagery could summon to mind feelings that one is only supposed 

to have in the presence of God inhibited the ascendancy of the 

visual arts until the rise of Greek civilization. 

The addition of the Greek focus on the rational capacity, 

however, introduced a new potential for art to conncct with the 

transcendent realm by other means than ecstatic madncss or divine 

revelation. The fulfilment of this potential was dependent upon the 

rational capacity finding an analogous quality in nature that would 

draw the mind into an understanding not wholly depcndent upon 

logic or empirical method. Not surprisingly ancient litcrature, and 

not Just Hebrew literature, provides ample evidence of Just sueh a 

quality in nature and a corresponding hlunan capacity for 

understanding. Archeological evidence shows that as far back as 

2000B.C. the idea of a cosmic order (Dharma, Rita) was central to 

the beHefs of the people of the Indus valley. The Hindu religion 
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consists of rituals and behavioral paths which if followed lead one 

1nto contact with this etemal order. These ways do not involve the 

practise of logic or empirical investigation, but lead one ta 

undcrstanding through the development of a right attitude. 

In Hebrew literature Isaiah notes that in worshipping idols it 

is the eyes that no longer see and the heart which no longer 

understands, implying that without the understanding provided by 

the heart, or perhaps the intuition, man's rational capacity is 

limited ta technical knowledge. We could perhaps say that it is the 

attitude of the subject which permits the heart or intuition ta 

provide a deeper knowledge of the truth of nature. The Old 

Testament is replete with suggestions that nature's arder is 

evidence of God's hand and is there to be discovered if only the 

right attitude is adopted. References in Isaiah (43: 19) and Genesis 

(6: 12) ta God's creating "paths" or "ways" which ln Noah's time 

had been destroyed by the blindness and selfishness of man implies 

that such ways exist ta be followed provided one's heart is open ta 

understanding. This is one of the central themes of Dld Testament 

literature: that the "order" of nature is just beJow the surface but 

invisible to all but those with the appropriate attitude. Throughout 

his trials Job, for example, maintains the right attitude and so is 

comforted by his true knowledge of the order of nature, and that 

God is in control even of Behemoth and Leviathan. At one point in 

Wisdonl Il :21. the writers seem to indicate that even God is 

-------------------------------------.-----
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subject to the principles of co smic order which he hinlsclf 

created.26 

References to God's creation as "good" are numerous in the 

Old Testament, from the first statement in Gcnesis 1 :31 and 

continuing through to Ecclesiastes 39:21. Ecclesiastes 1 in 

particular describes all creation as being infused with the wisdo111 

of God. That God's wisdom can be equated with divine order would 

seem to be beyond question. The initial Divine intervention, 

described in Genesis, is after aIl an act of creatin~ order out of 

chaos, and upon completion the result was deenlcd good bccause it 

was ordered. Isaiah (45: 18) repeats that God crcates "no chaos" 

and in fact is the order that man can find in the chaos that rcsults 

from having strayed off the path. 

We have seen that order is fundamental to ontological 

understanding in both Greek and Hebrew traditions. Ncvcrthclcss 

the means by which ontological order is revealed vary dcpendjn~ 

upon whether one sees it as being whoJ1y immanent or wholly 

transcendent. This distinction is important not only for religion 

and philosophy, but for art as weB if wc are to understand art as 

another form cf mediation betwcen an individual and the ground of 

261111s pa&sage concemlng God's forbearance wlth the Egypllanf> Implh'<, that even God waf> 
restrained by the order whlch he had Impo&ed upon creation-
"But even wlthout these, they could have droppcd dcad at a 5ln~le brcattl, pur5ued by your 
Justice, whlrled away by the breath ofyour power. But no, you ordcrcd ail thlng ... by trwa!.ure, 
number, welght. 
The Jerusalem Bible, Garden City, N Y.: Doublcday 1968. 
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his being. If the former is the case then art is unnecessary. and if 

the latter is the case then art is impossible. What is necessary 1s a 

form of understanding which can encompass both the immanent 

and the transcendent without diminishing either. and for this we 

must turn to the writings of the early Christian fathers. 

OROER AND THE CHRISTIAN GOD 

Although the ide a that God is both the creator of history and 

an active participant in history is central to Hebrew thought; the 

imagery of the Oid Testament gives primacy to the transcendence 

of God. Even though God makes an appearance in history from time 

to time it is forbidden to look upon his face for fear that to do so 

might either diminish God or elevate man. The paradox of how one 

can keep the immanent and the transcendent from diluting each 

other while at the same Ume allowing for their essential 

interconnectedness remained unresolved until the coming of Christ 

who shifted the balance in favour of the immanent and opened the 

door to more complex theological speculation upon the nature of 

the Divine. 

Christ waSt and is for Christians. at once wholly immanent 

and wholly transcendent. The full meaning of Christ's appearance 

in history can be understood only if one accepts that these two 

mutually exclusive states of being become reconciled in the reality 

of Christ. The difficulty facing anyone trying to apprehend this truth 
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is indicated by the struggle of the Church itself which for ('cnturics 

tried to develop a clear doctrine which reconciled these two polar 

opposites. That God was essentially transcendent was the position 

of the neo-platonist stream of thought that descends into Christian 

theology through Clement of Alexandria. Origcn. PloUnus and 

Augustine. God's essential immanence was the legacy of Paul who 

offers the first example of a truly Christian mystiral cxpcricncc out 

of the Hebrew tradition. 

Each of these positions contains an essential truth about the 

nature of God and both must contribute to any truc apprchcnsion of 

God's relation to nature. The significance of Pauline thought arises 

from Paul's Jewishness out of which COlllCS his bPlief that 

mysticism must be rooted in concrcte expericnce. This 

Interpretation of the form of mystical experience corresponds to 

the position developed by Evelyn Underhill. In cxplaining what shc 

means by a mystical experience she offers a dcfinition of the word 

"apperception" which stresses the importance of aquircd cultural 

and intellectual background. 

By apperception is meant the fact that there are In ail our 

experiences two distinct factors. There is fi r ... t the the 

apprehension, the message, which come~ to U~ from the 

outside world; secondly there are the idcas, imagc~ and 

memories already present in our mind~, wtllch wc 

involuntarily combine with the me~sage, and by WhlCh wc 
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develop, modify, or explain it. Now this mixture of 

perceptions and memories obviously takes place in aIl 

mysùcal experience.27 

40 

Paul's subsequent teaching is also replete with the wisdom of 

the Old Testament, and in the Iater letters, e.g. Corinthians, 

Philippians, he presents a vision of Christian participation in the 

divine order through selfless apprehension of the individual's unit y 

with the whole, e.g. 1 Corinthians 12, that caIls to mind Plato's 

description of the particular sours struggle to reunite with the 

univcrsal soul. Commenting on this fundamental element in Paul, 

Underhill says that; 

Hellenistic thought, al ways congenial to the mystical 

temperament, has here added something to the loftiest 

intuitions of Judaism, and interpreted anew the gospel of 

Divine Fatherhood proclaimed by Jesus.28 

One cannot help but think of Paul's apperception of the 

inclusive unit y of the spirit as overcoming exactly that "existential 

e3trangement" which Tillich wrestles with in Christian 

existcntialist terIns. But Tillich's offering of "ultimate concern" is 

disquieting in contrast to the wealth and conviction of Paul's neo­

platonist and Hcbrew inspired revelation. Paul's mystical theology 

'Z7 Undcrhill. Evclyn. The Mystlcs of the Church. N.Y. Schocken Books. 1971. p. 19. 
28 Underhill. p. 51 . 
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in offering a fusion of Hebrew trans('C'ndcn talism and 

anthropocentric neo-platonism preclpitatcd changes in western 

thought that ultimately affect the foundation of Christian œsthetlcs 

and produce some of the richest art experiences in human history. 

It is the idea that there is somehow a concordance betwecn the 

hurnan capacity to receive mystical experience and the structure of 

what is revealed by the experiellce itself that stimulatC',5 the 

development of Christian art. The key rcsides in Underhill's 

definition of the term "apperccption" which is here applird to il 

spiritual revelation but could also be used with regard to an 

resthetic experience. If we are to understand an individual's 

mystical experience as revealing an inclusive unit y of the 

transcendent and the immanent, th en it must be shown that the 

development of Christian resthetic principles follows the sanH' 

structure of experience. If the true cxpericnce of a work of art is 

similar to the mystical experience of divine rcvelation, then this 

similarity must be due the the fact that western restheUe principles 

were developed at the same Ume as Christian theology was evolving. 

Of the early Greek Church fathers, the one who made the 

greatest contribution to the development of Christian a~stheti~s 

was the 4th century nfo-platonist, Basil of Cœsarea (329<379). 

Basil's thought develops largely along the lines that wc have 

outlined here. His admiration for Greck cuIt ure ls weil 

documented and along with the other Cappadocian fathers he 
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rccomended the study of Greek literature and poetry to an 

Christian scholars. But as Jaeger comments, the importation of 

Greek cultural form into Christian scholarship was regarded as 

more than Just the benign implementation of a tool of learntng.29 

Even at this early stage the idea that structures of thought were 

powerful and possibly subversive instruments trou bled many of the 

early Christian fathers. 

Basil's writing on resthetics also suggests a synthesis of Greek 

cultural form and Hebrew and early Christian doctrine. In 

determining what constituted the beautiful, Basil favoured the idea 

that the the most beautiful art occurred when aIl the component 

parts of a work functioned in harmony to produce a profound sense 

of unity. Seen in this way, art mirrors the Greek and the Jewish 

vision of nature, which is essentially the position of neo-platonic 

resthetics. Just as God (according to Genesis 1) looked upon his 

creation and found it good because it worked in harmony, so the 

artist looks upon his work and makes his resthetic judgement on 

the same basis. Nothing in the work is superfluous, nothing out of 

place. everything is appropriate to the functioning (Jf the whole. 

There is a sense of efficient unit y that seems to reside at the core 

of the œsthetic experience. It is the achievement of fuis quality in a 

work that twentieth century formalists take for the whole purpose 

29 Jacgcr. Werner. Early Chrlstlanlty and Greek Paldela. Cambridge. Mass.: The 
Bclknap Press of Harvard University Press 1962. pp. 75-82 
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of art: it is what Clive Bell for example refers to as "significant 

form",30 

THE STRUCTURE OF REVELATION AND THE CHRISTIAN EXPERIENCE 

The golden age of Greek Patristic thought begins with the 

"Christian Platonists of Alexandria". Origen, building upon the 

thought of Clement of Alexandria and writing sorne 150 years 

before Basil, had described the individual's true experience of his 

own Being as dependent upon his ability to distinguish the truc 

from the faise. The purpose of Christian education was to devclop 

precisely this human capacity to recognize the prescncC' of the 

divine in nature and more importantly: in the individual self.31 The 

significance of this for Basil and for later Christian resthetics was 

the introduction of the subjective element. If therc Is something 

inside each individu al that either mirrors or is a part of the divine 

soul. then to a large extent any direct experience of the divine is an 

act of recog.lition. Furthermore, if aIl of Creation is evidenee of 

divine wisdom, then our true objective experience of any clement 

of nature is part of a three-oNay mystical experienee: it reveals at 

30 Clive Bell and Roger Fry developed a theory of modern formall1>m ln whiC'h any literaI or 
descriptive content ln a work of art was represented as Interferlng wlth the purlty of the 
œsthetic experience whlch was under!>tood to arise from the apprehenslon of "pure fonn", 
This theOl"y came to domlnate 20th century formallsm and an lIIurnlnating C'omparlwn can 
he made between an art devold of any C'uHural and hlstonc'al ('ontent and the "exlstentlal 
estrangemene whlch Tlllich de&crlbes a& amlC'Ung modern man. 'Ille Iwo seminal arth'lcs hy 
Fry and Bell are reprlnted ln: Hospers, John, IntroductOly Readln~s in A':sthetlcs, New 
York: The Free Press, Macmillan 1 969. Chapter 3 

31 Jaeger, Werner, Early Ch rlsU <.'.nIty and Greek Paldcla, pp, 64-69. 
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once God, the Divine creation, and ourselves as the instrument of 

revelation. This is the "inclusive union of the transcendent and the 

immanent" to which 1 referred earlier. 

In a religious sense what we experience when nature in aIl its 

appropriateness Is revealed to us, is the mind of the Creator: 

We walk the earth as though we were visiting a workshop in 

which the divine sculptor exhibits his wondrou::; works. The 

Lord, the creator of these wonders and an artist, caUs upon 

us to contemplate them.32 

But this revelation of the mind of the Creator is especially 

profound because it is also our own minds and history that are 

revealed as being fully integrated in the divine mind or divine 

proJect. This is the human or subjective contribution Underhill 

described as being essential to mystical experience. The religious 

mystic brings to his experience a full understanding of his own 

current and historical place in nature. It is this understanding that 

enriches the mystical experience and gives it meaning. 

In an resthetic sense what we experience when the inner 

coherence of a work of art is revealed to us is the mind of the artist. 

According to Basil. the work of art can be experienced as beautiful 

only if the arrangement of its compone nt parts is appropriate to the 

32 Basil of Cœscrca. Homilla ln Hexaém .• IV 33 c (PO 29 c. 80). tr.Tatarkiewicz. 
HlstOl)' of A::....,thel\cs - vol. Il Medieval A~sthetlcs. The Hague: Mouton 1970 
1'.23 
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purpose of the work and if this appropriateness is perceiLJcd bU the 

viewer. Art would seem to function in the same way as tlle mystical 

expereience of nature. There is a three-way communication 

between the mind of the artist, the work, and the viewer who 

recognizes the significance of the work. The ~reat theolo~ian 

Athanasius puts it this way: 

In his works, the artist is recognized, cycn if he IUl11self is 

not seen. Thus they speak of the sculptor Phidia,: throllgh 

the halmony and proportion of lhclr parts, his worh 

revealed the anist to those who lookcd al Ihem, cycn thollgh 

he himself was not there.33 

It is quite apparent that the Greek fathers were engaged in 

developing a theory of art that parallelled the theory of nature that 

had come ta them from Plato. If nature was cvidence that the mlnd 

of God was divine harmony, then art was cvidcncc of the ordcrcd 

mind of the artist. Basil even refcrrcd to God as the "artist" who 

created nature. One can certainly appreciate that a conlltct with 

Christian theology would have been mevitable if œsthet ie theory had 

developed this line of thought without somc rC'straint. Suhsequent 

theological eontroversy concerning the use of icons indicatcs that 

this definition of both the artistic proccss and the means by which 

33 Athanasius. Qratio contra ~entes. 35 B (PG XXV, 69) Ir. TalaI klewl('z. IIl<,tory of 
A:c;lhet!C'b vol. Il p. 23. 
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the work of art conveys its message had come to resemble too 

closcly the activity. and worship. of God. After aIl if art is to be 

perceived as being beautiful. and if only God ca!" create beauty. then 

what docs that say about the artist? 

Basil was not alone in recognizing this problem. Initially he 

attcmptcd to solve it simply by claiming that there were two kinds 

of beauty. one which belonged to the temporal world and the other 

to the divine. This is the kind of solution typical of a neo-platonist 

but inadequate once neo-platonism had to include a developing 

theology of Christ. Christ represents a very real descent of the 

realm of the Ideal into the mundane existence of human beings and 

once and for aIl challenges the absolute separation of things human 

from things divine. Basil's division of beauty into two types indicates 

a qualitative difference, but how could this be so? How can the 

cxperience of beauty that one gets in the face of a work of art not be 

an expericnce of real beauty? 

The confusion that this question presented to the early 

Fathers can be seen by contrasting the following words from Basil 

with his prevlOus statement on the two kinds of beauty: 

The veneration offered ta a portrait is transferred ta its 

prototype. for what a likeness is in imitative art, the son of 

God is in nature,34 

34 Basil. Liber de Spin!lI Sancto. VIII (pa 32 c. 149) tr. Tatarkiewicz. HlstOlyof 
IEslhelks vol. Il. p 26. 
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If the portrait of a person presents an opportunity for the 

viewer to see the real person in the same way that Christ presents 

us with an opportunity ta see the real God, thcn the heauty 

experienced through art is the same as the beauty that only God ('an 

create. About a century after Basil's death, the pscudo- DIOnysius 

(5th century) extended this line of thinking and established an 

resthetic position that remained influential through the Middle 

Ages and right up to the modern period. 

The particular position established by BasIl, wlH'n applicd 10 

the representation of divine figures, led Ïllevllably to t Il(' 

iconoclastie controversy, but when applied with purcly œstheti<' 

considerations introduced the possibjhty of a deeper and rIcher 

artistic purpose. The possibility that a work of art which 

represented nature could act like a window ta the mind of t h(' 

supreme "artist" who had created nature nlcant that works of art 

could be more th an they appeared to be on the surface. It did not 

mean that one had to worship them, but it (11<1 I1lean thal 

UnderhiU's term "apperception" might he appli('d to the 

experience of art. It would be many centuries, however. IJeforc this 

possibility was realized by artists thcmselves. 

A good example of this is the painting of Ilerakles discovenng 

his son Telephonos 111 Arcadia. from the Pergamcnc s<:hoo1. (sec: fig. 

2) If you don't focus on thc subjcct and just lct t.he ove raIl image 



form itself into a pattern. you can see the 

diagonals of the rectangle surfacing. This rather 

simple rnethod can in no way he compared to 

the more complex ordering of music and even of 

the Greek friezes that was described earlier. 

There Is no evidence that the artists at this 

point were doing anything more than trying to 

arrange the image so that it would look pleasing to the eye,35 
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Nevertheless while artists experimented with different 

rncthods of organizing images, philosophical and theological 

speculation on the nature of expression in the visual arts kept 

running up against the same dilemma. Augustine (354-430) wrote 

extensively on the arts of music. poetry and drama, but when he 

approachcd the topic of painting and sculpture he retreated to 

essentially the position of Plato: that the visual arts being thrice 

rcmoved from the truth were of little value. In spite of this 

Augustine provided the basis upon which the art of painting would 

later be elevated to a very high rank indeed. 

Augustine's thought on the visual arts can probably best be 

understood in in the light of his contemporary. Dionysius the 

Areopagite. The pseudo-Dionysius. representing the continuation of 

the Eastern Hne of thought after Basil. had resolved the latter's 

35 111ts work 18 illllstrated in: Gardner's Art Throll&:h the ~es. 8th. ed. N.Y.: Harcourt 
Bral'e Jovanovkh 1986. p. 209. 
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dilemma in favour of the absolute divinity of beauty. ParUcular 

manifestations of beauty were in no way diminished by being visible 

to the human eye. or even by their being the result of human action. 

AlI beauty. no matter where 1t was found. emanatcd from absolu te 

Beauty which is transcendent and divine. Beauty as an Ideal in the 

Platonic sense is a focus for human action and wc are drawn toward 

it as we are toward the good. which for the pseudo-Dionysius was 

synonymous with beauty. The arUst recognizes that beauty 1s not a 

property of the object found in nature. but a quality toward which 

the object may point. Fragments of absolute beauty exist ail around 

in nature and are not diminished by their being fragments. Just as 

Christ's divinity is not diminished by His being made man. The 

function of the artist is to c1arify and refine the images from nature 

so that the absolute may be more readily seen. 

The ultimate nature of ail beautiful things is a !'.lmple and 

supematural element common to themall and manifestcd in 

them all. The law of life is that it has its truc and ultimate 

being outside it. The true beauty of ail beautiful things is 

outside them in God. Hence ail great art (cven when not 

directly religious) tends toward the supernatural or has a 

kind of supematural atmosphere.36 

36 BoIt, C.E. Dionysius the Areopa~lte on the The Divine Namcs and MysUcaJ 
TheoIQgy, N.Y. :Macmillan 1957. p. 96, fn. 1. 
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The pseudo-Dionysius' contribution to the development of 

Christian resthetics rests in the clarification of how the element of 

mystery operates in the experience of art. While representing 

fragments of nature, aIl art points beyond nature to the rnysterious 

ground of being itself, or in Christian terms, to God. The true 

experience of the work of art is not Just of the image or object as it 

appears before the viewer, but is a cognitive experience of a 

transcendent quality, made possible by the work. But to talk of art 

and of the activity of the artist in this way requires further 

explanation. After aIl we are talking of objects created by hum an 

beings. How can such objects connect us to the Divine? 

Discussing how the sculptor creates a sculpture, the pseudo­

Dionysius describes how one gains access to the simple truth of 

things through a kind of positive negation.37 The artist balances his 

confidence in the positive potential of his art to reveal sorne aspect 

of the truth with his sure knowledge that in one sense God is the 

negation of aIl things. This delicate intellectual balancing act echoes 

down the ages in the declarations of virtuaIly aIl great sculptors. 

that the act of sculpting is an exercise in finding the figure which 

already exists in the stone. The reluctance to take credit for the art 

derivcs from the understanding that aIl art will be diminished to 

the extent that it i8 understood ta be totally a product of hurnan 

37 Ibid. The Mystlcal Theolo~. Chapter 2 pp. 194-195. Also Fn. 1. p 195. 
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artifice. This leaves the artist, however. in the position of being a 

kind of seer. a person with strange power .. who produces works of 

mysterious origin. Such a description of art and the artist would 

satisfy neither the pseudo-Dionysius nor Augustine. 

Augustine accepted the Greek position that the foremost 

human capability was the rational capacity for deriving knowlcdge 

from logical deductlon. Consequentlty he retumed the discussion to 

the properties that an object of art must possess in ordcr to 

stimulate resthetic experience. Rather than say merely that somc 

objects in nature stimulate sensual response. Augustinc rcsurrc('tcd 

the ide a that the experience of beauty is an act of recognition of a 

q1.lality that is in nature but also transcends naturc. Unlike the 

pseudo-Dionysius. however. who would not entrust dlvinc 

comprehension to any human capacity. Augustine reintroduccd thc 

Platonic idea that order and unit y are properties of divine harmony 

and therefore subject to rational comprehension. Augustine found 

harmony. whether in nature or in man-made objects. to consist in 

the balancing of similar and dissimilar parts. and the logical agcnt 

of this harmonizing activity is number. 

8ehold the sky and earth and sca, and all in them that shinc~ 

above, or creeps bclow, or flies, or swims; allthc~e thJng~ 

have forms, because they have numcrical dimcnsion~. 

Remove these, and the things will he nothing. From whom 

do they derive but from him who creatcd numbcr? And 
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number is a condition of their existence. And the human 

artists, who make material objects of aIl forms, use numbers 

in their works. So if you seek the strength which moves the 

hands of the artist, it will be number.38 
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As long as ft remains an experience of the senses. the 

resthetic experience cannat elevate us to the contemplation of 

anything divine; but if the senses only refer the stimulus to the 

mind and it is the understanding that realizes the experience, then 

we have the possibiHty of a meeting of minds along the Hnes hinted 

at by Basil and Athanasius, and in the form that Underhill says is 

necessary for a true mystlcal experience. 

True to his neo-Platonic inclinations, Augustine indicated that 

ft was the soul or spirit that the mind encountered in the resthetic 

experience. but he cautioned against assuming that we might 

somehow raise ourselves to the level of the divine. While the artists 

who create the objects of beauty are conduits for divine soul. the 

abjects themselves must not be seen to be in any way divine. Both 

Augustine and the pseudo-Dionysius agree that beauty is a 

dangerous thing - it can seduce us into total subjection to its 

earthly manifestations. or it can stimulate us to contemplation of 

the absolu te which Is its source. 

38 Augustine. De l1bero arbitriQ. Il. XVI. 42. In Tatarklewlcz Il. p. 60 . 



The eyes delight in fair and varied fonns. and bright and 

pleasing colours. Suffer not these to take possession of my 

soul; let God rather possess it, He who made thcse very 

things good indeed, yet is He my good, not the se .... 

What numberless things, made by various arts und 

manufactures, both in our apparel, shoes, vessels, and evcry 

kind of work, in pictures, too, and sundry images, and thesc 

going far beyond necessary and moderate use and holy 

signification, have men added for the enthralmenl of the eyes 

.... But l, 0 my God and my Joy, do hcnce a!so sing a 

hymn unto Thee, and offer a sacrifice of praise to Thce who 

dost sacrifice for me, because those beautiful pattems, which 

through the medium of men' s souts are conveyed inlo thcir 

artistic hands, emanate from that Beauty which is ahove our 

souls, which my soul sigheth after day and night. Bul as for 

the makers and followers of those outward beauties, they 

from thence derive the way of approving them but not of 

using them. And though they see Him Ilot. yet is Ile therc, 

that they might Ilot go astray, but keep their strength for 

Thee, and not dissipate it upon delicious lassitudes.39 
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THE LINK BETWEEN CHRISTIAN REVELATION AND THE USE Oli' 

COMPOSITIONAL GEOMETRY IN ART 

The problem of reconciling the appearance of beauty in the 

physical world with its transcendent origin continued to trouble 

the thinkers of the early Middle Ages. No one wanted to say 

39 Augustine, The Confessions. X. xxxiv. In Oates. The BasIc Wrltlnas of St. 
Au~usUne. Grand Rapids. Michigan; Baker House 1980. vol. 1 pp. 173-174. 
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outright that things that were beautiful possessed sorne divine 

attribute. The theological and philosophical problem of attributing 

divinity to man-made objects, and by extension to their creators, 

would seem to be insurmountable. Nevertheless, time after time, 

successive thinkers were brought ta the brink of this abyss only to 

back off on realizing the enormity of what they were about to say. 

But ail of the early writers on the subject who followed Plato, from 

Basil, Athanasius, and Dionysius in the east to Augustine in the west, 

had one thing in common: they ail thought that the resthetic 

experience was in sorne way a recognition of a transcendent quality 

in a particular object. 

Augustine's contribution to the solution of this problem drew 

upon two sources which were lifelong influences on his thought. 

From Plotinus he extracted the idea that God is beyond space and 

time, not diffused through nature but relating to nature in much 

that same way as Plato's Idea relates to its object: and from Cicero 

he drew his confidence in the power of human wisdom to 

overcome the existential separation of Idea from abject. In 

attempting to reconcile the influences from Cicero and Plotinus 

Augustine laid the foundation of medieval thought on the subject: as 

Panofsky says, he replaced ...... the impersonal world soul of 

Neoplatonism with the personal God of Christianity ... .',40 This was 

40 Panofsky. Irwin. kk.a. Columbia: University of South Carollna Press 1968. p. 37 
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precisely the shi ft in thinking that was necessary and whlch had 

not been made before. The Platonic Idea: a notion of perfection that 

was essentially a philosophical postulate and not present in any real 

sense. now came to be equated to the Being of Christ who was both 

a God and a real person. Once Augustine made this connectlon the 

whole structure of Greek thought could be directed toward the 

acquisition of Christian wisdom. There could be no reason that the 

individual human sout could not ring with the harmony of the 

univers al soult providing they were "in tune" with each other. In a 

similar way the rhythm of the soul could be in concert wlth the 

rhythm of the work of art and produce an resthetic experience thal 

is not parallel to, but coincident with the greater harmony belween 

soul and God. 41 Thus Augustine indicated that the imnlanence of 

the Idea in artistic representation could present: the sarnc form of 

experience as one has of the God who is both immanenl and 

transcendent. 

The mystery of art was mu ch more extensively discussed in 

relation to music, because music had been long understood as an 

art form that was essentially mathematically struclurcd. Earlier in 

this paper 1 indicated that the mathematical and hcnce intellectual 

form of music had been thought to be uplifting bccause ft echoed 

the proportions of the universal sou1. In substiluting the Christian 

41 Augustine. The Confessions. X. xxxiv. In Oates, vol. 1 pp. 174. 
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Gad for the Platonic universal soul, Augustine reinforced and greatly 

substantiated the ancient idea that Gad was not only arder. but a 

form of intellectual order which could become manifest in 

numerical relationships. The idea developed by Augustine-that art 

conveyed Us deepest expression through the concordance of Us 

form with its regilious subject-lay dormant in the thought of the 

medieval writers and artists until the more sophisticated resthetics 

of the 11th and 12th centuries began ta distinguish between inner 

and outer qualities of artistic abjects. Nevertheless it is clear from 

even a cursory glance at some of the mosaics of the early Middle 

Ages that artists were attempting ta arrange their images using the 

square. circle and Pythagorean triangle; shapes that were thought 

to relate ta the mystical order of the universe. 

A very early example should suffice to indicate the general 

trend. 

The mosaic in the apse of Santa Prudenziana in Rome. 

completed about 417 and entitled; Christ Enthroned in Majesty 

with Saints, is clearly formed 

around two overlapping 

triangles. (see fig. 3) Bath 

triangles have their base 

coincident with the base of 

the mosaic. The first rises 

through the heads of the two 

/ , 
/ , 

/ ,,0, 
"" 0 " 
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standing women to find its apex at the intersection of the vertical 

and horizontal aspects of the cross. The second slopes more gently 

enclosing the seated saints and finding Us apex in the centt'r of 

Christ's forehead. These two most obvious structural elements are 

readily apparent, but there ls a more subtle geometrical structure 

that adds to the harmony of the image while also convcytng a 

sense of the mystical properties of the subject. If you place a 

compass point at the same intersection of the cross with a radius 

half the base of the triangles, you can trace an inverted arc that 

begins and ends at either edge of the image where the sky 

(he avens) meet the earth. This arc is indicated in the image by the 

heads of the two standing women and the heads of the innermost 

two saints. If you then take the sa me radius and place the point of 

the compass at Christ's feet you can trace an arc that encloses the 

he avens and parallels the arc of the top of the mosaic. 

This interplay of geometrical elements reveals a sensibllit.y 

that recognizes that the structural elements of the image can also 

contain material that is both symbolic and allegorical. The invert.ed 

are echoing the heavens and drawing the saints up into the divine 

realm, for example. allows for an imaginative interprctation of the 

work that challenges the intellectual and intuitive abililities of the 

observer at the same Ume. drawing one toward a dccper 

understanding of the subject th an the subjcct itse]f can provide. 

The geametrical structures in the work are thus not meant. t.a be 
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experienced for themselves, that is éesthetically, but as a supporting 

element to the spiritual meaning. 

These developments in visual imagery reflect 

contemporaneous developments in the theory of art during the 

period Just after Augustine. In the dia]ectical interchange between 

theory and practice it would seem that practice had in this case 

begun to surpass theory. Setting the pattern for early medieval 

thinking, Boethius (480-525) firmly indicated that in talking about 

bcauty as it relates to the organization of a work of art, we are 

discussing only the surface qualities of the work and not anything 

more profound than that. In his discussion of music on the other 

hand, he separated the music we hear from the silent music which 

is the harmony of the transcendent realm, indicating that the 

transcendent qualities of the latter could be experienced only when 

one leaves sound behind and attends to the harmonies of the inner 

sou}, or alternately, the cosmic music of the universe. 

His (Boethius') conception of music, which extended over 

cosmic and human music, was not a theory of music, but a 

universal theory covering material as well as psychic 

hannony, the harmony of the cosmos as well as the hannony 

of art, harmony grasped by thought as well as by 

perception.42 

42 Tatarklewicz. Wladyslaw. HlstOly of A:stheUcs vol. II Medieval ./Esthetics. 
l11e Hague: Mouton 1970. pp. 81-82. 
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These Ideas of Boethius were echoed by Cassiodorus and 

Isidore of Seville and represent a return more or less to Hl(' 

original resthetics of Plato. AlI three accepted thr Platonfc 

separation between the absolute and the inlnlanent. AlI t hree 

suggested that art could reveal the transcendent realm only 

through allegory. It was left to the artists to extrnd allegory to 

geometrical structure itself; the evidence of the mosaic of Santa 

Prudenziana in Rome indicates that the idca had already occurred 

to sorne. 

These three thinkers had the effect of solidifying the main 

body of Augustinian thought on resthetics and thus assuring the 

continuation of neoplatonic influence into the Middle Agrs. Thr 

more subtle implications of Augustinian thinking wcre thus securely 

contained until they could resurface during the Carolinglan 

renaissance, and especially just after in the work of Johannes 

Scotus Erigena (ca 810-77). 

The Carolingian renaissance representcd the culmination of a 

period during which several trends in European society combined 

to greatly enrich the arts. The weB documentcd effecls of 

developments in trade, commerce, medicine, law and education, as 

well as increased cultural diversity and relative politieal stability, 

mark the beginning of the modern pcriod in western history. Thcse 

events presented increased opportunities for artists, as weil as 
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cnriching the stylistic resources that they could draw upon in their 

work. The thoroughly ornamental art of the Germanie tribes 

indicated a more pragmatic attitude to questions of beauty and 

inspired a move toward a more decorative style in the art of 

painting. In addition to a multitude of natural elements. the 

northern people also brought an elevated sense of the unknown 

which, when linked to a strong tendency toward symbolism, made 

their intricate images powerfully expressive among the initiated. 

The marri age of these elements in northern art with Augustinian 

resthetic theory and Christianity formed the foundation of what 

eventually bccame the Italian Renaissance; but it was Erigena who 

in the late Middle Ages most effectively consohdated these diverse 

influences. 

The feeling for the etemal and unchanging which was aIready 

present in the sensibility of the northern artists fits easily into 

Christian structures of thought on the nature of the transcendent. 

The old distinction between the beauty of form and eternal beauty 

resurfaced in an environment that would allow for sorne advance in 

the theory of how art can mediate the dialectic between the two. In 

the carly Carolingian period however, the Augustinian (Platonic) 

belicf that art cou Id lift spirits only so far before one would have to 

clwose brtwcen the material and the eternal, remained the 

cornillon position. Following both the Germanie influence and 

Platonir theOI-Y, the highest form of material beauty was held to be 
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nature which was God's work and thereforc a sllperior fonn of 

beauty to art. This suited the Germanie inclination to decoratr with 

detailed and intricate natural imagery. and influenced other mtists 

to observe nature more closely and move away from the abstradcd 

images of the early middle ages. 

While the artists were focusing their attention on naturc's 

decorative resources, the Irish monk Johannes S('otus EI-it:!ena was 

tackling the old problem of how to reconclle the two forms of 

knowledge: knowledge of the immanent and knowled~c of the 

transcendent. Working at the court of Charles thc 13ald. John was 

asked to translate the Divine Names of the Pscudo- Dionysius. and 

therein found the key to a renewed discussion of th(' relation of 

God to nature and the role of the intellect in the undcr~.tanding of 

transcendence. Erigena is commonly dcscribed as the only truly 

original thinker of the period and the ideas that he deve10ped were 

important for an understanding of the advanccs made in the art of 

composing pictures. 

We recalI how the Pseudo-Dionysius had strcssed the 

importance of the mystical aspect of the expcriencc of nature. 

saying, like Plato, that each particular clemcnt of nature contained 

within il the reflection of the Divme. Erigcna aecepted that nature 

is fundamentally divine in that an things created participatc in the 

Logos. But he resisted being labclled a panthelst by at the same 

time insisting upon the apparently contradictory position that the 
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tenljJoral is separate from the divine. The divine cannot descend 

and become real but does participate in ail aspects of creation 

through the Logos which is the Divine rationality that permeates 

everything, both immanent and transcendent. That the Logos was 

understood to be rational ts clear from the earliest writings of the 

Old Testament, but in Erigena's case he stressed the importance of 

the rational capacity of human beings, indicating that there is no 

clear distinction between revealed knowledge and rational 

knowledge: the latter being merely the hum an capacity which 

attcmpts to clarify and participate in the former. It was not much of 

a leap for artists to realize that if everything in nature was to be 

revered as evidence of the Logos. then those things produced 

through human design which have no function save the glorification 

of God ought to especially shine with divine wisdom. 

This conception of the creative act entails a correlative notion 

of the nature of created things. A manifestation of the divine 

light, the world would cease to he if God ceased to radiate. 

Each thing is therefore a sign, a symbol, wherein God 

makes himself known to us. in Erigena's own words: 

"There is nothing, in visible and corporeal things, that does 

not signify something incorporeal and invisible" (V,3;865-

866). This statement could be said to be the charter of 

medlcval symbolism, not only of theology and philosophy, 

but even in the decorative art of the cathedrals.43 

43 Gilson. Etienne. HistOIy of Christian Philosophy in theM!.ddle ~es. 
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The possibility for each individual to participate in the Lot.!os 

through the exercise of his own rational and even creative capacity. 

even by directing it toward the understanding of the temporal 

world, was a tremendous stimulus to the great humanist revolution 

in the arts which followed. 

The structure of Erigena's thought parallels the Trinitarian 

Christian understanding of Creation in that therc is the one 

undifferentiated origin of aIl things. the differentiated realm 

corresponding to Plato's realm of the Ideas in which the Logos is 

operational, and the temporal realm in which we ail function uslng 

our human capacities. In addition he offers a final return to oncnrss 

in which all differentiation dissolves into the original unit y 

(shadows of Hegel appear on the horizon). Life in the temporal 

realm is enlightened by knowledge which is in part revealed and in 

part discovered through human rationality. 

Erigena makes no dear distinction between the two forms of 

knowledge because for him, part of the revelation of know)('dge of 

the Logos is that it takes the same form as knowledge gained 

through empirical and logical method. In other words, the 

acquisition of knowledge from either source draws us into an 

understanding of the simultaneous unit y and distinction of the 

London: Sheed and Ward 1955. p. 120 . 
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immanent and transcendent and the role of the human mind in the 

recognition of that reality. 

John Scotus emphasises the fact that man is the microcosm 

of creation, since he sums up in himself the material world 

and the spiritual world, sharing with the plants the powers of 

growth and nutrition, with the animaIs the power of 

sensation and emotional reaction, with the angels the power 

of under~tanding: he is what Poseidonius called the bond, 

the link between the material and the spiritual, the visible and 

invisible creation.44 

These reflections represent an attempt to reconcile 

philosophically the divergent ideas that first surfaced in the writing 

of Basil. More than ever the factor of recognition surfaces as an 

essential element in the acquisition of significant knowledge of the 

transcendent. This systematic understanding of the inclusion of 

human being in the transcendent reality presents an opportunity 

for renewed effort on the part of individuals to facilitate the 

recognition of the divine from a position in the temporal world. 

The timing was right for the art of painting to establish a position 

in the process. 

Since the advent of the Carolingian period the Frankish 

influence on the arts had allowed for painting in the western 

44 Coplcston. S.J. A History of Philosophy. vol 2. Medieval Phtlosophy. Garden 
City. N Y Doublcday 1962. p. 144. 
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empire to distance itself from eastern Byzantine influence. This 

process had begun with the Council of Chalcedon (451) some 300 

years earlier. As a result of Chalcedon the west had continued to 

balance Christ's divinity with his very real humanity. The New 

Testament accounts of Christ's human qualitics wcrc tlwrc[orc 

emphasized as part of the mystery of the Divinc-human cncounter 

that he represented. In art, the Biblical images reprrscn t cd 

increasingly adopted naturallstic and humanistic features. The 

problem of whether paintings of divine persons werc themselves 

divine was left behind in favour of a didactic role for the arts, wi t h 

the philosophical system of Erigena providing the neccssary 

direction. While not divine in itself, painting served to draw the 

onlooker into a devotional attitude whieh is properly satisfied only 

in the contemplation of the divine. This was essentially the point of 

view expressed at the second Couneil of Nicaea (787) which 

concluded in response to the 8th century rcsurgcncc of 

iconoclasm, that images were appropriate obJects of rcverence, hu t 

not of worship.45 Thus Erigena and others eould stress that one 

should approach art with a disintcrested rather than a covctOllS or 

worshipful attitude. Only thcn could art revea} its truc worth. 

The appearance of pmnted imagls was undergoing a change 

at this time that corresponded to the grcatly revitalized intcJlectual 

45 Deanesly, Margaret. A History of the Medieval Church, London' Menlhuen 
1973. p.75. 
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atmosphere that permeated the period. The naturalism introduced 

by the Franks and similar northern peoples suited the near­

pantheist themes in the ideas of Erigena and others. The art of 

painting absorbed these influences and the stiff symbolic 

representatlons of the earlier middle ages began to give way to a 

grcater realism in pictorial imagery. Representations of human 

bcings gained form and showed ernotion. and were increasingly 

depicted in natural settings which demonstrated that the artists 

had carefully and lovingly observed details of flora and fauna. The 

attention paid to such details made the work more interesting to 

the corn mon man and increased the didactic potential of the 

paintings. The appeal of familiar natural elements and the skill of 

thcir depiction eased the viewer toward recognition of the deeper 

meaning represented by the Christian subject. The "naturalism" of 

these works encouraged the viewer to think of the divine events as 

having taken place in real Ume just as the coming of Christ signifies 

to believers the presence of the Logos in the world. For a work of 

art to fulfill Us Christian didacUc purpose all that remains is that it 

also provide for an expcrience of transcendent mystery, just as the 

nlystcry of Christ is part of his reality. The images in paintings 

nlust be presented in such a way as to provide for an experience of 

the "invisible creatIOn", to use Erigena's words. It is c1ear from 

whal has alrcady been said that the invisibe creation is founded in 

"order", which translates in human terms into "number", the 
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visual forms of which are geometric shapes. If gconletric shapes 

were to be used in this way in paintings they would have to do more 

than simply organize the images into neat unc1uttered patterns: 

they would have to engage the mind in an expcrience that clcvated 

it to the contemplation of things slightly beyond Us grasp. Just as 

the linear rhythms of musical harmony were used to ordcr the 

images in Greek friezes. thereby relating the subJects to the 

harmonies of the gods, so now geometric shapes could be used to 

give divine mystery to static images. 
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Chapter 3 

Compositional Geometry and Christian Art 

Plenty of evidence exists to indicate that certain simple 

geometric shapes were already being thought of as relating to 

divine order and that these shapes were being used in the design of 

buildings as weIl as paintings. There is an illumination taken from 

the Bible of Charles the Bald of the King and his court that probably 

was done while Erigena was in residence. (see fig.4) The 

organization of his image shows that the artist (unknown) was 

bcginning to move in the direction of a more sophisticated use of 

gcometry than the simple ordering of elements of the composition. 

In this painting the artist has made use of two intersecting circles. 

one above the other. The circ1e had long been recognized by artists 

and philosophers as representing the totality of the universe. the aIl 

cncompassing. Even in philosophical writing we can recollect 

Plato's universe consisting of concentric circles . 
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But in this case we have two circles intersecUng and lt Is 

interesting to consider the symboltc possibllities of thts 

arrangement given the place and lime of Us conception. 

Echoing the philosophical system of Erigena. the two circles 

can be understood to represent the two interconnected worlds: the 

world of man and nature. and the world of the Logos. In this case 

the two overlap. the common area representing the bond that links 

the material and the spiritual. In the painting the artist has placcd 

aIl the figures in the lower 

clrcle. those of the courtiers 

are in the inverted half moon 

at the bottom. and the king 

and his immediate retinue 

within the space shared by 

the two circles. The king is 

thus represented as having a 

special role as the divinely inspired guardian of the matcrial world. 

The message that the artist intended to con vey is rcinforccd 

by this quUe evident use of geometric forms that in themselves 

have a certain content which allows the geornetry to function at a 

level beyond the simple ordering of the irnap;e. This sccondary 

function of the geometry is nevertheless important bccause il 

insures that the viewer will recognize the prcvalence of arder ln 

the image. In this case the subsidiary clements in the plcture arc 
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scaled and placed according to the geometry of the two circles. The 

distance between the two points from which the painted drapery 

at the top of the picture is suspended, is equal to the radius of the 

two circles. In addition the semicircular arch resting on the two 

columns which form the borders of the painting corresponds to the 

top half of the upper circ1e. The simple harmony of the image 

makes it accessible because it is not confusing to the eye or to the 

mind. Once drawn into the picture the role played by the geometry 

subtly shifts towards a more substantive union with the subJect and 

elevates the whole expereience of the picture to a level above mere 

representation of the subject. 

The use of geometry in this particular work is quïte advanced 

for its time. Most of the illuminations of this period had not moved 

beyond the use of diagonals and the occasional triangle. But this 

work foreshadows a period of increasing complexity in the use of 

geometry as artists became more literate and the ideas of Plato, 

preserved in Augustine and reintroduced through the efforts of 

Erigena, became comnlOn currency in the carly stages of the Italian 

Renaissance. 

The Psalter of Blanche of Castille. completed sometime 

during the twelfth or early thirteenth century, while Chartres 

Cathedral was being built and Aquinas was writing his great 

theological Summa, provides sorne insight into the development of 

more intricate geometric compositional techniques. H.O. Taylor in 
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his work entitled The Medieval Mind,46 eloquently describcs how 

the various elements that we have been following in this paper 

come together at about this Ume resulting in the synthesis of ..... 

philosophy, theology, and the profoundly feU and reasoned piety"47 

that marked the Scholastie period. He further describes the 

intensity of the desire of human beings to realize their most 

profound understanding in tangible form. 

But those human energies which are informed with mind, 

realize themselves in ardent or rational thought, or in lIltered 

words, or in prodllcts of the artfully devising hand. Ail this 

clearly is expression, and corresponds, if it is not one mld 

the same, with the passing of energy from potcney to 

actuality which is its end and consllmmation. Thus love, 

seeking its end, thereby seeks expression, through which il 

is enhanced, and in whlch it is rcalized. Llkewise, impclled 

by the desire to know, the faculties of cognition and reason 

realize themselves in expression; and in expression each part 

of rational knowledge is clarified, completcd, rendcrcd 

accordant with the data of observation and the law~ or 

necessities of the mind.48 

In order to reflect the most profound understanding of the 

arUsts. works of illumination could not rely on illustration, cvcn 

46 Taylor. Henry Osborn. The Medieval Mlnd. London: Mac'Millan 1 fKm. ('~pc('l.tlly 
vol II ch. 35: "Methods of Schola&tlC'ism". 

47 Taylor. II p. 317. 

48 Taylor. II p. 316. 
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symbolic illustration, to attain this level of expression. Both 

symbolism and illustration are after ail secondary expressions of a 

primary message that originates elsewhere, and therefore, echoing 

Plato, untrue, and certainly unworthy of the loving attention 

descrtbed by Taylor. 

In the Psalter of Blanche of Castille, the artist has painted 

thirty-two medallions depicting scenes from the Old and New 

Testaments, aIl composed around triangles and squares derived 

from connecting the poin ts of an 

octagon inscribed in the circle of the 

medallion itself.49 This marriage of the 

circle, the triangle and the square 

provides the medallions with a mystlcal 

reference to the Pythagorean numbers, 

specifically the number 7. We recall that 

according to Pythagoras, the harmony of 

the planetary spheres of which there were seven, corresponded to 

the seven notes of the scale. According to Villard de Honnecourt, 

an architect of the period. and later reaffirmed by da Vinci, the 

perfectIy proportioned human body can be inscribed in a square, 

the hands and feet touching the four corners. From this is derived 

the symbolic number four for man's earthly body, which when 

49 Eight of these mcdalllolls and thelr compositions are lIIustrated ln Bouleau. The 
Blinter's Secret Geometry, p. 58-59 . 
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combined with the symbolic number three (trinity, triangle) for the 

human soul. gives the number seven. Thus the sphere (circle) of 

each medallion gives forth the octagon (two intersecUng squares), 

from which are derived the squares and triangles which give fOrIn 

to the image. 

The subject of the first of these nledallions is the 

" .. . Astronomer holding up the astrolabe to show the reckoncr thc 

elements of his calculations": Bouleau speculates that is the artlst 

paying homage to the mathematics which adds a levcl of profundily 

to his illuminations. 50 

To a great degree this love of geometrical order in picturcs 

was due to a renewal of interest in the ide as of Aristotle. as revivcd 

in the work of Aquinas. We recall that Aristotle had made a 

distinction betweeen what he referred to as the "static" arts as 

opposed to the arts that could be described as "progressivc" such 

as poetry and music. One feature of the static arts was that they arc 

unable to move one, that is to inspire enthusiasm, ::Ind as a result 

are responsive only to a contemplative attitude. As such we might 

say that the static arts are more likely to stimulate a disinfcresled 

appreciation than the other arts and are therefore more reflcctivc, 

more resembling of pure philosophical speculation: the love of 

wisdom for its own sake. Warry indicales that exactly such a 

SO Bouleau, p.37 
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conclusion may be drawn from an examination of Aristotle's Poe tics 

.51 The philosopher implied that the static arts operate primarily 

by stimulating our rational eapaeities. We may infer from this that 

the elements of a work of statie art that make it beautiful are 

properties of the work whieh speeifically address man's rational 

capaeity, and that it is therefore possible to understand what makes 

it beautiful. We ean now suggest that the complex geometry 

increasingly used by late medieval artists in support of Christian 

imagery was understood to relate to those subjects in much the 

same way as the Logos relates to nature. For an exposition of this 

point we must now turn to Thomas Aquinas. 

Aquinas' resthetic principles, whieh are developed only in 

eonjunction with his broader interests, occur throughout his 

writing and demonstrate a move away from the the more mystical 

ideas of the Pseudo-Dionysius toward a revival of the ideas of 

Aristotle. His definiticn of beauty, for example, which appears in 

the Summa Theologiae draws the same connection between the 

object of beauty and man's rational capacity. 

Beauty and goodness in a thing are identical fundamentally, 

for they are based upon the same thing, namely, the form; 

and this is why goodness is praised as beauty. But they 

differ logically, for goodness properly relates to appetite .... 

and therefore has the aspect of an end. . ... On the other 

5\ Warry. Greek A:sthettc TheoIY. p. 98. also Chapter VI. "Mlmesis and Rhythm" . 



hand, beauty relates to a cognitive power, for those things 

are said to be beautiful which please when scen. Iience 

beauty consists in due proponi()n, for the senses delight in 

things duly proportioned. as in what is like them-because 

the sense too is a son of reason, as is every cognitive power. 

Now since knowledge is by assimilation, and likeness 

relates to form, beauty properly belongs to the nature of 

formaI cause.52 

75 

There are two aspects of Aquinas' definition of bcauty that arc 

of interest to us here: the idea that beauty relats to formaI cause, 

and the idea that appreciation of beauty is an act of recognition. In 

saying that beauty properly belongs to the concept of formaI cause 

Aquinas refers us to the idea of "essence" in Aristotle.53 A work of 

art may be said to be successful to the degree that the cffieient 

cause realizes the final cause, that is, to the degree that the arUst ts 

able to realize his idea in the work. The complet cd work, whcthcr 

successful in these terms or not, contains within itsc1f its formaI 

cause, that is, its essential nature. Any blank canvas presents the 

artist with infinite possibilities, or potential formai causes, one of 

which rises to stimulate the imagination of the artist to form an 

idea for its realization. To the degree that the form given to the 

idea remains true to the essence that gave ri se to the idea. the 

52 Aquinas. S.T. - Q.5 art. 4. reply to obj. l, in Pegls, Anton C .. Basic Wrltlngs of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas. N.Y.: Random House 1944. Vol 1. p. 47 

53 For Arlstotle's concept of fourfold causallty, see Metaphysics 1. 2 ;3, 983a 



• 

76 

work may be said to be great. indifferent or poor art. The skills of 

the artist are therefore understood to be in the service of the 

artist's cognitive powers. and great art by presenting our rational 

capacities with a focus for pure disinterested contemplation gives 

the contemplative mind access to profound formaI causes. 

The sr(~ond aspect of Aquinas' definition that is of interest is 

the factor of recognition. The work of art ls flrst noticed by the 

senses; then, to the degree that it provokes interest, ft is 

apprehended by the mind. In order for this second stage to be 

aUained the work must provide the mind with something that it 

can recognizc: order and proportion. The work provides the mind 

with the possibility of recognizing itself and to the extent that the 

work slretches the limits of the mind's self-recognition; it raises 

our experience to the level of apperception. The apperception 

described by Aquinas ann Aristotle however does not refer us to 

mystical expcrience in the sense that Underhill used the word, but 

to the pure undcrstanding of the essence of man's rational capacity. 

Neverthcless for Aquinas, this understanding does refer us to a 

transcendent quality in human experience. 

Although Aquinas, through his teacher Albert the Great. 

assimilatcd and represented the philosophical position of Aristotle. 

his Christianity would not allow him to abandon the idea of 

transrcndcnce. l1i1-. far-reaching definition of beauty reflects the 

medicval understanding that to "see" goes beyond sensory 
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perception and encompasses the use of intelligence and 

imagination. This is why he is able to indicate that beauty is not Just 

seen. but apprehended. We have further understood that in order to 

apprehend something the mind must be presented with the obJcct 

of apprehension in a form compatible with Hs understanding. 

Consequently the factor of recognition conles into play in the net of 

apprehending beauty. The possibility that the ('xperielH'(, of art 

could be essentially relational. that is residing in the int('rchangc 

between subject and object. contains the dangerous prospect that 

beauty could be reldtive. that is. dependent upon tllP condition of 

the subject. Ever since the concept of relation had bcen mtroduced 

into the discussion of beauty by Basil, theorists and cspecially 

Christian theorists had recogl11zed the conscquenc('s of accept in~ 

this position. Aquinas was no different and firmly heId that a thin~ 

is beautiful because of propertics that it itsclf contains . 

.... every effect which is Ilot a proportioned re~lllt of the 

power of the efficient cause receives the ~iI11111llldc of the 

agent not in its full degree, but in a measure that fall ... short; 

so that what is dlvided and multiplied in the cffcct~ rC~ldcs 

in the agent simply, and in an unvaricd rnanncr. 54 

If beauty and "the good" are essentially the saille but 

conceptually diffcrent. as Aquinas holds. thcn to (]ccept that beauty 

54 Aquinas. S.T - Q 13 art. 5 ObJ. 3 ln Pegls. Bac;.jç WrltlnL!<;...!..L.L Vol 1. P Il'1. 
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i5 relative to the subject is to ultimately accept that Gad is relative 

to the subJect. No Christian, and certainly not Aqulnas, could 

possibly accept this. Consequently Aquinas holds that beauty retains 

its objective state, but Hs revelation Is dependent upon the 

presence of an appropriate subject. An appropriate subject is one in 

possession of the faculties of apprehensian suitable ta the 

recognition of beauty in an object. And only man, says Aquinas ...... 

takes pleasure in the beauty of sensible things for its own sake. "55 

In Art and Scholasticism Jacques Maritain offers the following 

comment on this aspect of Aquinas' thought: 

Beauty for him begins to exist as soon as the radiation of any 

form over a suitably proportioned matter succeeds in 

pleasing the mind, and he is careful to warn us that beauty is 

in a manner relative,-not to the dispositions of the subject 

in the sense in which re1ativity is understood nowadays, but 

to the peculiar nature and end of the thing and to the fonnal 

conditions in which it is involved. And however beautiful a 

creatcd thing may be, it may appear beautiful to sorne and 

Ilot to othcrs, because it is beautiful only under certain 

aspects which some discover and others do not see: .... 56 

55 Aqulnas. ST. - Q. 91 art. 3. reply to obj. 3. in Pegis. Basic WriUn~s .... Vol. 1. 
p.875. 

56 Maritain. Jacques. Art and Scholasticism. N.Y.: Books for Llbraries Press 1971. 
p.24. 
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The image that emerges is one of man wanderlng the earth ln 

the presence of beauty but unaware of it unt11 a moment of 

recognition causes him to see it as central to aU his expcriencc. 

much as the man of no faith wanders in darkness unUI a moment of 

revelation causes him to recognize the presence of the Logos in ail 

things. 

We might say then that art represents a sort of rcvclation in a 

minor key, in which the essence of beauty is rcvcaled 111 a 

controlled and eontained experience. Aquinas' charactcrizaUon of 

the essence of beauty was similar to that of Augustinc and the Nco­

Platonists in that he understood beauty to bc grounded in 

proportion, and proportion to be a quality of particular clements of 

the natural world and of the relation of the natural world tn the 

spiritual realm. Correctly understood. each particular clement of 

the natural world would be seen to be in harmony with itself. with 

the rest of the natural world. and with the spiritual world. An 

experience of the inclusive totality of material and spiritual 

harmony however. would fall inlo the category of a religious 

revelation. which in the Aristotelian terms that Aquinas upholds, 

consists of a vision of the form of all creation conformin~ to il s 

essence. Art is of course unahle to provide such a sweeping 

revelation of ultimate truth. but it is able to trigger thls form of 

intellectual, or intuitive activity. It is prccise]y this idea of the fonn 
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of something conforming to Us essence that provides the key for a 

more substantial use of geometry in the creation of art. 

Aquinas understood that everything has its proper proportion 

and that that proportion could be different for each thing. 

Beauty of Spirit is one thing. and beauty of body another; 

and yet another thing is the beauty of one body or 

another.57 

It follows. for example, that individal persons have their own 

proper proportion which conforms to their own essence, or soul 

(in both the Christian and the Platonic senses). If. as Aquinas says, 

the simple requirement for beauty is that the shape or form of a 

thing conform to its essence, then the potential occasions of beauty 

arc infinite. A painting for example, or any work of art, is simply an 

objcct designed specifically to be beautiful. that is; to confÙrnl to its 

essence. 

But in what, we might reasonably ask, consists the essence of 

a work of art? 

Aquinas provides several indications which taken together 

give us one of the more complete understandings of the nature of 

the work of art that we have encountered so far. At its most 

fundamental level, the work itself consists of arrangement, order 

----------
57 Aqllinas. De div. n0111. e IV 1ee! 5. ln Tatarklewicl Il p. 260. 
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and shape. These elements of artistic fornl are subordinated to thl' 

aim of the artist which is to imitate nature. not simply the outward 

appearance of nature, but the "intelligence" of nature. that ts Us 

purposiveness. In imitating the apparent purposeful acttvity of 

nature art must go beyond mere description and iI1volve the vicwl'r 

in a more conlprehensive intellectual aetivity. Art, as Aqutnas and 

others have said, provides a cognitive experience of a truth of 

nature. 

AlI of this eould be described as part of the formai aspect of a 

work and precedes the actual choice of subJect. The suqject serves 

to draw us into the work while conferring upon our œst heUc 

experience a certain imaginative, historical, or social tone. Thus the 

subject provides a conceptual frmnework for our expericncc of the 

essence of the work and by extension. the essence of nature itself. 

Aquinas summarized the formaI objectives of a work of art in 

the following way: 

Beauty demands the fulfilment ofthree conditions: the first is 

integrity, or perfectuJfI, of the thing, for what is defective is, 

in consequence ugly; the second is proper proportio/l, or 

harmony; and the third is clanty - thus things which have 

glowing colour are ~aid 10 bc bcauliful.58 

58 Aquinas. s..L in Tatarkiewkz Il p. 261 
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These three qualities must obviously be understood to extend 

beyond the mere choice of a glowing colour, and in fact should be 

seen to include the subject of the work as weil. In the execution of 

a painting the artist is confronted with an infinite range of choices 

concerning the form and appearance of the final product and aIl 

these choices must be made in the service of the subje('t. The 

clarity that Aquinas refers to is a clarity of expression which is 

dependent upon the harmonyattained between form and content, 

in fact wc might say that in a truly great work, the fusion between 

form and content is complete and one would be hard pressed to 

locate the source of expression in one or the other. 

FORM. CONTENT. AND COMPOSI110NAL GEOMETRY; THE FINAL SYNTHESIS 

The task of the artist seen in this light appears to bear 

certain similarities to that of a builder or architect. In fact Alex 

Col ville once remarked that the art of painting should be correctly 

understood as relating to the building arts.59 By this 1 assume he 

111eant tbat the picture is assembled around a framework from 

familiar components, and if done weB the result is a seamless 

wholc. It should be no surprise that during the late Middle Ages the 

1110st advanced use of geometric principles for the purpose of 

59 Alex Calville. The Splendour of Order 
Cygnus MinelVa Films and Film Arts. 
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creating and enhancing great works appears in the pracUcc of the 

builders of the Gothie cathedrals. A builder may have used geomctry 

simply as a tool to derive the elevation of a building from a ground 

plan or, as the preponderance of evidence suggests, he might have 

proportioned the whole of a building around a geometric fornl 

because of Us supposed mystical properlies. There 18 little doubt 

that medieval masons were given to secrecy and to a roman tic 

attitude regarding the practice of their trade and that this attitude 

extended to the painters of medieval illuminations. Ncverthelcss. 

the evidence of the notebooks of Villard de Honnecourt with thcir 

numerous examples of of the human figure and face. and of animaIs 

and mythologÏl'al creatures proportioned according to triangles and 

squares, is eviclence of their conviction that natural proportion was 

harmonious with geometric principles.60 

In an artil'le that adds much to our understanding of how 

medieval masons and artists used geometry to ensure that thcir 

works had both structural and œsthetic mtcgrity. Frankl draws our 

attention to the debt these artists owe to Plato.61 Much of the 

mystical interpretation that medieval artists attached to certain 

geometric shapes and to geometry in gcneral can be traeed to 

Plato's expression of the ide a in the Meno and thc Tirnaeus that ail 

60 See. for example: Frankl. Paul. The Secret of the Medieval Masons. The Art 
Bulletin. March 1945. Vol XXVII. no. 1 pp. 46-60 

61 Frankl. p. 58. 
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learning is a form of reconnection with a universal order that 

cternally exists at once within and without us. Frankl goes on to 

discuss the form of our remembrance. recalling that in the 

Timaeus, Plato had attributed cosmological significance to the live 

regular figures that can have three dimensions: the tetrahedron. 

cube. dodecahedron. octahedron. and icosahedron. To the 

dodccahedron he attached the most significance. it being the form 

aUributed to the universe. or heavens. The others were equated 

with the elements. respectively: earth. air. fir~ and water. We have 

seen in the examples of medieval painting so far that the triangle, 

cube and in the last example from the Psalter of Blanche of Castale, 

the octagon, have a11 played a significant part in the organization of 

the images. These three forms are two-dimensional representations 

of three of the five forms having cosmological significance 

according to Plato. 

The proportions set up by the use of these basic shapes. and 

the lines and shapes that are derived from them. provide the image 

with an inner harmony that was clearly thought to reflect the 

harmony of the cosmos. or in Christian terms to reflect the 

rationality of creation itself. We could expect. giVen the associations 

accordcd to these forms by Plato and handed down through 

Christian scholars. that the form most artists painting Christian 

subjerts would be anxious to employ would be the pentagon: the 

two-dimcnsional shape from which is formed a dodecahedron. Such 
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was of course the case and Bouleau indicates exactly how important 

knowledge of the construction of the pentagon was to Medieval 

artists. 

... (the pentagon) aquired outstanding importance at this 

time. This W.1S because its elements have a certain mutllal 

proportion wHd~ ..vas then looked on as divine; a strallge 

mysticism was attached to it; the rather complicated operation 

of tracing it with the compasses was one of those secrets of 

the art that were jealously 

guarded and were given an 

often exaggerated 

importance. This was 

natural, for the drawing ')f 

the pentagon was bound up 

with the famous golden 

section.62 

The golden section was mentioned 

a 

d 

in chapter two with reference to the proportions of some vases 

done during the Pythagorean period. At that Ume we pointed out 

that this ratio was observed to bear a certain relationship lo nat urai 

forms and was thought to be evidence of the divine hand operaling 

in nature, evidence of the mathematieal foundation of divme order. 

The ratio itself ean be expressed quile slmpJy as a point on 

any line that divides the hne so that the lcsscr segment is to the 

62 Bouleau, pp. 63-64. 
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greater segment as the greater segment ls to the whole line. There 

ls also a quite simple geometric method for finding the point on 

any given Une and this method was the Jealously guarded secret 

that Bouleau refers to. The relation of the golden section to the 

pentagon has to do with the five diagonals of any pentagon which 

intersect each other at precisely the golden section points of each. 

In the illustration the point 'e' indicates the golden section division 

of both 'ab"and 'cd'. This feature seemed to confirm that the five­

sided figure was indeed related to divine order and spurred the 

more scientifically minded (like da Vinci in the later Renaissance) 

to empirical studies of nature which seemed to prove the truth of 

the Original Pythagorean speculation. 

A significant example of the use of the pentagon occurs in the 

series of paintings entitled; Tres Riches Heures du duc de Berry, 

composcd by the Limbourg Brothers in the early 15th. century. (see 

fig.5) This was the family prayer book of the Duke, who was the 

brother of the King of France and of Philip the Bold of Burgundy. 

Thc section of the book dealing with the life of Jesus begins with an 

illustration of Earthly Paradise, the composition of which makes use 

of a cirdc inscribed in a square and two concentric pentagons 

inscribcd in the circle. 

Major elements in the image are contained within verticals 

dcrivcd from the intersection points of the pentagons. For example, 

the lWO dotted lines in the illustration form the edges of a central 



fountain in the painting. The scene in the 

garden consists of the main events of the 

temptation; Eve taking the apple from 

the serpent (a), Eve tempting Adam with 

the apple (b), and God telling them both 

that they must exit the garden (c). The 

first three events occur within the circle 

87 

and the particular positionings are determined by Hnes deriv('d 

from the intersrections of the pentagons. The boundary of the 

circ1e is clearly evident in the painting as the details of the gard(,ll 

conform exactly to its circumference. The gate of the garden 

coincides with the vertical of the right had side of the square, 

which is also a tangent of the circ1e. ThIS line forms the back of the 

gate which is drawn completely within the sect:on 'd'. Also within 

this section are the figures of Adam and Eve again, this Ume with 

fig leaves and looking sorrowfully back through the gate towards the 

interior of the garden.63 

In this particular case the structure of the paint ing works on 

several different levels. Upon first looking at the image the rnost 

obvious element is the circle which is clearly evident 111 the 

painting of the details of the garden; in faet the clrcl(' C'ompletcly 

encloses paradIse. The recognition of this tngf~ers l1l the 

63 A complete iIIu~tratlion of thl5 geometry and explanalloll I~ glVl'1I III Bouleau, pp. n:J-
65 
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imagination the realization 

that an ordered format 

underlies the image. 

Following this ini Ual 

reallzation the subtle 

positionings of other abjects 

determined by the 

pentagons should register at 

a subconscious level. 

satisfying the basic human 

need to find order. The fact that the tightly ordered inner harmony 

of paradise is so evident poignantly emphasises the predicament of 

the cxpellcd Adam and Eve. One senses their isolation all the more 

bccausc of the geometry: they are excluded from the ordered 

universe of the garden. 

At the beginning of this chapter 1 indicated that Platots 

emphasis on the relationship of mathematics to cosmic order left 

open the posslbility that an image structured according ta 

nlathematical principles might provoke a revelation of a 

transcendent dimension, In this painting the feeling of unit y and 

harmony on the one hand and separation and isolation on the other 

are convcyed by the inlage whether you know the story or not. This 

partIcular aspect of the expression of the work requires prior 

knowll'ctgc of ncilhcr the subject nor of the possible symbolic 
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meanings implied by the structural shapes. Yet this fceling that one 

gets from simply looking at the work is entirely consistent with the 

intended meaning conveyed by the subJect. If one fully understands 

the story, the hidden structure provides a dimension to the 

expression that connects even the t,ension of expulsion and 

separation to an inner harmony that 18 part of a greater unrcvca1ed 

order. You will note that the whole painting is containf'd within Cl 

quarter section of a circ1e which remains uncomplctrd. 

Although the quarter circle. the radius of WhlCh is the 

diameter of the square, leavcs the viewer wHh the feeling thal thr 

universe extends beyond. still the tightness of the st ruet ur(' of the 

image itself focusses our attention on what would appear 10 be a 

unified, self-contained event. This is a partIcular fragment of nat tire 

and of human experience that con tains ItS own mner harmony 

which is not diminished by being momcntanly and ekrnally 

separated from the greater harmony beyond. A.s su ch we might say 

that the painting presents the vicwer with the possibIlity of Q" 

experience oJ a transcendent qualit!j revealed t Ilrougll Cl 

representation of the particular. 

Interestingly enough this is accompli shed by nwans 1 hat are 

entirely consistent wIth Aristotlc's éCsthetlcs as weIl. The message 

conveyed by the work. even at the dcepest Icvel, is duc enl ir(')y to 

properties that arc contained by the work Itself. I~v{'n SO, thesc 

properties of the work are effective in thr way 1 have descnbed 
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precisely because they trigger recognition of propertics of nat ure 

that exist beyond the work. 

An image such as this would seem to fulfill ail the 

requirements of "apperception", as defined by Evelyn Undrrhill. 

Certalnly the painting is a message from the outsidc world which in 

order to be fully appreciated, invokes aH our ('apacHics ta 

understand at the highest possible level. It dors sa, as Undcrhill's 

definition requires, by stimulating "ideas, ima~cs, and nWlllories 

already present in our minds". If wc ('an extend this aet of 

recognition to include a quality resident m the underlyin~ st ructure 

of a work (or of nature). then we might better be able to undcrstand 

how an apperception translates into a mystical experiencc. This 

quality in a work touches that part of our mind that retains a 

memory of the possibility of unit y and harmony. In a Christ iar J sense 

it touches that part of us that links us to divine possibllity. If our 

imagination rises to the complete challenge of the pJCturc wc are 

unavoidably led to a contemplation of the immanence of 

transcendence. 

This particular painting is only one of many possible cxmnples 

that could be used to show how far the art of painting had come hy 

the end of the nliddle ages. The artists of thls penod were fully 

cognizant of the wealth of ideas and understanding thal had fIltered 

down to them from the Jewish traditIOn. and from Plato and 

Aristotle, through the Christian theological writing of their 
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immcdiate prcdccessors. While this knowledge and understanding 

was greatly valued, it was universally held in balance \Vith a 

profound and real sense of mystery. It was the artists' role to 

present through their paintings a feeling for the precarious balance 

between the real and the possible that was human existence. At this 

time and through the Renaissance the two poles of this balance 

wcre being stretched by the debate within Christianity about the 

nature of Christ How could one be both divine and human without 

dinlinishing one's divinity? The possibility of the transcendent even 

momentarily becomi~g immanent infused the artist's experience of 

nature with greater relevance and stimulated a move towards 

naturalism In art while concurrently insisting that it convey a sense 

of the universal and the transcendent. The highest achievement of 

art was its ability to bring together aIl of these forces into a single 

image, an image that given the right frame of mind of a viewer, 

could elevate his imagination to its limit; to put one in touch with 

divine possibility. 
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Epilogue 

The emergence of painting in the Middlc Ages and the 

Renaissance as a singularly effecUve mcdium betwccn the l11ind of 

the Creator and the mind of man issues from it s unique function ln 

hum an experience in providing an objcct of disintcrestcd 

contemplation capable of producing an immcdiatc pxpcnencc of 

ontological completion. This is c1carly a taU order but the possibillty 

was held to be attainable because at that moment 111 history thc 

structure of human intelligence was thought to nurror the form of 

intelligibility of the Divine. 

Gid Testament accounts of intcrchangrs betwecn man and 

Gad, and of God's attempts to form and order nature, fcd into the 

Greek tradition and became rcfined in the Grcck understanding of 

the cosmos as fundamentally mathematical in structure. This way of 

thinking about things transcendent fed 1I1to carly Chri~tian theolof{y 

and allowed the dcveloping comprehension of the Logos to take on 
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formaI propcrties inhcrited from the Greek and Hebrew traditions. 

In this way the working of Divine Mind in nature came ta be 

accessible to human understanding through a similarity or 

concurrence of the structure of intelligibility between the two. 

Throughout the Middle Ages the discovery of practical applications 

for nlathematics as weIl as the empirical observation of 

mathematical arder in nature underscored the conviction that 

God's prcsence in nature was disclosed mathematical!y. 

If the mind of God was essentially mathematical then the use 

of mathematics not only to make a painting look more like nature 

(perspective). but ta order the image in the same way Gad ordered 

nature itself was ta elevate the experience of the painted image to 

an experience of the first principle of nature. The painting became 

a window through which the viewer glimpsed the nature of Being 

itself. The cxperience wa:; "uplifting" because that is what it in fact 

did; it hfted the attuned mind up into the realm of the Divine. One 

could say that painting thus construed had the effect of drawing one 

Into an expcrience of ontological inclusion. 
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