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     ABSTRACT 

 

The thesis examines contemporary works of art which seek to illuminate, 

describe or explore the concept of ‘eternity’ in a modern context. Eternity is 

an ongoing theme in art history, particularly from Christian perspectives.  

Through an analysis of artworks which regard eternity with intellectual and 

spiritual integrity, this thesis will explain how the interpretation of ‘eternity’ 

in visual art of the twentieth century has been shaped.  It reviews how 

Christian art has been situated in visual culture, considers its future directions, 

and argues that recent forms are expanding our conception of this enigmatic 

topic. 

 

In order to establish how eternity has been addressed as a theme in art history, 

the thesis will consider how Christian art has found a place in Western visual 

culture and how diverse influences have moulded the interpretation of 

eternity. An outline of a general cosmology of eternity will be treated and 

compared to the character of time in the material world. Next, a brief history 

of interpretations of eternity in visual art will establish a twentieth-century 

context, concentrating on forms that have influenced Western-Christian 

perspectives.  The important ideological changes from antiquity to the present 

will be outlined, especially regarding the theological, social and cultural 

characteristics involved in the creation and reception of these artworks.  
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 Time Unbound: An Exploration of Eternity in Twentieth-Century Art. 

 

 Overview. 

 

This paper will examine contemporary works of art which seek to illuminate, describe or 

explore the concept of ‘eternity’ in a modern context. Eternity is an ongoing theme in art 

history, particularly from Christian perspectives.  

Through an analysis of artworks which regard eternity with intellectual and spiritual 

integrity, this thesis will explain how the interpretation of ‘eternity’ in visual art of the 

twentieth century has been shaped. It reviews how Christian art has been situated in 

visual culture, considers its future directions, and argues that recent forms are expanding 

our conception of this enigmatic topic. 

 

In order to establish how eternity has been addressed as a theme in art history, this thesis 

will consider how Christian art has found a place in Western visual culture and how 

diverse influences have moulded the interpretation of eternity. An outline of a general 

cosmology of eternity will be treated and compared to the character of time in the 

material world. Next, a brief history of interpretations of eternity in visual art will 

establish a twentieth-century context, concentrating on forms that have influenced 

Western-Christian perspectives.  

The important ideological changes from antiquity to the present will be outlined, 

especially regarding the theological, social and cultural characteristics involved in the 

creation and reception of these artworks.  

 

Within this review, a specifically Protestant perspective of eternity will be traced. 

Protestant theology today is varied because of the many different branches of the church. 

However this thesis will posit a general Protestant theology with particular attention to 

how it relates to art and eternity. It will also relate these theologies to modern 

philosophies and theories of time and eternity as relevant to the artists concerned. 

 

Artworks addressing eternity produced within the last eighty years have been collected 

and contextualised within postmodern society. These embrace topics such as today’s 

theories of the relationship of time to eternity, the contemporary Protestant standpoint on 
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this relationship and its views on the place and purpose of art, the influence of 

Postmodern ideals on art, and the contemporary understanding of eternity. 

 

The main section of this paper will examine contemporary works of art which seek to 

illuminate, describe or explore the concept of eternity in a modern context. The works 

(including fine art, film and new media will show how interpretations of ‘eternity’ in 

contemporary art may be re-assessed through a twenty first century Christian/Protestant 

interpretative framework. This framework is influenced by such contemporary factors as 

the global technology revolution, postmodernism and relativism.  

 

This section will be divided into smaller sections exploring eternity from such 

standpoints as The Eternal Logos to Installation Works. This will conclude with an 

analysis of possible future directions for art as it continues to explore the concept of 

eternity. 

 

  Introduction. 

 

Does eternity exist; and if so what are its characteristics, and how does it relate 

metaphysically to our universe? The Christian/Protestant perspective of eternity began 

with Augustine of Hippo (354 - 430)1 who believed eternity was an atemporal universe,2 

distinct from this universe. In essence, the Protestant perspective of eternity is the same. 

It is the universe containing the traditional Trinity of God (Father, Son and Holy Spirit) - 

the time and place from which our material universe was created.3 

 

Christian Theology posits eternity as being divided into two distinct realms - Heaven 

and Hell. Here, eternity is more than just eternal time - it is a place - distinct from the 

world in which we currently live. It is not possible to travel to either Heaven or Hell 

                                                 
1 In the City of God  (410) Augustine emphasised that the Christian should not be concerned 
with worldly things, but with the City of the New jerusalem.  
2 Augustine writes in relation to the eternal realm (Heaven) where God lives: ‘Thy eternity,… 
through the sweetness of that most happy contemplation of Thyself, strongly restrain its own 
changeableness’… cleaving close unto Thee, is placed beyond all the rolling vicissitude of 
times.’ Heaven is therefore outside of time and separate from the universe and because it is not 
affected by time it is unchangeable, unlike the things of the world. Heaven is therefore 
atemporal.  Augustine of Hippo. (398 A.D.) The Confessions of St. Augustine. Book XII. 
Translated by Edward Bouverie Pusey (1909-14) Sacred texts.com” 
3 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Genesis : 
Chapter 1. 

http://texts.com/


 

5 
 

while we still live in our Earthly bodies. Given these conditions, eternity is a somewhat 

imaginary environment and concept, which has inspired a great variety of interpretations 

throughout history. 

 

Art history provides opportunities to demonstrate the different theoretical characteristics 

and features of time and eternity when considered from religious and secular 

perspectives. For example the Christian view of time is that it is linear4, whereas Eastern 

religions (Buddhist, Hindu), see time as circular.5 How has this affected each belief’s 

view on eternity? Since cyclical time is eternal time, this has fostered views that eternity 

exists within the universe in which we live. Whereas for the Christian, linear time plays 

a role in the need for an ‘apocalypse’6, a ‘completion’ to time, when the universe as we 

know it ends and eternity ‘begins’.  

 

Some aesthetic and artistic characteristics have persisted while others have faded into 

obscurity in recent depictions of time and eternity through the influence of the 

enlightenment, the industrial revolution and recent scientific advancements. Notably, 

many people today do not believe in a fire and torment form of Hell for they believe that 

a loving God would not send people to such a terrible place.7 

 

The representation of eternity by different cultures has provided interesting insights into 

the possibilities the idea of eternity offers. The mystery or ‘hiddenness’ the subject 

offers, gives the artist’s imagination space, which is only sometimes tempered by the 

specific beliefs, and stylistic conventions of specific religious beliefs. For example, the 

ancient Egyptians perceived eternity as ‘The Afterlife’. Their tomb paintings were both 

                                                 
4 Karmen Macendrick states: ‘Matter is conserved, as material or as energy, but its 
configurations pas, alter, are lost over time. Time passes, or is passage.’  
 
Macendrick, K. (2005) Eternal flesh: The Resurrection of the Body. Discourse: 27.1 Wayne State 
University Press. 
 
5 See figure 1 in a footnote. This figure illustrates the Hindu cycle of time. 
6 The book of Revelations contains the most comprehensive account of the ‘end times’.  
7 A contrast can be made between the traditional fire and torment representation of Hell in 
Dante’s Divine Comedy (1308 - 1321) and the grey dreamworld of C.S. Lewis’ The Great 
Divorce  (1945) While Dante’s Hell depicts horrors and tortures of unbelievable violence, Lewis’ 
Hell is one of only relatively ‘minor’ sadnesses and from where the inhabitants still have a 
chance of reaching Heaven - although it is up to them.  
 
Raider, M. (Spring, 2010) The Place of the Self in C.S. Lewis’s The Great Divorce. A Marriage of 
the ‘Two Lewises’” Project Muse. Today’s Research Tomorrow’s Inspiration. A Journal of 
Catholic Thought and Culture. Vol. 13. No. 2 Spring 2010. pp. 109-110 
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religious and magical, describing a different universe where spirits are often persuaded 

by gifts and prayers to help ease the journey into the next life for the newly deceased.8 

Yet their paintings were very stylised, created under strict rules.  

 

Christians, Moslems and Jews believe that an individual person’s spirit goes to either 

Heaven or Hell after death. Christian paintings depicting some aspect of eternity did not 

arise until the church became the official faith of the ruling Roman Empire (from 313 

A.D.) but when they did, most depictions of Heaven involved the interaction of saints 

with the Godhead, angels and sometimes, demons. The concept of Hell as a place of 

eternal punishment for those who live a wicked life has been represented with 

conspicuous creativity by Christian Europeans, (Plate 13) Chinese and Japanese artists 

(Plates 3-5) and many other cultures throughout the millennia.  

 

Two main ideas have dominated the concept of Heaven as an experiential zone - one 

where minds, though one with God; are also distinct and God is not directly present; and 

another in which all distinction between the soul and God is lost.9 Here the soul becomes 

one with ‘the great soul’ of the universe as in the ‘Nirvana’ of the Buddhists.10 The 

Christian Heaven lies somewhere between the two. God is known directly, but each 

Christian remains separate from both God and other Christians.11 

 

The Protestant Reformation appropriated the idea (from the Bible) that all believers 

became priests and could approach God directly through the single sacrifice of the Son12 

and the acquisition of the Holy Spirit.13 This affected both the usage and depiction of 

‘eternal’ themes in art. Protestant depictions of eternity were rare because of the 

                                                 
8 Corzo, M. & Afshar, M. (1993) Art and Eternity. The Nefertari Wall Paintings Conservation 
Project 1986 - 1992. The Getty Conservation Institute. Egyptian antiquities Organization. The 
J.Paul Getty Trust. Singapore: Tien Wah Press, LTD. p. 33. 
9 Brabant, F.H. (1936). Time and Eternity in Christian Thought. London: M. A. Longmans, Green 
and Co. p. 29. 
10 Although the sutras speak of a multiplicity of “buddha fields,” pleasant way stations on the 
journey to Nirvana.  
Van Biema, D. & Ostling, R. (3/24/1997) Does Heaven Exist. Time,, Vol. 149 Issue 12, p. 70. 
11 Brabant, F.H. (1936). Time and Eternity in Christian Thought. London: M. A. Longmans, 
Green and Co. p. 29. 
12 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Heb. 
10:14. 
13 ‘Believers become priests through the acquisition of the Holy Spirit which enables them to 

understand better, prophesy about and more thoroughly explore and expound the things of God 

and eternity.  
The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Eph: 1:13. 
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church’s stance on images in general. 14 The second commandment was cited by 

Protestants to ban all images from churches, which promoted an ‘anti image’ aesthetic. 

This flourished later with the Puritans, where the matters of the spirit were to be 

imagined, including any ideas about eternity.15 Though working beyond the church, 

Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669) painted Christian scenes with sombre simplicity. 

These describe the spiritual and emotional aspects of the eternal shared by both 

Rembrandt as an individual and the Protestant Church,16 which situates the eternal as a 

reflective, implied concept – subtle empathy rather than literal depiction , but still 

inspired by traditional Christian concepts.  

 

 

Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472-1553) painted didactic altars which literally pointed to 

the Cross as the one means to attain Heaven.17 (Plate 23) These works acted as teaching 

tools for the illiterate laity. Friedrich’s works in particular evoke a sense of eternity in 

his portrayal of vast, often nebulous landscapes, peopled with lonely and insignificant 

figures that are dwarfed by the mystery and grandeur of God’s creation.18 (Plates 25-27) 

These lonely figures seem both absorbed and overwhelmed by the presence of their only 

companion - the God of eternity. Martin used high contrast and dramatic lighting in his 

paintings of apocalyptic events or etchings of heavenly realms.19 (Plates 28-31) His 

paintings showcase eternal realms and events using spectacular imagery and a mastery 

of aerial perspective. 

 

By contrast, artworks interpreting eternal themes during the modernist period (1890 - 

1960)20 were influenced by the new vogue of philosophical and ‘spiritual’ ideas which 

ensued from the rise of the Industrial Revolution, the rise of science as a dominant force 

                                                 
14 You shall not make for yourself a carved image - any likeness of anything that is in heaven 
above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow 
down to them or serve them... (The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: 
Hodder and Stoughton. Deut: 5:8-9a) 
15  Dyrness. W. (2004) Reformed Theology and Visual Culture. The Protestant Imagination from 
Calvin to Edwards.  Cambridge: UK. Cambridge University Press. p. 181. 
16 Rembrandt left sensationalism behind to put an emphasis on the state of mind of human 
beings, and on the individual’s interaction with the divine. An example of this is The Return of the 
Prodigal Son. 
 
Williamson, B. (2004) Christian Art. A very Short Introduction.. Oxford. Oxford University Press. 
17 Koerner, J.  (2004) The Reformation of the Image. Chicago. The university of Chicago Press. 
p. 11. 
18 Borchgrave, H. (1999)  A journey Into Christian Art. Oxford, England: Lion Publishing. p. 165. 
19 Ibid. p. 171. 
20 This is my own dating, although some may argue that the ‘modern’ period began earlier. 
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in the new rationalist understanding of the world, and the Enlightenment.21 The 

Enlightenment, in particular, opened a vista of possibilities, giving license to the 

individual to explore all manner of ideas and beliefs (at first, in a rationalist manner). 

Dogma and tradition were questioned, while new ideas about everything were 

welcomed. Subsequently, twentieth century depictions of eternity were characterised by 

an endless variety of conceptual and aesthetic approaches, making them difficult to 

categorise. Even ‘non-rationalist’ (spiritual, mystical) approaches to art are being 

utilised today by a variety of artists and theorists. 

 

Theosophy22 had existed since antiquity, but became popular in the late 19th century 

when Helena Blavatsky (1831 - 1891) joined the Theosophical Society in 1875 (She was 

later to become leader of the society).23   Artists influenced by Theosophy included 

Wassilly Kandinsky24 (1866 - 1944), Piet Mondrian25 (1872 - 1944) and Kasimir 

Malevich26 (1879 - 1935) all of which strove to represent the eternal using a 

combination of spiritual and scientific ideas. Within other movements, Claude Monet 

(1840 - 1926) painted images of “the eternal moment”27 while Roberto Matta (1911 - 

2002) painted “mindscapes” that incorporated the fourth dimension of time into their 

shifting facades. 28 While most of these artists did not approach the subject of eternity 

from a Protestant perspective, they will be used as a point of reference and comparison 

to works analysed later. 

Regarding the Protestant church, the rise of the importance of ‘grace’ over ‘judgement’ 

has influenced the church in general and its influence over recent depictions of time and 

                                                 
21 The new vogue of constantly questioning everything created uncertainty in the modern 
condition.  
Koerner, J. (2004) The Reformation of the Image. Chicago: The university of Chicago Press. p. 
9.  
This doubt led to the Postmodern view that everything was relative. 
22 Theosophy sought to understand the mysteries of the universe and the bonds that unite the 
universe, man, and the divine. From the exploration of the origin of the divine, man and the 
universe, theosophists attempted to discover the purpose and origin of the universe. 
23 Blavatsky combined Eastern religious traditions with Western esoteric ideas, creating a 
synthesis she called Perennial Religion. 
24 Kandinsky, W. (1912) Concerning the Spiritual in Art. [EBook #5321] Release Date: March, 
2004. 
25 Biltkamp, C. (1994) Mondrian. The Art of Destruction. London: Reaktion Books.  
26 Zhadova. L. (1978) Malevich. Suprematism and Revolution in Russian Art 1910-1930. 
London: Thames and Hudson.  
27 Hart, T. & Hopps, G. & Begbie, J. (2012) Art and Imagination and Christian Hope. Patterns of 
Promise. Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate. 
28 Fletcher, V. (1992) Crosscurrents of modernism : four Latin American pioneers : Diego Rivera, 
Joaquín Torres-García, Wifredo Lam, Matta. Washington, D.C: Hirshhorn Museum and 
Sculpture Garden in association with the Smithsonian Institution Press. 
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eternity. The modern notion of a more ‘positive’ view of God and his dealings with 

humans are a starting point for positioning Protestantism’s ideas on the place of eternity 

as a concept in visual culture.29 Also, the social replacing of the word ‘religion’ with its 

modern counterpart ‘spiritual’ has had a marked effect on how people view God and 

religion in general. The effect this change has had on depictions of ‘eternity’ as a theme 

in contemporary art has meant that the subject has been explored from a greater variety 

of approaches (often separate from the dogma of particular religions) and produced 

equally as varied results which can be seen in the works of artists like Alvarez (Plate 68) 

and Mori (Plates 66 and 67). Here the production of specifically Christian interpretations 

of the subject is shown to rely heavily on the idea that individual Christians become 

‘carriers of truth’ through the acquisition of the Holy Spirit (see the work of Couture 

(Plate 45) and van Dyke (Plate 46).30 These Christians can then use this link to the 

Godhead to interpret spiritual subjects like eternity. 

 

Finally this section will deal with the impact of technology and globalisation on the 

production, distribution and viewing of art - especially works relating to the concept of 

eternity. Installations in particular, use technology to assist in the transference of their 

messages (Bill Viola, Plates 94 and 95), while Charr Davies’ Osmose (Plate 102) allows 

the viewer to to determine aspects of their journey through his virtual worlds. 

 

The final section catalogues a list of contemporary works investigating the subject of 

eternity. Today’s artists are exploring the concept of eternity in a greater variety of ways 

than ever before. This fact mirrors the multiplicity of spiritual approaches these artists 

are taking and the philosophical and scientific developments which have occurred in the 

last few decades. For example, the theory of relativity has deeply changed people’s 

beliefs on time and eternity. This was initially explored by the Cubists and is also 

reflected in works by Bill Viola and Mike Parr (Plate 93).  

 

Some of the artists represented in this contemporary section include James Turrell, 

Anselm Keifer, the Chapman brothers and various filmmakers like David Lynch and 

Ingmar Bergman, as well as contributors to The Generation Next: Contemporary 

                                                 
29 The concept of ‘grace’ has replaced (for many) ‘judgement’ as the key point of reference in the 
relationship of God to man. Communication with God on a personal level (started by Luther) 
opens the way for a more loving and understanding relationship with God for the individual. 
30 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. John 3:26. 
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Expression of Faith exhibition in 2005. Audience reactions now play important roles in 

these contemporary interactive works, such as installations where the viewer often plays 

an active role in the ‘creation’ of the work. (One might argue that the strong reactions to 

the Chapman Brother’s works is what makes them successful as artists). The ideologies 

behind the films represented in this analysis, such as What Dreams May Come31 (1998) 

and The Seventh Seal32 (1957) vary significantly, although most do not coincide with the 

present Protestant view of a humanist, or ‘family oriented’ representation of eternity. 

 

Finally, this paper clarifies the distinct emerging aesthetics of both Christian and secular 

representations of eternity, positing that a new form of Hebraic consciousness is strongly 

influencing both, and that a combination of both Hellenistic and Hebraic approaches to 

creating and interpreting texts should arguably be combined to achieve a well rounded 

result. 

 

Time and Eternity 

 

‘This life is like weaving at the back of the loom. All you see is the crossing 

of the threads. In that life you go round to the front and see the wonder of the 

pattern...” ‘What sort of pattern is it?...Beautiful and terrible. And - how can 

I tell you? - it is familiar. You have known it from all eternity. For He that 

made it is the form of all things, Himself both the weaver and the loom.’33 

 

Sayers is saying that God sees the reality in which we live from the perspective of 

eternity. We can only imagine it, but He sees it as a completed whole, as a viewer sees a 

completed tapestry. 34 We can only see tiny parts of this pattern in process as we live our 

lives on Earth. This ‘completeness’ or ‘wholeness’ of eternity makes it a very difficult 

concept to depict.  

 

                                                 
31 Deutsch, S. & Bain. B. (Producers), & Ward, V. (Director) & Bass, R. (Writer). (1998). Based 
on a story by Matheson, R.) What Dreams May Come. [Motion Picture] U.S.A./New Zealand: 
Polygram Filmed Entertainment. 
32 Ekelund, A. (Producer), & Bergman, I. (Director/Writer). (1957). The Seventh Seal. [Motion 
Picture] Sweden: AB Svensk Filmindustri. 
33 Sayers, D. in Yarnold, G. (1966) The Moving Image. Science and Religion. Time and Eternity. 
London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd. p. 163. 
34 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Psalm. 
139. 
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In this discussion the word ‘eternity’ will be treated as the place where those who pass 

permanently from this world go for the ‘remainder of time’. From the perspective of 

most artists who have attempted to interpret this theme, eternity is both a physical place 

and a description of the ‘endless time’ that is spent in that place.35 

 

Protestant theology posits the concepts of Heaven and Hell as the two places where the 

human spirit will spend eternity. Consequently, Heaven and Hell are metaphysically 

intertwined with eternity. For Christians, Heaven is the abode where those who love and 

fear God will abide for an ‘endless time’.36 

 

The phrase ‘endless time’ though, poses theoretical difficulties. Will time go on forever 

in eternity? Is there any time at all in Heaven, or is there a different kind of time to the 

one we are so familiar with in our daily existence? If there is no time, then what effects 

does this have on other metaphysical components of Heaven such as movement and 

change?  

 

Let us begin with time as we know it. 

 

Time is described in the online Oxford Dictionary as ‘the indefinite continued progress 

of existence and events in the past, present, and future regarded as a whole”37 We 

currently live in time. We measure it in seconds, days or centuries.    

                                                                                                                                                          

There are two theories of time - the A and the B theory according to metaphysician John 

McTaggart (1866 - 1925).38 

 

The A theory of time states time is defined by the properties of pastness, presentness, 

and futurity; while the B theory says that time is defined by the relations of earlier than, 

                                                 
35 Works like The Ghent Altarpiece (1432) or Generalic’s In the Meadow (1948) present an 

idealised world where perfect beauty and peace reign unhindered by any form of imperfection 
and change. The presence of unchanging perfection (and therefore timelessness) is suggested 
by the perfection of the world’s presented. 
36 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 21. 
1-3.  
37 Oxford Dictionary. (online) (2012) (http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/time?q=time) 
38 Thomson, J. (2001) McTaggart on Time. Philosophical Perspectives, 15, Metaphysics. Vol. 
15. John Wiley and Sons, Inc. ISSN: 0029-4624. DOI: 10.1111/0029-4624.35.s15.12  

http://oxforddictionaries.com/definition/time?q=time
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simultaneous with, and later than.39 With the A theory, time is considered dynamic, and 

with the B theory, it is considered static.40  

 

Generally, time is described as being linear - always moving forwards. It is a 

measurement of motion and change. The world lives in time. People, creatures and 

events come into being and then pass away. For Aristotle (384 BC - 322 BC) “... time is 

directly the measure of motion...”41 

 

Plato (427 BC - 347 BC) believed that the temporal world in which we live is a world of 

‘becoming’. Yet it never really exists - it is just a copy of the world of forms (Plato’s 

idea of eternity) the ‘real world of existence’. For Plato time was ‘the moving image of 

eternity’.42 

 

In total contrast, most eastern religions see time as circular, not linear. The Hindu 

worldview implies that cosmic history itself is subject to cyclic time (the yuga) (Figure 

1). Here, for individual’s (all people and animals - not just Hindus), the spirit never dies, 

only the physical body it inhabits. When the body dies, the spirit is ‘conjoined’ to a new 

(Earthly) body.  

 

It is the same with the Christian faith, only this new body is a heavenly one. In contrast 

to the world of time which has been described as a measure of movement,43 God is 

described as being (by Thomas Aquinas (1225 - 1274)) entirely without motion.44 

Therefore, Christians do not measure Him by time. His being is found to be all at once - 

God’s self existence45 is the formula for eternity. This is a well-established principle of 

Christian doctrine – for example, Augustine writes in his Confessions, “For you are 

infinite and never change. In you ‘today’ never comes to an end: and yet our ‘today’ 

                                                 
39 DeWeese, G. (2003).God and the nature of time. Burlington, VT: Ashgate. p. 16. 
40 Ibid. p. 17. 
41 Aristotle (350 B.C.E.) Physics. Book III Part 12. 
42 Klostermaier, K. (2004) The Nature of Nature . Explorations in Science, Philosophy and 
Religion. Adyar, Chennai, India: The Theosophical publishing House. p. 232 
43 Congdon, H. (2003) Philosophies of Space and Time. Lanham, Maryland: University Press of 
America. p. 94.  
44 Stump, E. Aquinas. London: Routledge, 2005. 134-5. 
This ‘motion’ refers more to God’s immutability than movement. God will never change - ‘will be 
the same tomorrow as he is today. He will act as he has Promised.  
The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 1:8. 
45 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. John 1: 1-
5. 
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does come to an end in you, because time, as well as everything else, exists in you.”46 

“Also divine authority bears witness to this truth, for Psalm 101.13 says, 'Thou, Lord, 

endurest throughout eternity.47 

 

So what is ‘time’ like in eternity, and how can it be represented visually? Some of the 

difficulties artists face when depicting eternity include the representation of a realm 

where the physical and metaphysical laws are uncertain and possibly even beyond our 

understanding and imagination.  Is there time, gravity, space or any form of materiality 

in eternity at all? The possibilities created by this uncertainty offer exciting challenges to 

artists depicting eternity.  

 

Some of the ‘formulas’ for the character of time in eternity include: Sempiternity (God 

exists in time, but with endless duration); atemporal time (where eternity and God are 

free from the limits of time and therefore exist in a parallel but different universe); and 

omnitemporal time (which means that God exists at all times and is simultaneously 

eternal).48  

 

The empirical approach to the problem now requires that we set down clearly what any 

formulation of eternity must safeguard, if it is to reflect Christian doctrine and the type 

and quality of work Christian artists are expected49 to produce when depicting eternity 

from a Christian perspective:  

 

1. That God who inhabits eternity is able to communicate spiritual truth to 

the minds of men - who live in time. (Doctrine of Revelation). 

2. That the temporal order owes its existence to the divine activity (Doctrine 

of Creation); that the temporal order exists to fulfil divine purpose; and that 

without divine assistance it consistently fails to do so. (Doctrine of 

Redemption).  

                                                 
46 Augustine, St. (397-398) The Confessions of St Augustine. Translated by Edward Albert 
C.Outler. http://www.ccel.org/ccel/augustine/confessions.iv.html 
47 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Psalm 
101:13. 
48  Ganssle, G.& Woodruff, E. & David, M. (12/2001) God and Time : Essays on the Divine 
Nature. Cary, NC, USA: Oxford University Press pp. 49 - 75.  
49 This ‘expectation’ would still be riddled with uncertainties as eternity is a largely speculative 
topic. 

http://www.ccel.org/ccel/augustine/confessions.iv.html
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3. Though the eternal mode of being is sovereign and self sufficient, and the 

temporal mode dependent and contingent, that in history the Eternal has 

entered into the temporal. (Doctrine of the Incarnation.)......Thus there 

must be an absolute distinction between the two modes of being, and also 

relatedness between them.50 

 

The sempiternal theory would have God only existing in time (albeit everlastingly). 

There are examples in the Bible where the word ‘everlasting’ is used, such as “Blessed 

be the Lord God of Israel from everlasting, and to everlasting.”51 However, this view of 

eternity does not appear to satisfy one of the above requirements of the relation of God 

to humankind. In order for God to have created the universe and time, He must have 

been outside of it in the first place. This automatically postulates eternity as a ‘place’ 

outside of time. It is because of this inconsistency that sempiternality is not treated as the 

traditional Christian view of the relationship of time (Earth) to eternity (God). 

 

In St Anselm’s Proslogium (1077 - 78), God is described as ‘something which nothing 

greater can be thought’.52 If this is true, then the sempiternal idea of positioning God as 

being ‘positioned within time’ is erroneous53. Sempiternal eternity then becomes ‘eternal 

time’. This would place us squarely in the centre of eternity, an idea which Japanese 

artist Yoyoi Kusama explores in her ‘infinity net’ installations (Plates 64 and 65).  

 

The atemporal theory includes the idea that the universe was created with time, not in 

time. For the first giant of Christian theology, Augustine of Hippo (354 - 430), time is 

real. It is measurable, but there are also immeasurable elements - the past which is no 

longer; the present which has no extent; and the future, which is not yet.54 However, the 

present is measured and judged against the image of an eternal or ideal place in the 

future. The heavenly city is what Augustine in another context would call a regula, some 

                                                 
50 Yarnold, G. (1966) The Moving Image. Science and Religion. Time and Eternity. London: 
George Allen and Unwin Ltd. p. 137. 
51 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Ps. 41:13. 
52 Tomkinson, J. (June, 1982) Divine Sempiternity and Atemporality. Religious Studies. 
Cambridge University Press 
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/20005832  
53 The acts of God are not measured or determined by time. 
54 Wetzel, J. (2010) Augustine : A Guide for the Perplexed. London: Continuum International 
Publishing. p. 96. 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=cup
http://www.jstor.org/stable/20005832
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entity against which order is measured.55 God is perfection. Everything is to be 

measured against this perfection. Perfection does not exist in the material world, 

therefore, if it exists, it must exist in an alternative one. For Augustine, only in God’s 

universe can perfection be found. Augustine believes that if God is wholly unchanging, 

and time depends on change, then God is timeless. Here, eternity and the world we live 

in, exist in different places, simultaneously. Augustine justifies the ‘timelessness’ of 

God by basing it on God’s attributes - His perfection. For the human artist depicting 

perfection is an impossibility. However, this has not stopped artists from the Van Eyck 

brothers to Malevich to Barnett Newman from attempting to depict this ideal feature of 

eternity. 

 

Boethius, developing the idea of atemporality, believes God stands outside time and can 

‘see’ all that happens in the past, present, and future in a glance. God could foreknow the 

future because the future is immediately present to Him.56 

 

Thomas Aquinas (1225 - 1274) similarly sees the universe as One, as Good, as True; and 

nature, the reflection of the Divine One, good and true; thus he is able to link Plato, 

Aristotle and biblical revelation in a coherent pattern of thought about human nature and 

its destiny.57 Klostermaier sees the before and after of time, numbered in movement. 

Therefore, that uniformity which is separate from movement is the essence of eternity.58 

“Eternity, then is characterised by two moments: it is interminable, that is it has no 

beginning or end; and it lacks succession, thus, it exists.”59 

 

The third formula for the nature of time and God within eternity is omnitemporality. 

This theory rejects the idea that God can have relations with those within a temporal 

universe if He is located outside that universe. “Given that time began to exist, the most 

plausible view of God's relationship to time is that He is timeless without creation and 

                                                 
55 Frith,S. (2007) Angels in the Architecture: Augustine, Art and Time. In Lloyd Jones, J. and 
Campbell, P. and Wylie, P. Art and Time. North Melbourne, Vic 3051: Australian Scholarly 
Publishing Pty. Ltd. p. 247. 
56 Parkinson, J. (1998-2011)  The Omnitemporality of God. The Trinity foundation. 
http://www.trinityfoundation.org/journal.php?id=284 
57 Klostermaier, K. (2004) The Nature of Nature . Explorations in Science, Philosophy and 
Religion. Adyar, Chennai, India: The Theosophical publishing House. p. 89 
58 Ibid,  
59 Ibid. 

http://www.trinityfoundation.org/journal.php?id=284
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temporal subsequent60 to creation.”61 The painting I, ONE, ONE (1959) (Plate 49) by 

Colin McCahon utilises the idea of the cross as being a part of the omnitemporal 

Godhead - where Christ’s coming into the world becomes that link between God and 

mankind: eternity and time. 

 

It is impossible to know (without actually visiting eternity) which of these is correct (if 

any). Subsequently, I will tend to favour the traditional view (atemporal) as the one most 

closely representing God and eternity’s ‘temporal’ relationship with man and the 

universe, although others may be mentioned in analysing various works of art 

representing eternity. 

 

Eternity has played an important role in the beliefs of the east. The Theravada Buddhist 

sees nature as the other sister of nirvana, the reverse image of reality which, because of 

its nature, directs the existential search for permanence, bliss and being towards 

nirvana.62 ‘Nirvana’ literally means ‘blown out’ (as in a candle) and refers, in the 

Buddhist context, to the imperturbable stillness of mind after the fires of desire, hatred, 

and delusion have been finally extinguished.63 

 

Elsewhere, in Hindu philosophy, Brahman is that from which the origin, sustaining and 

conclusion of this world proceed...an omniscient, omnipotent cause.64 Since with most 

Hindu beliefs the world we live in is ruled by cyclic time and is eternal, eternity is not 

viewed as a separate place, or universe. We live in eternity. 

 

Is the Buddhist Nirvana a place? Is the Hindu universe that place where eternity exists? 

There are so many variations to these two major religions that it is impossible to 

ascertain any ‘official’ standpoint. Both religions position nirvana as the place which 

seems to come closest to the Christian Heaven. However, generally nirvana appears to 

be a state of mind where all of the mental, spiritual and emotional baggage of ‘this life’ 

                                                 
 
61 Craig, W. (2000) Timelessness and Omnitemporality. Philosophia Christi, Series 2, Vol. 2, No. 
1, p. 33 
62 Klostermaier, K. (2004) The Nature of Nature. Explorations in Science, Philosophy and 
Religion. Adyar, Chennai, India: The Theosophical publishing House. p. 168. 
63 Ward, K. (1987) Images of Eternity. Concepts of God in Five Religious Traditions. London: 
Darton, Longman and Todd. p. 60. 
64 Ibid, p. 16 
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has been extricated and replaced with a oneness with the great cosmic mind of the 

universe. 

 

In contrast, the Christian, Jewish and Muslim religions posit that eternity (Heaven, Hell, 

Paradise, etc) will be inhabited by the spirits of those that have departed the Earth. Here 

the spirits of believers will spend eternity with their God in a place of bliss and 

perfection where time no longer orders and limits their existence (provided they qualify 

according to the belief of each religion). Hell (Christianity, Judaism) and Jahannam 

(Islam) are the places where those who don’t qualify will be eternally punished for the 

wrongdoings of their life. 

 

 

 

The relationship which exists between man (the temporal world) and God (eternity) 

in Christian thought.  

 

According to chapter one of Genesis, God created the universe in six days. God (being 

perfect) perceived that it was good.65 Augustine explains, that the creation of the world 

as described in the Bible, was not the re-creation of a previous world, but the absolute 

beginning of everything. Before the world, was created, time did not exist. God created 

the world and time together.66 This positions God as being outside of time during 

creation and therefore supports an atemporal view of the character of time and eternity.  

 

There are many disputations about whether God actually took six ‘Earth days’ to create 

the universe, “For a thousand years in your sight are like a day that has just gone by.”67 

Also the fact that the Earthly cycle of day/night had not yet been created at the 

beginning of the creation points to the ‘six days’ written about in the book of Genesis as 

being something other than what we commonly perceive as a ‘day’. 

 

                                                 
65 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gen 1. 
66 Gorst, M. (2001) Measuring Eternity. The Search For the Beginning of Time. New York: 
Broadway Books. p. 7. 
67 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Ps. 90:4. 
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Plotinus saw the universe as ‘content’ to time.68 Man is born, and eventually man dies. 

We are imprisoned by time, movement and change. Nothing ever stays the same. Yet 

man has an innate desire for stability, peace, even certainty; and to live forever. A desire 

for eternity is rooted in the heart of man.  

 

Ralph Cudworth reiterates:  

 

‘Time is an image of the uncreated duration of....eternity. As the sensible 

world was created as an image of the intelligible world, so was time created 

together with the world as an image of eternity.”.... The divine eternity is not 

the barren timelessness of subsistent entities but rather a mode of being in 

which the fulness of life is possessed in a simple and indivisible totality. It is 

the mode of existence proper to the Source and Ground of Being. ... Spinoza 

described ‘eternity’ as ‘existence itself.’69  

 

Our desire to be like how we were made in the beginning, is a primary drive which 

moves us through this life towards the next.70 Brabant states that Kant argued that 

immortality is necessary because self improvement is an endless task and needs an 

endless life to achieve (or not achieve) it.71 However, Christians believe that perfection 

is bestowed upon them (through forgiveness through Christ and the acquisition of the 

Holy Spirit - a part of God Himself) - when they become a believer, but that it takes 

entry into eternity to complete this perfection.72 Does this mean that in eternity a 

believer will stop growing spiritually, intellectually, emotionally and in any other way 

which we have not yet realised? I doubt it.  

 

 For Christians, it is through this real world that art can be used as an expression of one’s 

creative abilities, which exist because Christians are ‘Sons of God’ made in ‘His 

image’.73 Shepherd believes the entire universe is a model or replica of God and eternity. 

                                                 
68 Congdon, H. (2003) Philosophies of Space and Time. Lanham, Maryland: University Press of 
America. p. 92. 
69 Cudworth, R. (1820) The True Intellectual System of the Universe. London. p. 396  
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/20005832 
70 Hart, T. & Hopps, G. & Begbie, J. (2012) Art and Imagination and Christian Hope. Patterns of 
Promise. Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate. p. 1. 
71 Brabant, F. (1937) Time and Eternity in Christian Thought. London: Longmans, Green and Co. 
p. 154. 
72 The Holy Bible. New King James Version. (1982). London: Thomas Nelson Inc. Heb. 10:14. 
73 The Holy Bible. New King James Version. (1982). London: Thomas Nelson Inc. Gen. 1:26 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20005832
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74 Many Christians believe that God made the universe a living likeness of Himself. The 

heavens were made a moving likeness of eternity according to number - that which we 

call time. Like Plato’s idea of degrees of reality, the cosmos is an ‘image of divinity.”75 

 

Artworks depicting eternity have approached the topic from multifarious viewpoints. In 

the following section two of those viewpoints, (ancient Egyptian, and ‘classical’ 

Japanese) will be discussed leading into a brief history of Christian depictions of eternity 

(Heaven or hell). 

 

 

A Pre-Reformation History of Artistic Representations of Eternity. 

 

 Images of Heaven, Hell and the Afterlife outside of Christianity. 

 

 

The concept of eternity has always been linked to ideas of the afterlife, or where people 

go after they pass from this life. Depictions of the afterlife, heaven or hell (non-

Christian) have decorated tombs or temples from well before the advent of Christianity. 

 

The ancient Egyptians believed that the deceased would be judged, then assigned either 

to live in the Happy Fields, or to be obliterated in punishment. Like most western beliefs 

this idea corresponds with the atemporal theory of time in eternity where eternity is 

situated in another dimension separate from the world in which we live. Complex rituals 

were necessary for the afterlife to be fully enjoyed by the Egyptians. The identity of the 

deceased needed to be clarified. The body needed to be preserved and given regular 

offerings of food and drink. Judgement in the Hall of Maat (the god of justice) by Horus 

(the god of the sky) and Thoth (scribe of the dead) was overseen by Anubis, the jackal 

                                                 
74 The order and system of the world revealed by science is the purpose and design of the 
eternal mind, whereby it leads our finite minds to arrive at and construct in personal experience 
that higher reality of beauty and value, which is the content of the eternal mind itself. Our sense 
experience of the external world ... is ... the beginning of our participation in ultimate reality, the 
first earnest of our inheritance. 

Shepherd, A.P.  (1941) The Eternity of Time. 121 Charing Cross Road London: The book club. 
75 Klostermaier, K. (2004) The Nature of Nature. Explorations in Science, Philosophy and 
Religion. Adyar, Chennai, India: The Theosophical publishing House. p. 61. 
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headed god of the dead.76 This was done by comparing ab77 (the individual’s 

conscience) with maat78 (the feather of truth). The ritual was known as the Weighing of 

the Heart. Heavy hearts were swallowed by a creature with a crocodile head who was 

called the Devourer of Souls (or Ammut). The good people were led to the Happy Field 

of Food, where they joined Osiris, god of the underworld. The afterlife was expected by 

Egyptians to be an idealised version of earthly existence. The Happy Fields were a 

spiritual replica of the natural world where the inhabitants worked and played (hunting, 

fishing, growing crops), where there was always abundance and security, but no burdens 

like pain, fear or sickness. The dead were granted a plot of land and were expected to 

maintain it themselves or employ shabtis (small statuettes) to work for them. These 

shabtis agreed to become slaves as recompense to their craftsmen for giving them life.79 

In contrast those with heavy hearts would be constantly tormented or permanently 

devoured by crocodiles and other horrors. However, it was also possible for the good to 

succumb to the many terrors which lingered along the path to the Happy Fields. Singing 

snakes, giant beetles with ‘crooked lips’ and crocodiles with knives for teeth and sweet 

talk in their mouths could only be resisted through spells and hymns outlined in the 

Book of the Dead.80 

 

In the tomb of Nefertari all the interior walls are decorated (painted) for the purpose of 

ensuring Nefertari’s transition into immortality.81 Their overall scheme can be 

summarized as follows: In the upper chamber complex, the queen's body is preserved, 

and she is granted a place in Duat by the divinities who greet her. At the top of the 

                                                 
76 Corzo, M. & Afshar, M. (1993) Art and Eternity. The Nefertari Wall Paintings Conservation 
Project 1986 - 1992. The Getty Conservation Institute. Egyptian antiquities Organization. The 
J.Paul Getty Trust. Singapore: Tien Wah Press, LTD. p. 34. 
77 The ‘heart’ of an Egyptian soul. it was thought to be formed from on drop of blood from the 
child’s mother’s heart taken at conception. (Also called Ib). 
 
Kazlev. A.M. (27.07.1998) The Ancient Egyptian Conception of the Soul. 
http://www.kheper.net/topics/Egypt/egyptian_soul.htm 
 
78 Meaning truth, justice, balance, order, law and morality. Later personified into the god Maat. 
 
Encyclopaedic Theosophical glossary. (1999) Theosophical University Press.  
http://www.theosociety.org/pasadena/etgloss/ma-mam.htm 
79 Silver, M. (2009) What makes Shabtis Slave? Journal of Economic and Social History of the 
Orient. 52.DOI: 10.1163/002249909X12574071439813  
80 Denny, N. (1996) Death becomes you: Ned Denny negotiates the perils of the ancient 
Egyptian underworld. (Journey through the Afterlife: Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead) New 
Statesman Nov. 15. Vol 139 ISSN: 1364-7431  
81Corzo, M. & Afshar, M. (1993) Art and Eternity. The Nefertari Wall Paintings Conservation 
Project 1986 - 1992. The Getty Conservation Institute. Egyptian antiquities Organization. The 
J.Paul Getty Trust. Singapore: Tien Wah Press, LTD. p. 34. 

http://www.kheper.net/topics/Egypt/egyptian_soul.htm
http://www.theosociety.org/pasadena/etgloss/ma-mam.htm
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stairway, she starts her descent into the burial chamber with new occult powers in her 

possession. In the lower chamber, she undergoes an ordeal of passage through the 

dreadful gates and caverns of the netherworld. Having successfully completed this 

journey, her body is restored by Horus officiating as a priest. She is then incorporated 

into the netherworld and united with Osiris.82 In all the images of Nefertari the queen is 

robed in white, the colour associated with perfection and Heaven in Egyptian and most 

other ancient cultures, and noticeably associated with Christ’s Transfiguration.83 This 

trope was later re-employed by Malevich in the twentieth century, after seven hundred 

years of the colour blue being associated with the Heavens.84  

 

In plate 1 we see Nefertari’s position just after death. At left she is seated, playing a 

senet. This simple pastime liberates her otherworldly life force, and is a foretaste of the 

type of activity the queen will enjoy in the afterlife. At centre is the human headed ba 

bird which roams outside the tomb by day, returning to the body at night. At right, 

Nefertari’s  life force, the ka soul, kneels with arms upraised in a gesture of veneration - 

a similarity to the Christian Heaven, in which inhabitants will worship their God.  

 

An interesting figure in Plate 2 is the black kneeling figure which holds a palm branch 

representing “Millions of Years”, a reference to eternity. Egyptian funerary art is an 

amalgamation of religious thought with the power of magic. Egyptian artists were priest 

and shaman, as well as artist. Their paintings were considered to be ‘bathed with magic’, 

an idea developed recently by such artists as Mariko Mori and Alvarez.85 The paintings 

both described the journey to eternity and provided the spells that would help achieve 

that purpose.86 The youthful, ageless depictions of Nefertari is parallel to all depictions 

of the Egyptian deceased, where death is transfigured into life and enveloped into a 

universe of perfection.87 Those who attain eternal life become God-like, and share their 

                                                 
82 Ibid 
83 See the painting by Raphael (Plate 17) 
The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt. 17:2.  
84 For more detail see footnote 215. 
85 Plates 66 - 68.  
86 Corzo, M. & Afshar, M. (1993) Art and Eternity. The Nefertari Wall Paintings Conservation 
Project 1986 - 1992. The Getty Conservation Institute. Egyptian antiquities Organization. The 
J.Paul Getty Trust. Singapore: Tien Wah Press, LTD. p.33  
87 Ibid, p. 31. 
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new lives with beings that bare a striking similarity to Christian angels - those ‘shining 

beings, holy and perfect’.88  

 

Elsewhere, images of Hell appear early in the Japanese classical period (538-1185). The 

gruesome infernal afterlife they depicted warned Buddhists to live morally upstanding 

lives or suffer the terrible consequences.89 In these images, both external and internal 

forces shaped a person’s destiny in the afterlife. The Buddhist canons explained ‘that 

delusions arising from attachment, evil deeds, and the resultant karma cause us to 

hallucinate or fabricate an entire kingdom dedicated to the task of ascertaining and 

administering suitable punishment.’90 This ‘war of internal morality’, loosely portrayed 

in the film What Dreams May Come91 in the twentieth century, subsequently occurs in 

the mind. In Japanese Buddhist belief Hell was always tied to salvation, but some forms 

disappeared then reappeared years later. Overall though, Hell progressed from a place of 

automatic unmediated punishment for evil deeds to an increasingly authoritarian system 

of judges where in the relevant images of the medieval period, became more ambitious 

and imaginative. (Plate 3) Hell became a monstrous prison with impregnable walls 

demonic guards, and fierce watchdogs, fire, pain, torture and horror.92 

 

In Japanese Buddhism, the heavens consist of twenty six planes which are further 

divided into three sets of realms. The first the kama-loka is a paradise of blissful 

surrounds, generating pure forms of desire like sociability and beauty.93 The inhabitants 

here are like gods, spending their days drifting languidly from one fantasy to another. 

The second set of realms, the rupa-loka is only accessible to those who have attained the 

high meditative states called jhanas: a form of meditation that aims at peaceful 

conditions of the mind. Its inhabitants are made of light and occupied with purely mental 

pleasures.94 The third set of realms is the arupa-loka which reflect jhanas or meditations 

which have transcended form completely. “The four realms reflect the crux of such 

                                                 
88 Budge, E. (1959) Egyptian Religion. Ideas of the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt. New York: 
Gramercy Books. 
89 Hirasawa, C. (Spring 2008) The Inflatable, Collapsible Kingdom of Retribution. Monumenta 
Nipponica. Volume 63, Number 1, pp. 1-50. DOI: 10.1353/mni.0.0018 p. 1. 
90 Ibid, p. 2.  
91 See pages – 149 - 152..  
92 Hirasawa, C. (Spring 2008) The Inflatable, Collapsible Kingdom of Retribution. Monumenta 
Nipponica. Volume 63, Number 1, pp. 1-50. DOI: 10.1353/mni.0.0018.. p. 8. 
93 Ellwood, R. (2010) Tales of Lights and Shadows: Mythology of the Afterlife. London: 
Continuum International Publishing. eISBN: 9781441186034  p. 64. 
94 Ibid. p. 65.  
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meditation: infinite space, infinite consciousness, nothingness, neither perception nor 

non-perception.”95 

 

Screen paintings of Hell were used during rituals for expiating sin (Butsumyo) every 

twelfth month from the ninth century. Participants faced an image of thirteen thousand 

buddhas and a ritual platform. At the back of the room stood a seven-panelled Hell 

screen. “As the participants reflected on these images promoting penance, recitations of 

a liturgical text called Foming jing (Jp. Butsumyō kyō) invoked the many buddhas.”96 

The images were described as being so terrifying that when the diarist Sei Shōnagon saw 

them she fled into the next room.97 Plate 4 shows sinners being tortured on a grill. The 

flames are like tentacles torturing their victims and a second grill can be seen at bottom 

suggesting that there are many layers to this particular torture. This allies this image to 

the installation Hell (Plates 74 and 75) by the Chapman brothers, where sin and its 

consequences are depicted as being endless. 

 

More complicated doctrines remained the concern of Buddhist intellectuals and 

practitioners, but specific principles were also taught to lay believers through images 

called Endon kanjin jippōkai zu. Consolidating and simplifying doctrines in graphic 

form, these portrayed inhabitants of the ten worlds emanating from the character for 

heart or mind (shin), illustrating the Tiantai doctrine that the entire universe is contained 

in a single thought.98 

 

In another visualisation of this doctrine, itinerant preachers utilised paintings called 

Kumano kanjin jikkai zu.99 In plate 5 an even distribution of the ten courts of Hell 

(appropriated from Chinese Buddhism) is represented by ten lines radiating out from the 

central character for heart (later to become the symbol for salvation or rebirth in the Pure 

Land), to representations of each realm. The painting is like a doctrinal map, with the 

impact of a hell painting and a clear connection to human life embedded within it.100 

Overall, the Japanese idea of Hell is significantly similar to many Christian 

interpretations of the same subject.  

                                                 
95 Ibid. 
96 Hirasawa, C. (Spring 2008) The Inflatable, Collapsible Kingdom of Retribution. Monumenta 
Nipponica. Volume 63, Number 1, pp. 1-50. DOI: 10.1353/mni.0.0018 pp. 4-5.  
97 Ibid. 
98 Ibid. p. 30. 
99 Ibid, p. 32. 
100 Ibid. 
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A Pre Reformation History of Christian Representations of Heaven and 

Hell. 

The earliest Christian artworks known are located in the catacombs of Rome from 

around the early third century. These drawings on tombs and tomb walls are “simple, 

small and private”101 and emphasise hope and peace. They were conceived at a time 

when the Christian church was still experiencing much persecution. There is nothing 

specifically related to Heaven or Hell in these images. Instead, images of the shepherd, 

annunciation and the breaking of the bread tend to predominate. In relation to eternity: 

 

Some early Christians had visions of Heaven. It was a garden, a city, a 

kingdom, a temple or, less often, a nut, a womb, a navel. It featured 

buildings and streets of precious metals and jewels, doves, palm trees (first 

discerned by the church father Lactantius), singing stones (a late borrowing 

from Celtic myth), white clothing, milk, honey, wine, olive oil, harps, 

fountains and ladders. It also developed a set of intractable controversies.102 

 

In 313 CE Roman Emperor Constantine (272-337) began the process which quickly saw 

Christianity established as the official religion of the Empire. Art became more 

authoritative and often linked Christian imagery with official imperial imagery. 

In Roman civic and imperial basilicas, the apse housed the seat of authority. In civic 

basilicas the magistrate would sit adjacent to an imperial image and dispense judgment. 

In imperial basilicas, the apse contained the emperor’s throne. These associations with 

authority made the apse a suitable stage for Christian rituals. The priest became like the 

magistrate, declaring the word of a higher authority, which can be seen in the late fourth 

century mosaic in the apse of the Roman church of Santa Pudenziana (Plate 6).103 

Here, the central Christ is seated on an ornate throne, ‘imperially’ dressed (in gold and 

purple) holding a book in one hand and extending the other in the ad locutio gesture of 

conventional imperial representations.104 Behind Christ are many elements symbolising 

                                                 
101 Williamson, B. (2004) Christian Art. A very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. p. 4. 
102 Van Biema, D. & Ostling, R. (3/24/1997) Does Heaven Exist? Time, Vol. 149 Issue 12. p. 70 
103 Farber, Dr. A. Santa Pudenziana, Rome. Smart History. Khan Academy. 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/santa-pudenziana-rome.html 
104 Ibid. 

http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/santa-pudenziana-rome.html
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eternity. At centre a jewel encrusted cross stands on a hill (Golgotha). Around it a city 

(Jerusalem) is painted intricately. The four beasts make an appearance above the city. 

They are the winged man, the winged lion, the winged ox, and the eagle (of the book of 

Revelation) and define the city as heavenly not earthly.105 The mosaic is chiefly derived 

from Ez. 1.4-28 where the prophet records his vision of God foretelling the destruction 

of Jerusalem.106 

The early Christian church struggled to find a unique style particular to its needs and 

was strongly influenced by pagan traditions, especially Egyptian, Greek and Roman. 

Most early Christian representations that alluded to eternity relied on figurative, pictorial 

allegory. The peacock, a symbol for immortality (because of its reputed incorruptible 

flesh) figured often, along with the dove (both in relation to Noah’s ark107 and as a 

symbol of the Holy Spirit)108 and the palm of victory represented both Christ’s victory 

on the cross and the victories of the martyrs.109 Abstract expressions soon permeated 

these depictions. Like Islamic art, where divine eternity has been represented by 

infinitely reproducible patterns and the circle is seen as a symbol of perfection110, so in 

Christian art, shape, (the triangular compositions of Raphael’s works), colour (the gold 

of Pala d’Oro - Plate 8) and number (the number three, used to represent the Trinity, 

and seven as the symbol of perfection) were used to signify eternity.111 

 

Plate 7 is an eleventh century painting of the ladder to heaven, where the golden light at 

the top of the painting suggests eternity. Monks attempt to climb to heaven (Jesus at top 

right), all failing except for the abbot Climacus. Demons make the going tough by 

pulling the monks off the ladder by ropes or by hand or shooting them with arrows. 

Angels watch events from the above left, while those that have already failed the ascent 

watch from below right. The scene allegorically represents the difficulty involved in 

gaining heaven. The painting is reflective of the still harsh view of God’s relationship to 

man, which dominated much of the pre-Renaissance church. If repainted from 1500 on, 

                                                 
105 Ibid. 
106 Schlatter, F. (1992) Interpreting the Mosaic of Santa Pudenziana. Vigiliae Christianae, 46, 3, 
pp276-295. ISSN: 0042-6032 p. 278-9 
107 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gen 8:8. 
108 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Mark. 
1:10. 
109 Gough, M. (1973) The Origins of Christian Art. London: Thames and Hudson. p. 18. 
110 Homan, R. (2006) The Art of the Sublime. Principles of Christian Art and Architecture. 
Burlington, USA: Ashgate. p. 67. 
111  Ibid. pp. 66-67. 
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the angels would probably be more active in helping sinners and a larger number of 

hopefuls would reach Heaven. A popular view today might result in all the sinners in the 

painting reaching Heaven, despite the difficulty of the path.112 

In the Byzantine era images of eternity were scarce. Ornate alters and retables depicted 

various scenes including many of saints. One such work, The Pala d’Oro (Plate 8) 

stands apart for its beauty and richness. It was created in separate parts, that differ by 

date, artist and style, and the dates of its parts are unknown. Altogether it is a rectangle 

featuring eighty three figures that stand out against a gold background, isolated by 

columns adorned with pearls and fine stones.113 There is pictorially little which alludes 

to Heaven in the work, but the sheer ornateness (gold, silver, thirteen hundred and thirty 

nine stones (including garnets, sapphires, emeralds amethysts, rubies and various other 

stones) and more than twelve hundred pearls114 gives the work a regal radiance which 

can only suggest a world beyond reality. The work could be alluded to the ornateness of 

the City of New Jerusalem described in the book of Revelation. (However, it was also 

the decadence of such works that the Protestants were to later condemn.) The multitude 

of artists involved in the work creates an inconsistency of quality that compromises the 

regality of the work. 

 

The Sucevita Monastery was built in the last decades of the 16th century in the  

Moldavian style, a blend of Byzantine and Gothic art and architecture. The exterior 

wall’s striking fresco The Ladder of Virtues, contrasting the order of heaven with the 

chaos of hell, still retains its brilliant hues.115 In the detail provided (Plate 9) haloed and 

red-winged angels serve the needs of the righteous on a slanting ladder to heaven, while 

sinners fall through the rungs and are driven by snarling devils to the horrors of hell. The 

swirling clouds which dominate the background accentuate the idea that this is a battle 

of cosmic, otherworldly proportions. A strong diagonal line separates rows of haloed 

angels from the confusion of the demonic realm - a suggestion of the atemporal 

existence of parallel universes. The cloudy blue heavens and the chaotic movement is 

less refined than the blue sky of Michelangelo’s Last Judgement (Plate 16). Blue became 

                                                 
112 The modern notion of ‘grace’ superseding ‘judgement’ has opened the way for many today to 
believe that everybody goes to Heaven and that Hell does not in fact exist. 
113 Bayet, C. (2012) Art of Century : Byzantine Art. New York: Parkstone International. p. 128. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Curry, A. (2007) Scripture Alfresco. Smithsonian magazine. June 2007. 
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/alfresco.html?c=y&page=1 
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the dominant colour of the Heavens in works from the twelfth century onwards. A new 

theology of light (whose roots went back to the late Carolingian period (tenth century) 

saw blue soon become synonymous also with the virgin and royalty.116 

 

Giotto di Bondone (1266/7 -1337) broke with the prevalent flat and highly symbolic 

Byzantine style of painting during his lifetime paving the way for the Renaissance. 

Later, Hubert (1390 - 1426) and Jan van Eyck (died 1441) used the newly discovered 

technique of oil painting to create works of striking realism. Layer upon layer of near 

transparent glazes of pigment created a surface that allowed light to be absorbed from 

outside the work. The van Eyck brothers’ landmark work is the Ghent Altarpiece, 

(1432), (Plate 10) the central panel of which depicts the ‘Adoration of the Lamb’. Here a 

vast expanse of manicured lawn is broken only by clusters of bushes, trees and groups of 

people. At centre, the lamb stands on the altar surrounded by fourteen angels. Blood 

gushes from the lamb into a golden chalice symbolising Christ’s sacrifice - the link 

between believers and the Christian eternity.  

 

The new painting technique also opened the way for greater detail to be shown in 

paintings. The work utilises both linear perspective and the tromp-l’oeil technique of 

aerial perspective, where the qualities of paint thickness, colour and variety of line 

definition are used to create depth in the painting. At the back the mountains are painted 

thinly, the lines are vague, and the colours faded in order to create the effect of distance 

in the painting (compare to the Ladder of Divine Ascent or Ladder of Virtues). The 

technique emphasises the vastness of the eternal universe in which the event is taking 

place. In contrast, everything in the foreground is painted with crisp outlines, brighter 

colours and greater detail. The work is one of the first to invite the viewer into its 

‘framed world’.  

 

The work is also characteristic of the still ‘ceremonial’ attitude to all things ‘religious’. 

The painting has the aura of an Earthly coronation. Above the lamb, the dove of the 

Holy Spirit surrounded by rings of glowing white and yellow bathes the whole scene in a 

celestial light - a deliberately conceived device which enriches the colours and 

                                                 
116 Pastoureau, M. (2001) Blue: The History of a Colour. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press. p. 41. 
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illuminates the central panel of the altarpiece with an eternal glow.117 This mirrors the 

glow at the top of the Ladder of Ascent (Plate 7). The use of circles also intimates 

eternity symbolically and the painting is rich in using the portraits of saints as signifiers 

of spiritual dignity. 

 

This work alludes to one of the Heavenly moments described in the book of Revelation, 

only with an Earthly setting. Its formal arrangement suggests an atemporal world of 

perfection. Groups of people flank the lamb in formalised arrangements which suggest 

that the formal Imperial structures of religious art are still influencing the work. Apart 

from the garden setting there is not much difference in the overall regal mood of the 

work when compared to the mosaic of San Pudienzana. However, the garden setting 

does add a relaxed atmosphere to the work. This idea was later developed by Bosch and 

the Brueghel brothers, and more loosely by Generalic (Plates 56 and 57)  and Char 

Davies (Plates 100 - 103) in the twentieth century. The painting helped establish the 

Flemish Primitive School and historically, reveals much of the Burgundian culture of the 

time (such as clothing and architecture).  

 

Another landmark painting in the history of Christian art which largely concentrates on 

images of the Christian Heaven (although this is arguable) and Hell, is the triptych The 

Garden of Earthly Delights (1490 - 1510) (Plate 11) by Hieronymus Bosch (1450 - 

1516). Two tall rectangular side pieces flank a square centrepiece, each painted in great 

detail, suggesting a narrative spanning from creation to the end of time itself. The left 

panel depicts God presenting Eve to Adam in the Garden of Eden. The central panel is a 

vast panorama, a cornucopia of fantastic creatures, exotic oversized fruit, weird stone 

formations and is peopled with socially flamboyant nudes. The right panel is a hellscape 

portraying the torturous horrors of damnation. 

 

The complex symbolism of the painting (particularly in the central panel) has led to a 

great variety of interpretations on the overall meaning of the triptych. From a warning on 

the dangers of temptation118, to an illustration of the history of the human race aligned 

                                                 
117 The idea of a celestial light illuminating the Godhead probably came from the biblical 
description of the transfiguration, where the disciples are overwhelmed by the light which 
surrounds Christ and the voice of God.  
The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt. 17:1-2. 
118 Walker, G. (2002) The Garden of Earthly Delights. Irish arts Review. Vol. 22, No. 2, (Summer, 2005 
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with medieval Christian doctrine119 to an ‘erotic derangement’ that turns us all into 

voyeurs,120 it is assuredly a place filled with the intoxicating air of perfect liberty.  

 

Bosch’s art has been said to mirror the hopes and fears of the waning Middle Ages.121  

Critic Walter Bosing felt that Bosch’s medieval mindset made him naturally suspicious 

of material beauty, and that the sumptuousness of Bosch’s visual description of the 

garden may have been intended to convey a false paradise, teeming with transient 

beauty.122 When compared to The Ghent Altarpiece the gardens of the left and centre 

panels are less formal, as are the arrangements of the figures. Bosch has allowed his 

imagination to intrude on his depictions. There are slightly menacing shapes even in the 

Garden of Eden (the mountains of the left panel are sharp, suggesting a not so heavenly 

land in the distance, while the crablike tower at centre could be seen as a mockery of the 

baptismal font of the Ghent Altarpiece) and the central and Hell panels are invested with 

all manner of imaginary shapes, creatures and anomalies. While the compositions of 

each panel are balanced, they are far from the formal ‘arch framed’ mosaic of Santa 

Pudenziana or the diagonally divided Ladder of Divine Ascent, where only simple forms 

play out a clearly conceived and expressed drama.  

 

The left panel (detail Plate 12) is simple in design compared with the other two, but still 

shows us the complexity of the concepts in Bosch’s work. In the centre, Jesus presents 

Eve to Adam. Birds, elephants, giraffes and every other kind of animal (some 

imaginary) populate the garden, which is characterised by green lawns, rolling hills, 

pools and an open ‘lightness’ symbolising purity and goodness. His figures of Adam and 

Eve exude both innocence and sexuality. A cat runs off with a mouse suggesting that not 

all is perfect in this garden. The imagery is not restricted to biblical or other traditional 

textual sources, but utilises Bosch’s imagination, a sign of the Renaissance to come.  

 

                                                 
119 Klier, M. (2004) Hieronymus Bosch: Garden of Earthly Delights. Prestel London. p. 5 
120 The surrealists and other moderns saw the painting as a bold and imaginative representation of a life 

spent in sensuous indulgence.  

 

MannHierony, R. (spring 2005) Review: Hieronymus Bosch: Garden of Earthly Delights.Utopian Studies, 

Vol. 16, No. 1  
121 Walther, I. (1987) Hieronymus Bosch. Between Heaven and Hell. Benedikt Balthasarstrasse, 
West Germany: Taschen. p. 9. 
122 Bosing, W. (2001) Bosch. West Germany: Taschen. p. 56. 
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The central panel (detail Plate 14) is, by contrast, littered with frenetic activity. The 

figures are all nudes - some sensually engaged with others. Others simply play, engage 

in sports or cavort in the garden with companions, animals or imaginary creatures. Are 

these people ‘shameless’ or merely exhibiting an ‘adolescent sexual curiosity’? 

 

In the centre foreground, (see Plate 15) one of the largest figures in the painting gives us 

a clue. The foremost female figure of a group of females is adorned with two cherries - a 

medieval symbol of pride. To the left a man lustfully drinks from an exotic flagon and 

behind the group a man and woman lie encased in a giant mussel  

shell (a symbol of sexuality, carnality and lust). The two concentric circles in the centre 

(the pool and the circle of figures astride animals) may allude to eternity but more likely 

allude to the infinite cycle of sin (developed later by the Chapman brothers). Yet 

strangely, the horizon line of the centre panel continues on from the left panel, 

suggesting a link between the two.  

 

In the left panel, it may be that the inclusion of fantastical creatures, the unsavoury-

looking crab based tower in the centre and the cat eating the mouse, left of Adam (such 

an act would not have occurred in the original Garden of Eden, according to Christian 

theology), suggest that temptation is already present in the garden. It is most likely that 

the continued horizon line shows that the first two panels are located at some place on 

the Earth, whereas the third panel is located in another dimension altogether.  

 

The second panel still allegorically leads to the third on the right - that of Hell (Detail 

Plate 13). Here the horizon and just about everything else has turned to black. Frenetic 

movement, high contrasts and heightened colour adds to the intensity and horror of the 

scene and resembles later works such as those of James Gleeson (Plate 78) and the 

Chapman Brothers. Grotesque hybrid creatures torture, humiliate, devour and terrorise 

the damned. The famed ‘tree man’ at centre wears a disk populated by victims parading 

around a huge set of bagpipes often used as a dual sexual symbol.123 His cavernous torso 

is ripped open and shows three naked people seated at a table upon an animal, not unlike 

some of the works of Dali. Elsewhere the bird headed ‘Prince of Hell’ a name derived 

from the cauldron adorning his head, sits on a toilet-like throne devouring sinners and 

                                                 
123 Belting, H. (2009) Hieronymus Bosch, Garden of Earthly Delights. Michigan: Prestel 
Publishing. p. 38.  
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excreting them through a cavity below.124 Brutality and violence rule this panel, painted 

with crisp lines and high contrasts, which exaggerate the severity and horror of the 

scene. The work is a more imaginative version of the Hell depicted by the Japanese 

discussed earlier. Visually, it is the strongest of the three panels - largely due to greater 

contrasts of light and dark and the strength this gives the colours. However, Bosch’s 

skill in depicting the grotesque and bizarre also reveals his medieval mindset; where 

God’s relation to man is more centred around God as being a fierce judge of the wicked, 

rather than a loving distributer of grace. 

 

As the traditions, fears and uncertainties of the Middle Ages gave way to the rising 

hopes and new ideas of the Renaissance,125 art discovered a new spirit - the spirit of 

individual expression. It took centuries for this new spirit to develop fully into the range 

of different styles which appeared in the late second millennium. In Italy, artists like 

Michelangelo, Leonardo and Raphael created works which perfected the use of both 

linear and aerial perspective. They created an oeuvre built around their own individual 

style or set of concepts, rather than following a prescribed format determined by the 

church.  

 

The invention of movable type meant that ideas could be disseminated more quickly and 

to greater numbers of people. The new interest in secular ideas and learning in general 

led many to study classical texts. In art, this led the way for new themes to be explored. 

By the twentieth century this new spirit of exploration had fostered a gamut of 

approaches to exploring the topic of eternity which flourished alongside a plethora of 

different artistic styles and mediums. In the 1500s the human nude returned to 

popularity, led by Michelangelo Buonarroti (1475-1564) who painted and sculpted the 

human figure like no one before him. However, Michelangelo’s scenes and figures from 

the Bible have an unmatched divine grandeur that many later artists have tried to 

emulate. 

 

                                                 
124 Ibid, p. 35. 
125 The Renaissance occurred between the 14th and 17th centuries and was spawned by the 
invention of movable type which allowed knowledge of any sort to become more accessible to 
all. Culturally, a resurgence of Classical literature meant that techniques such as linear 
perspective were re-discovered and used by Renaissance artists. Florence was considered to 
be the centre of the new Renaissance where artists like Leonardo, Michelangelo and Raphael 
flourished. The idea of the ‘genius’ meant that men could become ‘great’ - an idea which had 
been suppressed by the church for over a millennia.  
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In the centuries leading up to the Renaissance, many European artists worked strictly 

under the patronage of the church. By the Renaissance, Michelangelo was one of the 

new vogue of artists who worked for a personal patron.126 These patrons promoted 

‘personal, familial, and group renown by requesting works from - and fostering the 

careers of - famous or promising artists” a practice which still exists today. 127 In doing 

so they fostered the development of the modern artist: “The artist as a genius, as a 

unique personality, as an individual with status and prestige in society.”128 

 

The Last Judgement (1535 - 1541) (Plate 16) spans the entire wall behind the altar of the 

Sistine Chapel. The souls of the saved and condemned rise and fall according to their 

fates. Christ judges them in the centre with a glowing aura behind him. The scene is 

anarchic with movement, and the mostly nude figures display the human form in almost 

every known pose. Angels riding clouds blow trumpets, while demons brandish whips 

forcing the damned to their place. The blue background mirrors the Ladder of Virtues, 

however, the chaotic distribution of figures replaces the swirling clouds of the former 

work. The scene is more a study of the fate awaiting humans than a representation of 

heaven or hell. This fact reflects the change of attitude toward the importance of man’s 

place in God’s ultimate plan for the universe which had been introduced by the 

Reformation’s tenet that all individuals could commune with God personally.129 Instead 

of the ordered perfection of The Ghent Altarpiece there is the uncertainty of chaos. The 

more chaotic figure groupings emphasise the individuality of each figure. The majesty of 

Christ and the physical monumentality of the ‘judged’ attest to the power inherent in the 

concept of divine judgement. The chaotic hordes of nudes express the confusion of the 

fate of the damned, and the distinction between them and the saved is not always clear. 

This chaos is alleviated by the distribution of figures into tiers - the damned in the lower 

tiers and the saved in the upper. Yet there is no serenity and peace in this painting as 

there should be for the saved. It is all movement and action. 

 

A more clearly ‘divided’ work is Raphaello Sanzio da Urbino’s (1483-1520) 

Transfiguration (1516-20) (Plate 17) which combines two distinct narrative subjects in a 

                                                 
126 Brown, M. (2008) The Lion Companion to Christian Art. Jordan Hill Road. Oxford, England: 
Wilkinson House. p. 232. 
127 Bohn, B. & Saslow, J. (2013) Blackwell companions to Art History: Companion to 
Renaissance and Baroque Art. Somerset, NJ. Wiley. p. 23. 
128 Ibid. p. 151. 
129 This was declared by Luther only twenty years previous. 
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single painting. Here it is the upper section that interests us most. Christ is presented as 

slightly larger than all the other figures in the painting and has a very soft and gentle 

appearance. He floats above the three cowering apostles glowing with the white light of 

purity130 that represents his heavenly lineage.131 Moses and Elijah flank Christ, floating 

in human form, reflecting the belief in bodily resurrection of the dead. The triangular 

composition of the upper section of this painting creates stability and an air of peace, in 

contrast to the chaotic gestures and confusion of the scene of the demon possessed boy 

below (whom the apostles were unable to heal). The contrast between divine splendour 

and human frailty is glaring. While the upper section may not illustrate eternity itself, 

the qualities of heaven (love, peace, the glory of God’s light) still glow richly, like the 

Ladder of Ascent, or  The Ghent Altarpiece. The inclusion of an area of ‘glowing light’ 

in artworks portraying eternity has been a persistent feature of these works.132 Artists 

like Rembrandt, Martin and a variety of film makers have used this symbol to represent 

God’s eternal ‘light of Heaven’.133  

 

Medieval thinkers defined the devotional quality of a sacred image by its ability to illicit 

a contemplation of divine things from the viewer.134 Approached in the proper way the 

image served as a vehicle (not a self-sufficient object) referring beyond representation to 

the Deity.135 This painting shows us clearly our own weakness in comparison to God’s 

divine power. 

 

Other works representing Heaven or Hell at the close of the Middle Ages includes 

Francesco Bassano’s (1549-1592) Resurrection of the Righteous (1582-1585) (Plate 18), 

a rather overly sombre looking scene (painted exquisitely, but with colours too dark to 

represent the ‘world of light’), where the many saved attend the throne of God. The most 

Heavenly feature of this painting is the rich golden glow emanating from the painting’s 

centre. The work also captures the monumental majesty of that moment in Heaven when 

all the saved are presented to their Saviour and King. The saints in this painting are 

arranged in rows that all point to the divine golden light. 

                                                 
130 White had been the prime colour of purity and the heavens since antiquity. Biblical sources 
for this idea could stem from the ‘white dove of the Holy Spirit’ or light of Christ’s transfiguration. 
131 The Holy Bible. New King James Version. (1982). London: Thomas Nelson Inc. Rev. 1:14. 
132 Plates 7, 17, 18 
133 The Holy Bible. New King James Version. (1982). London: Thomas Nelson Inc. Rev. 22:5. 
134 Kleinbub, C. (Sep. 2008) Raphael’s Transfiguration as Visio-Devotional Program. Art Bulletin, 
00043079, Vol. 90. Issue 3. 
135 Ibid. 
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Two versions of Paradise by Jan Brueghel the elder (1568 - 1625) and younger (1601 - 

1678) respectively describe the heavenly realm as a garden of extraordinary lushness 

and beauty. The first (Plate 19) (1615) is more open than the second. Animals cavort and 

play peacefully with each other in the foreground while God sits under a tree in the 

background over a sleeping Adam, at what is probably the moment when the rib is 

removed from Adam’s side for the creation of Eve. God is deeply intimate with His 

creation here, sitting comfortably, enjoying the landscape and relating to Adam in a most 

moving and personal way. All is soft and delicate, suggesting God also painted the 

world with a very small paintbrush and painstaking attention to detail.  

 

The second painting (Plate 20) (1620) is more picturesque in style; trees framing the 

scene as if embracing it while the myriad animals go about their lives in peace and 

harmony. The river at back leading into a stream alludes to the meaning for the word 

‘Eden’ - fruitful, and well watered. The slightly higher contrasts and firmer lines give 

this painting a juicy liveliness that brings it closer to Earth. 

 

Over the millennia leading up to the Reformation and Renaissance, depictions of eternity 

concentrated on images that represented either a Heavenly world of light and perfection 

or a Hellish one of darkness, horror and torture. The Egyptians, Japanese and Christians 

all believed that one’s behaviour in life would lead one to either of these destinations. 

Despite the religious differences of these peoples the images of Heaven and Hell 

produced display striking similarities. The horrors of the Japanese Hell are almost a 

mirror image of Bosch’s depiction of Hell. The image of Nefertari playing a Senet could 

easily be metaphorically inserted into one of the scenes by the Brueghels.136 In Christian 

art, the church’s patronage guided the production of these images until the Renaissance. 

The Reformation’s insistence that individuals could commune with God personally led 

to a new way of thinking about man’s place in the universe. The new Protestant church 

offered a fresh approach to understanding the things of God, including eternity. This 

would have a profound effect on the art produced in the next five hundred years. 

  

                                                 
136 I say ‘metaphorically’ because the visual styles of each artwork are so different. 
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Figure 1. The diagram above represents the entire cycle of four ages. As the wheel 

oftime roles along, the ages progress in an anti-clock wise direction. The diagram shows 

how we have just started Kali-yuga, and are moving towards the next Satya-yuga. 

• Satya yuga – 1,728,000 years 

• Dvarapa yuga – 1,296,000 years 

• Treta yuga – 864, 000 years 

• Kali yuga – 432,000 years 

Total cycle (mahayuga) – 4,320,000 years 
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Plate 1. Nefertari wall painting. Chamber C, South Wall, West Side. Nefertari playing 

the senet (left). The wandering the the ba bird (centre). The ka soul (right) kneeling, 

arms upraised in veneration. 
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Plate 2. Nefertari wall painting. Chamber C, West Wall (upper register). The black 

figure right of the tomb represents eternity (millions of years). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 3. Japanese depiction of Hell. Medieval period. A demon devours and tortures humans. 
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Plate 4. Japanese depiction of Hell. Sinners are burned on a grill. 
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Plate 5. Japanese depiction of Hell. The Ten Courts of Hell. 
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 Plate 6. Christ and the Apostles in the Heavenly Jerusalem, apse mosaic, early fifth 

century, Rome, Santa Pudenziana. 
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Plate 7. The 12th century. Ladder of Divine Ascent Icon. (St. Catherine's Monastery, 

Sinai Peninsula, Egypt). 
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Plate 8. The Pala d’Oro, Twelfth to thirteenth century. Gold, silver and precious stones.  

Height: 212 cm; Length: 334 cm. Treasury of St. Mark’s, Venice. 
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Plate 9. The Ladder of Virtues. Sucevita Monastery. Moldavia. Sixteenth century. 
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Plate 10. The Ghent Altarpiece: Adoration of the Lamb. Oil on panel. 138 x 242 cm. 

1432.  Hubert and Jan van Eyck. 
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Plate 11. The Garden of Earthly Delights. Oil on wood panels, 220 x 389 cm. Museo del 

Prado. Madrid. (1490 - 1510) 
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Plate 12. The Garden of Earthly Delights. Left Panel. The Garden of Eden. 
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Plate 13. The Garden of Earthly Delights. Right Panel. Hell. 
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                    Plate 14. The Garden of Earthly Delights. Central Panel. 
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Plate 15. The Garden of Earthly Delights. (Detail of central panel foreground.) 
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Plate 16. The Last Judgement. Michelangelo Buonorotti. (1537-1541) Fresco. 1370 x 

1200 cm. Sistine Chapel. Vatican City. 
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Plate 17. Transfiguration. Raphael Sanzio da Urbino (1516-1520) Oil on Wood. 405 x 

278 cm. Pinacoteca Vaticana, Vatican City. 
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Plate 18. Resurrection of the Righteous. Francesco Bassano. 

Oil on canvas. 127 x 351 cm (1582-1585) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

                        Plate 19. Paradise. Jan Brueghel the elder. (1615) 
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                     Plate 20. Paradise. Jan Brueghel the Younger. (1630) 
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The Reformation and the Protestant Attitude Toward Art. 

 

Martin Luther’s (1483 - 1546) Reformation breakthrough came through realising that 

word and faith eclipsed all other religious objects and practices.137 The questions closest 

to his heart were: “Who is God really? And who am I before God?”138 

 

However, the Protestant view of art began very negatively. Soon after Luther went 

public with his ninety five theses (1517); which condemned a number of the Catholic 

Church’s doctrines139; extremist groups rose declaring that the use of images and icons 

in the Catholic Church was wrong. On the basis of the second commandment, a wave of 

Iconoclasts burnt paintings, icons and altars around Germany, much to the 

disappointment of Luther. According to Michalski, Luther did not wish to create 

upheavals, and did not aspire to destroy Catholic doctrines.  He continued to use images 

and altars in his churches. Unlike the Iconoclasts, Luther believed in taking ‘small 

steps’, where the healing process would create the least confusion.140 

 

For both, ‘The Word’ was considered a full and undistorted disclosure of divinity. In 

ascribing a transparency to ‘The Word’, iconoclasts maintained141 that revelation 

removed from, both in incarnation and the Scriptures, the deforming effects of human 

representation. This made it difficult to create works of art which depicted the eternal. 

 

Calvinists (those who followed the writings of French theologian John Calvin [1509-

1564]) were much more ‘anti-image’ than Luther. They abandoned altars altogether and 

disallowed any images to adorn their churches. All images tended to be seen as potential 

‘idols’ by the most extreme of these Protestants. The aesthetic which developed from 

this belief culminated in the aesthetic of the Puritans who shunned all ostentation and 

imagery, replacing it with an internal aesthetic of the mind where the Word (often 

                                                 
137 Koerner, J. (2004) The Reformation of the Image. Chicago: The university of Chicago Press. 
p. 20. 
138 Sauter, G. (2007) Protestant Theology at the Crossroads. Grand Rapids, 
Michigan/Cambridge, U.K: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. p. 90. 
139 Including the belief you could buy salvation through purchasing indulgences, the ultimate 
Earthly authority of the Pope, and the stressing on ‘good works’ as the way to salvation (against 
the idea that salvation was a free gift from God). 
140 Michalski, S. (04/1993) Reformation and the Visual Arts: The Protestant Image Question in 
Western and Eastern  The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and 
Stoughton. Deut: 5:7.Europe. London: Routledge. p. 19 
141 Koerner, J. (2004) The Reformation of the Image. Chicago: The university of Chicago Press. 
p. 85’ 
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excited by sermons) inspired the formulation of mental images, about the things of God, 

(including eternity) which were also guided by the Holy Spirit (which all believers 

received at conversion). This aesthetic has been explored or represented in the twentieth 

century by artists like Generalic and the film What Dreams May Come. 

 

In the early Protestant church there were few adornments except for the ‘acceptable’ 

images and alters which were designed according to Luther’s fairly strict instructions. 

However, many Protestant churches banished all adornment from their churches. Later 

when the Puritans (who developed out of the Anglican church - see Figure 2) emigrated 

to America, even the architecture of the churches became simple and unadorned, 

reflecting the new Protestant aesthetic. According to Dyrness Professor A. Sedlemeyer 

argued that the development of abstract art owes a debt to this Calvinist longing for 

purity.142 The depiction of eternity in particular became difficult for any Protestant artist 

because Heaven was seen as the dwelling place of God and depicting God was shunned. 

However, the eternal was not totally extricated from all imagery even during this 

teething stage of the Protestant church (see Plate 21). 

 

Protestantism quickly spread throughout Europe and later moved to America through the 

Puritans. A chart showing the development of the many offshoots of the Lutheran 

church can be seen in Figure 2. Today Protestantism has spread throughout the world, 

which has fostered a multicultural approach by many artists in depicting eternity from a 

Protestant perspective adding to the variety of representations of eternity today. 

 

The Puritans developed an internalised faith that privileged the ear over the eye.143 

According to Dyrness this did not involve so much an abandonment of metaphor as a 

‘change in the conception of metaphor from objective correspondence to mere subjective 

analogy’.144 

 

“The emerging disposition involved a kind of mental and narrative 

structuring of the world and life according to theological realities, that 

resulted in a moral and ethical order which pressed into service the practices 

                                                 
142 Dyrness, William. (2004) A Reformed Theology and Visual Culture. The Protestant 
Imagination from Calvin to Edwards. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. p. 308 
143 Ibid. p. 6 
144 Ibid. 
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and objects of everyday life, and that issued in a unique aesthetic. These 

structuring principles, however, were often invisible, especially in their 

influence on the developing culture, and so have been misrepresented, or 

more often, simply overlooked.”145 

 

God could not be represented in image so He was naturally imagined in the minds of 

these Protestants. ‘The joys of Heaven’ were a very real image imprinted on their minds 

which they aspired to with their everyday life. Yet images were not completely shunned 

by these later Protestants. Calvin said that creative gifts were ‘gifts from God’146 and 

that they could be used and enjoyed and may even be useful teaching tools. For Calvin 

there were only two prohibitive reasons for not making images - “that we make images 

either for representing God, or for worshipping him.” 

 

Why?  

 

Dyrness says, “Because there is not resemblance between him who is spirit eternal and 

incomprehensible, and corporeal, corruptible and dead figures.”147 Still, some visual 

work persisted. Woodcuts and etchings were used for instructional purposes in printed 

books. They were also used by Protestants as propaganda, utilising the new graphic 

styles made available by the invention of the printing press. Lucas Cranach’s cover of 

Luther’s Against the Papacy founded by the Devil (Plate 21) (1545) shows the Pope 

seated and praying on a crudely erected throne at the mouth of Hell, represented by the 

flaming, gaping mouth of a hideous beast. Around him demons attend, including one 

who holds the papal tiara above his head.148 The art utilised by Luther here is mostly 

concerned with a direct communication of his ideas to the laity via, what he conceives to 

be, a correct interpretation of scriptures and the use of easily recognisable imagery. 

Later, with the Puritans, it was the sermon which became the new dominant art form. 

The point of extricating images from the church was that “God wants man to understand 

Him and His Son spiritually not visually and materially”.149 

                                                 
145 Ibid. 
146 Ibid. p. 78. 
147 Ibid. p. 90. 
148 Garcia-Ontiveros D. (15/2/2014) Treasures from the London Library: visual propaganda 
during the Reformation. London. History Today. http://www.historytoday.com/dunia-garcia-
ontiveros/treasures-london-library-visual-propaganda-during-reformation 
149 Morgan D. (March 22-29) The Protestant Struggle with the Image. Christian Century. 
Chicago: Christian Century Foundation.   

http://www.historytoday.com/dunia-garcia-ontiveros/treasures-london-library-visual-propaganda-during-reformation
http://www.historytoday.com/dunia-garcia-ontiveros/treasures-london-library-visual-propaganda-during-reformation
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While direct images of eternity were scarce with the Protestants of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries the whole aim of the lives of the Puritans and similar offshoots of 

Lutherism was to remake the world after the image of the world to come. For them this 

could only be achieved through a wholly mental and not visual understanding of the 

Word of God and enacting this understanding in practical ways. Life in this world 

became a kind of rehearsal of eternity. 

 

There were three main components important to the Protestant imagination. First was the 

encouragement to ‘imagine’ God and Heaven by drawing pictures in the mind.  

The second tendency was the emerging cultural patterns that reflected the rich language 

of biblical images and stories. The reformers consistently emphasised the human person 

as the proper image of God. The third dimension was simplicity.150 

 

In Pieter de Molyn’s (1595 - 1661) Landscape with a Cottage (Plate 22) an arcadian 

vista appears bathed in serenity. The heightened sense of reality here, is expressed in 

several ways. The cottage helps us to see this utopia as a real place where we could live. 

The light illuminates most of the scene, but in the foreground there is relative darkness 

signifying that in the real world not everything is perfect, and danger always lurks 

around the corner. The sky is beautiful, but also intimates the possible coming of a 

storm. Here the realities of an earthly setting hint at the possibility of a land of eternal 

peace. The cottage suggests the simplicity of a Christian life and its quiet cultural 

structure. This is a painting of implied metaphor where God’s eternal presence is hinted 

at via the peace and gentle beauty inherent in the cottage’s setting. 

 

Other Protestant artists thrived during the early years of Protestantism. Only a few of 

them produced works related to the idea of Heaven or Hell, but those who did, achieved 

some interesting results. These artists will be studied in the next section as a prelude to 

the many artists who tackled the idea of eternity in the twentieth century from a variety 

of ‘spiritual’ angles. 

 

 

 

                                                 
150 Ibid. pp. 305-307. 
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Protestant Art and the Eternal, 1520-1900: Cranach, Rembrandt, Friedrich and 

Martin. 

 

Luther did not believe that images were either good or bad, did not specify whether 

eternity should or should not be depicted. The important thing for Luther was ‘you shall 

not have other gods beside Me’,151 thus images made with this concept were the most 

dangerous. Yet Jesus spoke to the faithful in verbal images - the parables. The parables 

are narrative analogies illustrating many of the precepts of God’s Word. This opens the 

possibility that visual images can also ‘speak’ to the faithful if they are invested with 

God’s power, and also suggests that believers imbued with God’s power (through the 

Holy Spirit) can represent eternity with spiritual and intellectual probity.152 

 

Between the image and sight then, there is no imitation but rather, participation and 

insight. The participation of sight in the visible and the participation of the visible in the 

invisible is nothing other than seeing itself.153 Only then can participation and insight 

into the ideas surrounding God and eternity by ‘seen’ by these viewers. (Protestant 

viewers who have received the Holy Spirit). ‘He who has ears let him hear.’154 The right 

attitude is needed to understand the ordinances of God and to have a clear understanding 

of the possibilities and nature of eternity. 

 

The Wittenberg Altarpiece (1547) (Plate 23) by Lucas Cranach the Elder (1472 - 1553) 

is a triptych (with a fourth panel below the centrepiece), designed to be used as an altar 

in Luther’s church. The left panel shows a contemporary of Luther baptising new 

believers (The ordinance of baptism). The right panel shows a minister leading the 

                                                 
151 Michalski, S. (04/1993) Reformation and the Visual Arts: The Protestant Image Question in 
Western and Eastern  The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and 
Stoughton. Deut: 5:7.Europe. London: Routledge. p. 19  
152 ‘In Luke 1:67 it states: His (John the Baptist’s) father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit 
and prophesied. Zechariah goes on to predict the importance of both Jesus and John the Baptist 
in the salvation of Israel both spiritually and from their terrestrial enemies. (Luke 1:68-79) This 
illustrates how the Holy Spirit (as received by all believers) is both a source of creative power 
(performing healing and other miracles) and a source of spiritual knowledge (through which the 
prophets expounded the ordinances of God.) The narrative in a parable can therefore be 
represented in a different but no less powerful fashion in images, as it can in words. The Holy 
Spirit anoints the mind with knowledge of things which are not yet fully understood or even 
known.’ The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. 
Matt: 11:15 
153 Nancy, J. (2008) Noli Me Tangere: On the Raising of the Body. Bronx, NY, USA: Fordham 
University Press. p. 7. 
154 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt: 
11:15. 
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sacrament of confession (Confession) and the centre shows the Last Supper 

(Communion).  

 

The triptych is deliberately ‘less visually seductive, less emotionally charged, less 

semantically rich’, than its contemporaries.155 It concentrates on depicting the route to 

eternity rather than any metaphysical aspect of it. It is not a devotional image, but an 

instructional aid. Its simple symbolism invites the viewer to analyse, not admire or 

worship its content. The only action in the painting is in the fourth section at the bottom 

where Luther points to the cross. Here is the main point of the work. Overall the work 

anticipates the ‘communal Heaven on Earth’ that the Puritans so strongly strove towards. 

The atmosphere of this work is very Earthly, and simple. The figures are not celebrated 

saints (The Ghent Altarpiece, Pala D’oro) and there is no eternal light visible (Ladder of 

Divine Ascent). This didactic altarpiece pre-empts the Puritan notion that the love of 

God (and therefore the character of eternity) needs to be understood before it can be 

fully appreciated. It strives to teach this systematically for the benefit of the church 

patrons.   

 

The painter’s responsibility was to put into motion a set of responses that led the viewer 

to meditate on what he saw in light of what he knew. Metaphors needed to be activated, 

and thereby rescue religious discourse from literal obliviousness.156 The imagination of 

viewers was meant to be stimulated by these images which incited the Puritan idea of 

drawing pictures in the mind. This led viewers to activate eternal ideas mentally opening 

up a culture based on these notions. 

 

The early Protestant Church’s probation of images did not stop some of its artists from 

producing images based on religious themes, including eternity. Love and light are two 

of the main themes of Rembrandt van Rijn’s (1606 - 1669) work. While the baroque 

masters, (Rubens, Titian, Tintoretto) produced works of great complexity, grand 

gestures and rich colours, Rembrandt created his own style which was characterised by 

simplicity, a soft but daring light and a direct and highly focused sense of narrative. In a 

work such as The Return of the Prodigal Son (1661 - 1669) (Plate 24) Rembrandt shows 

                                                 
155 Koerner, J. (2004) The Reformation of the Image. Chicago: The university of Chicago Press. 
p. 28. 
156 Hornik, H. & Parsons, M. (2003) Interpreting Christian Art. Reflections on Christian Art. 
Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press. p. 175. 
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his flair for plain realism. Here there is no criticism, no sermon, just total forgiveness 

and acceptance as the old man puts his hands protectively around his beloved son and 

draws him into the warmth of his arch-like cloak. Memories of God’s past promises leap 

into life: “I have called you by name, you are mine,” the Lord said to his prophet.157  

 

The visual devices of simplicity (a Puritan trait) and the use of subdued and realistic 

colours and toning, coupled with the spotlight on the singular but eternal message of the 

painting, highlight the spiritual focus and strength of the work, pointing to the spiritually 

focussed work of Rouault created centuries later. Here, some of the spiritual elements of 

eternity have come down to Earth. In this simple portrait of God’s love, the father and 

son are placed in a soft and warm light, leaving the other three figures as mere 

background. There are no garish colours or flamboyant gestures - this is not the theatre 

of the Baroque, but real life. “The whole represents a symbol of homecoming, of the 

darkness of human existence illuminated by tenderness, of weary and sinful mankind 

taking refuge in the shelter of God's mercy.”158 The central figures have been immersed 

in the golden and regal, but also loving, light of Heaven. 

 

Later, German artist Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840) painted landscapes which 

brought to mind the infinite by juxtaposing small insignificant human figures against 

vast, endless vistas, which were often characterised by great powerful mountains or 

seemingly endless misty plains, which evoked the grandeur of God and the mystery of 

eternity. In Winter Landscape (1811) (Plate 25) a tiny figure leans against a rock, his 

crutches left in the snow suggesting he is done with traversing the endless countryside - 

that it has gotten the better of him. Yet there is still hope. The rock may be seen as a 

place of rest, and the meticulously depicted pine trees mirror the outline of the true place 

of respite not far away, the church. Like many of Friedrich’s paintings, there is an inner 

silence and tranquillity which invite the viewer to experience the peace the figure may 

be feeling. The grey mist may conceal much of the landscape but it has the effect of 

rendering it endless, its power and vastness not only insurmountable, but also mysterious 

and unfathomable. Behind the church a faint glow of red could be either sunrise (a sign 

                                                 
157 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Isaiah 
43:1. 
158 Rosenberg, J. & Slive, S. & Ter, K. (1997). Dutch art and architecture 1600-1800. USA: Yale 
University Press. pp. 66. 
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that salvation is never far away) or sunset (a warning to the pilgrim to not tarry for too 

long before the night comes). 

 

In The Cross in the Mountains (1807-8) (Plate 26) the landscape has been elevated to 

iconic proportions. Here Friedrich has subverted the French Classical style of landscape 

painting to create an ‘impossible’ landscape which is more interested in a subliminal 

presentation of a landscape than a realistic portrayal of one (critic F. W. Basil von 

Ramdohr criticised the work for being a ‘false landscape’).159 The landscape is indeed 

‘impossible’, but that was not Friedrich’s aim. The artist was more concerned with 

expressing God’s grandeur than realistic depiction. It is a painting rooted in Friedrich’s 

own perceptual world, and therefore quintessentially Romantic. 

 

Friedrich was a Protestant who listened to his heart and acted on feelings filtered 

through long periods of silent meditation and prayer, during which he ‘saw’ a finished 

picture.160 The triangle of the mountain represents the Trinity, but is topped with Christ 

on the cross silhouetted against a glowing pink and purple sunset. This triangle is shown 

again at the bottom on the base of the altar (the painting was framed like an altar) 

encompassing the all seeing eye of God. This is a bold and confrontational 

representation of eternity (God is represented as being synonymous with eternity) which 

emphasises God’s strength. The viewer is forced to meet with God head on. “The Cross 

stands erected on a rock, unshakeably firm like a believer’s faith in Christ. The fir trees 

stand around the cross, evergreen enduring through all ages.”161 The work was 

considered sacrilege by some clergy of his time, for ‘allowing landscape to creep onto 

the altar’.162 

 

In contrast, the Monk by the Sea, (1808-10) (Plate 27) was Friedrich’s most abstract 

work to date. A thin strip of sand at bottom meets a vast expanse of sea and sky. A tiny 

lone monk on the shore looks outward. If we consider the meditative nature of Friedrich, 

himself it is possible that this is a self portrait, which again anchors the work in 

                                                 
159 He found it impossible that an observer could see the mountain from the perspective of the 
painting. In order for the mountain to be seen with all the details made evident by Friedrich in the 
painting one needed to be on the same level of the mountain, but impossibly close to it.  
Prager, Brad. Feb, 2002. Kant in Caspar David Friedrich’s frames, Art History. Vol. 25 (1) p. 70 
160 Borchgrave, H. de. (1999) A Journey into Christian Art. Oxford, England: Lion Publishing. 
p.167 
161 Ibid. 
162 Ibid. 
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Friedrich’s own personal world. Multiple layers of paint are built up over objects until a 

wall of fog conceals everything (x-rays provide evidence that the painting originally 

contained sailing ships on the sea and astral bodies in the heavens).163 The painting has 

been stripped of anything solid that might aid the viewer in reading the painting and 

anticipates the spatially significant works of Veronica Jansens (Plate 98) and Therese 

Couture (Plate 44). With no repoussoir164 to organise the viewer’s perception of this 

already enlarged space, the viewer is forced to enter a world which seems to have no 

beginning or end (like an atemporal form of eternity). Here, we have reached the limits 

of the material world. The painting subverts compositional expectations by being all 

horizontal (except for the tiny monk) and uses Friedrich’s device of the Ruckenfigur165 

to invite the viewer to enter it despite its unfathomable, limitless depths. No longer is 

there the formally constructed setting of the Ghent Altarpiece reflecting an eternity of 

religious order, or the tumultuous conglomeration of people objects and movement of 

Bosch portraying the horrors of Hell or the temptations of life. The nebulous expanse of 

Friedrich’s work appears like an emanation of the soul of the monk, and we are invited 

to make it an emanation of ours as well. It is through a lack of imagery that 

contemplation of the eternal is being elicited. In a similar vein to the Puritan concept of 

mental analogy, Friedrich coerces his viewers into imagining their own eternity. 

 

John Martin (1789-1854) was an English painter and a devout Christian. Later in life he 

became the official historical painter to Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg (later the first 

King of Belgium). Martin’s Tryptich The Last Judgement (consisting of three paintings, 

The Last Judgement (1853) (Plate 28), The Plains of Heaven (1851-3) (Plate 29) and the 

Great Day of His Wrath (1851-3) (Plate 30) were produced at the end of his life. The 

Last Judgement (the first painting) is a compendium of scenes taken from the Book of 

Revelation. God sits on a throne in judgment, surrounded by the twenty elders, while in 

the right foreground Satan and his armies are defeated, tumbling into the bottomless pit. 

To the left the saved are already present on Mount Zion. In the distance the heavenly 

city glows awaiting habitation. Martin’s landscape is composed of loose brushwork in 

the foreground, and he utilises the painterly tool of aerial perspective to create an infinite 

                                                 
163 Meyertholen, A. (Fall. 2013) Apocalypse now: on Heinrich von Kleist, Caspar David Friedrich, 
and the emergence of abstract art. The German Quarterly. 86.4. American Association of 
Teacher of German. p. 404.  
164 An object in the foreground used to direct the viewer into the composition by framing the 
painting. 
165 Friedrich used the Ruckenfigur constantly in his works. It is simply a figure which is seen from 
behind and contemplates the view.  
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depth to the work. The light of Heaven is the traditional golden glow used since 

antiquity and the figures of God, elders and angels are painted white to symbolise their 

perfection and purity. Martin brings greater depth and less formality to the work than the 

van Eyck brothers do in their Ghent Altarpiece. The city and distant figures are softened 

to help create the impression of distance, but also gentleness and peace. Martin’s 

superior understanding of painterly techniques to the van Eyck brothers gives the work a 

more vast, otherworldly and eternal quality. The undeniable ‘fantasy’ element of the 

work takes us to another world in line with the atemporal understanding of time and 

eternity and prefigures Generalic’s purely imaginative ideas of heaven.  

 

The Plains of Heaven is largely a landscape painting (albeit an imaginary one, with the 

celestial city added). Martin’s aim here is typically romantic: “to express the sublime, 

apocalyptic force of nature and the helplessness of man to combat God’s will.”166 Once 

again the celestial city is barely visible amidst the glowing light of God in the distance 

as if suggesting the biblical quote “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then 

we shall see face to face.”167 Leopold Martin dismisses the suggestion that 'The Plains of 

Heaven' depicts an actual view. “It was poetic and ideal; a landscape from the mind 

only”.168 Martin lures the viewer into his paintings via technical mastery (in particular 

the use of aerial perspective and the depth it creates), but the world depicted is a partially 

pre-conceived one (being based on the text of Revelation) which aligns it conceptually 

more with the fantastic images of Bosch than the more meditative images his Romantic 

contemporary Friedrich. 

 

The painting The Great Day of His Wrath (1853) (Plate 30) is an oil painting showing 

the judgement of Babylon and the world by natural destruction. Frances Carey believes 

the painting is a response to the emerging industrial scene of London as a metropolis 

reflecting the original growth of Babylon and civilisation.169 The monumental forms and 

dramatic movement display the power in God’s wrath. Visually, this is a more literal 

interpretation of the apocalypse than that of surrealist James Gleeson discussed later 

                                                 
166 Fowle, F. (2000) John Martin. The Plains of Heaven. Tate.  
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/martin-the-plains-of-heaven-t01928/text-summary  
167 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton 1 Cor. 
13:12. 
168 The Tate Gallery (1978) Illustrated Catalogue of Acquisitions. London. 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/martin-the-plains-of-heaven-t01928/text-catalogue-entry  
169 Carey, F. (1999) The Apocalypse and the Shape of Things to Come, Toronto, Canada: 
University of Toronto Press. p.264, 267 

http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/martin-the-plains-of-heaven-t01928/text-summary
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/martin-the-plains-of-heaven-t01928/text-catalogue-entry
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(Plate 77). A work of great technical mastery and very Romantic in nature, the painting 

creates an image of the ‘end of all things’, a ‘hell on Earth,’ where the destructive forces 

of nature turn on man in response to his sin. There are many references in Revelation 

which would support this interpretation of the ‘end of the world’.  

 

In twenty four etchings for Milton’s Paradise Lost (published 1667) Martin created 

‘open voids of creation, bottomless vaulted caverns of hell, contrasting the blackness of 

chaos with the beauty of heaven.’170 The light of God and eternity dominates many of 

these etchings, including The Creation of Light (1824) (Plate 31), which is a testament to 

Martin’s talent for creating dramatic scenes characterised by otherworldly lighting. 

Martin used high contrasts to emphasise the difference between good and evil, Heaven 

and Earth in many of these etchings. Here, God is portrayed as a mighty figure holding 

out his hand to create the first element of creation. This depiction of God met with much 

Protestant criticism at the time for representing God’s ‘actual hand’.  

 

Before the Reformation, images depicting some aspect of eternity were sanctioned, 

sponsored and guided by the church, usually via a strict set of rules that produced fairly 

uniform results. From the Reformation to the beginning of the nineteenth century the 

Protestant depiction of eternity was partly restricted by the ‘anti-image’ aesthetic which 

dominated much of early Protestantism. Yet artists such as Rembrandt, Friedrich and 

Martin still saw a need to explore the various concepts pertaining to eternity in their own 

individual ways. It was this individual spirit which allowed such artists as the three 

above to express themselves in such different ways, rather than simply following a 

prescribed aesthetic format outlined by the church. The spirit of individuality, reached 

its zenith during the Romantic Period. As the nineteenth century progressed, the custom 

of depicting eternity from the Bible shifted to experimenting with a new range of 

sources and concepts which originated from all parts of the world and from any time in 

Earth’s history, including epochs long forgotten. 

  

                                                 
170 Borchgrave, H. de. (1999) A Journey into Christian Art. Oxford, England: Lion Publishing. p. 
171. 
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Figure 20. The development and spread of Protestantism over the last 500 years.  
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Plate 21. Lucas Cranach. 1545. The cover of Luther’s Against the Papacy founded by the 

Devil. 
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Plate 22. Pieter de Molyn. Landscape with a Cottage. Oil on canvas. 38 x 55 cm. 1629. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York, USA) 
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Plate 23. Lucas Cranach the Elder. The Wittenberg Altarpiece. (1547) Wittenberg 

Cathedral. 

  



 

69 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 24. Rembrandt van Rijn. The Return of the Prodigal Son (1661 - 1669) 262 x 205 

cm. Hermitage Museum. St Petersburg. 
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Plate 25. Caspar David Friedrich. Winter Landscape with Church. (1811) 

Oil on canvas, 32 x 45 cm. National Gallery, London. 
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Plate 26. Caspar David Friedrich.  Cross in the Mountains. (1808) Oil on canvas. 115 x 

110 cm. Galerie Neue Meister. 
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Plate 27. Caspar David Friedrich.The Monk by the Sea. (1808-10) Oil on canvas. 110 x 

171.5 cm. Alte Nationalgalerie, Berlin, Germany. 
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Plate 28. John Martin. The Last Judgement. (1853). Oil on canvas. 196.8 x 325.8 cm. 

The Tate Gallery. London. 
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Plate 29. John Martin.  The Plains of Heaven (1851) Oil on canvas. 198.8 x 306.7 cm. 

Tate Gallery. London. 
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Plate 30. John Martin. The Great Day of His Wrath. (1853) Oil on canvas. 197 x 303 

cm. Tate Gallery, London. 
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Plate 31. John Martin. The Creation of Light. (1924). Mezzotint and drypoint on paper. 

25.4 x 35. 3 cm.  
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Modernist Works Representing the Spiritual and Eternity. 

 

The ‘Age of Enlightenment’ began in the mid seventeenth century. Its influences on 

society were many and varied, but basically it was a time where everything of 

importance began to be questioned in the light of philosophy and reason. It promoted 

scientific thought and challenged traditions and faith, while opposing intolerance and 

superstition. The Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

caused changes to just about every aspect of life for the western world. For art, the one 

cataclysmic event was the invention of the camera. It forced painting to re-appraise its 

worth, relevance and subsequently its direction. From the late nineteenth century artists 

began to experiment with the medium of paint itself, and develop ideas which would 

change the shape of painting forever. The influences all this had on representations of 

eternity were cataclysmic. Realistic representations of biblical texts were viewed as 

passé, because of their ‘traditional’ source material and the lack of conceptual 

exploration intrinsic to the works. The complex topic was now approached from a 

variety of perspectives (often a commingling of a few), mirroring the parade of artistic 

styles which rose and fell during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

 

Leading up to this, Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) the Swedish scientist, 

philosopher and mystic had a series of mystical experiences which led to his writing 

Arcana Coelestia (1749-1756) where the author describes encounters with angels, as he 

moves between the spirit world and the material world.171 Swedenborg ‘s linking the 

material world with the spiritual world is described as being a major influence on the 

nineteenth century tendency to view Heaven as a cosy copy of the Earth.172 Elizabeth 

Stuart Phelps’ novel The Gates Ajar (1868) presented the inhabitants of Heaven as living 

under an organised society similar to that of the world, in comfortable homes. These 

inhabitants owned ‘consumer articles’ which were ‘nicer than they have in the shops in 

Boston’.173 In England (during the nineteenth century) the idea of a ‘Victorian Heaven’ 

dominated the public’s ideas on the eternal. 

 

                                                 
171 Stanford, P. (2004) Heaven. A Traveller’s Guide to the Undiscovered Country. Palgrave: 
Macmillan. p 17.  
172  Ibid. 
173 Frank, L. (2009) Bought with a Price”: Elizabeth Stuart Phelps and the Commodification of 
Heaven in Postbellum America ESQ: A Journal of the American Renaissance. Vol.55 (2), 
pp.165-192 
United Kingdom Independent Scholar p. 166.  



 

78 
 

In the late nineteenth century Mme H.P. Blavatsky (1831 - 1891) joined the 

Theosophical Society and soon became its leader. She intended to give to man “ A 

Master-Key to the Mysteries of Ancient and Modern Science and Theology”.174 Her aim 

was to reconcile these two spheres of knowledge. Many artists expressed a strong 

sympathy and interest with Theosophy175 (and its subsequent offshoots) in the early 

twentieth century, including Piet Mondrian, Paul Serusier (1864 - 1927), Kasimir 

Malevich and Wassily Kandinsky. 

 

A Singular Eternity: Four Highly Individual Approaches.  

 

The new spirit of individualism meant that artists were approaching the idea of eternity 

from multifarious perspectives. In relation to eternity, Claude Monet was undoubtedly 

the painter par excellence of  the transient moment. He painted his subjects176 in such a 

way as to transcend the scene’s transience, to enable us to perceive it as a kind of ‘taste’ 

of eternity. Here can be seen a sort of ‘implicit eschatology’.177 In particular his series of 

water lilies or Nympheas (Plate 32) invite the viewer to enter the moment, which is 

represented so intensely that the viewer can also experience the past and future of the 

painting’s own time. Monet’s highly individualised interpretation showed that eternity 

could be represented from the perspective of one man, at a particular time and place. 

                                                 
174 Regier, K. (1987) The Spiritual in Modern Art. Wheaton Ill. U.S.A: The Theosophical 
Publishing House. p. 1. 
175 Theosophy sought to gather and combine the ‘wisdom of the ages’. Ancient texts (books of 
the dead, writings about various occult ideas and beliefs, religious writings, scientific works and 
other documents) were gathered for this purpose. “But it is perhaps desirable to state 
unequivocally that the teachings, however fragmentary and incomplete, contained in these 
volumes, belong neither to the Hindu, the Zoroastrian, the Chaldean, nor the Egyptian religion, 
neither to Buddhism, Islam, Judaism nor Christianity exclusively. The secret doctrine is the 
essence of all these.’ 
Blavatsky. H. (2003) The Secret Doctrine. Adyar, Chennai: The Theosophical Publishing House. 
p. 75. 
Introductory. xxxiv: To recapitulate. The Secret Doctrine was the universally diffused religion of 
the ancient and prehistoric world. Proofs of its diffusion, authentic records of its history, a 
complete chain of documents, showing its character and presence in every land, together with 
the teaching of all its great adepts, exist to this day in the secret crypts of libraries belonging to 
the Occult Fraternity.” 
Blavatsky. H. (2003) The Secret Doctrine. Adyar, Chennai: The Theosophical Publishing House. 
Introductory: p. xxxiv.  
. 
177 The implied representation of a divine moment comes from Monet’s ability to record, 
crystallize and intensify that moment in paint, and thereby present an image of eternity in which 
the viewer can participate. Hart implies in this description that Monet’s work displays an 
‘atemporal’ representation of eternity as well as a highly personalized representation of a 
landscape. 
Hart, T. & Hopps, G. & Begbie, J. (2012) Art and Imagination and Christian Hope. Patterns of 
Promise. Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate. p. 8. 
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In contrast Vincent van Gogh’s (1853 - 1890) “flaming landscapes appear as the 

effervescence of multicoloured enamels emerging from some diabolical crucible of an 

alchemist...”178 wrote critic and supporter of van Gogh’s work Albert Aurier (1865 - 

1892). Aurier saw van Gogh as a realist in the long line of Dutch realists (think of the 

van Eyck brothers and Rembrandt). Here he set up the polarities of style inherent in the 

artist’s work - “a strong bond with reality expressed through an excessively intense and 

sensitive personality.”179 Borchgrave believes that van Gogh’s swirling night skies (Plate 

33) glorify the heavens. Deeply spiritual, van Gogh, like Friedrich, brought eternity into 

the landscape,180 using nature to symbolise the glory and majesty of His creator.181 The 

expressive power of van Gogh’s work is a testimony to an individual spirit fervent for 

the phenomenon that is eternity. 

 

 Stanley Spencer (1891 - 1959) painted scenes of his lifelong home town, Cookham, 

peopled with figures from the Old and New testaments. Crucial events from the Bible 

were enacted around its environs. Spencer believed that his abilities as a painter came to 

him through religious joy and conviction. “Nothing has for me any meaning of form or 

shape except it is perceived in this religious joy.”182 For Spencer the drawing or painting 

of his subjects was ‘the experiencing of Heaven.”183 

 

Spencer’s seminal work The Resurrection in Cookham Churchyard (1924 - 7) (Plate 34) 

shows local contemporary personalities rising from their graves. In the centre Jesus 

cradles three babies and behind him God the Father reaches out for His Son. In an 

interview for BBC in 1956 Spencer said,  

 

Everything has a sort of double meaning for me. There’s the ordinary 

everyday meaning of things, and the imaginary meaning about it all, and I 

                                                 
178 Regier, K. (1987) The Spiritual in Modern Art. Wheaton Ill. U.S.A: The Theosophical 
Publishing House. p. 19. 
179 Ibid. 
180 The idea of bringing Heaven down to Earth is a purely biblical one. The New Jerusalem of 
Revelations is described as “...coming down out of Heaven from God , prepared as a bride 
adorned for her husband: Rev. 21:2  
181 Borchgrave, H. de. (1999) A journey Into Christian Art. Oxford, England: Lion Publishing. p. 
165. 
182 Rothenstein, E. (1945) Stanley Spencer. British Painters Series. London: Beaverbrook 
Newspapers Limited. p.1. 
183 Ibid. p. 3. 
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wanted to bring these things together, and in this first big Resurrection of 

mine you have a good example of this sort of thing.184  

 

The church is painted from Spencer’s ‘memory feelings’ (he was a good thirty miles 

away when he painted it). This technique explains why the church windows are seen as 

they would be seen from the inside. Here, all is pieced together to resurrect the 

happiness and peace Spencer experienced at this location. At the left, one boatload of 

figures joyfully go upstream (to the future?). The river is the Thames and this boatload 

of figures is translated through their joy into the spiritual, but in Stanley’s metaphysical 

terms rather than any theological one.185 Below the boat, the newly resurrected, view 

their own gravestones (there is clearly no fear of death here). There is no writing on 

these stones, but images of favourite pastimes. Could this be a reference to the activities 

they would pursue in Heaven? The resurrected hopefully await the life to come in 

Heaven. However, these are not the tombstones of the dead. In the real world the people 

depicted here still live and Spencer seems to be celebrating their lives and the 

enrichment and love they have given him. 

 

Spencer’s paintings are painted with a deep love for all the people in his life. He loved 

the ordinary and managed to express a heavenly atmosphere on Earth in this and many 

other works. In this way his work pre-empts the latter twentieth century sensibility that 

‘Heaven can be found here in this life’. 

 

For many the First World War was ‘Hell on Earth’. George Grosz (1893-1959) and Otto 

Dix (1891-1969) were two German artists appalled by the war and its effects on German 

society. Both artists depicted their subjects in a raw almost graphic style. While Dix 

used stronger contours and a more plastic elaboration of the picture content,186 to portray 

the ugliness of post-war German society, it was Grosz who produced the one image 

which summed up the “misery, want, stupor, hunger, cowardice and ghastliness”187 of 

the world in which he lived. In Grosz’ Dedication to Oscar Panizza (The Funeral) 

(1917-18) (Plate 35) a ‘teeming throng of possessed human animals’188 crowd a street 

                                                 
184 Pople, K. Recovery from the Second Peril  :  The Cookham Resurrection. The Art and Vision 
of Stanley Spencer. http://www.ikpople.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/cookres.htm 
185 Ibid. 
186 Loffler, F. (1982) Otto Dix. Life and Work. New York: Holmes and Meier Publishers, INC. p. 
53. 
187 Hess, H.  (1974) George Grosz. New York: Macmillan Publishing Co. Inc. p. 80. 
188 Schneede, U. (1979) George Grosz. His life and Work. London: Gordon Fraser. p. 54. 

http://www.ikpople.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/cookres.htm
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bathed in a fiery red reminiscent of Hell. The red (which may also symbolise blood - the 

war was ending at the time of the work’s completion) street is filled with these 

dehumanised figures, of which the three in the bottom left hand corner symbolise 

Alcoholism, Syphilus and Plague.189 The presence of Death as the only victor in this 

painting further links the work to the biblical Hell. The influences of Bosch and 

Breughel are as evident as is futurist simultaneity and Dadaist collage, where what 

diverges in time and space is brought together in a painting of a world gone mad.190 

Despite the fact that Grosz’s main intention for the painting was to mock modern 

society, he has managed through the use of Cubist simultaneity to create a painting 

which suggests an atemporal version of the temporal world in which Grosz lived. The 

painting evokes a similar atmosphere to the chaos of Bosch’s Hell and pre-empts the 

Hell of the Chapman brothers (Plates 74 and 75). 

 

Abstraction and New Perceptions of Time and Eternity 

 

The Impressionists, Symbolists and Cubists abstracted nature in an attempt to create a 

new way of seeing and perceiving form, which they located within time and the 

temporal nature of consciousness. From 1910 onwards, abstraction linked to these 

movements became a dominant vehicle for artists concerned with spirituality.191  

 

The work of the Cubists acted as a kind of analytical prototype on which much of the 

later abstractionists based their more spiritual works. Cubists were deeply interested in 

the fourth dimension, as well as occult writings. The Special Theory of Relativity, 

published in 1906 by Albert Einstein (1879 - 1955) included in its content the notion that 

space and time were the constituents of a four dimensional single continuum, time being 

the ‘fourth dimension’. This has complicated the concept of eternity by fusing it to a 

kind of ‘subjective’ element, dependent upon variations of perspective. 

 

The Cubists’ predecessor Paul Cezanne (1839 - 1906) depicted forms through their 

geometric essentials. His exploration of binocular vision, rendering slightly different, yet 

simultaneous visual perceptions of the same phenomena to accentuate the depth and 

                                                 
189 Ibid. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Lipsey, R. (1997) An Art of our Own. The Spiritual in Twentieth Century Art. Boston and 
London: Shambhala. p. 20. 
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solidity of the motif, led to the Cubists’ experiments with depicting objects from a 

variety of angles simultaneously. These experiments mirrored by Gertrude Stein (1874 - 

1946) in prose, and Edgard Varese (1883 - 1965) in music were all discussed as attempts 

to create a new language that would reveal a higher truth.192  

 

Ran believes that “Cubism adds time to pictorial space by virtue of the fact that objects 

are represented in temporal multiplicity, not as they would be seen at any given or fixed 

moment.”193 Space is viewed as relative to one of many possible points of reference, 

thereby establishing a new means by which space and time can visually interact.194 For a 

work such as Pablo Picasso’s (1881 - 1973) Glass of Absinthe (1911) (Plate 36) there 

were two predominant interpretations. One was that Cubism heightened ‘realism,’ by 

offering its multiple views of objects. The glass itself is represented both in ‘plan’ view 

(seen from above) and from various side angles. This may have been a pictorial 

realisation of Picasso’s movement around the subject, or a conceptual apprehension of 

the object. Either way a more complete grasp of the motif was said to be presented. The 

other interpretation was that cubist paintings were themselves ‘totalities’, that they were 

‘real’ in their own right. Carl Einstein, in his notes on Cubism perhaps summarised this 

position best: “the totalisation of the painting comes about ... as a consequence of its 

unverifiability, and the fact that the spectator never exits from the reality of the 

picture.”195 Here, the viewer cuts himself off from the world, which recedes into 

oblivion - where it ceases to be the yardstick against which the painting is measured. 

Added to this, the character of a still life painting involves the subject acting as a 

crystallisation of a timeless moment in the same way as Monet’s waterlilies acted. These 

reinforce the position of these subjects in a timeless world. 

 

The notion that objects could be viewed from several simultaneous viewpoints meant 

that the motif became fragmented into its various parts to achieve a ‘total’ presence in 

                                                 
192 Tuchman, M. (1987) The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890 - 1985. New York, New York: 
Los Angeles, California and Abbeville Press INC. p. 221. 
193 Ran, F. (2009) History of Installation Art and the Development of New Art Forms : Technology 
and the Hermeneutics of Time and Space in Modern and Postmodern Art from Cubism to 
Installation. New York: Peter Lang AG. p. 62. 
194 Ibid.  
195 Einstein, C. (Winter 2004) Notes on Cubism. October, 01622870, Issue 107, MIT Press. 
http://web.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ehost/detail?vid=2&sid=3dc6007a-5d86-4c71-
b524-
c39ce516d88e%40sessionmgr12&hid=10&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d#db=a9
h&AN=12149123 p.186. 

http://web.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ehost/detail?vid=2&sid=3dc6007a-5d86-4c71-b524-c39ce516d88e%40sessionmgr12&hid=10&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d
http://web.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ehost/detail?vid=2&sid=3dc6007a-5d86-4c71-b524-c39ce516d88e%40sessionmgr12&hid=10&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d
http://web.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ehost/detail?vid=2&sid=3dc6007a-5d86-4c71-b524-c39ce516d88e%40sessionmgr12&hid=10&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZQ%3d%3d
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the painting. In Picasso’s Glass of Absinthe the modern architecture of the work is made 

with transparent planes implying fusion of volumes with the space around it. The 

solidity of the object is destroyed. Here, space and time become relative, not absolute. 

This produces the ambiguous quality of time in these works, where a composite time 

(rather than duration or a moment) without permanence or sequential continuity is made 

manifest.196 While the subject matter of most Cubist work was mundane (mostly still 

life), the ideas and techniques utilised provide the viewer with an abstracted version of a 

kind of ‘total’ time. Could this be a glimpse of the atemporal time of traditional 

Christian eternity? The purely analytical approach of the Cubists to expressing their 

ideas suggests their works offer a more scientific and philosophical analysis of time in 

eternity (or possibly just infinity) rather than a spiritual analysis or expression. Is this 

Spinoza’s eternity as ‘existence itself’? If it is, the use of the still life as the subject 

matter for these paintings is appropriate as the very concept of ‘still life’ suggests a life 

embodied and frozen within time, and yet beyond it. Cubism continues to influence 

contemporary work. This can be seen in the faceted upward movement of Smith’s Christ 

is Risen (Plate 88) and the monumental fourth dimensional form of the Head of Christ 

by Gleghorn (Plate 89). 

 

The abstractionists believed that man was gradually turning away from the natural, that 

his life was becoming inherently more abstract.197 One artist who was greatly influenced 

by the Cubists was the Russian Kasimir Malevich who wrote his manifesto on 

Suprematism, From Cubism to Suprematism in 1915. Malevich fused his interest in the 

fourth dimension with occult, numerological notions derived from various theosophical 

sources. Suprematist works were intended to represent the concept of matter passing 

from ordinary three dimensional space into the fourth dimension.198 Malevich’s 

knowledge of Cubism and the discovery of cosmic energy (a Hindu term for spiritual 

energy) gave him the conviction to explore abstraction in his Suprematist paintings.  

 

                                                 
196 McClean, J. (Autumn, 1985) Time in the Visual Arts: Lessing and Modern Criticism. The 
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism. Vol. 44, No. 1, Wiley on behalf of The American Society 
for Aesthetics. pp. 41-58. 
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/430538 
197 Wijsenbeek, L. (1968) Piet Mondrian. Greenwich. Connecticut: New York Graphic Society 
LTD. p. 92. 
198 Tuchman, M. (1987) The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890 - 1985. New York, New York: 
Los Angeles, California and Abbeville Press INC. p. 37. 
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For Malevich intuition was the psychic source of Suprematism. Suprematist images 

were images of the supreme reality, the product of the yogi’s search within himself for 

the world and the discovery of his own image, his own face, in the face of nature. 

 

“I search for god, I search for my face, I have already drawn its outline and I 

strive to incarnate myself.” For Malevich Science and art have no 

boundaries, because what is comprehended infinitely, is innumerable, and 

infinity and innumerability are equal to nothing....199  

 

Malevich wanted to elevate man to becoming a ‘superman’.200 This Nietzschian idea 

was magnified by Russia’s fascination with space travel after World War I. It was 

thought if man could reach the cosmos, he would indeed become a superman. If man 

could become a superman, then he may eventually devise ways to prolong life 

indefinitely and so enter into a form of eternity (or infinity) on Earth. 

 

Malevich’s first Black Square painting (1915) (Plate 37) is one of his quintessential 

Suprematist artworks. It shows influences derived from his interest in aerial photography 

which inspired him to abstract landscapes into simple geometrical shapes. The distinct 

tension of a black surface on white “produces the effect of spatial infinity opening into 

unfathomable darkness”201 “By association there arises on the plane of the picture a 

world of multi-dimensional, multi-layered space and motion, as might exist in an 

everlasting continuum of time.”202 Instead of using linear perspective to create a window 

into eternity (as Raphael, Rembrandt or Martin did) Malevich presents us with a new 

way of seeing space. Non-objective feeling is depicted instead. The square represents the 

feeling itself and the white the void beyond this feeling.203 

 

                                                 
199 Ibid. p. 191. 
200 The idea of ‘superman’ was developed by Nietzsche’s incorporation of Darwinian theory into 
the idea that man could eventually become something physically, spiritually and intellectually 
superior than anything he had ever imagined.  
Salter, W. (1915) Nietzsche’s superman. The Journal of Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific 
Methods, Vil. 12 (16), pp. 421-438.  
201 Zhadova. L. (1978) Malevich. Suprematism and Revolution in Russian Art 1910-1930. 
London: Thames and Hudson. p. 45.  
202 Ibid.  
203 Malevich, K. (1959) The Non-Objective World. Chicago: Paul Theobald and Company.  
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Another artist whose career led to works of pure abstraction was Piet Mondrian. For 

Mondrian there was an ‘indissoluble connection between art and the universe”.204 

Mondrian’s work was influenced by his Theosophist beliefs (as well as a Protestant 

sensibility) and represents a quest to reflect universal harmony.205 Neo-Plasticism 

involved an inter-relationship of linear geometrics and colour, from which all narrative, 

symbolism and naturalism were excised to leave a purity based on what in earlier 

centuries had been seen as divine geometry, as in Composition with Red, Yellow and 

Blue.206 (1937-42) (Plate 38). This is one of Mondrian’s mature works, where the black 

lines are painted flatly, and the coloured areas are painted in many brushstrokes flowing 

in one direction per colour. The white areas are painted in multiple layers in which 

brushstrokes extend in all directions, making these areas jump forwards, creating depth 

in the work. Mondrian wrote: 

 

I believe it is possible that, through horizontal and vertical lines constructed 

with awareness, but not with calculation, led by high intuition, and brought 

to harmony and rhythm, these basic forms of beauty, supplemented if 

necessary by other direct lines or curves, can become a work of art, as strong 

as it is true.207 

 

Mondrian, like many of the artists already mentioned became interested in ‘cosmic 

imagery’ the mystical concept that the universe is a single, living substance.208  

“Analogous to the search for the geometric essence is the effort to identify the 

underlying life form; the Ur-form...”209 of reality. 

 

The Cubists, Malevich and Mondrian explored eternity using abstraction in an attempt to 

represent an atemporal time and place using formal elements which suggested the 

overall structure of the universe beyond our universe. This search for the eternal ‘inner 

                                                 
204 L. Wijsenbeek. (1968) Piet Mondrian. Connecticut: New York Graphic Society LTD. p. 91. 
205 Brown, M. (2008) The Lion Companion to Christian Art. Jordan Hill Road, Oxford, England: 
Wilkinson House. p. 355. 
206 Ibid. p. 355. 
207 Wullschlager, J. (Feb. 6, 2010) Van Doesburg at Tate Modern. Financial Times. 
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/711772d8-11e4-11df-b6e3-00144feab49a.html#axzz2gijjew8m 
208 Tuchman, M. (1987) The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890 - 1985. New York, New York: 
Los Angeles, California and Abbeville Press INC. p. 23. 
209 Ibid. p. 31. 

http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/711772d8-11e4-11df-b6e3-00144feab49a.html
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form’ of objects led to the first artist to produce purely abstract images, in his quest for 

more spiritual forms of eternity, Kandinsky. 

 

In 1913 Kandinsky wrote Concerning the Spiritual in Art which displayed an interest in 

German romantic philosophy. With its perennial interest in the distinction between the 

spiritual and the material, it owes much to the writings of Rudolph Steiner and 

Theosophy.210 The circle also played a crucial role in Kandinsky’s work (as it has in 

more recent depictions of eternity).211 The circle has always been traditionally linked 

with infinity or eternity. Kandinsky described the circle as a ‘link with the cosmic’.  

 

Why does the circle fascinate me? It is ... the most modest form, but asserts 

itself unconditionally ... a precise but inexhaustible variable ... 

simultaneously stable and unstable ... simultaneously loud and soft ... a 

single tension that carries countless tensions within it. The circle is the 

synthesis of the greatest oppositions. It combines the concentric and the 

eccentric in a single form and in equilibrium ... it points most clearly to the 

4th dimension.”212 

 

Accent in Pink (1926) (Plate 39) contains a dark background firmament punctuated by a 

yellow trapezoid. Kandinsky uses a multitude of symbols and techniques to suggest the 

eternal in this work. The painting has been described as an image of ‘cosmic renewal’; 

new worlds pour from a central opening and float out into deep space to become a 

universe.213 There is also a suggestion of the biological division of cells at centre, which 

alludes to the juxtaposition of the macroscopic with the microscopic, where space is 

viewed from a multitude of viewpoints. Kandinsky used shape and colour in his 

compositions to suggest the objectified world and represent it in a spiritual form. The 

trapezoid is a borrowed Suprematist motif used for compositional stability. This painting 

may remind us of the text “And the heaven departed as a scroll when it is rolled 

together.”214 

                                                 
210 Smith, B. (1998) Modernism’s History. Sydney, Australia: University of NSW Press Ltd. p. 74. 
211 The circular motifs of Alvarez. The cycle of vices and virtues in Bruce Naumann’s work of the 
same name and the life cycle of moths in Derz’s work (see below). 
212 Lipsey, R. (1997) An Art of our Own. The Spiritual in Twentieth Century Art. Boston and 
London: Shambhala. p. 210. 
213 Ibid. p. 211. 
214 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 
6:14. 
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For Kandinsky, blue is the quintessentially heavenly colour. (As mentioned earlier, both 

Michelangelo and Raphael represented the Heavens with blue, as have many others).215 

The ultimate feeling it creates is one of (supernatural) rest. For Kandinsky the way to the 

supernatural lay through the natural - mortals would pass through earthy yellow, through 

green, to the heavenly blue.  

 

One of Kandinsky’s later works Sky Blue (1940) (Plate 40) houses a cornucopia of small 

colourful shapes, similar to the automatically conceived organic shapes of Juan Miro 

(1893-1983). These shapes of Kandinsky’s resemble animals and people if looked at for 

long enough floating over an ethereal blue background. The uncomplicated peacefulness 

of the background draws the viewer in, giving them a chance to share in the artist’s 

dream. The larger shapes especially have a human-like quality to them and even if the 

viewer does not perceive them as human (or creature) they certainly acquire their own 

separate personalities once a connection has been made between the work and the 

viewer. This painting is a ‘Miro-like’ dreamscape and embodies a transcendent joy 

which endows it with its ‘heavenly atmosphere’. Kandinsky’s approach to the 

transcendent is closely allied to the Symbolists. He fills his cosmic worlds with 

‘spiritually active beings’, a lively space where individual emotions rise and fall in 

intuitively considered colour and form.216 

 

Kandinsky’s work differs from Mondrian’s and Malevich’s which is more analytical in 

approach, seeking objective truths, and ultimate realities, independent of feelings and 

intuition. Kandinsky’s work is more dependent on traditional spiritual notions. In this, 

his work is more in tune with the approaches of contemporary artists like Therese 

Couture, Rouault and Dee van Dyke. Like the apocalyptic symbolic narratives of the 

book of Revelation, he uses amorphous shapes, directional brushstrokes and remnants of 

apocalyptic and paradisiacal images. There are storms, battles, angels with trumpets and 

tumbling city towers apparent in the works between 1910 and 1913. Composition VI, 

                                                 
215 Blue was identified with the heavens in the mosaics of Ravenna and Rome in early 
Christianity. For a while it lost its importance as a colour (largely because of the technical 
difficulty in creating the colour), but re-emerged as part of a new theology of light (dating from 
the Carolingian Period: 10th century) and was used as a background to sacred figures. On the 
other hand, Malevich declared white, the synthesis of all the colours of the spectrum as the new 
colour of eternity.  
216 Tuchman, M. (1987) The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890 - 1985. New York, New York: 
Los Angeles, California and Abbeville Press INC. p. 146. 
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(1913) (Plate 41) is a more complex and detailed version of the painting’s sister work 

Improvisation Deluge (1913) (Plate 42). Both are apocalyptic in inspiration, but the 

broader brushstrokes and generally darker palette of Deluge give it a more hopeless feel, 

while the higher contrasts and strong feelings evoked by areas of light penetrating space 

imbues Composition IV with hope - like that of a new world rising out of the remnants 

of an apocalypse. Composition VI moves from darkness to light from top left to bottom 

right, while there is only internal movement in Deluge. 

 

As the twentieth century progressed, ideas concerning the transcendent and eternity 

became less popular as the realities of two world wars left Europe and, to a lesser extent, 

America jaded. However, Chilean artist Roberto Matta joined the Surrealists in 1938 and 

began painting works which explored the inner workings of the human mind. His rich 

organic painting Psychological Morphology (1938) (Plate 43) suggests Ouspensky’s 

(1878 - 1947) interest in the ever changing thought processes of the mind. Matta was to 

paint many more ‘inscapes’ (which seek to provide us with a view of the workings of the 

mind217 in three dimensions) and which have been described as ‘visual analogies for the 

artist’s psyche.’218 

 

Matta blended biomorphic forms with cosmic imagery and geometric elements to evoke 

a sense of the infinite. In the painting Let Any Flowers Bloom (1952) (Plate 44) a 

celestial mist sparkles with lights and glowing forms that appear to be moving with an 

ambient purpose. Matta’s work appears to combine both Heaven and Hell to create a 

kind of in between realm where eternity may still exist. Lines and shapes overlap, 

crisscrossing as if interacting with each other. Structures are fused with mist and 

directional line work and many of the objects seem semi-transparent. The mist is the 

white of a traditional cloudy Heaven, but is set against a dark ‘glow’ emanating from the 

top left corner. At the back some of the glowing shapes appear to be coming out of space 

itself, echoing the state of flux Gleeson portrays in Preparations at Patmos (Plate 77). 

Everywhere, the space seems to shift and move. Here the depiction of time has been 

included in the composition of the painting. Matta has succeeded to create a shifting, 

moving space, in which slightly ominous-looking motifs share with areas of light and 

                                                 
217 An eternal world in itself. 
218 Fletcher, V. (1992) Crosscurrents of modernism : four Latin American pioneers : Diego 
Rivera, Joaquín Torres-García, Wifredo Lam, Matta. Washington, D.C: Hirshhorn Museum and 
Sculpture Garden in association with the Smithsonian Institution Press. p. 241. 
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airy joy. Subsequently, the work becomes more a representation of an eternal limbo than 

Heaven or Hell. 

 

The modernist period saw Christian art almost disappear from fine art galleries. The new 

need to explore different conceptual and visual approaches to making art pushed most 

traditional ideas to the background. The Enlightenment inspired spirit of investigation 

meant that scientific and other alternative sources for inspiration were drawn on in the 

creation of images representing eternity. The modernists were still idealists - they 

believed they could change the world with their art (Malevich, Mondrian). However, the 

discouragement of two world wars and the emergence of postmodern cynicism and 

relativity, fostered a new attitude toward the eternal. The art of the last eighty years has 

not been tied to groups like Cubism or Symbolism which seek to redefine art and the 

world in a specific way. Instead it is more scattered - allowing each individual to explore 

artistic concepts in whatever way they see fit. This has allowed a plethora of diverse 

approaches to the concept of eternity to be utilised, with an equally diverse range of 

results ensuing. 
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Plate 32. Claude Monet. Water-Lilies. 1914. Oil on canvas. National Museum of 

Western Art, Tokyo, Japan. 
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Plate 33. Vincent van Gogh. Starry Night. 1889. Oil on canvas. 73.7 x 92.1 cm. Museum 

of Modern Art, New York, USA.  
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Plate 34. Stanley Spencer. The Resurrection, in Cookham Churchyard. Oil on canvas. 

274.3 x 548.6 cm. The Tate Gallery. Britain. 
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Plate 35. Dedication of Oscar Panizza. (The Funeral) George Grosz. 1917-18. Oil on 

canvas. 140 cm x 110 cm. Staatsgalerie Stuttgart, Germany.  
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Plate 36. Glass of Absinthe. Pablo Picasso. (1911) Oil on canvas. 

  



 

95 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 37. Kazimir Malevich. Black Square. (1915). Oil on canvas. 106 x 106 cm. 

Russian Museum, St. Petersburg. Russia. 
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Plate 38. Piet Mondrian. Composition with Yellow, Blue and Red. (1937 - 1942) Oil on 

canvas. 72.5 x 69 cm, Tate Gallery, London. 
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Plate 39. Wassily Kandinsky. Accent in Pink. 1926. Oil on canvas. National Museum of 

Modern Art, Paris. 
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Plate 40. Wassily Kandinsky. Sky Blue. March 1940. Oil on canvas. 100 x 73 cm.  

Musée national d'art moderne, Centre Pompidou, Paris. 
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Plate 41. Composition IV, 1913, Wassily Kandinsky, Oil on canvas, 195 x 300 cm, The 

State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg, Russia. 
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Plate 42. Improvisation Deluge, 1913, Wassily Kandinsky, Oil on canvas, 95 x 150 cm 

Munich, Stadtische Galerie in Lenbach, Germany. 
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Plate 43. Roberto Matta. Psychological Morphology. 1938. Oil on canvas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 44. Roberto Matta. Let Any Flowers Bloom. (1952) 199 x 299.7 cm. Oil on canvas. 

New York, Rockefeller Plaza.  
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The Position Today: Time, Eternity, Protestant Theology and the Protestant. 

 

Earlier, various ideas about time and its relationship to eternity were discussed. A brief 

selection of Christian and secular representations of eternity were chosen mostly for 

their variety (both in concept and visual realisation). Also the birth of Protestantism 

together with an overview of its attitude toward art in general was shown to have 

dramatic effects on the relationship of the individual to God and the place and 

importance of images both inside and outside the church. The new spirit of 

individualism was reflected in the work of Protestant artists up until the twentieth 

century, notably in depictions of eternity by Rembrandt, Friedrich and others. Lastly, a 

summary of mostly secular modernist artists was presented as an introduction to the next 

section of this dissertation - artworks depicting aspects of, or ideas relating to, the notion 

of eternity, completed in the last eighty years.  

 

Today science and reason, along with the resulting ‘technology explosion’ has created a 

globalised economy and society, where the world is more accessible - either by air 

transport or through the media and computer technology. In art, the modernist aesthetic 

raised art to a ‘religious’ level where all art gained a ‘sacred’ quality. Regarding eternity; 

a ‘here and now’219 understanding of the role of faith in a person’s life developed, and 

subsequently, people are now relating the concept of eternity more to their Earthly life 

than in previous centuries. 

 

Protestant theology today is varied because of the many different branches of the church. 

However this section will attempt to posit a general Protestant theology with particular 

attention to how it relates to art and eternity. It will also relate these ideas to modern 

philosophies and theories of time and eternity. From this a general theological position 

of the Protestant Church on the representation of eternity in art will be suggested.  

 

 

 

Recent Theories of Time and Eternity 

                                                 
219 “Modern Protestantism has strongly urged sobriety and has fought against withdrawal from 
the world. It has denounced the search for consolation in the life after death and turned hope 
into efforts to improve life before death.” 
Sauter, G. (2007) Protestant Theology at the Crossroads. Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, 
U.K: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
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New theories of time have developed because of modern man’s renewed interest in 

questioning all things. Albert Einstein’s (1879-1955) Theory of Relativity combines 

space and time into one cohesive whole. Time becomes the ‘fourth dimension’. Here 

time varies with observers, the scale of objects, and velocity; and matter can be 

converted to energy.220 

 

Elsewhere, Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) said “we do not exist in time - we are 

time.”221 Our awareness of the past allows it to exist in the present. Our relationship to 

the future is through anticipation. This concern for potential occurrence also allows the 

future to exist in the present. The present is a qualitative rather than quantitative 

experience. For Heidegger time needs to be understood as the unity of the three 

dimensions of past, present and future.222 The relationship between the three panels of 

The Garden of Earthly Delights may illustrate this unity. The continued horizon line in 

the first two panels particularly suggests it.  

 

Henri Bergson declares the prevailing view of time (that it is an unbounded linear 

progression which is homogeneous and divisible) to be false. He sees time as an ‘organic 

whole, as happens when we recall the notes of a tune, melting, into one another’.223 

Time is perceived through intuition as ‘duration’ where creativity and memory become 

an essential part of reality. The artist Mike Parr utilises this idea in his performance 

work (Plate 93). Here time without consciousness is meaningless.224 

 

But what about eternity?  

 

Overall, the ideas of Augustine still dominate both Catholic and Protestant views on 

God’s relationship to time and man. However there are minor variations. 

                                                 
220 Frohock, F. (2010) Beyond. On Life after Death. University Press of Kansas. p. 177. 
221 Critchley, L. (27 July, 2009) Heidegger’s Being and time, part 8: Temporality. The Guardian. 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2009/jul/27/heidegger-being-time-philosoph 
222 Ibid.  
223 Tridgell, S. (2007) Retrieving the Past, Transforming the Future: time and Art in 
Autobiographies of Childhood and Incarceration. In Lloyd Jones, J. & Campbell, P. & Wylie, P. 
(2007) Art and Time. North Melbourne, Vic 3051: Australian Scholarly Publishing Pty. Ltd. p. 
191.  
224 Brabant, F. (1936) Time and Eternity in Christian Thought. London: Longmans, Green and 
Co. p. 133. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2009/jul/27/heidegger-being-time-philosoph
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Eternalism is a philosophical approach to the ontological nature of time, which takes the 

view that all points in time are equally "real", as opposed to the presentist idea that only 

the present is real.225 In relation to God, this theory allows for God to be timeless (seeing 

all things and times at once). The logical theological argument against this concept asks 

that if God is timeless then - ‘how can He interact with a temporal world?’ However, 

this question seems to suggest that the temporality of the effect entails the temporality of 

the cause. If God created time, then surely He can interact with it. Works such as 

Rembrandt’s The Return of the Prodigal Son demonstrate this in the form of light. 

 

Paul Tillich (1886 - 1969) believes that theology/faith moves backwards and forwards 

between ‘the eternal truth of its foundation and the temporal situation in which the 

eternal truth must be received.’226 The conceptual framework this operates in involves 

the oppositional features of time and eternity, and change and permanence. This dual 

character of the relationship between time and eternity is presented simply in Raphael’s 

Transfiguration where the two modes of existence are presented and contrasted with 

each other and yet are shown as related to each other (spiritually). 

 

A Christian/Protestant perspective on the Relationship of Eternity and God to Man 

and Time. 

 

For the Protestant the scriptural view of the relationship of God to time and eternity is 

expected to provide the clearest route to understanding this concept.227 As Charles 

Hodge (1797 - 1878) wrote:  

 

With Him (God) there is no distinction between the present, past, and future; 

but all things are equally and always present to him. With him duration is an 

eternal now. This is the popular and the Scriptural view of God’s eternity. To 

Him there is neither past nor future;... the past and the future are always and 

equally present to him.228 

 

                                                 
225 Ladyman, J. (2007) In Kuipers, T. (2007). General Philosophy of Science: Focal Issues. 
Amsterdam: North Holland Publications. p. 326 
226 Yarnold, G. (1966) The Moving Image. Science and Religion. Time and Eternity. London: 
George Allen and Unwin Ltd. p. 223 
227 “Prove all things; hold fast to which is good.” (The Holy Bible. NIV. 1984, 1 Thess 5:21) 
228 Hodge, C. (1946) Systematic Theology. Volume 1. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing. pp. 385-386 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ontology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_space_and_time
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Presentism_(philosophy_of_time)
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This correlates with Augustine’s conception of God’s relation to man and time’s relation 

to eternity, and many of the artworks described in this survey (Raphael, Couture, 

Rouault). 

 

Karmen MacKendrick believes in a ‘neoplatonically-influenced’ sense of eternity which 

is perpendicular to time.  

 

What I would like to do here...is to take the ‘eternal’ of eternal life seriously, 

take it as non-time that already cuts through our time, or within which as 

Cusanus suggests, our temporality is already enfolded; and to suggest that 

eternal life in the body might indeed be thus interpreted. (Indeed, as C. Lee 

Miller notes, in neoplatonic thought traditionally, “Eternity stands as the 

intensification or enfolding of the order or ratio or intelligibility that unfolds 

in time and this means that God’s presence touches temporal duration in 

such a way that the latter is never eternity, but neither is it nothing but 

time”)229 

 

Here eternity ruptures time and endows the believer with the fullness of life, in and 

through the flesh. Eternity is a ‘here and now’ experience for those who believe despite 

the trials which arise due to temptation and sin (Rembrandt, Babette’s Feast). 

 

In the Christian/humanist sense, the Christian life is not static but dynamic. It is a 

permanent overcoming of the ‘flesh’ in the power of the Holy Spirit.230 For the Christian 

there must be decisive activity which is both aided by and inspired by the Holy Spirit. 

“The only activity Jesus recommends in his preachings is action, and the only human 

capacity he stresses is the capacity ‘to perform miracles’.”231 According to Protestant 

doctrine, the Holy Spirit is the gift a Christian receives when he converts, enabling him 

to perform these miracles. With every miracle (whether they be small or large) eternity 

enters into the person’s life. This is a singular and new approach to the relationship 

between God (eternity) and man (time) and subsequently, creativity itself. 

 

                                                 
229 MacKendrick, K. (27.1.2005) Eternal Flesh: The Resurrection of the Body. Discourse: pp.67 - 
83. Wayne State University Press. p. 71. 
230 Bultmann, R. (1955) The Presence of Eternity. History and Eschatology. New York: Harper 
Brothers. p 46. 
231 Ibid. p. 318. 
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Here time is no longer simply measurable abstract time but seasonableness, timeliness, 

the fullness of time (or time in due measure, proportion, fitness, season).232 On Earth, 

time is an image or reflection of eternity, and man, is an image of God. The art of Arthur 

Stace particularly displays this ‘image of God’ in his concern for his fellow man. 

 

So what are the features of eternity, as suggested by the various faiths?  

 

Many of the modern ideas of what eternity may be like come from centuries of religious 

belief. Some of these ideas include a cloudy realm where people can fly with angels233; a 

pastoral land where peace and love predominate and families are reunited and live 

together234; or a grand city of gold and light, decorated with parks, and gardens where 

every believer owns their own mansion.235 This third idea is probably closest to the 

(highly symbolic) images painted by the final book of The Bible, Revelation. Revelation 

is a rich tapestry of the end times. It’s description of Heaven has inspired many works of 

art both in the distant past and recently.236 

 

According to van Biema in the 1988 social survey Heaven: A History, Colleen McDannell 

and Bernard Lang observed that over two millenniums of human conceptions of Heaven 

tended to alternate between God-centred visions and more humanist arrangements focused 

primarily on the reunion and interactions of the sainted dead.237 This is particularly 

apparent in cinematic interpretations of Heaven.  

 

Religion and Spirituality.  

 

According to Christian doctrine, in Heaven believers will live in harmony with God and 

each other, while simultaneously retaining their individuality. Yet in the twentieth 

century there has been a shift in the overall structure and nature of the Christian church. 

In the year 1500 there was simply the Roman Catholic Church and the Eastern, Oriental 

                                                 
232 Haines, S. (2007) Time in Philosophy and Art. Lloyd Jones, J. & Campbell, P. & Wylie, P. 
(2007) Art and Time. North Melbourne, Vic 3051: Australian Scholarly Publishing Pty. Ltd. p. 18. 
233 Michelangelo’s Last Judgement, or Raphael’s Transfiguration where Moses and Elijah fly with 
Christ. 
234 Look at Generalic, the film What Dreams May Come, below or the Breugels’ paintings of 
Paradise. 
235 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 22. 
236 Martin’s The Great Day of His Wrath and Gleeson’s Preparations at Patmos being obvious 
examples. 
237 Van Biema, D. & Ostling, R. (3/24/1997) Does Heaven Exist? Time,  Vol. 149 Issue 12. p. 70 
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and Assyrian Orthodox Churches. Today there are three main branches of Christianity - 

Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox. The Protestant church has been further subdivided 

into many movements including Baptists, Calvinists, Anglicans, Puritans, Methodists, 

and, more recently the Holiness Movement and Pentecostals.  

 

Notably the word ‘religion’ is fading. The connotations this word evokes to today’s 

population includes: a rigid unwavering adherence to outmoded ideas, traditions, rituals 

and beliefs; an adherence to religious forms and traditions which have no real spiritual 

value for the people of today.238 The word has a more negative ‘feel to it’ than the 

alternative word to describe all things transcendent in relation to human needs - 

‘spiritual’. Today people still accept the existence of religions in the world, and they 

may even respect them as ‘carriers of truth,’239 but they are also concerned about the 

corrupt practices of many religions such as false teachings and struggles for power. 

‘Spirituality’ speaks more succinctly of the individual’s relationship to God.240 

 

It was Luther who introduced the idea that ‘grace from God’ was the prime mover of 

souls towards the divine. Today that idea is still prevalent, and while it is true to the 

biblical interpretation of what it means to be a Christian, it has also influenced the 

decline in church attendance in the twentieth century. The authority of the pope and the 

Catholic hierarchical structure encouraged a more strict adherence to church attendance 

in the past (albeit often through fear of reprisal). However, today we can meet God in 

the home, the park or the street. Divine grace gives each believer the authority to 

overcome sin through the help of the Holy Spirit. Each believer is charged to ‘work out 

their own salvation’ and this exposes the weaker believer to doctrinal deceptions. 

Dogma, and traditional creeds find themselves being questioned by all. Today many 

people believe that they don’t have to go to church to live a Christian life, and while this 

is true, it is also true that going to a church of believers (a family of believers if you 

wish) is necessary if one is going to be fully ‘nurtured’, and grow in the faith. It is 

because of the selfishness of our age of modern comforts that people are led to believe 

vain ideas: to believe what they want to believe. This means that even Christian 

depictions of eternity are often ‘clouded’ by sectarian ideas. 

                                                 
238 My description. 
239 Wuthnow, R. (04/2003) All in Sync : How Music and Art Are Revitalizing American Religion. 
Ewing, NJ, USA: University of California Press. p. 33. 
240 Ibid. 
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“Spiritual growth ... needs nurturing. Although the Holy spirit is responsible we must 

actively take part...”241 The word ‘spiritual’ implies that everyone has a spirit and that 

communicating with God is a more personal action than the way the ‘old’ religions 

advocate(d) - largely through ritual. Subsequently, many ‘new’ religions have arisen and 

a great number of people have begun to ‘collect’ bits and pieces from different religions 

to create their own personal religions. Many of the ‘new age’ religious adherents 

combine Eastern and Western spiritual ideas with secular disciplines and fads; 

disciplines and theories like holistic health, astrology and psychology. The concepts of 

the ‘eternal now’, spiritual healing, psychic perception and ‘synchronicity’ are just some 

of the new ideas being assimilated by these creators of a ‘personal religion.’  

 

Social Issues and the Influence of Science and Technology on Christianity and Art 

 

In today’s globally interdependent planet technology provides the links which 

communicate the world’s information from one place to another. Television, Radio, 

Emails and the Internet link the viewer/listener with news, music, entertainment of all 

sorts, friends, strangers and all available information presented in an endless variety of 

ways. This new ‘wired planet’242 has changed our conception of space and time. In his 

‘mosaic approach’ to the problem Marshall McLuhan sees the hypertext (of information 

and communication) in its multidimensional form as neatly encapsulating this new 

spatiality.243 For McLuhan the media is a part of a living changing environment - a part 

of the new space-time framework of the world.244  Randomness is now seen as ‘the 

source of all that is new in the world’.245  

 

The Postmodern aesthetic which dominates today is an indicator of the ‘deconstructed’ 

aesthetic of modernism. While Modernism raised art to the status of religion, 

Postmodernism has declared (among other things) the ‘death of the author’. 

Postmodernism feeds off scepticism and irony. In art there is no longer an ‘avante 

guarde’ pioneering new ideas and making new discoveries to benefit and improve the 

                                                 
241 Wuthnow, R. (04/2003) All in Sync : How Music and Art Are Revitalizing American Religion. 
Ewing, NJ, USA: University of California Press. p. 26. 
242 Marchessault, J. (11/2004) Marshall McLuhan : Cosmic Media. London, GBR (US): SAGE 
Publications Inc. p. 205. 
243 Ibid. p. 204. 
244 Ibid. p. 203. 
245 Gere, C. (05/2006) Art, Time and Technology. Oxford, GBR: Berg Publishers. p. 97. 
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world. Now there is just relativism, where even moral judgements are treated like 

aesthetic ones. The earnestness of modernism has been replaced with a cynical 

‘knowingness’.  

 

Regarding religion, it is the megachurch which is utilising technology most in shaping 

its relationship to society. These churches sometimes also ‘broadcast to their network of 

followers’ via television, radio and the internet. Megachurches tend to be Pentecostal. 

 

There are many theories and ideas about where art is headed in the computer age. 

Bernard Stiegler wrote, “Humanity is experiencing the ‘breaking of the time barrier’ as 

technology has evolved faster than culture, thus bringing the whole question of the 

human, history and time in question.” 246 An example of this is Xu Bing’s Book of the 

Sky (Plates 47-8) where the meaning of traditional Chinese language, the meaning of 

symbols and meaning itself is questioned. Elsewhere, John McHale (1922 - 1978) 

believes that the future of art lies not in the creation of masterworks, but rather 

communicating through multi media forms new cultural strategies. Life becomes art - it 

is continuous not permanent.247 

 

In Donald Kuspit’s book The End of Art, (2004) the author argues that art is over 

because it has lost its aesthetic import. For Kuspit art has been replaced by ‘postart’ a 

term invented by Alan Kaprow as a new visual category “that elevates the banal over the 

enigmatic, the scatological over the sacred, cleverness over creativity.”248 The artist 

becomes without irony the willing representative of society’s everyday values, losing the 

integrity of his alienation, and art becomes an instrument of social integration - a sign of 

social belonging - losing aesthetic purpose and power. 

Postmodern art is seen as an entropic development of modern art - it devalues it. Much 

of today’s art is only interested in expressing narrow ideological interests - the interests 

of various sub-cultural groups - feminists, racial groups or homosexuals. In 

postmodernity, (through the use of technology) we no longer see the painting, only the 

reproduction - the original and the reproduction are virtually the same. Art has lost its 

special aura, its quality of once-offness.249 Yet is this true of all art produced today?  

                                                 
246 Gere, C. (05/2006) Art, Time and Technology. Oxford, GBR: Berg Publishers. p. 7. 
247 Ibid. p. 120. 
248 Kuspit, D. (2004) The End of Art. New York: Cambridge University Press. p. 1. 
249 Pattison, G. (1991) Art Modernity and Faith. Towards a Theology of Art. Hong Kong: 
Macmillan Academic and Professional Ltd. p. 13. 
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I doubt it. Marshall McLuhan wrote ‘art is ‘what you can get away with.’250 His cynical 

attitude is certainly not shared by all. If ‘anything goes’ then an art of quality that 

envisages rarities, discovers hidden truths and has true aesthetic thrust is also 

‘acceptable’ within the ideological structures of postmodernism.  

 

Some of the changes to art and the public’s perception of it, that postmodernism is 

largely responsible for, include the waning of the idea of the ‘sacred art object’ and the 

increasing importance of the viewer in contributing to the ‘function’ of an art work. This 

latter point has paved the way for art to become increasingly interactive. Viewers of 

interactive works can now contribute to the ‘creating’ of these works. This is certainly 

not a negative development, as interactive art can involve the viewer/user more deeply 

in the artwork. Osmose (Plates 100-103) by Char Davies involves the interaction of 

viewers with a virtual world generated by a head mounted device. It ‘immerses’ the 

viewer more deeply in the artist’s imaginings than any painting or sculpture can. 

 

Today art theory and criticism generally have given more and more attention to the way 

cultural forces shape artistic practice and aesthetic norms.251 Religious art has always 

been structured around narrative. The Bible itself is mostly a collection of narratives 

describing various important historical periods - the creation of the universe, the history 

of the patriarchs and early Israel, the life of Jesus and even a (highly symbolic) story 

about the end of time itself. If ‘randomness’ (or deconstruction) rules our perception of 

the old and new, then narrative itself is shattered by this very randomness. In relation to 

Christian belief, Bychkov says  “... in a world that no longer has enough confidence in 

itself to affirm the beautiful, the proofs of the truth have lost their potency.”252 

Deconstruction and relativity lead to their being ‘many truths’. 

 

However, if  ‘everything is acceptable if you can successfully argue for it,’ then it must 

be acceptable to have firm beliefs - one belief. Christianity still survives today.  

 

                                                 
250 Kuspit, D. (2004) The End of Art. New York: Cambridge University Press. p. 64. 
251 Guthrie, S. (2011) Creator Spirit. The Holy Spirit and the Art of becoming Human. Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic. p. 103. 
252 Bychkov, O. and Fodor, J. (2008) Theological Aesthetics after von Balthasar. Burlington, VT. 
USA: Ashgate Publishing Company. p. 99. 
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The Christian/Protestant View on Art and Creativity Today (Tentative steps to a 

Protestant Aesthetic). 

 

Let us now look at the current Christian/Protestant view on art and creativity. Eternity is 

more than a symbol of God, it is where God inhabits, it is God Himself. According to 

Genesis chapter one God created the universe and man. He created man in ‘his own 

image.’  

 

What is this ‘image’? Matthew Henry writes in his commentary of Genesis 1:26-28,  

 

Man was to be a creature different from all that had been hitherto made. 

Flesh and spirit, heaven and earth, must be put together in him. God said, 

“Let us make man”. Man, when he was made, was meant to glorify the 

Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Into that great name we are baptized, for to 

that great name we owe our being. It is the soul of man that especially bears 

God's image.253 Man was made upright...254 

 

Here, along with all the other spiritual, physical and mental capacities which men were 

endowed with, man’s ability to create aligns us with the exquisite image of God. George 

Pattison writes,  

 

Precisely because God is Creator, and human beings are made in the image 

and likeness of God, the creativity of human beings must be a basic datum of 

Christian anthropology. ... the greater the creativity and freedom on one side, 

the more there will be on the other. (‘to those who have, more will be 

given.)’255 The cycle of reciprocity is expansive, and each ‘side’ bears the 

interests of the other. In living creatively, I am assisting in the fulfilment of 

                                                 
253 According to the Bible, sin has marred man’s relationship to and likeness of God. Only by 
God’s grace through Christ can believers be converted to the original form. The change needed 
to return believers to this original form is not physical, but spiritual. 
254 Henry, M. (1961) Matthew Henry’s Commentary. In One Volume. Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Zodervan Publishing House. p. 4. 
255 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Mark 
4:25. 
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the divine will for creation: in affirming the creative God, I am affirming the 

creative potential of humanity.256 

 

God will endow the believer with ever increasing grace as he serves Him with ever 

increasing passion. Paul said that we now see God dimly as in a mirror, knowing only 

partially about God, but in Heaven all will become clear.257 Bit by bit, Heaven can begin 

to become clearer for the Christian now.258 

 

So what and how should Christians create, and how important is the Christological 

approach to creating Christian art which defines some element of eternity (Heaven or 

Hell). Whatis it that links the Christian to eternity?259 The Christological approach 

involves focusing on the role of Christ in the Christian faith. C.S. Lewis wrote. “We do 

not want merely to see beauty...We want something else - to be united with the beauty 

we see, to pass into it, to receive it into ourselves, to bathe in it, to become part of it.”260 

 

In Protestant belief, Christians are linked to God through Christ. The spirit of man is 

awakened by the Holy Spirit to the knowledge of God, The Son and The Holy Spirit. 

God has given mankind life. In creation, the Spirit is the Breath of God that animates the 

dust of the ground and creates a living human being. Similarly, in the coming of Christ, 

the Holy Spirit is the incarnating Spirit. It is by the Spirit that the eternal Word of God 

becomes truly and fully human.261 The Spirit (ruach or pneuma) is ‘breath’ or ‘wind’. 

                                                 
256 Pattison, G. (1991) Art Modernity and Faith. Towards a Theology of Art. Hong Kong: 
Macmillan Academic and Professional Ltd. p. 57. 
257 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. 1Cor. 
13:12. 
258 Through the teaching influence of the Holy Spirit. 
259 Being aesthetically expressive is the special modality of the Son, which is why he is eternally 
‘primed’ for Incarnation. In this monotheistic Trinitarianism, God is expressive not just because 
he is an artist, but because he is love. In this aesthetic model, the Spirit’s origination relation 
relates him to ‘freedom;’ or ‘unpredictability’ as the communication of love between Father and 
Son, the Spirit is the ‘giving of a Gift; the Holy Spirit is the ‘hypostatisation’ or personalisation of 
the ‘gift’ character of the whole Trinity, the ‘sheer exuberance’ of the always more which is 
God.224 (Bychkov, 2008, p. 14)  
260  
Lewis. C.S. (June 8 1942) Preached originally as a sermon in the Church of St Mary the virgin, 
Oxford Published in Theology, (Nov. 1941) S.P.C.K. 
 
http://www.verber.com/mark/xian/weight-of-glory.pdf  
 
261 Or understandable and implementable. 
Guthrie, S. (2011) Creator Spirit. The Holy Spirit and the Art of becoming Human. Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Baker Academic. p. xvi. 

http://www.verber.com/mark/xian/weight-of-glory.pdf
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Spirit then is a word which suggests movement, and movement of an organic sort.262 

(Think of the scene at Pentecost).263 This movement becomes manifest in the actions, 

words and thoughts of believers (including artists).264  

 

The artist receives the gift of creativity and is then expected to share this gift with 

others.265 As individuals believers are still free to express themselves. God is always 

ready to guide, and the more believers commune with Him, the more ‘gift’ they 

receive.266   

 

 A Christian artist living in the postmodern world is just as free to express his faith in 

material, artistic and creative ways as any Christian artist of the past (probably even 

more so). The Holy Spirit is a guide, not a muse. He prompts, teaches and encourages 

the artist. For the Christian, the artwork is consequently nurtured by love and becomes 

an enactment of truth. 

 

                                                 
262 Ibid. p. 8. 
263 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Acts 2: 1-
13. 
264 In contrast, Plato instigated the idea that art is ‘inspired’ by an outside force (a god). In his 
dialogue ‘Ion’, Ion a reciter of Homer does not know where his inspiration originates. Similarly, in 
postmodern critical theory, the artist is for the most part unaware of what he is saying - or at 
least unaware of what he is really saying.226 (Guthrie. p. 106) Postmodern theorists emphasise 
the ways in which artistic ‘texts’ and practices ‘encode’ a society’s norms of gender, class, and 
relationships of power.  
The work of art neither arises from, nor communicates reliable knowledge. The artist is 
essentially passive, bearing a message that originates outside of herself. And finally, the artist is 
exposed as lacking any voice of her own (the death of the author). In all of these ways, 
surprisingly, artistic Platonism and postmodern criticism turn out to be mirror images of one 
another227. (Ibid. p. 110) Guthrie sees the doctrine of the Holy Spirit as not only other than the 
vision of both Ion and postmodernism, but as an antidote to them.228 (Guthrie. p. 115) We are 
human beings with our own mind, body and soul. The artist ‘inspired’ as Ion was, is really 
‘possessed’ by the muse. The postmodern artist is a mere wanderer in a world which controls 
him. “Art is a language of the soul, and who shall forbid the artist to express what is in him or 
limit the source of his inspiration?”229 (Homan, 2006, p. 100) The artist is not a puppet or the 
construct of a postmodern society, he is an individual created by God to love and serve Him. 
265 “We live in a universe...where everything may be what it is and not another thing, but it is also 
what it uniquely is by virtue of its relation to everything else.”... Here my humanity is completed 
rather than compromised by other voices. We can acknowledge the ‘Big Other’ - society, culture, 
beliefs, and practices - without insisting upon the death of the author. Here, I am ‘indwelled’ and 
‘inhabited’ by other voices without forfeiting my own. We can recognise that artistic creativity is 
receptive - an experience of ‘being indwelt’ without abandoning the idea that it is creative as 
well. Psalm 104 describes just such a world in which all of creation flows out into others while 
receiving others into itself in a great movement of gift. ...this pattern of both receiving and 
creating is seen supremely in Jesus.”228 (Guthrie, 2011, p. 150) 
266 The gifts God gives the artist may take on the form of technical mastery, conceptual brilliance 
or an affinity and understanding of the truth which is then converted into material form. God is 
also able to give us an enhanced understanding of the contemporary world to assist us in 
communicating our ideas to the world. 
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The Effect of Today’s Social, Cultural Conditions on the Creation of Images of 

Eternity.  

 

The Puritans believed that eternity was visible in the mind of believers and this idea still 

persists with most modern Protestants - “Blessed are the pure in heart for they will see 

God”.267 Augustine says that humans can see God, not as we can see objects but with the 

‘gaze of the mind’, as we see ourselves inwardly.268  

 

Yet why would we want to see eternity?  

 

In a Christian context, it represents a yearning for our original state. The charge of the 

Christian life is to learn and grow in the absolute truth, the ultimate beauty. Eternity is 

perfect beauty (as Augustine posited) and truth, and believers seek to deepen their 

relationship to Him despite the distractions of technology, culture and worldly ideals. 

However these technological and cultural facets can still be utilised to create artworks 

which describe, imply or explore the eternal. 

 

“Yet the relationship between human intelligence and absolute Truth is ambiguous, for 

although the human mind is internally and dynamically determined by its fundamental 

orientation towards Truth it cannot of itself grasp it or contain it.”269 It is our flesh that 

cleaves to opinions, biases, prejudices. Sin (according to the Bible)270 has blinded us to 

the truth. Only with the eyes of God can mankind be enabled to truly see. Representing 

the eternal today has become increasingly difficult for Christians because of increased 

worldly distractions. 

 

                                                 
267 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt. 5:8. 
268 Vrudny, K. & Yates, W. (2005) Arts, theology and the Church. New Intersections. Cleveland, 
United States: The Pilgrim Press. p. 145. 
269Pattison, G. (1991) Art Modernity and Faith. Towards a Theology of Art. Hong Kong: 
Macmillan Academic and Professional Ltd. p. 14 
270 ‘He has blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts, so they can neither see with their eyes, 
nor understand with their hearts, nor turn – and I would heal them.’ 
The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. John 12: 40. 
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According to Christian doctrine, in eternity there will be perfect love, bliss, joy, 

peace.271 This is still a common characteristic of the eternity of most other religions. 

 

Christ described Heaven as a treasure in the field, a pearl of great price272 and a mustard 

seed273 (among other descriptions) applying each analogy to various features of the 

Kingdom of Heaven emphasising the wealth of ideas and characteristics associated with 

it. Augustine’s idea of the Beatific Vision where ‘the saints rapturous and direct 

communion with God’274 will last forever in an ever increasing creative dialogue with 

the Godhead sees believers increasing in abilities, gifts, love, responsibilities, hopes, and 

probably a few features which we have not even thought of yet.275  

 

F. J. Boudreaux describes the Beatific Vision as consisting of three major elements 

which he describes as “...essential to its integrity and perfection. These are first, the sight 

or vision of God; secondly, the love of God; and thirdly, the enjoyment of God.”276 

 

The believer’s new self perception (glorified along with the body) will fill them with an 

unending gratitude, leaving them happy just to love and be loved. This will inspire the 

‘praising of God’ which is depicted in such works above as the Bassano and the Ghent 

Altarpiece.277 Yet in the postmodern world this kind of vision is seen as one eyed and 

puritanical - almost comical.  

 

 

                                                 
271 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 
21:4. 
272  Ibid. Matt. 13: 44. 
273  Ibid. Matt. 13: 31. 
274 Van Biema, D. & Ostling, R. (3/24/1997) Does Heaven Exist? Time.  Vol. 149 Issue 12. p. 70. 
275 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. 1 
Corinthians 2:9. 
276 Boudreaux, F. (April 28, 2008) The Happiness of Heaven By a Father of the Society of Jesus 
[eBook #25224] Published by John Murphy & Co. New York: Catholic Publication Society. 
277 Boudreaux believes the inhabitants of Heaven will be forever young, healthy and energetic in 
all ways, and will live both inside and through love, giving out that mutual love which our souls 
will share with God. Food, drink and sleep will no longer be needed and our lives will be 
immersed in peace, joy, love, intellectual pleasure, rest from the struggles of sin, and perfect 
freedom from guilt, pain and all manner of suffering. The pleasures of the Earth will be replaced 
with new ones of an order not yet imagined - vastly superior and ever increasing in intensity 
without causing any spiritual complications or harm. The light of glory - God’s glory, our own 
glory, the glory of our companions and the glory of angels will bathe us, warm us, surround us, 
forever. 
Ibid.  
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Regarding Hell, today only thirty two percent of Americans believe in the traditional 

torment and suffering idea of Hell. Truth in the postmodern world is more succinctly put 

as ‘truths’.278 

 

Today, Hell is preached as existing not as a place where unbelievers spend eternity, but 

as an idea, symbol or warning to sinners to get their act together. The horrors of Bosch’s 

Hell were a very real possibility to the art viewers of his day. In comparison, the Hell 

installation by the Chapman Brothers, discussed below, is a fetishised representation of 

the horrors man can create and perform.279  

 

Modern artistic explorations of the concept of Hell are placed below in their own 

category. The other sections explore eternity from a variety of different starting points 

from the Eternal Logos to eEernity Versus Infinity. The complexity of the subject is 

made manifest in the multifarious artistic interpretations which this ‘catalogue of works 

depicting eternity’ exhibits. 

 

                                                 
278 Small, M. (2007) World: Religiosity (III) - Belief in Heaven and Hell. May 27, Asia, OECD, 
Social, Statistic, World. 
http://micpohling.wordpress.com/2007/05/27/world-religiosity-iii-belief-in-heaven-and-hell/ 
279 More of this is discussed below. 

http://micpohling.wordpress.com/2007/05/27/world-religiosity-iii-belief-in-heaven-and-hell/
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Case Studies of Eternity in Contemporary Art. 

 

So how are contemporary artists representing Heaven and Hell? The following section 

reveals a variety of approaches in the depiction of eternity from artists whose beliefs 

vary as much as the styles of their works. Only some of them take the Bible as their 

source of inspiration. A few works do not even attempt to represent eternity at all (from 

the point of view of the artist). However, the dialogue these works will open up will only 

help us to broaden our understanding of the concept of eternity. 

 

The works in this section will be presented as a continuation of the history of 

representations of eternity, Heaven and Hell. However, many of the artworks discussed 

here will approach the concept of eternity from perspectives which are anything but 

‘Christian’. This part is divided into seven major sections which approximate seven 

different ideas surrounding the concept of eternity.  

 

The Eternal Logos will explore the Christian concept of Christ as ‘The Word’ (and 

man’s spiritual link to eternity), the features and meaning behind language and the 

semiotics of eternity. Artists featured will include Arthur Stace, Colin McCahon and 

others who not only use text in their work but explore the eternal using both textual and 

contextual means. 

 

A Spiritual Afterlife will delve into the more spiritual elements of eternity. This section 

will deal with the ‘heart’ of the matter. Artists featured here will include Rouault and 

naive artist Ivan Generalic. The notion that to understand the things of Heaven one must 

become like a child will be explored. Also some films (Ghost, What Dreams May 

Come) will be discussed in investigating the notion that love is more than just a driving 

force in creation, that it is an integral component of it.  

 

Eternity or Infinity will study works by artists such as Yayoi Kusama and Mariko Mori 

and posit whether they represent an atemporal or sempiternal form of eternity, and 

whether these works explore eternity or infinity.  
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The next section will concentrate on eternity, its relationship to time and other themes 

which are aroused by this relationship. Artists explored here will include Anselm Kiefer 

and Bruce Naumann. 

 

The fifth section will concentrate on representations of Hell, Purgatory (limbo) and the 

Apocalypse. This section will include artists like the Chapman Brothers and James 

Gleeson. Also films including Eraserhead and the Seventh Seal will be analysed in 

relation to the current social attitudes towards the anatomy and existence of Hell. 

 

The sixth section will describe relevant works investigating the concept of eternity 

which have been entered in a Sydney based religious art prize, The Blake Prize. This 

section will present a microcosmos of how the idea of eternity has been approached over 

the last seventy years in a particular part of the world, namely Australia. 

The final section will describe installations which have in some way probed the concept 

of eternity. Artists Bill Viola and James Turrell will be examined amongst others. The 

special relationship between installation, art and time will also be scrutinised.  

Religious art in the last century has not been produced in the same economic and 

political climate as the Christian art of the previous two millennia. The church does not 

sponsor artists to decorate their churches as often as it used to.  

 

Overall a variety of artists will be mentioned. Some will be Christian and others will not. 

The themes of these artists’ works will have some link with eternity, Heaven or Hell. A 

catalogue of works - paintings, sculptures, drawings, installations, films and other works 

will be selected which treat the idea of eternity with some level of intelligence and 

Christian (Protestant) sensibility. Some works will be chosen which do not do this. They 

will be used to create points of discussion on how Christians are representing eternity 

today.  
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The Eternal Logos. (The Word of Eternity) 

 

In the Christian faith, the idea that the Christ is the eternal pre-existent Logos,280 is 

described in the first two verses of John’s gospel "In the beginning was the Word, and 

the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning."281 

Here the Logos is independent of God, the divine agent of creation, and yet is a part of 

God.  

 

An example of a work exploring this aspect of eternity is Therese Couture’s Reflections 

on a Poet God (2004) (Plate 45) which was exhibited in an exhibition titled The 

Generation Next. Contemporary Expressions of Faith. (August, 2005, Museum of 

Biblical Art (MoBiA), New York City) The work is a triptych, where each panel is dark 

and mysterious, containing brown-black realms and subtle geometric divisions 

suggesting the formless void where the darkness was upon the face of the deep and ‘the 

Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters.”282 Two extended horizontals 

flank a smaller vertical, the horizontals suggesting the natural and the vertical alluding to 

the eternal. 

 

Within each of the three panels hovers a luminous object, place or event. Each of these 

‘events’ exist within a smaller dark rectangle that floats above (or inside) the dark 

ground of the larger panel. This is a work depicting ‘before the beginning’.283 This is 

where The Word existed before He created the world as we know it. It depicts the Word, 

the Logos. It is this ur-world - over and in which the Spirit of God moves and creates, or 

within which the Logos gives order - that Couture’s three brooding panels evoke. The 

evoked sense of mystery expresses the idea that this world is beyond our understanding. 

Couture says  

                                                 
280  
Logos: the divine wisdom manifest in the creation, government, and redemption of the world and 
often identified with the second person of the Trinity 
 
Miriam Webster. Online Dictionary. An Encyclopaedia Brittanica Company 
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/logos 

 
 
281 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. John. 
1:1-2. 
282 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gen. 1:2. 
283 Pongracz, P. and Roosa, W. (2005) The Generation Next. Contemporary Expressions of 
Faith. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. p. 29. 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/logos
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...What is most captivating to me about the arts is that they give substance to 

an intensely engaging perception that everything of consequence in life is 

hidden. Everything that really matters is a mystery...The way of art is to 

approach mystery through indirection and metaphor.284 

 

These highly abstract images evoke the spiritual, where eternity lies. The book is the 

link between the eternal Logos and humanity. It is the mystery of the All made into 

something tangible for our benefit. The actual book is placed in the centre of the work 

emphasising the idea of The Book as mediator between God and Man, Time and 

Eternity. This work both implies the ineffable mystery of God and eternity, while it is 

deeply rooted in Christian doctrine. It is this specific grounding that differentiates the 

work from Xu Bing’s Book of the Sky (Plates 47 - 8) which questions the arbitrary nature 

of language and meaning in relation to traditional Chinese language and script. In 

contrast, Couture’s depiction of The Word is an affirmation of the eternal Logos. God 

and eternity are mysteries, but they are not the generic idea that the modern usage of the 

word ‘spiritual’ often conjures. Eternity is grounded in the truth of The Word. Couture 

writes in her artist’s statement,  

 

I spend time wondering about hiddenness and wholeness, about oneness and 

uncompromising individuality, about silence and revelation, about what is 

fragile, and what is solid, what is dark and what is radiant, what is close and 

yet distant, how things appear to be and what their fuller reality might prove 

to be, and what there is within our deepest selves, both individually and 

communally...285 

 

The left panel, Between the Space and the Echo, appears mostly dark from a distance, 

but on closer inspection the dark areas seem to be made of small fragments which are 

‘coalescing into a world.286 The dark patterns suggest grids or maps - the beginnings of a 

simple world, like the writing of space itself. The title of this first panel describes 

poetically the feeling of great space in this panel and is both an abstracted expansion of 

                                                 
284 Ibid. 
285 Ibid. p. 100. 
286 Ibid. p. 28. 
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Friedrich’s already partly abstracted landscapes and a more focused development of 

Kandinsky’s use of shape and space exhibited in works like Accent in Pink (Plate 38). 

 

The right panel Between the Word and the Entry, (enlarged section at bottom of Plate 

44) is flatter. The main lighted image is sharply framed by the darker voids. There is a 

musical element suggested in the imagery, where God’s Word is some melodic language 

generating the forces of creation.  

 

The central panel has the same mysterious background, but with less geometrical 

divisions. The main motif, a book laid open with pages blurred as if parting at a certain 

page for the viewer to come and read, glows in the obscured void surrounding it. The 

movement of the pages suggest growth. Here The Word is alive, primed for creation. 

 

“The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”287 This sort of sacramental sensibility is 

the New Testament’s understanding of the mysterious relationship between the temporal 

and the eternal. Friedrich’s Cross in the Mountains encapsulates the relationship 

between the eternal (represented by the sky and the natural (represented by the 

mountain) by placing Christ (the Logos) at the interim of the two. For Christians, God’s 

entering the created world by way of Christ’s incarnation is the touchstone, the ‘joint’ 

that fixes the ‘between’ on which the realms of matter and spirit hinge.288 This panel is a 

more abstract development of that ‘fix’ which has been represented in such works as 

The Ghent Altarpiece (the lamb at the centre) and The Wittenberg Altarpiece (where the 

cross is pointed to).  

 

In exploring the mystery of kenosis (the emptying of oneself - relating to both Christ and 

Christians) visually, Couture places the image of a spiritual book at the centre of her 

work. In doing so, she brings into sight, as well as into metaphor and sign, the idea of 

“Book”. The book signifies God’s creative powers, the book of life, The Word, doctrine 

and tradition, and Christ Himself. Couture’s approach to her subject is implied visual 

metaphor. In so using this approach she appropriates one of Christ’s own ways of 

teaching - the parable. Couture’s image makes us think about the void, the time before 

                                                 
287 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. John 1:1-
2. 
288 Pongracz, P. and Roosa, W. (2005) The Generation Next. Contemporary Expressions of 
Faith. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. p. 31. 
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creation, the process of creation, the power of The Word, the ineffable mystery of God 

and eternity.  

 

Another work in this exhibition, the long watercolour painting of Dee Van Dyke, 

Anointing,289 (2002) (Plate 46) is partly mounted on the wall of the gallery space and 

partly extends across the floor, suggesting it has been ‘unscrolled’. Inhabiting both the 

wall and the floor, the work connects Heaven to Earth, sky to land, spirit to matter.  Like 

the ‘bathing in magic’ of Egyptian wall paintings, where the magic was meant to help 

the deceased travel safely to the afterlife, the luminous centre (that runs along the entire 

length of the work) evokes the spiritual power of the title. The feeling that the painting is 

still unscrolling suggests the process of the anointing; the ‘unfolding of spirit into the 

material.’290 

 

The image itself involves two bands of abstract forms which line the edges of the work. 

These forms are complemented by light blue ‘shadow-like’ forms of the same general 

shape just behind them. The light of the anointing radiates down the centre. This is a 

meditative work born from a still and quiet place.  

 

Dee Van Dyke writes, 

 

Sometimes I think that I know what my art is about during the actual 

creative process, but after making drawings, paintings, and sculpture for 

thirty years, I have concluded that I rarely do. Like faith, action precedes 

understanding, and making art confirms that the ways of the Lord are both 

mysterious and paradoxical. I believe that my role is to pay attention and let 

the art come through me instead of from me. There is a lot to pay attention 

to.291 

 

                                                 
289 An anointing is a blessing, usually bestowed by God. Jesus was anointed with the Holy Spirit 
- the same anointing all believers receive when converted. Sometimes a special anointing can 
be administered if a special need arises. This kind of anointing can take on just about any form 
imaginable. Pentecostals see just about every gift in existence as an anointing. 
290 Pongracz, P. and Roosa, W. (2005) The Generation Next. Contemporary Expressions of 
Faith. Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. p. 45. 
291 Ibid. p. 126. 
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This ‘coming through’ is a concept analogous to the idea of letting the Holy Spirit 

influence, but not dictate the creation of a work. Here the artist retains her individual 

contribution to the creative process, but is ‘guided’ by God’s loving hand.  

 

Dee Van Dyke lives on a bay of the Gulf of Mexico where there is a constant swaying 

between stillness and motion, light and shadow, silence and sound, surface and depth. 

“Every morning I sit outside and listen. It is often a time of holy dictation. Anointed 

evolved from those mornings.”292 

 

It is the ‘still, small voice’293 which has informed the structure and meaning of this work 

of Van Dyke’s. The sense of mystery invoked by the work is itself invoked through 

meditation before nature. The work has a particular length, but suggests that the process 

of creation is ongoing - that the work could indeed go on for eternity. 

 

Chinese artist Xu Bing’s work Book from the Sky (1988) (Plates 47-8) is an installation 

consisting of a compendium of created books, posters and scrolls decorated with 

meticulously printed imaginary Chinese characters. These pseudo-Chinese symbols 

therefore elicit no specific message redirecting our usual expectations of meaning to 

another level. We are forced to ask: “Where does meaning come from? How is meaning 

made?”294 This questioning of the source of meaning, naturally leads to the question of 

the source of existence. Both are eternal questions. 

 

According to Gao Minglu the space created in the work relates to the Chinese concept of 

‘emptiness’ where the person’s mind is cleared and made ready for the discovery of 

richer truths, namely, enlightenment.295 The absence of meaning in the work is 

emphasised by Xu Bing’s organisation of the work. Everything is ‘listed’ using pseudo-

Chinese numbers which resemble their traditional counterparts sufficiently to suggest 

the idea of lists and categorisation within the work. Chinese (like much eastern) 

                                                 
292 Ibid. 
293 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. 1 Kings 
19:11-13. 
294 Tsao, H. & Ames, R. (09/2011) SUNY Series in Chinese Philosophy and Culture : Xu Bing 
and Contemporary Chinese Art : Cultural and Philosophical Reflections. Albany, NY, USA: State 
University of New York Press. 
295 Gao Minglu. (1993) "Meaninglessness and Confrontation in Xu Bing's Art," in Fragmented 
Memory: The Chinese Avant-Garde in Exile. Columbus: Wexner Center for the Arts, Ohio State 
University, pp. 28-31. p. 29.  
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philosophy is believed to take ‘nothingness’ as its foundation, whereas Western 

philosophy is based on the ground of reality.296 The negation of meaning inherent in 

Book of the Sky leaves the viewer free to “invest the piece with meaning and to create a 

new mental space in the space of the installation.”297 This idea of emptying oneself in 

preparation for discovering deeper truths aligns itself with the Christian notion of 

becoming like a child in order to receive the Word of God.298 

 

Yet Erickson believes that there is also pessimism represented in the Book of the Sky. 

One of the many interpretations of the piece involve Xu Bing’s questioning and possible 

mockery of the place of traditional Chinese script in a postmodern world - a subtle 

denial of Chinese culture.299 However, the work exceeds this, suggesting the futility of 

human endeavour, represented by Xu’s three years of laborious effort exerted in creating 

a “superficially meaningless series of books, scrolls and posters.300 The idea that ‘All is 

vanity”301 invites viewers to seek that place where true endeavour and meaning lives - 

eternity. Xu Bing admits that he is never certain what the ultimate meaning of his works 

may be. In this, the work becomes a dialogue between the artist and viewer. The work is 

transformed as it travels through time and space. The more open its interpretation, the 

more the imprint of the audience dominates the meaning of the work.302  

 

In many ways this work is the opposite of Couture’s work which describes the eternal 

Logos, the creator of everything. For Couture, the ‘Book’ is a symbol of the ‘all in all’, 

the creator of the universe, which exists beyond everything in that universe. In contrast 

Xu Bing’s work may be seen as atheist (or at least agnostic) in its suggested denial of 

meaning in language (and possibly also everything in existence). Yet in some ways the 

works both also speak in a similar way. For Couture, the Word is the creator, writing 

reality, while for Xu Bing the nothingness elicited through these meaningless characters 

                                                 
296 Heisig, J. W. (2001) Philosophers of Nothingness : An Essay on the Kyoto School. Honolulu, 
HI, USA: University of Hawaii Press. p. 61.  
297 Gao Minglu. (1993) "Meaninglessness and Confrontation in Xu Bing's Art," in Fragmented 
Memory: The Chinese Avant-Garde in Exile. Columbus: Wexner Center for the Arts, Ohio State 
University, pp. 28-31. p. 28. 
298 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt. 
18:3. 
299 Erickson, B. (2009) Evolving Meanings inXu Bing’s Art: A Case Study of Transference. Xu 
Bing (official website).  
http://www.xubing.com/index.php/site/texts/evolving_meanings_in_xu_bings_art_a_case_study_
of_transference/ 
300 Ibid.  
301 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Ecc. 1:2. 
302 Ibid.  
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and symbols provides a blank canvas on which the viewer can create meanings of their 

own. This is still an atheist idea, but it opens up the possibility of thinking of procreation 

itself as “another example of the relationally situated creation of meaning.”303 

 

This relation which exists between the eternal and the natural is brought to the fore 

through the use of language in the works of Colin McCahon. McCahon’s highly abstract 

works are largely concerned with meaning, and lead towards the symbol.304 

 

...it is language which provides the possibility of subjectivity because it is 

language which enables the speaker to posit himself ...as ‘I’, as the subject of 

a sentence. Consciousness of self is possible only through contrast 

differentiation. ‘I’ cannot be conceived without ‘non I’ or ‘you’, and 

dialogue, the fundamental condition of language implies a reversible polarity 

between ‘I’ and ‘you’.305 

 

I, ONE, ONE (1959) (Plate 49) shows the right-hand side of a cross with the word ‘one’ 

written on the beam, which also reads as a close-up part of the letter ‘I’. A fully visible 

letter ‘I’ floats above the second word ‘one’ which hovers between the top ‘I’ and the 

cross. “Here the question of individual identity is linked with the crucified Christ - self is 

a cross.”306 The letter in the sky is the ‘I’ of God: Christ and God are one and the same - 

they may have different signifiers, but have the same signified.307 Jesus has ascended 

from the cross to the heavens.  

 

McCahon’s punning association of ‘I’ with the sky (the process of seeing requiring light 

to pass through the eye, the connecting of I with God by light) is restricted to English.308 

He uses these punning connections to build up a ‘slowly emerging order’309 built on the 

arbitrariness of language. In I, ONE, ONE the image of the cross is connected with the 

                                                 
303 Tsao, H. & Ames, R. (09/2011) SUNY Series in Chinese Philosophy and Culture : Xu Bing 
and Contemporary Chinese Art : Cultural and Philosophical Reflections. Albany, NY, USA: State 
University of New York Press. p. 42.  
304 Colin McCahon. (1988) Gates and Journeys. Wellington: Auckland City Art Gallery. p. 35. 
305 Belsey. C. (1980) Critical Practice  p. 59. cited in (1984) I Will Need Words. Colin McCahon’s 
Word and Number Paintings. New Zealand: National Art Gallery p. 4. 
306 I Will Need Words. Colin McCahon’s Word and Number Paintings. New Zealand: National Art 
Gallery p. 4. 
307 Ibid. 
308 Colin McCahon. Gates and Journeys. (1988) Wellington: Auckland City Art Gallery. p. 51 
309 Ibid.  
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sign. The difference between words and images is that words as signifiers (as aural and 

visual signs) have no actual (or pretended) resemblance to their signifieds.310 The image 

and the sign are married here.  

 

The black in the upper portion of the image continues a tradition of depicting the 

Heavens as a sky, or vast space. Friedrich used vast empty landscapes to suggest the 

eternal, while Xu Bing’s Book of the Sky provides a meaningless text that can serve a 

role similar to the space of ‘emptiness’.311 However, in McCahon’s work the Heavens 

are dominated by the ‘I’ of God. It is more cramped eternity than the blue Heavens of 

the Santa Pudienziana mosaic, John Martin’s skies in paradise or Couture’s dark 

nebulous void, suggesting that even a vast space is not enough to contain God.  

 

McCahon painted in a loose unsophisticated manner using a ‘poverty of means’,312 

employing dull colours (often a lot of black), leaving the surface rough and edges and 

lines slightly crooked. The frailty of humanity, shines through these works. However, it 

is because we (humans - in particular Christians) are still McCahon’s significant other, 

in whom God is to be found, that McCahon invites dialogue through his use of texts. He 

addresses his viewers; not speaking for God , but ‘to God because He speaks to us’.313 

He addresses us as Thou, and thus, addresses the eternal Thou.314 Through arbitrary 

signs and symbols this work becomes a meeting place between God and man, like 

Friedrich’s cross, or the cross pointed to by Luther in the Wittenberg Altarpiece.  

 

Arthur Stace was an alcoholic in the throes of gradually losing his grip on life, until a 

miracle happened. In 1930 he was converted to evangelical Christianity at St Barnabas’ 

Anglican Church in Ultimo. Stace attended a sermon by the well-known Baptist minister 

Rev. John Ridley at the Burton Street Tabernacle in Darlinghurst. Part of the sermon 

ran:  

 

                                                 
310 I Will Need Words. Colin McCahon’s Word and Number Paintings. New Zealand: National Art 
Gallery p. 4 
311 Gao Minglu. (1993) "Meaninglessness and Confrontation in Xu Bing's Art," in Fragmented 
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“Eternity - what a remarkable uplifting, glorified word once uttered to the Spirit 

glorified God ... because there's only one eternity, and the eternal God is in 

command of it... Eternity, eternity. Oh that I could shout and sound eternity all 

over the streets of Sydney.” 

 

The effect this had on Stace was extraordinary. The repetition of the word ‘eternity’  

rang through his head as he left the church.  

 

Suddenly I began crying and I felt a powerful call from the Lord to write 'Eternity'. I had 

a piece of chalk in my pocket, and I bent down right there and wrote it. I've been writing 

it at least 50 times a day ever since, and that's 30 years ago ... I think Eternity gets the 

message across, makes people stop and think.315  

 

Stace then set about writing the word ‘eternity’ in perfect copperplate lettering around 

the streets of Sydney, unusually, using a very transient medium chalk. He did this for 35 

years and is estimated to have written the word around 500,000 times. Many instances of 

the word would disappear in weeks or months, but some managed to survive for years. 

Kirkpatrick wrote,  

 

In terms of Benjamin's famous argument in 'The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction', Stace's 'Eternity' remained auratic,316 even while 

it was 'mechanically' rewritten. The graffitist's repetitive act of writing 

mimed mechanical reproduction, while at the same moment dissolving the 

modernity made possible by machines. It didn't 'distil the eternal from the 

transitory', so much as refigure the relationship between these binaries 

through the deconstructive irony of its form: the signifier of timelessness 

inscribed in chalk, one of the most transient of media, undermining its own 

                                                 
315 Ridley, J. Eternity. This is the Story of Mr Eternity who wrote Eternity on the streets of Sydney 
for over 25 years.  
http://www.mreternity.info 
316 The word ‘auratic’ refers more to the aura of the work than any aural associations the work 
may contain. The aura of each writing of the word ‘eternity’ remained because it was hand 
written by the artist. 
Arendt, H. (1955) Illuminations. Walter Benjamin. Frankfurt: Harcourt, Brace and World. Inc.  
The work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. p. 221. 
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signification; writing quite literally under erasure. Which is then rewritten 

and rewritten over and over again, ad infinitum.317  

 

Stace’s concept of eternity, as having no distinct place or time here on the Earth was 

Biblical.318 The word’s presence - then absence (through disintegration) gave Stace’s 

work an endless, timeless form through its fragile impermanence. Each instance of 

Stace’s work makes a kind of ‘hole’ in reality. This is similar to MacKendrick’s idea of 

eternity cutting through or rupturing time, endowing a believer with the fullness of 

grace.319 Likewise, this rupture is presented in Rembrandt’s Prodigal Son (Plate 24). 

Stace recognised the finite nature of human life in his concern for his fellow man and 

offered his audience a glimpse into the spiritual realm. 

 

Stace’s ‘eternity’ uses a linguistic signifier to elicit thoughts, feelings and a possible 

meaning to the idea of ‘eternity’, in contrast to Xu Bing’s questioning of language as a 

signifier and meaning in general. 

 

In Sydney today, Stace’s handwritten word "Eternity" can still be seen in three places 

(plus a fourth temporary version): 

 

• On Stace's gravestone in Botany Cemetery. 

• Inside the bell in the the General Post Office clock tower which had been 

dismantled during World War II. When the clock tower was rebuilt in the 1960s, 

the bell was brought out of storage and as the workmen were installing it they 

noticed, inside, the word "Eternity" in Stace's chalk. This is the only surviving 

"Eternity" by Stace's own hand in Sydney. (No one ever found out how Stace had 

been able to get to the bell, which had been sealed up). 

• In Town Hall Square, between St Andrew’s Cathedral and the Sydney Town 

Hall, a wrought aluminium replica of the word in Stace's original copperplate 

handwriting was embedded in the footpath near a fountain as an eternal 

memorial to Stace. 

                                                 
317 Kirkpatrick, P. (1997) ‘That shy mysterious poet Arthur Stace’, Journal of Australian Studies, 
21:54-55, 63-70, p. 69. DOI: 10.1080/14443059709387338  
318 Ibid. p. 63. 
319 Go to page 104. 
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• Stace’s work was immortalised in the Sydney celebrations at the turn of the 

millennium when ‘eternity’ was written in lights (in the usual font) on the 

Sydney Harbour Bridge, accompanying the annual fireworks. 

 

There are obvious links to eternity in most of these places. The gravestone is a symbol of 

Stace’s entry into eternity according to his beliefs. The plaque near the church suggests 

we need to be close of God to attain eternity. The bell is an object used to signify time 

(the opposite to eternity?) and the Harbour Bridge celebrations were held in a year 

which many believed might signal the ‘end of all things’ or the apocalypse. Of the three 

replicas of Stace’s work (the other two being on the grave and the plaque) this is the one 

most in tune with the spirit of Stace’s work because of its ephemeral nature (the replica 

was dismantled after a period of time).  

 

The American artist Barnett Newman (1905 - 1970) was one of the major figures of 

American abstract expressionism. His mature style is characterised by areas of colour 

separated by thin vertical lines or ‘zips’ as the artist called them. The zips define the 

spatial structures of Newman’s paintings, both dividing and unifying his compositions. 

Newman considered one of his early series the ‘Onement’ series his best work, because 

of the purity of concept in the series. In Onement VI (Plate 51) a single white line 

divides a flat expanse of blue - seems to rip open the universe, a crack in space and time. 

Both meaning and dream collide in Newman’s art.  

 

His vertical line, full of portent (but not "portentous", as sceptics might 

claim) speaks of creation, God – and the human urge to draw a line. Yet this 

primeval mark slices through entrancing colour that draws you in at a deep 

psychic level, irrationally, like falling into deep water.320 

 

Onement I (1948) (Plate 52) contains a tight vertical form (not quite line or shape) that 

either divides or unites the composition depending on the viewer’s point of view.321 

                                                 
320 Jones, J. (2013) The guardian. Barnett Newman's 'glimpses of the sublime' are a bargain at 
any price. Guardian News and Media Limited or its affiliated companies. 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2013/may/16/barnett-newman-
sublime-bargain-price 
321 Danto, C. (June 17, 2002) Barnett Newman and the Heroic Sublime. The Nation. 274.23 : 
p25  
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CA86650074&v=2.1&u=csu_
au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w 
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Newman was a colourful personality and wrote much about art at the time. Asked by a 

magazine in 1947 to address the question “Why I Paint,” he wrote, “An artist paints so 

that he will have something to look at; at times he must write so that he will also have 

something to read."322 His most famous quip -- "Aesthetics is for the artist as 

ornithology is for the birds" gains weight from his enthusiastic absorption in bird-

watching.323 Newman put himself in a position of repeatedly saying, “Let there be light,” 

and having it be so. Newman pushed the new art’s interest in the sublime to extremes 

that could seem ridiculous. However, Newman’s ideas were highly influential on the art 

that was to come in America - colour field painting, minimalism and Pop art. His works 

turn the pictorial space inside out by confronting the beholder with the sheer physicality 

of the canvas.324 Unlike his contemporaries, Pollock and Rothko who also instilled 

personal suggestions of visual depth into their works, Newman’s paintings present a one 

to one correspondence with the viewer’s body.325  

 

According to Arthur C. Danto before Onement I Newman’s works were merely 

‘pictures’, not ‘paintings’. The difference is that a ‘picture’ creates an illusory space, 

within which various objects are represented. The viewer, looks through the surface of 

the picture, like through a window, into virtual space. In contrast, a ‘painting’ is opaque. 

It is not meant to be ‘seen through’. We stand in a real relationship with it, rather than in 

an illusory relationship with what it represents.326 A picture represents something other 

than itself; a painting presents itself. A picture mediates between a viewer and an object 

in pictorial space; a painting is an object to which the viewer relates without 

mediation.327 This links back to Xu Bing’s exploration of language and meaning. A 

picture is a signifier, whereas a painting is more. The painting exists in its own right. It 

is both signifier and signified. 
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The title ‘Onement’ refers to the “condition of being one, as in the incantation ‘God is 

One,’”328 as expressed in McCahon’s I, ONE, ONE. Newman thinks of himself and 

Michelangelo (as in The Last Judgement) (Plate 28) as concerned with thee same sorts 

of problems inherent in depicting God. 329 However, the works of Michelangelo, 

Raphael, Rembrandt and Martin (particularly those post Renaissance images which used 

perspective to create the illusion of depth within the picture frame) are pictures in 

Newman’s sense. Works like Transfiguration (Plate 17) and The Return of the Prodigal 

Son (Plate 24) draw the viewer into a new world of ideas and feelings, but lack the 

monumental ‘presence’ of Newman’s work. 

 

These images are constrained by the limitation that pictures can show only what is 

visible. Decisions need to be made on how to represent God. Yet Onement 1 is not 

restricted by these pictorial limitations.330 It is possible that Newman has sidestepped the 

second commandment of the Bible by representing a ‘oneness’ (like the oneness of God) 

without the use of prohibited images. Is this the eternal Logos in visual form? Newman 

intended viewers to appreciate his works close up, aligning them with the idea of an 

omnipresent God.  

 

Newman wrote:  “... the painting should give a man a sense of place: that he knows he's 

there, so he's aware of himself. In that sense he related to me when I made the painting 

because in that sense I was there.”331  

 

In describing his painting Vir Heroicus Sublimus (1950 - 51) (Plate 53) Newman said 

that the title of the painting alluded to: ‘that man can be or is sublime in his relation to 

his sense of being aware.”332 

 

When you see a person for the first time, you have an immediate impact. 

You don’t really have to start looking at details. It’s a total reaction in which 

the entire personality of a person and your own personality make contact. . . . 

If you have to stand there examining the eyelashes and all that sort of thing, 

                                                 
328 Ibid.  
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it becomes a cosmetic situation in which you remove yourself from the 

experience.333 

 

Newman’s works confront us with their immediate presence inviting us to accept them 

as they are linking us with the eternal existence of things. These paintings may very well 

be about us as self aware beings. In this way we become like the God of eternity. 

Newman’s Logos is presented in the ‘here and now’ for the viewer to ‘experience’ rather 

than merely ‘view’. 

 

In Christian belief the self existent Logos is the Christ of John’s gospel. As The Word, 

He is more than just wise and all powerful. He is wisdom and power334. It is this wisdom 

and power (according to Christianity) that has created and sustains the world. The Word 

is intimately linked to man in time, from eternity. In life, signifiers produce meaning 

only in context with other signifiers - and thus meaning is unstable and negotiable.335 

However, with Christian belief, “language has been united with God because Christ as 

the Word of God is both fully God and fully human, both signified and signifier.”336 

While Couture’s interpretation of the Logos describes a distinctly Christian 

interpretation of the Logos, where the idea of the ‘book’ enables a relationship between 

man and eternity, Xu Bing confronts us with the arbitrariness of the sign urging us to 

question the meaning of meaning and existence. Elsewhere, Arthur Stace presents us 

with a temporal ‘hole in reality’ where eternity pierces time, while Barnett Newman 

confronts us with existence itself, asking us to meet the eternal Logos, maybe even 

Christ Himself, face to face. 

 

The atemporal eternity of the Logos is a place separate from time - where (according to 

Christian belief) the deceased go after death. The next chapter deals with the spiritual 

character of eternity. The type of existence those who enter eternity will experience has 

been represented by painters, but most prominently by filmmakers. 

  

                                                 
333 Schreyach, (2013) Barnett Newman’s “Sense of Space”. A Noncontextualist Account of its 
Perception and Meaning. Common Knowledge Vol. 19 (2) pp. 351-379.  M. p. 374. 
334 Burkett, D. (2010) The Blackwell Companion to Jesus. Chichester: Wiley and Sons. Ltd. p. 
65.  
335 Ringer, J. (Autumn 2003) Faith and Language: Walter Hilton, St. Augustine, and 
poststructural semiotics. Christianity and Literature. 53.1 p.3.  
http://www.acu.edu/academics/english/ccl/journal.htm 
336 Ibid.  
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Plate 45. Therese Couture. Reflections on a Poet God. Integrated digital media on fine 

paper. 11.5 x 29 inches; 15 x 11 inches; 11.5 x 29 inches. 2004. 
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Plate 46. Dee van Dyke. Anointing. 2004. Ink on Paper installation. 
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Plate 47. Xu Bing. A Book from the Sky. Installation. Books, panels, and scrolls 

containing block printed lettering. 1988. Various locations. 
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Plate 48. Xu Bing. A Book from the Sky. Meticulously printed lettering. 
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Plate 49. Colin McCahon. I, ONE, ONE. Enamel of butex board. 1959. Auckland City 

Art Gallery. 
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          Plate 50. Arthur Stace at work.  
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Plate 51. Barnett Newman. Onement VI. 1953. 8.5 x 10 feet. Oil on canvas. Private 

Collection. 
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Plate 52. Barnett Newman. Onement I. 1948. Oil on canvas and oil on masking tape. 

69.2 x 41.2 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
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Plate 53. Barnett Newman. Vir Heroicus Sublimis. 1950. Oil on canvas. 242.2 x 518.6 

cm. Museum of Modern Art. New York.  
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A Spiritual Afterlife. 

 

Heaven or Hell are those places where the human spirit will spend eternity according to 

Christian doctrine. Christianity posits that the fleshly body will be replaced by a superior 

‘spiritual’ body, designed specifically for eternity, and that believer’s spirits will be 

perfected - cleansed of all impurities. Artists can guess how an eternal spirit may appear, 

but to represent this spirit fully, requires an understanding of God and His relationship 

with His children which borders on the revelational. Few artists in the twentieth century 

have explored this enduring aspect of who we are. One who did was Georges Rouault 

(1871 - 1958). 

 

Rouault, a devout Catholic and devotional painter, was a lone figure in the midst of 

modernism’s group manifestos and shared ambitions during the early twentieth century. 

Rouault painted pictures of sin and redemption during the period of aestheticism and 

counter-aestheticism. While other painters experimented and played, moving from one 

‘ism’ to another, claiming that ‘God was dead’ and glorified speed, dreams and violence, 

Rouault settled on bringing a message of compassion to the ‘post-Christian’ world of the 

twentieth century. ‘Rouault was an artist with ‘a limited vision of unlimited ferocity,’337 

impassioned and focused, unlike his contemporaries who were unable to stare fixedly for 

long.  

 

In 1905 the artist had an epiphany. While walking he came across a circus where an old 

clown sat in a corner of his caravan mending his sparkling and gaudy costume. The artist 

was utterly struck by the jarring contrast between the clown’s external garb and 

professional accoutrement - “brilliant scintillating objects, made to amuse”338 - and the 

wretchedness of his condition as an impoverished, vagabond labourer living on the 

fringes of society, enduring a “life of infinite sadness, if seen from slightly above.”339 

Rouault said, “I saw quite clearly that the ‘Clown’ was me, was us, nearly all of us.... 

This rich and glittering costume, it is given to us by life itself, we are all more or less 

                                                 
337 Thrall, S. (1947) Georges Rouault. New York: Simon and Schuster. p. 5. 
338 Mormando, F. (2008) Of Clowns And Christian Conscience. The art of Georges Rouault. The 
America Catholic Review. Nov. 24, 2008. 
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clowns, we all wear a glittering costume....”340 The revelation had given Rouault a vision 

of humanity seen from a God’s-eye view of the world.341  

 

Rouault’s work does not depict eternity, but instead humanity - seen from the 

perspective of eternity. Rouault confronts us on the one hand with clowns and 

prostitutes, whose real (if battered and buried) human dignity nonetheless still emits 

some light from within their souls, and on the other hand with the furthest extreme of the 

social spectrum: the rich, the well-born, the powerful, the “glitterati,” wearing the masks 

of their expensive clothes and polished manners, hiding cruel, narcissistic hearts full of 

dust and ashes. Yet all are seen from a place of acceptance. 

 

Often his works were painted over many years such as The Old King (1916 - 1936) Plate 

54). This fact emphasises Rouault’s depiction of his subjects as being created, not from 

one moment in time but from many, from a timeless viewpoint (albeit, in the artist’s 

case, a restricted one). This work is so heavily painted that a critic remarked it as being 

‘rotten with colour’.342 The work conveys incredible strength and conviction, is angular 

in contour, gothic and hard but glowing with an inner illumination like Rouault’s 

beloved stained glass,343 as though a light is being emitted from behind the work, 

suggesting that an eternal strength will be given to those who believe. Here the work 

resembles Thomas Gleghorn’s Head of Christ (Plate 89) where many layers of paint 

have created facets of colour which both glow with light and suggest a monumental 

form.  

 

In The Old King there is also an obsessional force - the image pushes forward as if trying 

to escape from the surrounding dark, pointing to man’s striving for eternity - an end to 

pain. The inner light of the work created via the many layers of paint reflects that part of 

God which inhabits all humanity. Here the work differs from Rembrandt’s Prodigal Son 

where the main figures are ‘bathed in light’. Rouault depicted the world as seen through 

a ‘veil of tears’ where man suffers to achieve redemption. His mood is mostly 

introverted and melancholic. This ‘veil of tears’ could be seen as the viewpoint of the 

perfect God (in eternity) of Rouault’s faith who sees (and grieves over) the suffering, 

                                                 
340 Ibid. 
341 Ibid. 
342 Thrall Soby, J. (1947) Georges Rouault. New York: Simon and Schuster. p. 27. 
343 At fourteen he was sent to the stained glass maker, Hirsch as an apprentice. This period was 
to have a marked effect on the stylistic features of Rouault’s work. 
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degradation and pain that sin brings to the human condition. Rouault’s prostitutes were 

considered unsuitable subject matter to a painter of Christian themes, but most often 

these works revealed the sadness in depravity. Rouault described his visions of clowns 

by saying, “There are tears (of grief) at the very heart of things.”344 In The Old King we 

are presented with the surface regality of a monarch, who is as human as the rest of us. 

He clutches a meagre bunch of plain flowers as if they are truly all he has. 

 

Rouault’s paintings of hulking prostitutes, mirthless clowns and men and women bereft 

of pity disturbed some of his contemporaries. These are anything but the idealised 

figures of eternal beauty Michelangelo or Raphael depicted. The sorry state of the world 

in the twenties many felt could only be met with suicide or mockery. Yet Rouault offers 

a third alternative; sharing in the Passion of Jesus Christ, a Passion that goes on until the 

end of time.345 In his illustrations for a picture book titled Miserere (1948) 

commissioned by publisher Ambrose Vollard (1865 - 1939) Rouault created 58 prints 

from 1913 to 1948. Most depict figures suffering, languishing, struggling with their 

existence.  

 

Plate six (Plate 55) is titled, Are we not convicts? The first plate where a head is raised is 

marked by despair. Love too, has its chains.346 The nakedness and posture of the main 

figure show the man weighed down by love (as Christ was) but looking upward towards 

the hope that sustains him. Eternity is a future hope, that sustains, very unlike the 

strongly present compassion of Rembrandt’s Prodigal Son represented by a golden light. 

Technically, there is the frailty of the human spirit McCahon displays in his loose, 

imprecise depictions of letters also apparent in the painting and drawings of Rouault. 

The monumentality of the forms is achieved by broad areas of light contrasted with thick 

black. Love’s demands can weigh us down, but their reward is eternal.  

 

The works of Rouault do not depict eternity, they depict man in all his tragedy, frailty 

and imperfection. It is the compassion these striking images elicit which leads us to 

eternity. 

                                                 
344 Mormando, F. (2008) Of Clowns And Christian Conscience. The art of Georges Rouault. The 
America Catholic Review. Nov. 24, 2008. 
http://americamagazine.org/issue/677/portfolio/clowns-and-christian-conscience 
345 Getlein, F. & D. (1964) Georges Rouault’s Miserere. Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing 
Company. p. 20. 
346 Ibid. p. 39. 

http://americamagazine.org/issue/677/portfolio/clowns-and-christian-conscience
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Naive art is a vague category supposedly describing works where the artist has had little 

or no formal artistic training. Much art described as ‘naive’ is often just childlike in 

appearance and/or ‘simplistic’ - lacking any subtlety in either technique or 

conceptuality. Sometimes a work is described as ‘naive’ simply for displaying a lack in 

understanding of aerial or linear perspective. In Eastern Europe, naive art became 

popular in the mid twentieth century and one of Croatia’s most celebrated of these ‘rural 

artists’ is Ivan Generalic. (1940-1992) Generalic’s country landscapes decorated with 

tiny farms, small forests, animals, birds and people are actually remarkable for their 

classical construction and their use of perspective and space. His figures generally move 

with a relaxed expression that brings to mind the figures of Pieter Brueghel (1525-1569). 

As Generalic developed as an artist his work became more poetic and bright. The 

brightness of his colours are emphasised by the fact that he paints on glass, and his 

works are stunning in their complete absence of visible brushstrokes as this is very 

difficult to achieve on glass. 

 

The art of Generalic is childlike in its appearance and in many ways shows us what an 

idyllic place of perfection would be like viewed through the eyes of a humble child. 

Jesus said, “Suffer little children, and forbid them not, to come unto me: for of such is 

the kingdom of heaven.”347 

 

Marcel Arland wrote about Generalic:  

 

He disarms us and convinces us because the little world he brings with him 

is really his and he has no need for other guides. Earth itself has given birth 

to him and he possesses its grace, wisdom and charm. In his paintings, one 

feels a friendly conversation between animals and people.348  

 

In On the Meadow (1948) (Plate 56) a timeless world is presented - a world where 

nothing changes (like the atemporal God of Christian eternity) and peace and safety 

reign unchallenged. Yet it is a pastoral and largely ‘earthly’ image, demonstrating 

McDannell’s theory that representations of Heaven alternate from God centred visions to 

                                                 
347 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt 
19:14. 
348 Brodskaya, N. (2012) Naive Art. New York: Parkstone International. p. 183. 
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more humanist conceptions.349 This is clearly a more humanist centred image, but rather 

than concentrating on reconciliation with loved ones it particularly concentrates on a 

reconciliation with our childhood dreams and fantasies - with a precious moment from 

our past which reminds us of an eternal place of perfection. A man rests his back against 

a tree watching a group of cows (each of the seven cows is painted in a different colour) 

relax together on a green lawn surrounded by bushes and trees that have a protective 

aura about them. Between the trees a vista stretches before the viewer of more trees, 

rolling hills, a river and a few buildings in the distance. Like Jan Brueghel the elder’s 

Paradise (Plate 19) men and animals inhabit an idyllic landscape decorated with a simple 

love and peace that only a child could fully appreciate, and commune with each other 

like it was always meant to be natural.  

 

Every leaf of the trees is painted with loving perfection and the bulrushes in the absolute 

foreground are highlighted by the same golden light that pervades the sky. The 

assignment of the different colours to each of the cows and the detailed painting of each 

leaf suggests the necessity and importance of each individual creature, leaf and person 

(of each individual entity) of God’s creation. This world has been created for each of us 

in particular. A white glow meets the horizon suggesting even more beauty beyond what 

can be seen. The golden light of the sky suggests the clear ‘glass-like gold’ of the city of 

Heaven described in the book of Revelation. Everything in the painting glows, like the 

golden light at the top of the Ladder of Divine Ascent (Plate 7) - the colours of the cows, 

the healthy cheeks of the man, the bulrushes, the clouds and even the hills with their 

smooth colour graduations. This is indeed a pastoral view of some place in Heaven, an 

atemporal world where time stands still, where the animals and man can sit down 

together and enjoy one another’s company, without fear of ever becoming bored.  

 

The calm perfection in Fluvial Landscape (1964) (Plate 57) suggests Augustine’s 

assertion that ‘God is perfection’350 and that timelessness and perfection are closely 

interlinked in an atemporal world parallel to the one in which we live. Two cows in the 

foreground are surrounded by reeds and weeds painted with characteristic Generalic 

                                                 
349 See page 105.  
350 See page 16. 
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attention to detail. The painting of each feature of the landscape with such precision 

reminds us that God knows us all by name.351  

 

The work is painted with as strong an understanding of aerial perspective as any of 

Martin’s works. Yet the bright colours move the work from being seen as an actual 

representation of eternity to an imagined one. This is Generalic’s personal interpretation 

of Heaven. The work is closer to the ideas explored in What Dreams May Come (Plates 

59 and 60), where Heaven is a creation of the inhabitant’s imagination and memories. 

The two cows eye each other lovingly, with surprising intelligence. In the middle ground 

on the right two fishermen sit comfortably together. In the centre of the middle ground a 

crane passes by a small island where leafless trees surround a small house and another 

crane drinks from the lake on the left. The sky is a gentle grey/yellow but still seems to 

glow with love. A characteristic of much naive painting is that the features and details of 

the works are painted individually - not as part of a whole. The fishermen, the cows, the 

cranes are painted like this. The house on the island is so blatantly out of proportion 

(small) that it has become a doll’s house (again a remnant of a childhood memory).  The 

work reminds one of the Christian idea that despite being one with each other and God 

the inhabitants of heaven will retain their individual natures.  

 

The rise of modern technology has influenced art production. New art forms have arisen. 

Film and new media art forms are quickly becoming the new modes ‘of modern man’.352 

How are they depicting the concepts of eternity, Heaven and Hell in today’s more 

multicultural, multi-linguistic world? How do these artworks reflect the modern ideas of 

time and eternity to their audiences? How do films, as works ‘living in time’ present the 

concept of eternity where there is arguably no time? Many films have been made about 

such Christian themes as: the life of Jesus, Moses, Joseph, Paul and other prominent 

figures from the Bible, but only a few films have been made about Heaven? Some films 

which spend time within eternity include What Dreams May Come, Made in Heaven 

(Deutsch, 1998) and various films which briefly show God in heaven in ‘human’ form, 

like Bruce Almighty. (Bostick, 2003) 

                                                 
351 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gen. 5:1-
32. 
352 Jrab, A. (2013) Modern mass media and the Artist’s Self-Disintegration in Fergus by Brian 
Moore. Studies in Literature and Language. Vol. 6.2. p. 65. 
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In recent times traditional eschatology, which emphasises a future judgement, 

culminating in each individual’s soul being sent to either Heaven or Hell has been  

replaced by an interpretation of scripture which alludes to the idea that a ‘salvific 

experience’ can be undergone during our earthly existence in the ‘here and now’. Most 

often filmmakers use earthly realities as their point of departure, choosing to depict the 

transcendent through the lens of this-worldly phenomena.353 The primary aim of these 

films is to address social contingencies that relate to both life now and the projected 

character of the afterlife. Ideas like the transcendent power of love354  are explored in 

films like What Dreams may Come and Ghost.  

In Ghost (Jerry Zucker, 1990) (Plate 58), Sam Wheat (Patrick Swayze) is murdered by 

colleague Carl Bruner (Tony Goldwin) and emerges from the experience as a ghost. 

With the help of Oda Mae Brown (Whoopi Goldberg) a sham medium who can 

somehow hear his voice (no-one can see him), he finds ways to communicate to his 

grieving wife, (Demi Moore) eventually informing her of his killer’s identity. The 

existence of Heaven and Hell is supported by the film, thus underscoring the sense that 

divine justice lies at the very heart of the universe.355 When Sam’s killer dies he is 

grabbed and carried off screaming (presumably to Hell) by a gang of dark, sinister 

looking demons. Alternatively when all has been resolved to satisfaction between dead 

husband and living wife Sam ascends to Heaven via a celestial light reminiscent of the 

golden glow of The Ladder of Ascent (Plate 7) or the white radiance around Christ in 

Raphael’s Transfiguration (Plate 17). The film illustrates the still strong influence of 

Swedenborg prevalent in modern film interpretations of eternity, in it’s cosy and earthly, 

‘love conquers all’ ending. 

 

In Vincent Ward’s ‘What Dreams May Come’ (1998), Chris Neilsen (Robin Williams) 

spends most of his time clinging to the memory of, and then trying to save, his wife 

Annie (Annabella Sciorra) from an eternity spent in Hell. Heaven, we learn, is “big 

enough for everyone to have their own private universe”.356 Williams’ own ‘creation’ of 

Heaven involves fields of Monet-like flowers and a day-glo swamp made of brightly 

                                                 
353 Deacy, C. & Willliams, O. (2008) Theology and Film. Challenging the Sacred/Secular Divide. 
MA, United States: Blackwell Publishing, Malden. p. 184. 
354 Ibid. 
355 Ibid. p. 183. 
356 Hall, J. (01/15/1999) A matter of life and death. New Statesman; Vol. 128 Issue 4419, p36, 
Entertainment Review. MOTION pictures. What Dreams May Come.( Film) 



 

149 
 

coloured oil paint inspired by the paintings of his wife.357 (Plate 59) In contrast, his 

daughter’s world is a city, shared by others, a wonderland (Plate 60) of beautiful 

buildings, arches, pools, waterfalls and bridges where people fly, float, ride unicycles, 

swim or do whatever they want. Heaven is a myriad of worlds of fantasy and nature 

which can be reached by simply thinking yourself there. By contrast, Hell is portrayed as 

a realm of darkness and ennui, where people either have nothing to do, or are buried up 

to their heads in earth (possibly symbolising their sin). There are vistas in Heaven 

similar to the works of Martin (Plates 28-9)358 and the inclusion of the Monet-like 

imaginings of Williams point to the idea that this place is a moving manifestation of the 

‘distilled and crystalised’359 moment in the artist’s water lily paintings. The plot strays 

from traditional ideas of the division of Heaven and Hell by allowing Williams to enter 

Hell to ‘save’ his wife, who has become trapped there, via her own misery, which 

‘softens’ the impact of the comparison between Heaven and Hell. Hell does not convey 

the ‘deadness’ of the Hell of Hellraiser 2 (Plate 82). 

 

The film concentrates on eliciting a strong emotional response from the viewer, through 

the deaths of the two children and the dog in the beginning and through to Annie’s 

situation in Hell. There is little reference to God, none to Satan, while the protagonists 

pass through Heaven and Hell, and the ‘never give up’ theme of the film allies itself 

strongly to American stoic, popular culture. Visually, there are references to Caspar 

Friedrich’s (Plates 25-7) works in the vast windswept nature-dominated landscapes360 

and Victorian fairy paintings.361 At one point a purple tree appears in Chris’ Heaven, 

while on Earth Annie is painting the same tree in one of her paintings. When she is 

overcome with grief looking at the tree she erases it with its counterpart in Chris’ heaven 

suddenly disintegrating before his very eyes causing him great grief. (This Heaven is 

clearly not perfect).362 This reference to a linkage existing between Heaven and Earth as 

two parallel worlds, could be either an atemporal or omnitemporal interpretation of the 

relationship between time and eternity. It is also similar to MacKendrick’s idea of 

                                                 
357 Ibid. 
358 Hall, J. (01/15/99) A matter of life and death. New Statesman; Vol. 128 Issue 4419, 
Entertainment Review. MOTION pictures. What Dreams May Come.(Film) p36. 
359 My inverted commas. 
360 McCarthy, T. (Oct. 5, 1998) What Dreams May Come. Variety. 372.8 : p67. 
361 Hall, J. (01/15/99) A matter of life and death. New Statesman;  Vol. 128 Issue 4419, 
Entertainment Review. MOTION pictures. What Dreams May Come. (Film) p36. 
362 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 
21:4. 
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eternity cutting through reality - only here everything is reversed. The fact that the 

painting produced on Earth ‘controls’ the existence of the tree in Heaven, is a precedent 

which defies traditional concepts of Heaven as being totally separate and untouchable by 

the things of Earth.363 

 

Visually the film is a triumph, but it attempts to balance a refined consideration of this 

potentially weighty subject with a modern positivist avoidance of any tragic view of the 

ultimate destination of the human existence. An interesting idea is that both Chris’ son 

and daughter assume different appearances to the ones they had on Earth. The Bible tells 

us that in Heaven we shall have new spiritual bodies.364 The film interprets this idea in 

an unusual way. 

 

The son, Albert becomes a young African American man (Cuba Gooding Junior), while 

the daughter (Rosalind Chow) becomes a thirty odd year old asian woman (she explains 

to her father at one point that she assumed this identity because of a compliment he once 

gave about asian women to her while on Earth). Later, Albert explains that many people 

change their physical appearance in Heaven because the old appearance is a symbol of 

the restrictions of that Earthly existence. Assuming a new identity in the physical helps 

them ‘create’ their own new Heavenly identity. The mind is more free to create and be 

all it can be.  

 

Paul Badham is a leading proponent of the idea that the point of contact between our 

mortal and immortal existence cannot be physical, and that it is more tenable to propose 

that we will receive new and quite different types of bodies that will serve as vehicles 

for the way we exist in heaven. The link between this and the next world must thus lie in 

the same identical ego - best encapsulated, by the term ‘spiritual body’ rather than in the 

material or physical continuation of this flesh.365 

 

The story of What Dreams May Come, inspired by a novel by Richard Matheson, is 

founded on the assumption that heaven is malleable, that its inhabitants assume identities 

that please themselves. The new Heavenly inhabitants, having been bound within one 

                                                 
363 Ibid. Matt. 11:27.  
364 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. 1Cor. 
15:44. 
365 Deacy, C. & Willliams O. (2008) Theology and Film. Challenging the Sacred/Secular Divide. 
MA, United States: Blackwell Publishing, Malden. p. 191. 
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identity during life, are set free to explore others. Everyone can become who they want 

to be. In contrast, Hell is shown to be inhabited mostly by those who deny they are dead. 

"Hell is for those who don't know they're dead,"366 says Albert. Or they know they're 

dead but don't know what the deal is; or they won't go along with the deal, a similar 

concept to The Sixth Sense or The Others where those who do not know they are dead 

continue to live on Earth in a purgatorial state. In What Dreams May Come many of 

those in hell are guilty of the greatest sin against God, despair: they believe they are 

beyond hope.367 In the case of Annie, her despair was born through loving and being 

loved so much that she could not exist without those feelings. The representation of 

Heaven is wonderful thanks to the extraordinary CGI, but Williams’ continued grief and 

the possibility of returning to Earth to start a new physical life exposes the Heaven in the 

film to be far from the ‘perfect’ Heaven of Christian belief.368 

 

Most of today’s filmic interpretations of Heaven begin with Earthly roots. Heaven is 

represented not as a completely different world, but as one which is like ours, ‘only 

better’.  

 

The film Made in Heaven (Alan Rudolph, 1987) presents Heaven as a soft focus place 

(as seen in Pureland (Plate 67) or anything by Friedrich - except most of the scenes are 

interiors) similar to Earth except you can transport from one spot to another instantly 

and fly. Here everyone seems friendly, and to like everyone else. When Timothy Hutton 

drowns and enters Heaven he quickly falls in love with Kelly McGillis. However, their 

romance is broken when Kelly (a new soul) is recruited to do her time on Earth. The 

film then shifts back to Earth where Hutton is given 30 years to find his ‘true love’. 

What could have been an interesting exploration of the possibilities of Heaven reverts 

into an Earthly love story. In heaven people can make love (unlike in traditional 

Christian Heaven)369, create their own fantasies out of their imagination and do whatever 

they want. At one point Hutton asks McGillis “What if I imagine something bad? 

                                                 
366 Hall, J. (01/15/99) A matter of life and death. New Statesman; Vol. 128 Issue 4419, p36, 
Entertainment Review. MOTION pictures. What Dreams May Come. (Film) 
367 Ebert, R. (Oct. 2. 1998) What Dreams May Come. Rose Dow.com 
 http://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/what-dreams-may-come-1998 

368 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Revl 
21:3-4. 
369 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt. 
22:30. 
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McGillis replies, “You can’t. You’re in Heaven.”370 The comparison of films about 

Heaven with those depicting Hell shows a marked difference in techniques used to 

represent each. Heaven’ s representation is characterised by extravagant, soft lighting, 

rich colours, high quality cinematography and a high budget in general (The Lovely 

Bones (Jackson)).371 The more visceral depictions of Hell (Eraserhead, Hellraiser 2) 

seem to derive their effectiveness from the opposite - dim lighting, or high contrasts, 

dull colours, low quality cinematography and sound, simpler editing and a low budget in 

general. This may derive from the nineteenth century image of Heaven as being a place 

of familiar comforts (only superior to what we currently know)372 and Hell as being 

characterised (as its opposite) as a place of poverty and degradation.  

 

In both What Dreams may Come and Made in Heaven, the imagining of a mental image 

becomes a reality. While these films explore the relationship between the mental and 

physical dimensions of a possible Heaven they ignore the possibilities of new spiritual 

dimensions, choosing to opt out for the ‘love conquers all’ cliche of popular culture. The 

bodies ‘resurrected’ in most of the films above seem decidedly ‘fleshly’ (with maybe a 

few superhuman abilities (flying, creative) thrown in.) Most of the heavenly characters 

seem friendly enough, (Timothy Hutton meets only with helpful and happy faces.) 

 

The theme of ‘Love conquers all’ is common in films which involve some time spent in 

Heaven. According to Christian doctrine love is the source and meaning of man’s 

existence.373 We were created to be God’s companions from the outset.374 Yet most 

films that include scenes of Heaven represent love as the romantic type. 

 

Another film representing the afterlife is Stairway to Heaven, (Powell, 1946) where 

David Niven finds himself in a massive courtroom where he attempts to persuade the 

court that he should be allowed to live so he can pursue his true love. Heaven is shown 

in a misty black and white (contrasting to Earth which is in colour), is largely stylised, 

                                                 
370 Blocker, D. (Producer), & Rudolph, A. (Director), & Evans, B. (Writer). (1987). Made in 
Heaven. [Motion Picture] U.S.A.: Lorimar Motion Pictures. 
371 Jackson, P. (Producer/Director/Writer), & Walsh, F. (Producer/Writer). (2009) The Lovely 
Bones.  [Motion Picture] U.S.A. & U.K. & New Zealand: Film4 Productions WingNut Films. 
372 Frank, L. (2009) Bought with a Price”: Elizabeth Stuart Phelps and the Commodification of 
Heaven in Postbellum America ESQ: A Journal of the American Renaissance, Vol.55 (2), 
pp.165-192 
United Kingdom Independent Scholar p. 166. 
373 The Holy Bible. New King James Version. (1982). London: Thomas Nelson Inc. 1 John. 4:16. 
374 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gal. 4:6. 
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and resembles more a dream than a super reality. The idea that Heaven is a misty, 

dreamy world where very little excitement ever takes place makes no real Biblical sense 

when we compare it to the descriptions of the New Jerusalem in the Bible. The glorious 

light, the sparkling jewels and gold of the streets, the presence of the river and tree of 

life and of course the presence of God, all attest to a life which will be full of activity 

and purpose.375 Just lounging around having fun seems inadequate, although it is shown 

by modern films to be the reward given to those who have lived a ‘good’ life. If the 

Bible is correct, there will be more to Heaven than all that we can know and imagine 

while we remain on Earth. 

 

For Christians, a Christological approach to understanding Heaven and eternity will 

point them to the more spiritual aspects of eternity - the social and spiritual construct of 

Heaven. What will Heaven be like for believers - how will it make them feel, and how 

will they behave when in Heaven? Christ is the Christian’s practical link to Heaven - 

through a specific sacrifice, inspired by mercy and love.376 His life as testified by the 

Gospels was one of continual servitude and sacrifice,377 and can be seen as a model for 

the kind of behaviour and life we can expect in Heaven. 

 

One movie which portrays for us this sacrificial love and the peace and healing it brings 

is Babette’s Feast (Gabriel Axel, 1987) (Plates 61-63). In 19th century Denmark, two 

adult sisters (Philippa and Martine - played by Bodil Kjer and Birgitte Federspiel) live in 

an isolated village with their father, the revered pastor of a small Protestant church. 

Years later, a French woman refugee, Babette, (Stephane Audran) is taken in by the 

sisters as maid/housekeeper/cook. Still later, the sisters decide to hold a dinner to 

commemorate the 100th anniversary of their father’s birth. Babette experiences 

unexpected good fortune (winning a lottery) and pleads with the sisters to cook a feast 

for the celebration. Despite concerns, they relent. 

 

Most of the film is conspicuously dull in colour378 which recalls the dark colouring of 

Rouault in his depictions of human frailty, and achieves the same results. Like Rouault 

(and God), the film woos us into loving the characters, filling us with compassion for 

                                                 
375 Ibid. Rev. 22:1-5. 
376 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Eph. 5:2. 
377 Reading any of the gospels will illustrate this. 
378 Olivier, B. (2012) The Pleasure of food, and the Spiritual : Eat, Pray, Love and Babette’s 
Feast. Journal of literary studies. Vol: 28 Iss. 1 pp 21-39. p.29.  
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their quirks and imperfections, their humanity; in the same way God woos a non-

believer into becoming a believer.379 

 

When the feast begins, the colour in the film becomes more vibrant reflecting the 

changing moods of the diners. “The feast functions as an allegory of the heavenly 

pleasures the characters earnestly pray for.”380 The film revolves around sacrifice and 

the healing and mending it brings. For these people, the life to come entails the true 

meaning of the life we live, reflecting the Puritan aesthetic of mentally seeing and 

seeking Heaven. Philippa’s former lover Achille Papin (a renowned singer) is 

responsible for sending Babette into the little community. In the letter accompanying 

Babette he tells Philippa, “In Paradise you will be the great artist that God meant you to 

be. Ah, how you will delight the angels!”381 Yet by the time of the feast the small 

community have become dry from this postponement of joy and the general austerity of 

their lives. They have begun to bicker about small past hurts and disagreements. At an 

earlier stage Philippa sings with Achille “I am frightened by the joy’.382 The feast heals 

this. The feast is also an analogy of the spiritual refreshment which the communion of 

Christian belief brings. Both are meals that inspire the remembrance of good things. 

 

The heaven in Babette’s feast is not the extravagant imagery of What Dreams May 

Come, or the surreal, questioning reality of The Seventh Seal (Plates 84 - 86). It is a 

reflection of the compassion of Rouault, and distils its message of redemption through 

sacrifice by concentrating on the relationship between Babette and the small community 

she is adopted into. Here it echoes Rembrandt’s ability to focus on a central event. 

 

Babette’s devoting of work (the feast) so completely to perfection is a reflection of a 

believer’s worshipping of God through their daily actions. The love and gifts that God 

has given believers are shown to be used to create Heaven on Earth. Ultimately, the 

journey to Heaven through this world can transform the world into a heavenly realm as it 

did this small community. This is not the comfortable Heaven of The Gates Ajar, or 

                                                 
379 The Song of Songs in the Bible is meant to represent the wooing God does in order to draw 
believers to Him. 
380 Ibid. p. 30. 
381 Betzer, J. & Christensen, B. & Siesbye, P. (Producers), & Axel, G. (Director/Writer) (Based on 
a story by Blixen, K.). (1987). Babette’s Feast.  [Motion Picture] Denmark: Nordisk Film. 
382 Waldron, S. (2010) An interpretation of Babette’s Feast as a parable of trauma. Journal of 
Analytical Psychology, Vol. 55. pp.556-573. p. 563.  
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Made in Heaven, it is a truly earthly Heaven where little imperfections still play their 

part, and require divine help in the form of the sacrifice Babette provides. 

 

During the meal, the general says, “...mercy is infinite. We need only await it with 

confidence and receive it with gratitude. Mercy imposes no conditions.” 383 The meal is 

representative of the meal that Christ will serve believers when they enter Heaven - the 

consummation of His mercy.384 Heaven has visited  Earth through sacrifice and 

servitude. 

 

However, it is intimacy which defines this film’s relationship most completely to the 

eternal. The quiet rural locale and the simple, almost naive depictions of the characters 

and their relationships to each other, recalls the work of Generalic and its almost 

obsessive attention to detail. Not only does God know each of these characters by name, 

but His understanding of their relationships, and their subsequent needs, is shown to be 

equally as intimate. 

 

The quality and style of life lived in the afterlife is the greatest of all the mysteries 

surrounding eternity. In the depictions above a great variety of approaches has yielded a 

considerable variety of results. From the peaceful rural scenes of Generalic to the 

extraordinary CGI of What Dreams May Come to the more homely vision of Made in 

Heaven, Heaven is shown to be a place of acceptance, renewal and healing.   

                                                 
383 Betzer, J. & Christensen, B. & Siesbye, P. (Producers), & Axel, G. (Director/Writer) (Based on 
a story by Blixen, K.). (1987). Babette’s Feast. [Motion Picture] Denmark: Nordisk Film. 
384 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Matt. 
22:4. 
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Plate 54. Georges Rouault. The Old King. 1916-1936. Oil on canvas. 30.25 x 21.25 

inches. Carnegie Institute Museum of Art, PA. 
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Plate 55. Georges Rouault. Miserere: Plate 6. Are we not Slaves? Aquatint, roulette, 

drypoint, burnisher and roulette, 1926. 5.9 x 4.35 cm. 
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Plate 56. Ivan Generalic. In the Meadow. 1948. Oil on Glass. Private Collection. 
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Plate 57. Ivan Generalic. Fluvial Landscape. 1964. Oil on Glass. Private Collection. 
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Plate 58. Ghost. Jerry Zucker. 1990. Sam’s ghost kissing his wife at the end. 
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Plate 59. What Dreams May Come. Vincent Ward. 1998. Chris’ Heaven. 
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Plate 60. What Dreams May Come. Vincent Ward. 1998. Chris’ daughter’s Heaven. 
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Plate 61. Babette’s Feast. Gabriel Axel. 1987. Babette prepares the feast. 
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Plate 62. Babette’s Feast. Gabriel Axel. 1987. A detail of one of the courses of the meal.   



 

165 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 63. Babette’s Feast. Gabriel Axel. 1987. The diners remain silent but their facial 

expressions reveal their delight. 
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Eternity or Infinity?  

 

The sempiternal theory of the state of time in eternity places God within time (albeit 

endless time). This posits that time encompasses everything (including God and 

ourselves) and suggests that eternity exists within the same universe as we do.  

 

The art of Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama (b. 1929) explores our presence within this 

‘eternity of time’ using dense clusters of cellular forms (usually dots) to create what she 

calls ‘Infinity Nets’. These nets are a form of protection for the artist who has suffered 

from hallucinations since childhood.  

 

One day, looking at a red flower-patterned table cloth on the table, I turned 

my eyes to the ceiling and saw the same red flower pattern everywhere, even 

on the window glass and posts. The room, my body, the entire universe was 

filled with it, my self was eliminated, and I had returned and been reduced to 

the infinity of eternal time and the absolute of space. This was not illusion 

but reality.385 

 

Kusama’s work has portrayed infinity in both paintings (using repeated polka dots) and 

installations such as Infinity Mirror room, Rain in Early Spring (2002) (Plate 64) and 

Fireflies on Water (2002) (Plate 65).  

 

In her autobiography she writes, that she could cover a canvas with dots, then continue 

painting them on the table, floor, and finally on her own body. Repetition of this process 

expanded the nets to infinity. As they clung to her and filled the entire room, she forgot 

about herself. She woke one morning to find the nets she had painted the previous day 

stuck to the windows. Marvelling at this, she went to touch them, and they crawled on 

and into the skin of her hands.386 She imagined her own life as a single dot in an infinite 

matrix of other dots, the matrix being the net that joined the dots together and the net 

then extending to the infinity of the universe. Her desire seemed to be to obliterate the 

                                                 
385 Rubin, D. (2010) Psychedelic Optical and Visionary Art since the 1960s. London, England: 
San Antonio Museum of Art in ass. with The Mit Press. p. 17 
386 Femi, O. (2012) Infinity Net: The Autobiography of Yayoi Kusama. The British Journal of 
Psychiatry. Issue: Volume 201(3), September 2012, p 249–250. ISSN: 0007-1250 
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nature of the canvas by covering it totally in dots and nets such that it merged with the 

room and then with the universe.387 

 

In the mirrored rooms the viewer is totally immersed in an expansive, infinite space, so 

that they are endlessly multiplied by mirrors, becoming a part of a celestial event.388 In 

Infinity Mirror Room, Rain in Early Spring there is a Heavenly joy present and a 

multiplicity of dimensions that suggests an atemporal Ur-form of what could be termed 

Heaven. However, the viewer is placed within the midst of this event pointing to its 

existence within the time that characterises our world. The cosmic lights in her works 

remind us of the shimmering lights in Matta’s work or the lights of Mori’s Tom Na H-iu 

II  (Plate 66). However, Kusama’s lights have become a part of infinity (largely due to 

the use of mirrors) whereas Mori’s lights are in fact second hand representations of 

cosmic phenomena. An interesting component of this particular work is the multiple 

reflections of the viewer. It is as if the viewer is present in multiple dimensions which 

stretch on forever. This suggests a precedent - that in eternity we may inhabit more than 

one universe. For Kusama, these works are both a ‘cure’ for her hallucinations and 

create a feeling of unity with the cosmos: “When we obliterate nature and our bodies 

with polka dots, we become part of the unity of our environment. I become part of the 

eternal, and we obliterate ourselves with love.”389 This ‘obliteration’ of the self is closer 

to the Buddhist idea of ‘nirvana’ than the entry into an eternity ruled by God.  

 

Fireflies on the Water (2002) consists of a small room completely lined with mirrors, a 

pool in the centre, and 150 small lights hanging from the ceiling, creating a dazzling effect 

of direct and reflected light, emanating from both the mirrors and the water’s surface. The 

pool could be a suggestion of the ‘water of life’ while the endless tessellated array of lights 

immerse the viewer in an infinite cosmos both delicate and ethereal. Ms Kusama seems 

to be translating her inner terrors into works that inspire feelings of awe, elation and 

plenitude. Viewers who step into these boxes have the sense of being physically at the 

centre of a beautiful universe.390 

                                                 
387 Ibid. 
388 Rubin, D S. (2010) Psychedelic Optical and Visionary Art since the 1960s. London, England: 
San Antonio Museum of Art in ass. with The Mit Press. p. 17. 
389 Ibid. 
390 Givhan, R. (July 30, 2012) Yayoi Kusama. Newsweek. Newsweek Daily Beast Company LLC. 
p8. 
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA296559633
&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1 

http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA296559633&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA296559633&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
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While Kusama’s works evoke a sense of infinity rather than eternity, there is still a 

feeling that these infinite cosmic universes exist to nurture us, to enfold us with peace 

and love. Kusama has created endless worlds that she hopes will keep her at peace with 

the universe and in so doing has shared these worlds with her audience.  

 

While Kusama’s work derives from her own personal need to self heal, compatriot 

Mariko Mori (born 1967) juxtaposes Eastern mythology (Buddhism) with Western 

culture in her layered photographic, digital and installation works. Mori is a technical 

maestro, who often collaborates with others to realise her multilayered digital works. 

Her most celebrated work, a five-metre-high glass monolith entitled Tom Na H-iu II 

(2006) (Plate 66) rises like an ethereal standing stone, becoming a monument to a highly 

sempiternal description of eternity. Lights flash within it animating the gallery space 

with bright sweeps of colour. The artist has connected the LED lights of the piece to a 

computer at the cosmic-ray research station of the University of Tokyo which monitors 

the presence of neutrinos in the Earth's atmosphere. Each time the observatory detects, in 

this case, a particle from a star going supernova the installation responds with the 

flashing of multicoloured lights. The aim, according to the curator, Kathleen Soriano, is 

"to consider some of the vital forces that shape the nature of existence".391 The title is 

the celtic word for a site, marked by standing stones, where, it was believed, souls could 

re-enter the earth from the spirit world after death. This suggests the age old notion of 

spirits being linked to the stars, which situates eternity in the here and now of Buddhist 

belief. The cycle of birth/death is represented by the flaring of the supernovas and the 

stone’s reception (and translation) of these processes. Here Mori has blended ideas and 

beliefs from the past with the technology of the present to create a work which 

communes with the cosmos.392 

 

Although this work only expands man’s communication network to the stars it still 

transmits a revelation of the vastness of (eternal?) creation, or the universe to viewers. 

The work’s appearance as a ‘Druidic’ standing stone links the work to ancient spiritual 

notions and beliefs. 

                                                 
391 Economist, The. (2013) Cosmology bus tour; Mariko Mori's installation art. 22 Dec. 2012: 
(US): Expanded Academic ASAP. Web. 5 Oct. 2013. p. 133. 
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA312595664
&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1 
392 Ibid. 

http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA312595664&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA312595664&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
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Elsewhere in the digital photographic work Pureland (1998) (Plate 67) we see Mori as 

the popular Heian deity Kichijoten who embodies ideal beauty and is the harbinger of 

prosperity and happiness. In Mori’s hand is the nyoi hojy, or wish-granting jewel, 

symbolising the Buddha’s universal mind or nirvana. Orbiting her are clouds where 

colourful, animated aliens (or angels) play musical instruments. The work is 

accompanied by the smell of sandalwood to help immerse the audience in the work. 

Mori uses the illusion of entertainment technologies to merge an age-old goddess of 

fortune and Enlightenment with global consumerism.393 

 

The vast spaces of Friedrich are depicted in a more glossy and graduated manner. 

Despite (or maybe because of) the high production values, this image lacks the heart of 

Kusama’s work. Originally a fashion model, this particular work of Mori’s reeks of new 

age spirituality wrapped in the plastic world of the entertainment industry. In Pureland, 

is she a Buddhist goddess or a rock star? The fabulous colours please the eye, but 

distract from any truly spiritual message that may exist in the work. This is not eternity, 

but rather a sugar induced hallucination of a utopia located somewhere between the land 

of Pokemon and a cherry ripe. 

 

In a similar-looking work, Star Garden (2007) (Plate 68) by Jose Alvarez (b. 1968) we 

see a psychedelic phantasmagoria where bright coloured concentric orbs, crystal-like 

hanging ornaments, starbursts, morphing tubes of colour and strange gargoyle-like 

finials hover amidst an equally iridescent background, all vying for attention. Some of 

the materials in this work are associated with shamanistic rituals (feathers, porcupine 

quills, and the crystals that cause the surface of Star Garden to sparkle).394 The acrylic 

and watercolour paint compete with porcupine quills, and crystals in a light minded 

dialogue which may be either divinely inspired or influenced by this shamanistic magic. 

Some of the devil-like finials allude to the organic but most of the objects depicted don’t 

try to be anything more than just ornaments.  

 

                                                 
393 Holland, A. (2009) Mariko Mori and the Art of Global Connectedness. Intersections: Gender 
and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific. Issue 23, Nov. 2009.  
http://intersections.anu.edu.au/issue23/holland.htm 
394 Rubin, D. (2010) Psychedelic Optical and Visionary Art since the 1960s. London, England: 
San Antonio Museum of Art in ass. with The Mit Press. p. 36.  
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The most interesting feature of this work involves the title - are these objects spiritual 

plants and beings in an otherworldly Heaven? Would the inhabitants float through this 

garden? In this work the optical effects of the different materials and the thinly applied 

paint create an otherworldly glow that suggest some utopian realm. Most of the forms in 

the work are bilaterally symmetrical which is a characteristic of sentience, suggesting 

that some of the objects may even be spiritual entities (people, plants and animals - but 

all intelligent), living in an ordered cosmic realm. However, the incorporation of earthly 

materials (porcupine quills and crystals) and the pleasure principle colours of the work 

speak more of the frivolous. Like Pureland, the work lacks any reference to either 

reality or a projected reality which might be enjoyed in any ‘real’ afterlife, but there is 

no arguing against the uplifting delight that is present in both of these works. 

 

In placing their spiritual worlds within a sempiternal eternity the artists above really 

situate their spiritual utopias in infinity. These largely Eastern-religion inspired works 

invite the viewer into worlds which are more like fantasy than eternity. However, the 

motivation of self healing in Kusama’s work and the obvious joy in the work of Mori 

and Alvarez still contain the power to transport the viewer into pseudo-Heavenly realms. 
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Plate 64. Yoyoi Kusama. Infinity Mirror Room, Rain in Early Spring. 2002. Mixed 

Media Installation. 
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Plate 65. Yoyoi Kusama. Fireflies on the Water. 2002. Mixed Media Installation. 
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Plate 66. Mariko Mori. Tom Na H-iu II. 2005-6. Installation. 
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Plate 67. Mariko Mori. Pure Land, from the Esoteric Cosmos series. 1996–97. Glass 

with photo interlayer on five panels, 305 x 610 x 2.2 cm. Courtesy of Deitch Projects, 

New York. 
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Plate 68. Jose Alvarez. Star Garden. 2007. Acrylic, watercolour, porcupine quills, 

crystals on watercolour paper. 59 x 40 inches. Collection of Sheila and Milton Fine, 

Pittsburgh, Pa. 
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The Dichotomous Struggle: The Healing Powers of Time and Eternity. 

 

One of the main features of traditional Christian eternity is the healing that it brings to 

every aspect of creation. 

 

And he showed me a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding 

from the throne of God and of the Lamb. In the middle of its street, and on 

either side of the river, was the tree of life, which bore twelve fruits, each 

tree yielding its fruit every month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing 

of the nations.395  

 

Anselm Kiefer (B. 1945) is a German painter whose works challenge the dark recent 

past of his country, while realising its potential for the future. He uses a variety of 

materials, including glass, lead, wood, plants and straw creating encrusted surfaces 

blanketed with thick layers of impasto. According to Gilmour, Keifer’s spiritual work 

draws from such diverse sources as the Exodus from Egypt, ideas about the celestial 

hierarchy in Dionysius, the Areopagite,396 Nordic myths, German military and cultural 

history and shamanistic397 religion.398 

 

Kiefer moved beyond modernism by violating its taboos against representation, 

narrative, and historical allusion and by the decisive way in which he employs art to 

confront reality. Gilmour notes that Keifer’s works are neither abstract or realistic and 

they deliberately evoke  the literary and historical for purposes beyond painting itself. 

According to Gilmour, despite the presence of much abstraction, his work goes beyond 

expressing ‘mere form’.399 

 

                                                 
395 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 
22:1-2. 
396 Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite - a christian philosopher who identifies himself in his work 
as ‘Dionysios’ the Athenian convert of Paul (Acts 17:34) The openly false attribution resulted in 
the work being given great authority in much theological writing during the pre-Reformation 
period.  
397 A shaman reaches an hallucinatory state during his relevant rituals in order to form a link 
between the natural and transcendent worlds with an aim to provide otherworldly insight, 
prophecy or healing. 
398 Gilmour, J. (1990) Fire on the Earth. Anselm Kiefer and the Postmodern World. Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press. p. 4. 
399 Ibid. p. 5,6,8 
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Kiefer was concerned about origins, and in the Midgard series uses cosmological 

precepts to convey his ideas. The Midgard series borrows from the Norse legend of the 

serpent Midgard, who is fated to battle at the end of the world. The serpent is a sea 

dwelling monster who grows so large that he eventually encircles the earth (the 

Midgard, or middle region.) As the end of the world approaches the serpent slithers 

ashore. Midgard (1980-1985) (Plate 69) depicts a serpent at the forefront of an ocean 

landscape. With a flat, yet monumental rock in the centre and splashing waves in the 

distance. There are obvious allusions between the serpent and Satan having to fight God 

in the final battle in Christian belief.400 In the painting the rock represents the earth and 

the ocean the rest of the universe. Kiefer’s works are often metaphors of trauma 

(reflecting his German twentieth century descent) focusing on continual rebirth and 

renewal of life.  

 

Kiefer wanted his art to create ‘something that isn’t a fabrication but a 

transformation.”401 In many of his works he used fire as an emblem of the artist’s 

transformative powers. In Wayland’s Song (with Wing) (1982) (Plate 70) where the wing 

has tentacles extending between heaven and earth, apparently anchoring the wing in 

space, both the wing embedded in the tree and the artist’s palette attach themselves to 

the upright tree by fingers of lead. Kiefer often associates the artist’s role with the image 

of the wing. Gilmour notes that he takes seriously an idea that most moderns reject: that 

the renewal of our world may require that we return to ancient and archaic ideas402. For 

Kiefer there is a close relationship between the earth and the sacred. Wayland’s Song 

(with Wing) shows this by expressing the theme of the renewal of the scorched earth, 

which lies fallow awaiting the return of conditions that can make it fruitful once more - 

the same attitude expressed by ancient peoples toward the cycle of the seasons.403 The 

depiction of the wing of the angel in Wayland’s Song has a definite meaning - medieval 

alchemists used lead as a catalyst in their attempts to turn dross into gold. The angel is 

from heaven but has temporarily come down to earth. Lead is also a symbol of 

creativity.  

 

                                                 
400 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev 20: 
7-10 
401 Gilmour, J. (1990) Fire on the Earth. Anselm Kiefer and the Postmodern World. Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press. Ibid. p. 120. 
402 Ibid p. 126 
403 Ibid. . 
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Kiefer uses and treats fire in many of his paintings as possessing both positive and 

negative aspects. He uses it in his ‘scorched earth’ paintings and even in his spacious 

empty halls. Kiefer’s use of alchemical transformation, reflects a rigorous process of 

experimentation and alteration, which undermines the everyday understanding of reality, 

and it relentlessly subjects the materials under investigation to ‘pulverisation,’ until 

something hidden may become evident.404 Once again Kiefer is combining both 

modernist and postmodernist ideas. He is using alchemy (a popular modernist tool) and 

linking his thought processes to myths and ideas from the past (without mocking them as 

a postmodern would), yet simultaneously making manifest the ‘processes’ of his creative 

work (a strong component of postmodernist aesthetic).  

 

In his works Cherubim-Seraphim (1983) (Plate 71) and Seraphim (1983-4) (Plate 72) the 

drama of divine creation is depicted as being dual. Here good is forced to exist with evil, 

the essence and the ascent converse with the serpent, they are part of the same genesis. 

They emerge by means of fall and reabsorption, from the low world to the high world 

and vice versa.405 Here the link or transformation between heaven and earth, between the 

human and the divine, insists on the need for art to express transcendent ideas, capable 

of linking the celestial to the terrestrial, the opaqueness of matter to the transparency of 

the spirit. 

 

Kiefer’s work involves the healing powers of time. In some ways this is like the 

cataclysmic healing and renewal of the Christian apocalypse. Saturnzeit is time that 

devours and destroys in constructing - or rather that in order to construct devours, and in 

destroying constructs. Kiefer belongs to this tragic current of European Humanism.406 

His background involving the horror and shame of Germany’s involvement in the two 

world wars has evolved a sensibility that believes that destruction is almost a necessary 

part of creation. In this he has overlooked the Christian God’s ability to create out of 

nothing.  

 

Kiefer’s post war sensibility, seeks reconciliation and renewal after the bloodiness and 

horror of the two world wars. His works link to eternity in their stubborn hope amidst so 

much ugliness and their searching for renewal in a bleak and frantically hopeless world. 

                                                 
404 Ibid. p. 132. 
405 Cacciari, M. (1997) Anselm Kiefer. Charta, Milan: Germano Celant. p. 17. 
406 Ibid. p. 12. 
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Bruce Nauman’s (1941 - ) work is so varied that it has been classified as Body, Minimal, 

Process and Light Art.  Nauman believes in starting with an open mind to the basic 

precepts of what art is, with every new work, giving him the barest canvas on which to 

begin each work, which helps him to create such a wide variety of works. One of his 

most important and well known pieces is Vices and Virtues (1988) (Plate 73) a neon 

installation installed around the top of the Charles Lee Powell Structural Systems 

Laboratory Building in San Diego, California. The work comprises fourteen 2.13 metre 

high words, with the seven vices superimposed over the seven virtues. The Bible is 

saturated with the number seven. 407 The number signifies perfection or completion 

which is most strongly represented in Genesis on the completion of creation. The eighty 

eight letters of the work incorporate more than a mile of neon and require eighty eight 

electrical transformers. 408 Pairs of words are laid on top of each other around the 

building. They click on and off in sequence around the building until they reach their 

starting point, and then the sequence starts over. The words are paired 

ANGER/FORTITUDE, GLUTTONY/TEMPERANCE, AVARICE/JUSTICE, 

PRIDE/PRUDENCE, SLOTH/CHARITY, ENVY/HOPE, LUST/FAITH.  

 

The virtues flash sequentially in a clockwise direction around the building, with each 

word illuminated for three seconds. This cycle restarts every seven seconds. At two and 

a half minute intervals, all seven virtues flash on simultaneously for ten seconds. The 

vices flash in sequence, in a counter clockwise direction, slightly faster (two and a half 

seconds per word). The vice cycle restarts every 5.83 seconds. All the vices flash 

together for ten seconds every two minutes. Every possible combination of the words 

appear at one time or another, including all words flashing simultaneously. 

 

The use of two distinct timing sequences suggests the two sets of words come from 

different dimensions (one from Heaven, the other from Hell) alluding to an atemporal 

form of time which intrudes on the time of this world.  

 

                                                 
407 The seven days of the week. (Gen. 2.2) The seven seals (Rev. 5.1) and the seven bowls. 
(Rev 15.7) The seven lampstands (Rev 1.12) which represent the seven spirits of God (or the 
churches of God).  
408 The digits indicated when all the segments of two ‘seven segment display’ are illuminated. 
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Vices and Virtues uses modern technology and a surface aesthetic which aligns itself 

with public advertising to ask the viewer to meditate on eternal truths and higher values. 

Nauman’s famous quote ‘The true artist Helps the World by Revealing Mystical 

Truths’409 is expressed here in this simple but effective moral dichotomy. Ethical 

judgement becomes unstable, in the work as the juxtaposed vices/virtues flash on and 

off. The viewer may know the difference between faith and lust, or hope and envy, but 

in real experience these vices and virtues are never experienced purely. The words 

appear constantly in new and baffling combinations as the vices/virtues appear in real 

life. However, the spiritual link to Heaven is clear - neon clear - as the very juxtaposition 

of the vices/virtues also subtly embarrass the viewer by asking him to contemplate truths 

that flash on and off with these seven foot high, visually unavoidable neon words.410 

Heaven and Hell are not only contrasted here, they are physically laid over the top of 

each other. No matter what one believes, the struggle between good and evil has and 

will, continue until the end of time. It is represented here by the never ending time 

cycles of the words. This positions this work overall, within time and not beyond, for 

according to the Bible sin will not influence the heavenly environment, where a 

completely new order will take over.411 The work emphasizes the importance of choice 

in bringing peace/fear and spiritual prosperity/degradation to this life and illustrates the 

transient, almost whimsical nature of the human will. However, in brazenly depicting 

this human weakness the work leads the viewer to a higher understanding of the 

possibilities of eternity. 

 

The human desire for eternity is a desire to be made whole. The dichotomous struggle 

between destruction and rebirth (Kiefer) and good and evil (Nauman) demonstrates 

time’s role in leading man to eternity. 

  

                                                 
409 Butterfield, Jan. (1993) The Art of Light and Space. New York, N.Y.: Abbeville Press. p. 133. 
410 Ibid. p. 149. 
411 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 
21:4. 
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Plate 69. Anselm Kiefer. Midgard. 1980-85. The Carnegie Museum of Art Pittsburgh. 

4.9 x 6.12 m. Oil and mixed Media on canvas.Plate 61. Anselm Kiefer.  
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Plate 70. Wayland’s Song (with wing). Oil, emulsion and straw on canvas with lead wing 

and gelatin silver print on projection paper, 1982. Fisher Collection. 
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Plate 71. Anselm Kiefer. Cherubim-Seraphim. Mixed media on canvas. 1984. 280 x 340 

cm. 
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Plate 72. Anselm Kiefer.  Seraphim, 1983–84. Oil, straw, emulsion, and shellac on 

canvas, 320.7 × 330.8 cm. Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. 
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Plate 73. Bruce Nauman. Vices and Virtues. (1988) Neon signs seven feet tall, 

alternating the seven vices and seven virtues: FAITH/LUST, HOPE/ENVY, 

CHARITY/SLOTH, PRUDENCE/PRIDE, JUSTICE/AVARICE, 

TEMPERANCE/GLUTTONY, and FORTITUDE/ANGER. Atop the Charles Lee 

Powell Structural systems laboratory on the campus of the University of California, San 

Diego. Part of the Stuart Collection of public art. 

  



 

186 
 

Finding Hope After Hell: Hell, Purgatory and the Apocalypse. 

 

Early Christians lived for Heaven. Heaven was the place Christians aspired to reach, and 

to accept membership into the church and ultimately Heaven meant ‘taking 

responsibility for sustaining paradise in this world.412 The ‘correct’ attitude of these 

Christians was ‘fervent hope of Heaven and abject terror of Hell.’413 Depictions of Hell 

tended to repeat the theme of a charred landscape, visible darkness, demons, fire and 

torment. (Bosch, Dante). Some Christians saw suffering as a sacred calling, instead of 

working to alleviate it. The enlightenment and industrial revolution modified this 

understanding of suffering, concentrating on the bringing of Heaven to Earth through the 

idea that our actions in life can create a Heaven on Earth and via the modern comforts 

which industry has created. Today Hell is rarely believed to exist in its traditional form. 

 

Jake (b. 1966) and Dinos (b. 1962) Chapman are English artists who create works that 

often shock and enrage the public. Many of their super-detailed miniature landscapes of 

war and holocaust scenes are made with tiny plastic and fibreglass figures. Yet these 

works also utilise just about every material at the disposal of the artist brothers. Their 

combination of grotesque, carnivalesque characters, ultra violence and acerbic 

confrontational wit makes them highly controversial artists in the postmodern milieu.  

 

F**cking Hell (2008) (Plate 74) (I will refer to this work as “Hell” from here on) is a 

work of relentless horror. A series of nine vitrines in which 30,000 tiny figures perform 

all manner of atrocities, are placed in a swastika formation to remind us of what most 

people feel is a symbol of the source of the worst of all the atrocities which occurred 

during the tumultuous years of the twentieth century. There are decapitations, 

flagellations, crucifixions, stranglings, skeletal emaciated figures, deformed hybrid 

creatures, siamese (or ‘trimese’) figures, hangings, butcherings..... The list could go on 

for quite a while, and when the list is finally exhausted, there is still the obvious 

suggestion that it could still go further.  

 

Much of the Chapman’s work utilises toys, fetish dolls or shop mannequin figures. 

These puppet governments’ serve the artists as strongly established models for extremes 

                                                 
412 Brock, R. & Parker R. (Jul/Aug2009) Saving Paradise. Tikkun, Vol. 24 Issue 4, p21-25, p, 22 
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of human wishfulness.414 The Chapmans like to enrage and provoke using 

‘transgressive’ obscenity, fiendish insult or other social disruptings. These assaults by 

the artists are intense monomanias, and give ceremonial leverage to an awareness, which 

results in a “rapturous palsy of the sacred”.415 

 

The Chapman’s art is about  “the ‘social economy’ of human consciousness especially 

where this economy reaches its apotheosis in religion.”416 There is a suggestion that the 

current degradation of ‘collective spiritual consciousness’,417 is “best represented not by 

failures like ‘religious intolerance’, or ‘religious fundamentalism’ but more likely, the 

opposite, by the unfortunate fact that religion is not religious enough.”418 In times past 

the hope of Heaven was always balanced by a fear of Hell. Today, the fading of Hell 

into oblivion or mere symbol has robbed modern man of some of this hope. In a world 

where distractions, comforts and fads breed a need for more and more of these 

attractions, the Chapman Brothers are crying out for the religion of old to reassert itself. 

Hell may not be a completely traditional representation of the place depicted by the 

Japanese artists of the fifth century (Plates 3-5), the monks of the middle ages (Plate 9) 

or Bosch (Plates 11-15), but its message is still clear - sin is an endless trap which leads 

to endless suffering and pain.  

 

In Hell, giant cows give birth to human corpses, men have skulls instead of heads, and 

vultures have the heads of men. Machines create death chemicals and somehow use 

mutilated human body parts as fuel. A Nazi skeleton surreally steps out of its covering 

of flesh, or maybe it is Death stepping into a Nazi—we don’t know which way we’re 

going—atrocity is circular and endless. The work relentlessly describes horrors in great 

detail but it contrives consciously not to add up to anything. Instead, the work 

relentlessly and deliberately fails to reach the limit of its potential content, its space is an 

‘existent autonomy’ which creates its own endless space. 

There are many ‘Hitlers’ in the work. One has set up an easel on the top of a broad steep 

sided valley filled with the broken bodies of un-dead soldiers (Plate 75). Ridiculously, 

                                                 
414 Chapman, J., and Chapman, D. (2003) The Rape of Creativity. Oxford: Modern Art. p. 3 
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the artist seems unaware of the horrors before him, instead choosing to paint a child like 

scene of a small house in a sunny landscape. 

Between a steep hill sheltering an artist’s cottage, and a death camp, is an old three story 

structure This building is where both Adolf Hitler and Anne Frank live, while Winston 

Churchill appears to be hiding in their basement. Hitler is shown sewing a dress from 

body parts; watched by a portrait of his mother on the wall (a reference to the Hitchcock 

movie Psycho.419 Anne Frank is hiding in the attic surrounded by toys she fears to play 

with, in case she makes too much noise.420 There is none of the subtle mood of 

Hearman’s work (Plate 76) or the uncertain forms of James Gleeson (Plate 78). 

Everything here is blatant and clear. 

Elsewhere, on a small island with palm trees, Stephen Hawking lives in a simple 

wooden beach hut. He shares his island with three bikini babes who play with beach 

balls. They clearly have no interest in black holes and string theory. In Hell, Hawking is 

denied intelligent company.421 There is also a depiction of Gericault’s (1791 - 1824) The 

Raft of the Medusa (1918 - 19) (this time populated by undead figures). 

The critical difference between Hell and pop culture is the work’s open-endedness, its 

refusal to be so certain about what its morality really is, as opposed to the wrapped-up 

meanings that are always present in gross-out violent movies as much as in tabloid news 

stories. The Chapmans’ fiberglass children-figures with adult sex organs growing out of 

their heads are not really titillating like the tabloids; they are simply too mutated: 

clumped together anus/penis children are too repulsive and zombie-like to be titillating. 

The work is definitely a fantasy giving the viewer the freedom to view the terrors and 

torture as a voyeur without feeling guilty. As if to highlight the ‘entertainment value’ of 

the work, references to Hollywood movies such as heads on sticks (Apocalypse Now) 

and the tailoring of human skin to make some kind of vile garment (Silence of the 

Lambs) are added. The Chapmans lavish layer upon layer of ugliness to no end, like a 

pair of rabid teenagers on heat. The Chapmans’ calling to religions to be ‘more 

religious’ is a call for definition. Where should the line be drawn? How ‘dead to sin’422 

will we become if this line is not drawn? The work suggests that horror disguised as 

                                                 
419 Hitchcock, A. (Producer/Director) (1960) Stefano J. (writer) Psycho. USA. Shamley 
Productions. 
420 Chapman, J. and Chapman, D. F***cking Hell. White Cube. p. 20. 
421 Ibid. p. 21. 
422 Disinterested and unaffected by the ugliness of sin and its consequences. 
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entertainment is more damaging (and therefore damning) to the individual and society 

than any experience in life which truly horrifies us. 

Hell is the Chapman’s own ‘phenomenal panorama of horror and dread’.423 The work 

clearly derives much of its imagery from Bosch - in its ‘incomprehensible 

representations of both war and Hell.’ Bosch used multiple, simultaneous episodes in his 

work to suggest the presence of an even more vast ‘endless’ cornucopia of horrors’ in 

his works. Likewise, Australian photographer Frank Hurley created panoramic montages 

of war. Hurley felt that the single photographs he took, no matter how gruesome or 

detailed, were incapable of showing the full horror of war.  

 

Both Hurley and Bosch lean heavily on the (inconceivable) fact of simultaneity, 

representing an abstract (rather than literal) ‘truth’ about the likely nature of an 

exceptional experience. In order to create a depicted fantasy that will adequately over-

preach and overwhelm the skepticism of the viewer (to produce something  which is 

‘beyond belief’) each artist relies on an organised arrangement of dramatic horrific 

instants that their viewers must attempt to assimilate for themselves, under the rhetorical 

conceit ‘meanwhile.’424 The Chapmans’ Hell uses the ‘meanwhile’ in the same way. The 

work of all these artists is a pictorial equivalent of the filmic device montage, where 

single images flash, one after the other on screen bombarding the viewer with image 

after image often leaving them ‘shell shocked’, employed effectively in the film Event 

Horizon (Gordon, 1997). The structural point of Hell is that despite all the detail it is 

never enough. This relates to the Chapman’s idea that violent (or sexual) fantasies are 

never enough. The parade of hideous figures in Grosz’ Dedication to Oscar Panizza 

likewise appears to go on forever. Fetishism is a momentary delight. It cannot satisfy for 

long, and when the desire is fulfilled it is only replaced by a greater desire. Such is the 

nature of the process that leads to the Biblical Hell. The pleasures derived from sin are 

only momentary and do not provide any real satisfaction to the soul or spirit of man. Yet 

despite the eternal consequences, they still manage to seduce and ultimately addict the 

sinner. 

Hell describes the madness of sin at its most extreme. This is surely the Hell of torment 

of the Bible. Yet the presentation of the subject matter seduces the viewer into ‘enjoying 
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every gruesome detail’ of the work. Hell could be a warning against the destructive 

powers of sin, but instead becomes a travelogue, inviting the viewer to visit it ‘in the 

real’. 

Two Australian artists, art historian Simon Gregg describes as ‘Neo Romantic’ are 

Louise Hearman (1963- ) and Joel Zika425. Both artists rely on the ‘grotesque’, the 

combining of beauty and sensuality with ugliness and horror to create dark images 

which disrupt the viewer’s sense of reality and create a ‘rupture between what we 

observe and what we intuit.’426 

 

Louise Hearman’s paintings depict dark mysterious voids often inhabited by a single ‘all 

knowing’ child. The strength of her work is the ominous mood created by the violently 

sharp contrasts, the nebulous background and the unexpected presence of the child. 

 

There is nothing assured in these images - nothing to make us feel safe and 

secure in our triumphant humanity. Indeed, they seem to speculate on a 

disorder that is rampant in the universe, which undermines and betrays 

everything that civilises us and separates us from the animals.427 

 

Hearman’s work is cinematic in appearance, using dramatic strong contrasts and eerie, 

misty lighting. Her light sometimes seems to come from within the depicted subjects 

themselves giving an otherworldly quality to the subjects and a dream-like aura to the 

works. The children in her paintings are not quite children. They seem imbued with an 

adult maturity which gives them the look of a child seer. In the work Untitled 835 (2000) 

(Plate 76) the head of a young boy emerges from what appears to be tufts of long grass. 

The background is dark, a blue/purple sky melding into a mountain in the distance. 

Almost no features of the background are visible. The head of the boy appears to be 

disembodied. It seems to float above a road dissecting the painting from left to right 

while all round him the dramatically lit grass seems to almost fly upwards like flames. 

There is a hell-like look to the grass, but the boy seems indifferent to all that surrounds 

him. This is not the rampant depiction of Hell of Bosch or the Chapman brothers, but 

rather a suggestion that Hell could exist just around the corner. The loose brushwork of 
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the grass suggests the violence of the flames of Hell more effectively than the more 

literally painted flames of the Japanese visions of Hell. The world Hearman depicts 

seems otherworldly but somehow near - almost under our skin. 

 

Elsewhere, Joel Zika’s multimedia and computer generated imagery ‘revels in a twisted 

phantasmagorical opulence...which allows him to project a decadent reality that, in spite 

of its candid fictionalisation, appeals to our tendency to believe. This is the grotesque 

come brazenly to life.’428 Once again reality has gone awry and a world of luminous 

unimaginable nightmares emerge. The disorienting force Zika employs in his work to 

offset the viewer, he describes as the ‘dark ride’.  

 

Within the Dark Ride, the viewer’s position in the overall narrativity of the 

phantasmagorical environment is unstable: at one moment this might involve 

observing a scene or situation take place; at other times, becoming a 

participatory subject who is directly confronted, whose circulation through 

the space brings them ‘into’ the midst of the action. The devices that 

provoke these feelings are admittedly simplistic but the effect is strong and 

visceral.429 

 

In Pleasure Island 1 (2008) (Plate 77) we find a weird ferris wheel dramatically 

silhouetted against soft yet malevolent shafts of grey light. The carriages of the wheel 

look more like skulls and could carry any manner of horrific creatures. Around it 

glimpses of what could be a forest of the dead allude to the contents of the left side of 

the print which is all in darkness. The effect of the lights (mostly emanating from the 

ride itself) creates an entry, an arch - like the entry into hell. The incorporation of CGI 

gives the work a ‘computer game’ feel although the invocation of the grotesque element 

takes us to another world altogether. Do we dare go on this dark ride? The dark ride 

these works remind us of are that of a carnival’s Ghost Train. We know that fear awaits 

us yet we are compelled to take the ride anyway. The sublime beckons us from beyond 

like the seduction of sinful pleasure, but unlike the Chapman brothers work the manner 

of this sin is not yet revealed. We must choose to ‘take the ride’ if we are to discover 

this. 
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The lights lure us in, but common sense says to stay away. There is a yearning for the 

infinite presented here, and man’s insignificance and powerlessness in the face of it. The 

power of temptation and man’s inability to overcome its ravishing enticement is alluded 

to. This is clearly the dark side of eternity, Hell not Heaven which awaits those who 

enter into these mysterious realms.  

 

One painting which captures the cosmic spectacle of the eternity described in the Book 

of Revelation is Preparations at Patmos (1986) (Plate 78) by Australia’s premier 

surrealist James Gleeson. (1915 - 2008) In the Revelation of John, the writer begins the 

account of the vision of the apocalypse by announcing that he is on the island of Patmos, 

‘in the spirit’ and hears a voice behind him shouting like a trumpet’.430 What follows is 

the cataclysmic and tumultuous events of the end of the age. In this painting John is on 

Patmos prior to the vision. The landscape around him prepares itself for what is to come. 

Is this a natural landscape transformed by spiritual powers or a spiritual landscape 

transforming itself in readiness for John to receive the vision? The universe is at a point 

where nothing is certain because everything is about the change. Gleeson has the sea, 

earth and sky heaving and moving rhythmically in expectation.431 For Gleeson the sky 

threatens the annihilation of man through nuclear warfare - a predominant fear of his 

since the cold war. The calm morning light on the left is the alpha, the purple darkness 

on the right is the omega.432 A surreal representation of John stands in the midst of the 

tumult, arms upraised in praise of the greatness of the impending vision. Both the land 

and the sky are littered with metamorphosing organic forms. Rocks become shells, claws 

and crustaceans; clouds suggest human, animal and mineral forms writhing in 

anticipation of the vision - everything is in a state of flux. This unsettling flux is more 

strictly metaphysical than Matta’s (Plate 44) world of shifting space and time. The 

painting emphasises the paradox that in order for the security of Heaven to be 

established, great change is needed. This is not eternity, but that moment when time 

transforms into eternity according to the book of Revelation. 

 

                                                 
430 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 1:9-
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There are clear allusions to Bosch, Grunewald and Dali in the work of Gleeson, but 

these forms are more abstract as they’ve been captured in a pivotal state of evolution. 

Gleeson’s extraordinary draughtsmanship and superb and complex colour schemes 

emphasise both the real and unreal nature of the scene. The finished painting glows with 

a baroque splendour and a rich majesty which both emphasises and belies its terrible 

message.433 This is a scene of impending judgement. The intertwined organic forms, and 

sharp dangerous crab pincers allude to traditional concepts of Hell. However, all is not 

lost yet. At the left a small quiet scene of a calm beach resists the tumult of the rest of 

the painting. Gleeson’s painting is a spectacular rendering of what is expected to be (by 

Christians) ‘the apocalypse’ - the end of time as we know it. The painting mirrors the 

‘grand chaos’ of Martin’s The Great Day of His Wrath, (Plate 30) emphasising the 

cataclysmic change that is occurring in the universe with more abstract and fluid forms, 

but gives us a more realistic footing on which to view the ‘end of the world’ than 

Kandinsky gives us in Composition IV (Plate 41). 

 

In film, Hell has been treated many times, mostly in a fairly traditional manner with only 

minor variations.434 Hell is probably seen as a much more viable box office attraction 

(the fleshly nature will have its way)435 and films such as Constantine, (Bonaventura, 

2005) The Clash of the Titans (Iwanyk, 2010) (actually Hades, not Hell in this one) 

Beetlejuice (Wilson, 1988) (a more light hearted interpretation) and Hellraiser 2 (Figg, 

1988) are just some of the films featuring time spent in Hell.  

While the horror genre in general seeks to create a hellish atmosphere with scenes of 

mounting suspense (the Halloween movies), or mind numbing gore and violence (the 

Saw films) I will be more specific, concentrating on films which actually depict the 

physical Hell itself. The one exception will be David Lynch’s first feature, the highly 

surreal, post apocalyptic nightmare, Eraserhead (Lynch, 1977) (Plate 79).  

One of the earliest scenes of this film has the protagonist Henry Spencer (Jack Nance) 

walking home through a smoky, windy, industrial environment, surrounded by sinister 

shadows. The same claustrophobic atmosphere surrounds him for the remainder of the 
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film. Lynch says “I got Eraserhead really from Philadelphia”.436 The fear and 

powerlessness Lynch felt in moving to a new town (from New York) inspired a 

substantial amount of the look and feel of the film.  

In the film Henry goes to dinner to meet his girlfriend’s parents after having not seen his 

girlfriend for a while and is told that she has had a baby and that he should marry her. 

We then see the couple back in his apartment with the baby - a mutated reptilian head 

jutting out of a swathe of bandages, that constantly cries, craving all the attention it can 

get. Henry’s wife leaves, leaving Henry to look after the baby by himself. At this point, 

all sorts of gory and sexual imagery take over adding to the sense of the chaotic 

powerlessness of Henry. Lynch’s background as a surrealist painter echoes throughout 

the film with its emphasis on dreams and the libido and the intuitive way the film was 

constructed. In Eraserhead everything about Henry’s life is a prison - from the scenes of 

his home town, to the dingy, cramped apartment, the marriage (Henry’s wife is neurotic, 

irritable and has seizures occasionally) and the baby (after the baby gets sick, every time 

Henry tries to leave the flat for a quick break the baby begins to cry). (Plate 80) Henry 

seems jaded by everything, and is unable to control any part of his life - a standard 

feature of Hell. 

The film is ‘obsessively introspective,’437 isolating the viewer, creating a multitude of 

personal interpretations. In so doing the film becomes more than just a fantasy which 

viewers watch and enjoy - it is a dream experience.438 Here the film contrasts with the 

Chapman Brothers’ Hell which portrays their hellish fantasy, as filled with blatant horror 

designed to fascinate and lure in the viewer. The world Lynch conjures, in contrast, is ‘a 

dead one, bleak and sterile’.439 The hellish mood created, is closer to the dead, dankness 

of Hellraiser 2 (Plate 82) than the furious, windy Hell of Constantine (Plate 81). 

 

The feeling which dominates this film is fear. Henry seems to marry out of fear of 

reprisal, tends the baby for fear something bad will happen if he does not. He even 

seems to fear resisting his beautiful neighbour’s advances in case he offends her. He 

hardly speaks as if he fears to look the fool and projects a minimal personality seemingly 
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fearing becoming truly involved in anything. Overall, he fears life and the unstable 

position he holds within it. The light around him flickers with dark shadows.  The 

electrical lights simply flicker, surrounding him with darkness for short periods 

throughout the film, emphasising this instability and fear. His future is uncertain - 

recalling the vague and morbid conjurations of Louise Hearman’s paintings (Plate 76). It 

is this fear of life - and possibly even being - that the film seems to be generally 

conveying, and is comically symbolised by Henry’s hairstyle. Henry’s only respite is an 

imaginary sexless girl in the radiator who dances pathetically on a lit stage where giant 

sperm drop all around her. After stepping over them she summons the strength to squish 

them with her feet. She sings a song containing the words, “In Heaven, everything is 

fine. In Heaven, everything is fine. You've got your good things. And I've got mine.”440 

 

When everything becomes too much, especially the constant crying of the baby Henry 

performs a strange act. Whether this act is deliberate or a mistaken act (to me it appears 

to be the latter) is uncertain. Henry takes some scissors and proceeds to cut the bandages 

covering the body of the baby. When he is finished the bandages open revealing the 

baby’s innards - that the bandages were in fact a kind of skin holding the body together. 

As the baby screams in pain, gory images flash on screen. It soon becomes apparent that 

Henry is dead - that in killing the baby he has killed himself. One of the last scenes sees 

him hugging the girl in the radiator encased in a white light - Henry has finally found 

peace (of a sort). 

 

In contrast to the emptiness of Eraserhead, the Chapman Brothers’ and Grosz’s versions 

of Hell are teeming with movement and figures. Hell is presented to us to gawk at and 

be horrified by. Opposingly, Lynch’s film is full of voids which give both the characters 

and viewers room to formulate their own Hell more in the spirit of Hearman.  

 

It makes me uncomfortable to talk about meanings and things. It’s better not 

to know so much about what things mean. Because the meaning, it’s a very 

personal thing and the meaning for me is different than the meaning for 

somebody else.441 
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The film speaks about many things (most people who see this film have a different 

interpretation). Themes include the struggle between the dark side of the spirit and 

matter,442 the fear of parenthood, the paradox of sex, as the act of procreation and also a 

symbol of sin and the consequences of sin in general, violated interiors (both material 

and mental - Henry’s mental life seems to be under the control of some malevolent force 

as much as his physical life)443 or the corruption of the natural world and consequently 

of man.444 Hell is a place we create ourselves through our own fears. Hell is also the 

world which exists in the film because of man’s irresponsible and selfish behaviour in 

the past. Hell exists in the minds of many of the character’s who refuse to see anything 

good, like Annie in What Dreams May Come, or just about any of the faces in Grosz’ 

painting. The film is in black and white which enhances the dank, empty, featureless 

settings.  

 

Eraserhead is largely a compilation of stylised stills, scenes and montages. The stills 

sometimes seemingly last ‘too’ long, suggesting a timeless, atemporal, otherworldly 

place, and emphasise Henry’s fear-induced boredom, his absence of any real life of 

significance. The scenes are often filmed in what is not, but what appears to be, slow 

motion, thereby immersing the viewer in a timeless world. The montage scenes mimic 

the narrative of dreams, disrupting the viewer’s perceptions of what is happening in the 

film, confusing them, leaving them as jaded as Henry himself. In Eraserhead, Hell is a 

black comedy that nonetheless leaves you isolated and alone. 

 

Constantine (Francis Lawrence. 2005) exhibits many of the conventional depictions of 

Hell shown in late-twentieth century Western cinema. In this film Constantine (Keannu 

Reeves) is a demon hunter who is charged to send demons back to the nether regions. As 

he looks into the death of a woman he discovers that demons are trying to break through 

to the human world and his battles lead him into a direct conflict with Satan. The Hell 

scenes show a dark, half destroyed city (a replica of the earthly city in which he resides - 

or is it the other way around) immersed in a fiery light (Plate 81), and plagued by 
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ferocious winds. The city is inhabited mostly by demons, many of which only have the 

lower parts of their heads.  

 

In a similar vein The Clash of the Titans (Louis Letterier, 2010) sees Perseus (Sam 

Worthington) on a quest to save a princess from being sacrificed to a monster called the 

Kraken. His quest takes him and his companions to Hades where fire, brimstone, molten 

rocks and molten lava vie for attention with the souls of the dead who writhe in their 

grotesque molten splendour. This is about as traditional as an interpretation of Hell can 

get as far as literary, visual and filmic conventions are concerned. 

 

In contrast, in Hellbound: Hellraiser II (Plate 82) (Tony Randel. 1988) Hell is reached 

by a portal opened by a puzzle box. It is depicted as an Escher-like labyrinth of tunnels 

which eventually lead to an open vista where a huge geometrical monolith revolves 

emitting massive rays of black light across the landscape. Hell’s inhabitants are 

grotesque manifestations, all gore and facial piercings - a collection of sado-masochistic 

entities that make you feel dirty just looking at them (similar to many of the close-ups 

and sexual imagery in Eraserhead). Somehow the over the top make up and costumes, 

combined with the slightly understated special effects of this and the other Hellraiser 

films creates an atmosphere and appearance of Hell and its inhabitants, as being truly 

‘dead’. 

 

There is something in the dank tardiness of many low budget horror films which 

emphasises the ugliness of evil and sin. In movies like Zombie Flesheaters (Lucio Fulci, 

1979), The Evil Dead (Sam Raimi, 1981) and The Blair Witch Project (Daniel Myrick, 

Eduardo Sanchez, 1999) grinding repetitive music, cheap film quality, an absence of 

well known actors and the usage of hand held camera techniques adds to the ‘realistic’ 

authenticity of such films.445 In this way depictions of Hell are contrary to depictions of 

Heaven in film, which tend to be glossy, ethereal and created using a high budget. This 

points to the idea of Heaven being a place of comfort (possibly even affluence) in 

comparison to Hell being a place of poverty and degradation. 
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Hell for the modern day viewer has become an archaic fascination. It has become 

common to depict Satan as a comical character.446 Hell in many of these films cannot be 

taken seriously. 

 

For example, Tim Burton’s Beetlejuice (Plate 83) presents a light hearted and colourful 

look at death. Alec Baldwin and Geena Davis end up haunting their old house, where 

outside the house a weird nightmare desert filled with neon bright plant life and giant 

claymation sandworms makes staying inside distinctly preferable. Burton’s world of the 

afterlife is populated by pseudo-comic book characters. The rooms of the help centre for 

the deceased (which could be seen as a kind of purgatory - although the traditional form 

of purgatory is seen as being quite close to hell in its general features) are littered with 

people who have met their ends in gruesome ways, yet concentrates on squeezing the 

humour out of the situation. The couple’s case manager smokes incessantly, and we 

watch in sniggering horror as the smoke oozes out of the the cause of her death, the slit 

in her neck. The scene resembles a horror fun park ride with its lurid colours and 

fluorescent lighting. There is no reference to Heaven or Hell (the film actually takes 

place in a kind of limbo) and the film laughs at death without even giving us the feeling 

that these characters have truly died. This is an unspecified atemporal afterlife, neither 

Heaven, Hell or Purgatory - just somewhere other than Earth, which has been utilised as 

a setting for visual effects and comedic situations. It is purely an imaginative eternity 

based on the tastes and whims of Tim Burton.  

 

Similarly, in Corpse Bride (Burton, 2005) most of the dead exist in skeletal or zombie 

form in a world of crazy props and where song and dance, or comedy routines seem to 

be compulsory. Here a mixture of morbidity and downright silliness shows us what 

Burton’s idea of Heaven might be, but gives us few insights into any serious questions 

we may have about the afterlife. Both films really depict a kind of limbo where the souls 

of the dead just hang around with very little to do (which for some, may indeed be Hell).  

 

A film which spends no time in either Heaven or Hell, yet somehow projects an 

otherworldly atmosphere which could be interpreted as a kind of ‘limbo’ is Ingmar 

Bergman’s The Seventh Seal. (Bergman, 1957) In this film Bergman creates a surrealist 

                                                 
446 Elizabeth Hurley in Bedazzled. The Simpsons and South Park devils, and the robot devil of 
Futurama. 
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atmosphere that alternates from near-empty scenes (Plates 84 & 86) which evoke a sense 

of eternity in a similar way to the landscapes of Friedrich, and the more object filled set 

pieces (Plate 85) which return the viewer back to Earth.  

 

The haunting mood of the film is accentuated by the black and white cinematography 

beginning with the stormy clouds of the opening scene, the eagle hovering spectrally in 

the air soon after, (Plate 84) the misty gloom that accompanies the train of flagellants 

(Plate 85) and the dark stillness of the forest. However, the use of Black and White also 

has a marked effect on the viewer as did the black and white cinematography of 

Eraserhead. With Eraserhead it helped create a feeling of isolation for the viewer, 

whereas here it assists the viewer in detaching emotionally from the dramatic elements 

of the film, offering instead a more purely intellectual observation of the events of the 

film.  

 

In the film a mid-fourteenth century Swedish knight returning home disillusioned from 

ten years fighting in the Crusades, doubts God’s existence and the value of life. 

However, when he and his squire encounter Death, he is not willing to die, and proposes 

that Death play him a game of chess and that he be allowed to live until the game is 

finished. This moment sets up an unique stoppage of time parallel with Augustine’s 

atemporal eternity (a period of mercy?), only here this timeless period is used by the 

knight to obtain redemption. The knight and his squire then encounter some of the 

horrible effects of a plague that ravages Sweden (Hell visiting Earth). They also come 

upon a family of roaming actors, who in the midst of desolation and evil, have retained 

their joy in life. The family represent hope amid the chaos, like the beach at the side of 

Gleeson’s painting (Plate 78) and the girl in the radiator in Eraserhead. Later, when 

Death threatens to take the lives of this family, the knight enables them to elude Death. 

This saving of the family becomes the knight’s ‘one redeeming act’; one of his 

objectives in stalling Death for time with the chess game (the other being finding the 

meaning of life). The sharp contrasts (both visual - the black robe of Death contrasts 

with his pale white face; and spiritual - the simple purity of the family of actors contrasts 

with their manager, who is a selfish womaniser and existentialist) add an element of 
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shock to the imagery.447 The countryside locations have an almost elemental quality to 

them, not unlike (although less sinister than) Louise Hearman’s painting (Plate 76). 

 

The black and white cinematography also adds to the implied silence which pervades the 

film. The world seems on the brink of some cataclysmic change as in Revelation, when 

the Seventh Seal is opened. There, a half an hour of silence is observed as if preparing 

both the world and Heaven for the greatness of what is to come.448 Bergman’s film can 

be regarded as a visualisation of that half hour during which man may prepare himself 

for the ultimate truth.449 In the film, Death is not just a personified symbol; it lurks 

around every corner, in the corpses which litter the early scenes of the movie, in the 

expressions on the faces of many of its characters and in the despair of many of the 

minor characters. Yet, magically, this domination of death and gloom animates life in all 

its fragility and weakness as beautiful and worthy of our need to cling to, despite the 

pain and suffering it may sometimes bring. Bergman fills every frame with a visionary 

light that unites the dark with the light, uniting Heaven and Hell, (or Heaven and Earth) 

and creating a ‘limboesque’ world of visions and premonitions. 

 

The landscape serves as Bergman’s tool to create an atmosphere that not only describes 

the state of the world at the time of the film, but also the states of the minds of many of 

the central characters. The stillness of these landscapes reflects the expectant fear of the 

characters and contrasts with the organic movements of Gleeson’s painting, which 

positions the film just before the tumultuous period of Gleeson’s work. The 1950s was 

the height of the Cold War when nuclear disaster seemed it was just around the corner 

and the film’s sometimes searing light suggests the flash of a nuclear bomb in the 

distance (a common fear of mankind at this point in time). 

 

In the film, the knight’s stumbling faith still survives in his compassion for the young 

witch to whom he gives water and his saving of the family at the end. Heaven is still a 

goal for the knight, despite the fact that the film does not convince the viewer that it 

even exists. 

 

                                                 
447 Stubbs, J. (Apr. 1975) The Seventh Seal. Journal of Aesthetic Education. University of Illinois 
Press. DOI: 10.2307/3331735 p. 63. 
448 Ibid. Rev. 8:1. 
449 Steene, B. (1972) Focus on the Seventh Seal. New Jersey: Prentice Hall. p. 92. 
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Bergman was a puritan raised agnostic. The presentation of his themes in the film do not 

originate from one particular standpoint, but many. He probes, asking questions, 

presenting ideas and symbols, neither denying or affirming Christian tradition. This 

perspective is echoed by the knight. For the knight death must be a transition to 

something greater or else life has no purpose. The length of the film is the knight’s 

personal ‘transition period’. “I want knowledge, not belief, ‘he cries, ‘not faith, not 

suppositions, but knowledge!”450 The whole film seems to exist within a quiet transition 

from one state of being to another. Yet while in Gleeson’s painting it is the material 

world which is changing, in Bergman’s film it is something more ethereal (life itself) 

which is in transition. 

 

Death reveals the possibilities of real life, like destruction opens the way for healing and 

reconstruction for Kiefer. The squire says at one point, “But feel to the very end, the 

triumph of being alive?”451 It is because of this that the apparent sacrifice of the knight is 

not futile. The film ends with an affirmation of life, with the pair of comedians and baby 

far away from Death.”452 Instead, the father, Jof, sees a vision of Death with the knight 

and companions dancing (seemingly happily) towards their next destination (Plate 86).  

 

The film provides a summary of the possibilities eternity offers. The duration of the film 

is the half hour of silence of Revelation. It is a meditation on the imminent arrival of 

eternity. It is another time, different from ours, during which the book of secrets slowly 

unrolls. It evokes a mysterious presence of eternity.453 Yet for the viewer the film is 

riddled with unanswered questions and places him squarely in limbo. 

 

Depictions of Hell in modern times emphasise the ‘imaginative’ qualities of eternity, 

made obvious by the variety of portrayals presented above. The public’s waning belief 

in Hell has not stopped artists from exploring the concept. This may be because the 

existence of Hell is largely responsible for the hope of Heaven, and hope in the 

distracting postmodern world is a rarity. The representation of eternity as an unspecified 

nether world (such as Beetlejuice or The Seventh Seal) points to the fading belief in a 

traditional Christian eternity. 

                                                 
450 Ibid. p. 76. 
451 Ekelund, A. (Producer), & Bergman, I. (Director/Writer). (1957). The Seventh Seal .[Motion 
Picture] Sweden: AB Svensk Filmindustri. 
452 Steene, B. (1972) Focus on the Seventh Seal. New Jersey: Prentice Hall. p. 109. 
453 Ibid. p. 106. 
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Plate 74. The Chapman Brothers. F**cking Hell. 2011. Nine vitrines containing detailed 

sculptures. 

  



 

203 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 75. The Chapman Brothers. F**cking Hell. 2011. Nine vitrines containing detailed 

sculptures. (Detail - Hitler paints a ‘pretty picture’.) 
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Plate 76. Louise Hearman. Untitled 835. 2000, Oil on masonite, 69 x 69 cm. 
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Plate 77. Joel Zika. Pleasure Island. 2008. Photographic Print. 100 x 60 cm. 
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Plate 78. James Gleeson. Preparations at Patmos. Oil on canvas, 181.2 x 323 cm. 

Australian, International & Contemporary Art, Christies, Sydney. 
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Plate 79. Eraserhead. David Lynch. 1977. 
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       Plate 80. Eraserhead. David Lynch. 1977. When the baby gets sick. 
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  Plate 81. Constantine. Francis Lawrence. 2005. Image of Hell. 
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Plate 82. Hellbound: Hellraiser II. Tony Randel. 1988. Image of Hell with obelisk 

emitting dark rays. 
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Plate 83. Beetlejuice. Tim Burton. 1988. Some of the freaks who inhabit the afterlife. 
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Plate 84. The Seventh Seal. Ingmar Bergman. 1957. Spectre-like eagle at the beginning 

of the film. 
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Plate 85. The Seventh Seal. Ingmar Bergman. 1957. The Train of flagellants. 
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Plate 86. The Seventh Seal. Ingmar Bergman. 1957. Death and his companions dancing 

towards the next life. 
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The Blake Prize. 

 

In Sydney, an interest in religious art made possible the establishment of an annual 

religious art prize and exhibition. The Blake Prize was inaugurated in 1951, named after 

William Blake because it was felt that his intensely personal art and religious life would 

transcend the denominational problem.454 

 

The creators of the prize wanted to see the resurgence of art being produced for the 

churches of Sydney and beyond. They were partly influenced by similar models in 

France where artists like Matisse and Leger were being invited to take up commissions 

for religious art.455 Over the decades, the development of the Blake Prize has been 

reflective of the spiritual and artistic state of Australian society.  

 

The finalists and winners of the early years of the prize were dominated by noted artists 

(not necessarily religious) and works which attempted to represent traditional Christian 

themes. Most of the early works were figurative, but abstraction quickly emerged as a 

dominant force in the Prize causing much controversy in these early years.  

 

Eric Smith (b. 1919) won the Blake Prize six times. Smith’s success was largely brought 

about by his natural fusion of recent modernist trends with a truly spiritual 

understanding of his topics. Smith was described as a ‘pure artist’ because of his natural 

love of painting. Painting was like a ‘calling’.456  His first winner The Scourged Christ 

(1956) (Plate 87) displays the stylistic influence of Impressionism and the spiritual 

import of Georges Rouault. His figure is frozen in a timeless space, his head bowed, 

crowned with thorns, standing meek but strong. He is the biblical ‘man of sorrows’ yet 

engulfed in a serene mood created through overlaid rectangular blocks of soft tertiary 

colour, built up in layers. The glowing halo of gold around the head sings 

discordantly.457 However it is Smith’s third winning painting which best expresses the 

artist’s conception of eternity. Christ Is Risen, (1959) (Plate 88) was labelled abstract 

                                                 
454 Blake Prize Education Kit: Part I. 2011. Downloaded from the official Blake Prize website. 
http://www.blakeprize.com/education/downloads p. 4. 
455 Ibid.  
456 Smith, E. (2012) Eric Smith: not finished yet: portrait of a genuine artist./ A film by Kirrily 
Brentnall. Maxwell’s Collection distributor. Australia: ABC Commercial.  
457 Crumlin, R. (1988) Images of Religion in Australian Art. Kensington, NSW: Bay Books. p. 62. 

http://www.blakeprize.com/education/downloads
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expressionist by many critics of the time,458 but this is not accurate as the image of Jesus 

is still visible in the painting. ‘Lyric abstraction’ is probably a more accurate name for it. 

There is still the same message of the Messiah frozen in timeless space, but the entire 

figure moves across the picture surface and then works its way up the canvas to its 

culmination in the head of the figure, using scintillating, fractured shafts of colour and 

paint showing clear influences from Cubism and Futurism. The Christ in this painting is 

less personal than the one in Scourged Christ - it is celestial and cosmic. The arms to 

reach towards heaven and the head suggests a dynamic celestial event - an explosion of 

divine power. The work is typical of works submitted to the prize in these early years in 

its depiction of Christian subject matter. 

 

In 1958 the Christus Prize was added as an adjunct to the Blake Prize because the 

conservatives were losing the battle against abstraction and still wanted to see art in the 

churches.459 The prize was introduced as a way to ensure the inclusion of ‘recognisable 

religious images’460 in the hope the churches would show more interest and buy more 

works exhibiting at the prize. The first and only winner of the prize was Thomas 

Gleghorn’s Head of Christ (1958) (Plate 89) a powerful and popular work which 

dominated the whole Blake exhibition that year, making all other entries look insipid 

and lacklustre.461 The work portrays Christ as the Christian symbol for the believer’s 

link to eternity. The painting conveys an impression of an immense and dynamic 

personality. Its towering structure not only generates the great foundational power of 

Christ and the Godhead but also its mystery and transcendent nature. Gleghorn began 

the painting with an image on the canvas which he then broke down with grids of black 

lines. In spite of the subsequent faceting (again Cubist and Futurist influenced), and the 

way the colour flows across the areas behind the grids, the huge face of Christ crowned 

with thorns gazes down serenely on the viewer.462 Self taught, Gleghorn was fascinated 

by structural and spatial relationships, and the ways shapes could be broken down and 

faceted to create spatial rhythms. His background as an engineer may explain the 

‘chiseled’ strength of the work, which could almost be described as a ‘painted 

sculpture’. In many ways the work resembles Rouault’s The Old King, but while 

                                                 
458 Ibid. p. 64.  
459 Crumlin, R. (2011) The Blake Book. Art, Religion and Spirituality in Australia. South Yarra, 
Victoria, Australia: Macmillan Art Publishing. p. 36. 
460 Crumlin, R. (1988) Images of Religion in Australian Art. Kensington, NSW: Bay Books. p. 68. 
461 Ibid.  
462 Ibid. 
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Rouaults painting depicts majesty as a failing greatness (a human greatness characterised 

by weakness, even frailty) Gleghorn’s Head attempts a representation of perfection, 

creating a monument to the eternity characterised in the person of Christ. The Christus 

prize failed to halt the general trend of abstraction which dominated the Blake Prize over 

the coming decades.  

 

By the 80s the influx of migrants from non-Christian lands had brought with it artists 

who expressed their own (non - Christian) beliefs. The organisers of the Blake Prize 

found if it wanted to survive it needed to keep up with the times. Despite this, in 1984 

Mary Hall (1932-2011) won the prize. Her work, the spirit of God Hovered Brooding 

over the Face of the Waters (1984) (Plate 90) is a mosaic of glass, ceramic and stone. 

 

The work was based on the words from the Bible: “In the beginning God created the 

heavens and the earth. Now the earth was a formless void, there was darkness over the 

deep and God’s spirit hovered over the water.”463 There is no influence from medieval 

mosaics in this work.464 In 1984 the artist said:  

The top section shows larger, darker, reflective tesserae to denote powerful 

activity. At the bottom is a mishmash of earth’s elements presented in a 

random way. There is no order or direction, nothing has happened yet. They 

(the elements) are just there. Above them are the waters and they are a 

complete mystery of wavy sparkling movements; and above that is darkness. 

This is why I had to break into ceramics for the first time. I needed a black 

matt with its suggestion of total negativity, I didn’t quite achieve this but the 

work itself took over - as it often does. This often happens to my stuff. The 

two of us do it together. This is the distinctive feature of the way I do 

mosaic.: the size, thickness, texture and above all the format of the tesserae 

are what tell the story.465  

 

                                                 
463 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gen 1:1-
2. 
464 Crumlin, R. (2011) The Blake Book. Art, Religion and Spirituality in Australia. South Yarra, 
Victoria, Australia: Macmillan Art Publishing. p. 112. 
465 Ibid. 
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Here, the story or narrative of this work develops during the process of creation in the 

work, mirroring the creative process described in the work. “The miracle of grace is 

personalised in Christ and takes shape in the narrative of a person’s life”466 It does not 

matter if Hall is Christian or not. The mosaic is an abstraction of an abstract idea - the 

beginnings of creation. It builds on Kandinsky’s use of simple shapes to represent 

transcendent ideas. It is almost polar in approach to the Santa Pudenziana mosaic (Plate 

6) whose more pictorial representation of eternity was based on official Roman judicial 

structures. The work shimmers in sections where glass dominate, capturing reflected 

light from its surroundings and incorporating them to create the living waters of life 

from which life springs. In contrast the areas of darkness (mostly consisting of ceramic) 

are flat and dead depicting the void. The work is a simple but effective depiction of the 

state of play at the beginning of the creative process of the universe. It describes a time 

before time, the atemporal time and place which existed before the creation of the 

universe. 

From the late 90s onwards the entries and finalists of the Blake Prize became more 

‘spiritually universal’. Not only did they reflect the many different beliefs of the new 

migrants in the country, but they also concentrated more commonly on secular themes.  

Recently, the Blake Prize has introduced two new awards (the John Coburn Award for 

Emerging Artists and the Blake Prize for Human Justice) as well as a poetry award. The 

inclusion of the Blake Prize for Human Justice is indicative of the shift in depicting 

those aspects of spirituality which pertain to man’s place in the world as against 

abstracted theological ideas and concepts. However, visual abstraction still dominates 

those paintings chosen in the finals, and sculptures, videos and new media arts are now 

being accepted into the prize and are winning.  

 

In 2010 an abstract painting by Leonard Brown (a Russian Orthodox Christian Priest) 

won the prize with If You Put Your Ear Close Enough You’ll Hear it Breathing. (2010) 

(Plate 91). 467 The title is the key to this painting. One critic who tried to do this literally 

headed his review, ‘If you put your ear close enough you’ll hear baloney’.468  The 

judges, more attuned to the language of symbol and optical art, had done something 

                                                 
466 Dyrness, W. (2004) A Reformed Theology and Visual Culture. The Protestant Imagination 
from Calvin to Edwards. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. p. 178. 
467 Crumlin, R. (2011) The Blake Book. Art, Religion and Spirituality in Australia. South Yarra, 
Victoria, Australia: Macmillan Art Publishing. p. 196. 
468 Ibid. p. 196. 
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different when they stood in silence before the work and waited. Only then did they give 

it the Prize.  

 

Focussed in this way, the viewer’s mind follows the eye into a more contemplative, 

silent space - a ‘religious’ space. With Brown’s work viewed so intensely, the edges of 

the frame disappear and the repetition of the small licks of wet oil paint, so close in tone 

and saturation seduce first the eye and then the mind. The judge’s decision was 

unanimous.469 For Brown, the word ‘Breath’ was the key to his symbolic intent. ‘Breath’ 

is the creative principle of life. It is with breath that God began the process of creation; 

breathed into the first person.’470  This breath comes from eternity. 

 

The work did not rely on layers. It was completed while the surface was still wet - ‘in a 

single inspired breath of creation’.471 It is the breath of God which gives courage to 

David, Gideon, Samson and Moses. The painting sits comfortably within the long 

tradition of Byzantine Eastern art, as it does within the Islamic tradition of repetitive, 

decorative patterning. “It is a deeply lyrical work full of subtle variations, like a 

metaphysical tear drop of the quiet weeping of the seraphim.”472 The meditative aura of 

this work can be compared with the use of Sandalwood by Mori to help evoke a 

meditative state while viewing Pureland (Plate 67). This aura also relates to the 

interactive installation Osmose (Plates 100 - 103) where breath is used as a guiding 

device, helping the user move through the life of the work. In contrast, this painting uses 

the invocation of breath to invite the viewer to meditate upon things eternal - upon the 

things that also nurture life.  

 

The final Blake Prize work discussed here was a finalist (a highly commended) of the 

2012 Blake Prize. Depart Without Return by Shoufay Derz (Plate 92) is a video, dark 

and mysterious, poignant and deeply emotional. The video depicts (despite the title, 

which would seem to say the opposite) a sempiternal form of eternity, which is 

characterised by the circular nature of time adhered to by Buddhists and Hindus. In the 

video, the artist lies in a small canoe shrouded in indigo silk with live blind silk moths 

                                                 
469 Ibid. 
470 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gen. 2:7. 
471 Blake Prize Education Kit: Part I. 2011. Downloaded from the official Blake Prize website. 
http://www.blakeprize.com/education/downloads p. 13. 
472 Judges comments. 
Crumlin, R. (2011) The Blake Book. Art, Religion and Spirituality in Australia. South Yarra, 
Victoria, Australia: Macmillan Art Publishing. p. 196. 

http://www.blakeprize.com/education/downloads
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covering her face. There is a strange absence of light similar to the Godheads of 

Hinduism and Buddhism. The work is about grief (the artist was grieving for her father 

at the time of production) and the emptiness grief brings to a person’s spirit. Circles 

dominate the spiritual and visual realisation of the work. The life cycle of moths (one of 

the most transient of creatures) is suggested here as a small cloud of moths settle on the 

artist’s face painted in indigo in a spherical shape. Indigo is one of the oldest dyes 

known to man and in Hindu it is named ‘Nila’ which translates as ‘dark’ which clearly 

describes the feelings evoked here. Grief is produced as a response to death. The work 

questions what may lie in eternity without giving any clear answers. “I am interested in 

how absence is articulated through marks of presence and how the visual artist uses the 

known to depict the unknown”.473  This ‘unknown’ is Derz’ interpretation of eternity. 

The life cycle of the moths also suggest the reincarnation of the deceased into something 

completely different, which accords with Buddhist and Hindu beliefs and positions the 

work in a sempiternal universe.  

 

There is also a positive side to the emotional content of this work, for grief would not 

exist without love. The work describes the complementary languages of love and pain, 

endurance and surrender, (like Rouault and Babette’s Feast) as well as the feeling of 

‘unending absence’ which death brings to the living.474 

  

Grief is linked to eternity, and produces its own time and timelessness - is a temporary 

form of Hell on Earth. The artist lies on the bottom of the old boat. The boat is in the 

river. The river is an archetypal image of life, death and rebirth, of a life’s journey and 

of stages of human life, of the passage of time, of time flowing into eternity.475 Most of 

the time the face is totally still. Is this face alive or dead? Here the work shows us that 

our love for our departed creates a similar dualism. The silence of this work engages us 

with the mystery and incomprehensibility of eternity. However, its bleakness leaves us 

in a wilderness without answers, like the endless questioning of Bergman’s Seventh 

Seal. Ultimately, the emptiness left by this beautiful work differs from that of the 

Christian eternity, where hope transcends all grief, death and loss. 

 

                                                 
473 Blake Prize. Official Website. http://www.blakeprize.com.au 
474 Tumarkin, M. (2012) Notes from a Speech at the Opening of the Blake Prize, 2012.  
http://www.shoufay.com/links/maria%20Tumarkin%20notes%20on%20shoufay%20derz.pdf 
475 Ibid.  

http://www.blakeprize.com.au/
http://www.shoufay.com/links/maria%20Tumarkin%20notes%20on%20shoufay%20derz.pdf
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The development of the Blake Prize from the fifties to the present has shown us a small 

microcosm of changing attitudes towards what artists feel is ‘religious’ or ‘spiritual’ 

within the Australian community. The mostly Christian images of the early years 

became increasingly abstract throughout the sixties and seventies. By the nineties ideas 

from alternative religions surfaced, as did the more humanist approach to depicting the 

spiritual. Regarding eternity, more traditionally Christian approaches have evolved into 

various religious ones. The inclusion of the Blake Prize for Human Justice is an 

indicator of the recent trend to approach all things transcendent from an earthly starting 

point. The history of the Blake Prize displays an exploration of the social role of the 

artist476, and provides an indicator of the sustaining values which have developed in 

relation to religious belief in Australian society over the last seventy years.  

  

                                                 
476 Pattenden R. (Dec 2011/Feb 2012) Seeing the Spiritual in Australian Art: The Blake Prize. Art 
Monthly Australia,, Issue 246, p.46-49  
ISSN: 1033-4025 
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Plate 87. Eric Smith. Scourged Christ. 1956. Oil on canvas. Winner of Blake Prize 1956. 
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Plate 88. Eric Smith. Christ is Risen. 1959. Oil on canvas. Winner of the Blake Prize 

1959. 
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Plate 89. Thomas Gleghorn. Head of Christ. 1958. Oil on canvas. Winner of the only 

Christus Prize, 1958. 
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Plate 90. Mary Hall. God Hovered Brooding Over the Face of the Waters. 1984. Mosaic 

of glass, ceramic and stone. Winner of the Blake Prize, 1984. 
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Plate 91. Leonard Brown. If You Put Your Ear Close Enough You’ll Hear it Breathing. 

2010. Oil on Belgian Linen. 150 x 122 cm. 
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Plate 92. Depart without Return. Shoufay Derz. (2012) HD video. 2min. 10 sec. 
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The Unique Case of Performance and the Installation. 

 

For writer Frederic Jameson, the contemporary cultural moment of postmodernity, or 

late capitalism, has generated a confusion of historical perspectives and a specific 

shrinkage of time into the present. Subsequently a spatial collapse in the experience of 

the body, has occurred, since ‘when you have nothing left but your temporal present, it 

follows that you also have nothing left but your own body’.477 Today many performance 

artists use this bending of time to question and test reality rather than escape from it. 

Added to this, another case study of Jameson’s (developed by critic Karl Heinz Bhorer) 

involves a ‘sudden’ aesthetic experience which achieves ‘absolute autonomy 

coterminous with that of the imagination.’478 

 

Australian performance artist Mike Parr’s work has always involved a strong dialogue 

with time, using it to critique his own presence in the world. Tack Line (push tacks into 

your leg until a line of tacks has been made up your leg) was the first of a series of 

Wounds by Measurement actions. (1973) (Plate 93) Here, the abstraction of measuring 

space was rendered forcefully and painfully temporal. Despite each act of insertion 

being decidedly quick the ‘wait’ between each insertion ensured that the audience 

laboured over the delay of each insertion. The appropriate ‘suddenness’ of each insertion 

“very explicitly proposes a reduction of the aesthetic to the sheerest presence of time. It 

is an absolute present or ‘aesthetic instant’ which identifies ‘suddenness’ with ‘violence 

as such’”.479 The very violence of these acts sever tiny instants of time from their linear 

place. For the viewer (and the artist) there is a breakthrough into another dimension of 

time which intensifies the audience’s engagement with the world. Is Parr here, almost 

literally allowing eternity to ‘cut through reality’ in line with MacKendrick’s theory of 

time and eternity, or is it the opposite - time punching a hole into eternity in the spirit of 

Stace. 

 

This ‘intensification’ of experience resembles a counterpart, in the intensification of 

reality in the Augustinian concept of eternity. It would be stretching things to suggest 

that Parr was trying to represent some aspect of eternal Hell in this calculated, violent 

                                                 
477 Scheer, E.  (2010) The Infinity Machine. Mike Parr’s Performance Art (1971-2005). 
Melbourne. Vic. Australia: Schwartz City. p. 19. 
478 Ibid. p. 20. 
479 Ibid. p. 20. 
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series of actions. (The violent actions do come to an end eventually). Yet, during the 

course of the performance they certainly must have incited the horror of anticipation in 

each of the viewers, for the next piercing to occur, temporarily relegating these viewers 

to the horrors of a traditional form of hell. 

 

Installation art has always been difficult to categorise. This is because of the nature of 

the medium itself to challenge its own boundaries. With installation, the relationship 

between the artist and the audience is highlighted to the point of becoming the main 

feature of most installation art. The range of materials used in installation art is vast, 

always stretching the boundaries of what art actually is. 

 

The video/installation artist Bill Viola (born 1951) enables us to feel time as a subjective 

category of experience in which presence is described as a multi-faceted synchronicity 

of past, present, and future.480 The philosophical inspiration for his work comes from 

sources as varied as Chinese Taoism and Judeo-Christian mysticism, but mostly 

Japanese Zen Buddhism which accords each and every object and natural sentient being 

a spiritual and physical presence and therefore the same status within the world as a 

whole. Viola’s work explores the complex links between being and world, between 

space and time, between humans and nature, between mind and body, thought and 

feeling, life and death, inner and outer reality. Viola’s understanding of the world is 

based on an originary harmonious whole dominated by the relational unity of humans 

and nature.481 Viola’s idea of time and space is concentric. He plays with this notion by 

showing images at different speeds and super-imposing events from different time 

periods. 

 

For Viola passages; are transitions and fissures in what are ostensibly clearly defined 

spatio-temporal units of action that give rise to independent concentric spatial matrices. 

Everyday events are re-interpreted as dreams, night becomes day, memory reality, and 

various levels of time merge to form a symbiosis of timelessness.482 This fusing of the 

parallel universes of atemporal or omnitemporal time is similar to the dialogue which 

occurs between a Christian believer and the creator, described by Karmen MacKendrick 

where eternity ruptures time and temporarily joins a believer to eternity.  

                                                 
480 Lauter, R. (1999) Bill Viola. Munich, London: Prestel. p. 13. 
481 Ibid. p. 22. 
482 Ibid. p. 25. 
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The Arc of Ascent (1992) (Plate 94) is a video installation involving various kinds of 

inversions. The first video shows a man falling into the water - except the image is 

vertically reversed. This causes the man to appear to be rising into a dark area. In a 

second sequence the film and with it time is also allowed to run backwards, so that when 

the figure plunges in, the water appears to be sucking away. The themes of this work are 

birth and death.483 

 

The poetic allusions of this work portray man’s birth and death not only as the beginning 

and the end of his life, but as a transition between two worlds. The inclusion of water 

suggests a baptismal font (more traditional interpretations can be seen in The Ghent 

Altarpiece (Plate 10) and The Wittenberg Altarpiece (Plate 23).  

 

This work reflects an experience Viola had as a child where he almost drowned. The 

water in the work represents that dividing line between this life and the next and in so 

doing suggests the idea of baptism as transporting a believer instantly to eternity (an idea 

backed up by modern Protestant theology).  

 

In The Crossing (1997) (Plate 95) a large screen displays videos on each side 

simultaneously. Each side seems to portray the entry of a man into either Heaven or 

Hell. One side of the video shows a man walking towards the viewer in slow motion. 

After he halts, a fire begins to lap at his feet. Slowly the fire builds until the man is 

completely obscured by it. When the fire dies down, the man is gone.  

                                                 
483 Viola describes his work: Two complementary moving image sequences involving the human 
figure ... (9 * 22 feet high) on a projection screen in a dark room. First, the image of a man is 
seen upside down, ... in free fall in extreme slow motion, suspended against a void, subtly 
moving on a passage through an eternal moment. Suddenly, he crashes through a surface of 
water and submerges into a darkened  pool, the image and sound exploding ... The figure is 
projected as an inverted image, ... descent becomes ascent and the man’s body moves upwards 
toward a violent conclusion, in which he appears to pass up and out of the room, breaking an 
unseen barrier between two worlds. ... The second image also shows a man ... floating 
underwater in a dark pool. The image is inverted so that the water surface is visible at the 
bottom of the picture. He ... allows the water currents to move his body. Gradually, his form turns 
more forceful as light turbulence begins appearing around him, and he is suddenly and swiftly 
drawn down in a swirling white cloud of bubbles and roaring turbulence...his body being rapidly 
sucked out through the surface leaving not a ripple. In this way, he appears to pass down 
through the floor and out of the room, again breaking through an unseen barrier between the 
worlds.....Whereas by plunging into the water the protagonist of the first sequence appears to be 
drifting upwards, in the second case the waters appear to discharge him downwards as if a birth 

were taking place.  
Ibid. p. 235. 
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On the other side of the screen, the same man again walks to the viewer in slow motion. 

This time, when he stops, water begins to drip onto his head. The water slowly builds 

until it is a torrent which obscures the man. Again, when the water subsides the man is 

gone. The sounds for each video match the image with the volume rising as the fire or 

water increase.  

 

This work appears to be about balance, which is presented through opposite concepts, 

that each alone is an extreme that can only be balanced by one or the other extreme - 

left/right, fire/water, red/blue, hot/cold, and so on. The viewer can even sense the artist's 

desire for moderation, for compromise, and the message that the extremes are what are 

harming us (burnt by fire or washed away by water) and we need a common ground to 

survive. However, the disappearance of the two figures is one of the most thought 

provoking elements of this work. Where does the man go? The obvious allusion here is 

that one goes to Heaven (after being baptised by the waters of life) and the other 

disappears into Hell (consumed by fire) - (or possibly non existence). This points to the 

traditional Christian idea that there is no compromise, in the afterlife, no purgatory, just 

Heaven or Hell. The thin line that separates the two worlds (the work is projected on 

each side of a thin canvas) insinuates that both worlds are separate, but perilously close 

to the one in which we live. Here time is like Bergson’s ‘organic whole’ where it cannot 

exist without consciousness. We can choose Heaven or Hell on Earth - we only need to 

look to the right or left (or forward or backwards). 

 

The work suggests the artist feels that “annihilation of self is a necessary means to a 

transcendence of liberation.”484 This idea is clearly more Eastern than Western. The 

notion of the man being baptised in the water video is highlighted by the aura which 

appears around the man wherever the water hits him. In the water video the sound builds 

to reflect the torrential downpour enveloping the man yet never becomes overbearing, 

managing to retain a peacefulness similar to the sound of a waterfall or the ocean.  

 

In this work Viola represents the cycle of purification, renewal, and destruction not 

dissimilar to some of Kiefer’s work. It is interesting to note that the fire rises from below 

the ground (the traditional location of Hell), while the water descends from the Heavens. 

                                                 
484 Brown, M. (2008) The Lion Companion to Christian Art. Jordan Hill Road, Oxford, England: 
Wilkinson House. p. 422. 
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American artist James Turrell (Born 1943) calls himself a ‘painter in light’ and has spent 

his career designing ‘objects’ or spaces that seem to be made of solid light. 485 In an 

exhibition in Valencia IVAM (2005) (Plate 96) there were four rooms housing his 

installations. In a bright red circular room there was a thick red haze. Sounds echoed as 

if you were in a vast space. Trying to touch the walls would cause your hand to 

disappear into the red. The red appeared to have become solid. Turrell says, “I am 

interested in light as something that has density and presence when you are in it, not 

something transparent.” For Turrell, light is nourishing and nurturing both physically 

and spiritually.486 In the Bible light was the first element of creation.487 Each of the four 

rooms had a different light.488 Turrell's art is total abstraction and yet evokes aspects of 

nature - sunset, dawn, the heavens - with extraordinary intensity.489 The installations 

make us think that if God is light490 these rooms may very well be manifestations of 

eternity. 

 

One of Turrell’s ‘light projections’ Afrum (1967) ) (Plate 97) appeared to be a cube of 

light hanging in the corner of a darkened room, without any physical support. Strangely, 

it appeared to possess density and weight, yet took its reality solely from an intense light 

beamed from a xenon projector through a plate masked off to create its specific shape. 

The cubic appearance of the work was a actually a function of the viewer’s 

psychological and perceptual need to pull that known form, a cube, up into three-

dimensional solidity.491 The visual appearance of the ‘cube hanging in space’ is striking. 

The work begs the question: If Heaven is made of light, then is this how things may look 

                                                 
485 Economist, The. (2005) Seeing the Light; James Turrell’s World. 374.8410 (Jan. 22, 2005) p. 
78. US: Economist Intelligence Unit N.A.  
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA127880109
&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1 
486 Ibid.  
487 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Gen. 1:3. 
488 The second room created a grey rectangle (like a movie screen before the film starts) at first 
entering, but as the viewer’s eyes adjusted it turned green, and followed them around the room. 
The third room created a crepuscular light, becoming gradually foggy and then clear in an all-
enveloping space. The last chamber glowed a dense violet blue. 
489Economist, The. (2005) Seeing the Light; James Turrell’s World. 374.8410 (Jan. 22, 2005) p. 
78. US: Economist Intelligence Unit N.A.  
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA127880109
&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1 
490 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. John 
8:12. 
491 Butterfield, J. (1993) The Art of Light and Space. New York, N.Y.: Abbeville Press. p. 71. 

http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA127880109&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA127880109&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA127880109&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
http://go.galegroup.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CA127880109&v=2.1&u=csu_au&it=r&p=EAIM&sw=w&authCount=1
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in Heaven? Turrell wrote: ‘My art deals with light itself. It is not the bearer of revelation 

- it is the revelation.”492 Is this self existent light? 

 

Turrell’s ‘Sky Spaces’ are built in areas of natural beauty whose ceilings are open to the 

sky. "People think that I change the colour of the sky, but I don't, I change the context of 

vision so that we see the sky more intensely."493 

 

Turrell’s lifelong major work is his Roden Crater Project (Plate 98) a massive celestial 

light observatory carved into a volcano on the edge of Arizona's Painted Desert which 

has been a work in progress since 1970. The work has a 300 metre opening which lets in 

the light from the sun, moon and stars which provide the raw materials for his art. When 

finally completed, Roden Crater will be a series of subterranean chambers linked by 

passageways, leading to an open air viewing area at the crater's "eye" where visitors 

witness the changing light of day and night. One of the chambers will capture light from 

solstices and equinoxes; another will act as a pinhole camera, projecting an image of the 

moon on to a stone in the chamber's centre. Looking skyward, visitors will experience 

"celestial vaulting", with the crater rim framing the sky in such a way that it appears 

close enough to touch. The vaulting effect, Turrell says, will allow visitors to see the sky 

actually change shape - becoming a circular saucer resting on the rim of the crater.494 

From the outside the crater looks unchanged - it is the inside which is being transformed.  

 

Turrell does not want viewers to see his works through ‘his’ eyes. At Roden Crater he is 

interested in creating an artwork which is a part of nature. He wants the light from the 

various light sources, (sun, moon, stars, sky) in these spaces, to empower the spaces. He 

aims to rival such places as the Grand Canyon, where the viewer can feel the sense of 

geological time. He wants a kind of musicality of light to live in the spaces which are 

performed by the different celestial events and for these spaces to lead to the large space 

at the top of the crater. Turrell says, “ In most art and architecture, light is used to 

illuminate other things. I am very interested in light itself being the thing.”495 

 

                                                 
492 Ibid. p. 72. 
493 Ibid.  
494 Economist, The. (1999) Moreover: Heavenly Light. London: The Economist Intelligence Unit. 
p. 73. 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/docview/224072095?accountid=10344 
495 Ibid. 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.csu.edu.au/docview/224072095?accountid=10344
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Turrell says the work is a volcanic crater located in an area of exposed geology, the 

Painted Desert, where geologic space and time are felt and experienced. The viewer will 

experience a strong sense of standing on the surface of the planet. Within that setting, 

Turrell is making spaces that will involve celestial events. Starlight, sometimes millions 

of light years distant will ‘power’ some of these spaces.  “The gathered starlight will 

inhabit that space, and you will be able to feel the physical presence of that light.”496 

 

Turrell’s Roden Crater will bring the cosmos down to the Earth where the lights of the 

celestial sky will communicate something different to each viewer at different times of 

the day, year, millennia. In some ways this work is similar to Mori’s Tom Na H-iu II 

(Plate 66) in its celebration of cosmic events. The sun, moon, clouds and stars will all 

have something to say - communicating a universe of possibilities. However, is it just 

this universe that Turrell is celebrating? 

 

The light in Turrell’s work are illusions created by the sculpting of a space which allows 

the natural light of the space to create the desired illusion. Yet these illusions allude to 

reality - a greater reality that can only be communicated to us through light. In Christian 

belief, God is light and eternity will be dominated by the light of God.497 By creating 

‘objects’ made of light Turrell could be giving us a glimpse of the substance of things to 

come.  

 

Turrell wants his viewers to experience both physical and spiritual light with this work. 

His Quaker upbringing has informed much of his philosophy where ‘inner light’ is 

possible. His advice for visitors of Roden Crater may echo the words of his 

grandmother, who advised him before entering a Quaker meeting: "Go inside and greet 

the light."498 

 

Belgian artist Ann Veronica Janssens (b. 1956) uses installation to investigate the 

permeability of contexts (architectural/social/cultural/political) proposing to deconstruct 

those fragments of our perception of these contexts. In her work Blue, Red and Yellow, 

(2001) (Plate 99) the artist confronts the visitor with an empty translucent space filled 

                                                 
496 Butterfield, J. (1993) The Art of Light and Space. New York, N.Y.: Abbeville Press. p. 84. 
497 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Rev. 
22:5.  
498 Ibid.  
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with mist. Coloured film covers the external skin of the room which consists of 

translucent walls, while the dense mist emanates from a smoke machine. In the tradition 

of colour field painting, the artist has confronted the beholder with an immersive non-

site without boundaries.499 Each room becomes a misty nether land without forms and 

objects - just mist, colour and light. Within the space the viewer can see nothing but the 

coloured mist. The floor, walls and ceiling are fused at the intersections, transforming 

the space into a single void. The density of the colour is modified according to the 

position of the viewer in relation to the local colour. The world has dematerialised into a 

single soft hue where only subtle variations of saturation, brightness and density break 

up this monochrome mystical realm. Here only time and space continue to exist. 

 

The lack of forms transports the viewer to a world where the imagination must take over 

in order for the viewer to survive. However, Janssens feels differently: “Gazing at mist 

is an experience with contrasting effects. It appears to abolish all obstacles, materiality, 

the resistances specific to a given context, and at the same time, it seems to impart a 

materiality and tactility to light.500 Mieke Bal speaks of an “incarnated gaze”.501 One 

moves in a space bathed in light, groping one’s way, without constraints or limits. One’s 

perception of time is transformed, there’s a slowing down if not a suspension. It’s as if 

one were in a slow-motion film with almost no images. All the markers have 

disappeared, the light illuminates nothing that could authorise our wandering. One’s 

eyes become glazed, one experiences a kind of amnesia, one is returned to an interior 

space opening onto unheard of perspectives. The other is surely there, an appearance 

that, in the dense luminosity, could just as quickly disappear.”502  

 

Here, Janssens ‘amnesia’ may be alluded to ‘nothingness’. The work is designed to leave 

the viewer to themselves. Is this nirvana or its opposite? 

 

The work immerses the viewer in a place where time becomes ‘timeless’. Every 

heartbeat, every sneeze or breath takes on a new meaning. In reaction to a critic 

describing her work as only becoming visible with the lapsing of time and drawing the 

                                                 
499 Oliveira, N. De., & Oxley, N., & Petry, M. (2003) Installation Art in the New Millennium. 
London: Thames and Hudson. p. 56. 
500 Janssens, A. (2013) Galerie Micheline Szwajcer  
http://www.kamelmennour.com/media/press/s1/id66/press_janssens_ann_veronica.pdf 
501 Ibid. 
502 Ibid. 

http://www.kamelmennour.com/media/press/s1/id66/press_janssens_ann_veronica.pdf
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spectator into ‘real time’ Janssens said, “Is there such a thing as real time? It seems to 

me that my work suggests that time can be elastic intangible and pliable all at once.”503 

 

Having become eye and ear, they (the viewers) now only hang by the thread of habit to 

their churning brain, their thoughts fluttering anxiously like curtains in the wind.504 Guy 

Duplat, believes: 

 

There is more going on here than a charming little game with light and 

colour. Because you realise it will never be more than a little game in the 

midst of a world hanging together like loose, shifting sand onto which we 

project nice, simplified images until we ourselves are blown apart in the 

wind.505 

 

There is certainly a pervading peace in this work, but it also causes the viewer’s 

projections to stall giving them a momentary glimpse of a dark, inexplicable , crumbled, 

underlying reality. Simultaneously, the viewer cannot help but to marvel at the colour 

and the light, because it makes the viewer more aware of life’s dark, other side. Here, 

what is real is evoked by a form of abstention, deceleration and patient observation, 

which defies the laws of banal spectacle - removing us from the everyday and 

transporting us to a place where we call into question what we take for granted about our 

observations and thoughts. Janssens’ conjured world makes the viewer more aware of 

the precariousness of their everyday observations and thoughts - of the fragility of 

reality. In so doing, this installation has the ability to conjure beauty and truth out of 

nothingness - aligning its concepts with God’s ability to create out of nothing. Yet 

Janssens’ work is ambiguous - it also helps us to come to grips with the world through 

negation of it. This  ‘nothingness’ is not the ‘everythingness’ of the Christian eternity. 

The state of mind Janssens is trying to evoke seems more in tune with the concept of 

Nirvana than Heaven? An external source, is used to elicit this nirvana, namely colour. 

However, it may also be an attempt by her to awaken a creative process in the viewer 

through the nothingness presented by the installation. In a way this is like the ‘blank 

canvas’ Xu Bing offers us in his Book of the Sky (Plates 47-8). 

                                                 
503 Theys, H. (2006) Ann Veronica Janssens. Hans They: Artists. Oct. 28th. 
http://www.hanstheys.be/artists/ann_veronica_janssens/ p. 2 
504 Ibid.  
505 Ibid. p. 2. 

http://www.hanstheys.be/artists/ann_veronica_janssens/
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The viewer’s immersion into an alluring empty space, plays havoc with their conception 

of time, stretching and compressing it, creating a dream world where the imagination is 

all that is left. What each viewer perceives in this ‘empty’ void is up to them. Jansenns’ 

works call into question what we take for granted about our perceptions of the real 

world. In so doing they conjure beauty and truth out of nothingness.506 

 

Interactive art is art which directly involves some sort of input from the viewer to help 

‘in the construction of the work’.507 While the work of Bill Viola and Veronica Jansens 

involves the viewer in participation in their constructed environments there is little or no 

action the viewer needs to perform to help complete the work. 

 

Osmose (1995) by Char Davies (1954 -) is an interactive virtual-reality environment 

installation which incorporates 3D computer graphics and interactive 3D sound. It 

utilises a head-mounted (the display is actually put onto the viewer’s head) display and a 

real-time motion tracking system based on breathing and balance to immerse the viewer 

in a new world. Osmose is a space for exploring the perceptual interplay between self 

and world - a place for accentuating the awareness one has as an intelligent 

consciousness embodied in an enclosed, inclusive space. Viewers must begin by 

donning of the head-mounted display and motion-tracking vest.  

 

The first virtual space met is a three-dimensional Cartesian Grid which functions as an 

orientation space. With the viewer’s first breaths, the grid gives way to a clearing in a 

forest. The dozen world-spaces in Osmose, include this first clearing, a forest, tree, leaf, 

cloud, pond, a section of subterranean Earth and an abyss. (Plates 100-103) These 

alternative spaces remind us of the different fantasy worlds imagined in What Dreams 

May Come. There is also a substratum, Code (which creates the actual work) and Text 

(quotes about ideas relevant to the work by the artist) which function as conceptual 

parentheses around the worlds within. 

 

                                                 
506 Ibid.  
507 Kluszczynski, R. (2010) Strategies of Interactive Art. Journal of Aesthetics and Culture, Vol. 2 
(0)  
DIO: http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/jac.v2i0.5525  

http://www.immersence.com/osmose/os_georges.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.3402/jac.v2i0.5525
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Via their own breath and balance, users can move around and within these worlds, as 

well as hover in the ambiguous transition areas in between. After fifteen minutes of 

immersion, the LifeWorld appears and slowly but irretrievably recedes, bringing the 

session to an end. 

 

The ‘user’ of the installation is located in a private chamber for immersion, but Davies 

includes a screen also where a silhouette of the user’s body (and its movements) can be 

seen by an audience. Char Davies writes,  

 

My goal is to use immersive virtual space to collapse the boundaries 

between subject and object, interior and exterior, and self and other. In doing 

so, my intent is to refresh our perception of being in the world. I want to 

resensitise participants to the extraordinariness of being alive, sentient and 

embodied, here now among all this, immersed as we are so briefly in the 

flow of life through space and time.508 

 

This ‘refreshing’ of our perception of being in the world could be seen as analogous with 

the Holy (of the Protestant faith) Spirit’s ability to refresh, inspire and heal believers 

mentally, spiritually and physically.509 The work, in collapsing boundaries between 

subject/object, interior/exterior and self/other attempts to elicit a different sort of ‘blank 

canvas’ than Jansenns does. Here imagery is provided, unlike Jansenns, which provokes 

an intensified experience within worlds where space and time vary with that of life. 

 

Davies' previous work as a painter is made manifest in Osmose where he uses semi- 

representational/semi-abstract and translucent, imagery in his environments consisting of 

semi-transparent textures and flowing particles. Like the work of the van Eyck brothers 

and Martin the trompe l’oeil-like technique used to create these illusions, adds to the 

depth of these computer generated worlds. There is also a link to Gleeson’s work where, 

figure/ground relationships are spatially ambiguous, and transitions between worlds are 

subtle and slow. The liquid slowness of the movement also mirrors Gleeson’s fluid, 

fluctuating environment. The subtlety of this mode of representation 'evokes' rather than 

illustrates. The spatially multi-dimensional sounds in Osmose respond to changes in the 

                                                 
508 Wands, B. (2006) Art of the Digital Age. London: Thames and Hudson. p. 104. 
509 The Holy Bible. New International Version. (1984). London: Hodder and Stoughton. Heb. 6:4 
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user's location, direction and speed. This also adds to the viewer’s impression that they 

are floating within a fluid, nebulous, otherworldly space. 

 

Profound responses from many of the 25,000 participants in Osmose since 1995 include 

the feeling that users often feel as if they have rediscovered an aspect of themselves, of 

being alive in the world, which they had forgotten, an experience which many find 

surprising, and some very emotional. Such response has confirmed the artist's belief that 

traditional interface boundaries between machine and human can be transcended even 

while re-affirming our corporeality, and that Cartesian notions of space as well as 

illustrative realism can effectively be replaced by more evocative alternatives. The work 

explores the self's subjective experience of "being-in-the-world" as an embodied 

consciousness in an enveloping space where boundaries between inner/outer, and 

mind/body dissolve  like Kusama’s installations or possibly even Newman’s paintings. 

These are ‘ideal’ worlds as “experiential, spatial-temporal arenas”510 brought to life by 

technology. While they are as immersive as Jansens’ work they include objects and 

sound which give these ‘alternate’ worlds visual substance like Kusama’s. We are not 

invited to create these worlds out of nothing but move through them - from one 

dimension to another. The work alludes to the omnitemporal idea that multiple versions 

of our world may simultaneously exist in parallel universes. With Osmose, viewers 

move through these universes.  

 

Solitude connects the participant to the depths of his or her own self. By connecting the 

participant more deeply to his own self, the installation insinuates on the user, a more 

profound understanding of their place in the universe. This solitude is not the Hellish 

isolation of Eraserhead or the lonely human souls of Rouault fighting for a dignified 

existence. Instead, the user is isolated from the outside world and immersed in a series of 

environments designed to ‘de automatise’511 their everyday perception of the world and 

their place in it. Here solitude is generated as the position from which the user enjoys the 

artwork. 

 

The user-interface is based on full-body immersion in 360 degree spherical, enveloping 

space, through the use of the head mounted display. (Plate 104) Osmose incorporates the 

                                                 
510 Bailey, N. (2012) "Technology at the Service of Art.” Nick Bailey interview with Char Davies. 
The Dutch Creatie. Vol. 9 (3), June 2012, Susanne van Nierop, ed. pp. 44-47. 
511 Ibid.  
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natural processes of breathing and balance as the means of navigating within this virtual 

world. By breathing in, the participant is able to float upward, by breathing out, to fall, 

and by subtlety altering the body's centre of balance, to change direction, a method 

inspired by the scuba diving practice of buoyancy control. This incorporation of breath 

into a prime decision making factor within the work reminds us of the importance of the 

relationship between breath and life. For Christians, it was God who breathed life into 

the first man. Here breath is life. Yet this is more than just the representation of breath 

invoking a meditative state that Brown explores in his Blake Prize winning painting 

(Plate 91). Instead here breath becomes a facilitator of movement - becomes related to 

action - but an action that is more related to being, rather than doing. 

 

Whereas in conventional virtual reality, the body is often reduced to little more than a 

probing hand (using a mouse) and roving eye, immersion in Osmose depends on the 

body's most essential living act, that of breath - not only to navigate, but more 

importantly, to attain a particular state-of-being within the virtual world. In this state, 

usually achieved within ten minutes of immersion, most participants experience a shift 

of awareness in which the urge for action is replaced by contemplative free-fall. The 

experience of being spatially enveloped, of floating rather than flying or walking is 

crucial to the work. It insinuates a meditative mood on the user where being supersedes 

doing, alluding to the prospect of a heavenly experience, where existence itself may be 

enjoyed without the need to perform acts of necessity (eating, working, sleeping) in 

order to continue to exist.  

 

Performance and installation art experiments with time by ‘inserting spatial modes into 

the temporal dimension, and ‘installing time’ in space.512 “The works tend to be 

hermetic, self-contained spaces that exclude the extraneous, reinforcing a singular and 

insular aesthetic”.513 Both space and time therefore, become elastic suggesting the 

presence of other dimensions other than the one in which we live. In the cases above, an 

eternal realm has been alluded to in a variety of ways. From the intensified moment of 

Parr’s performance to the negation of the temporal world of Jansenn’s installation, 

eternal realms have been opened up for the viewer to explore. 

                                                 
512 Mondloch, K. (2010) Viewing Media Installation Art. Minneapolis University of Minnesota 
Press. p. 40. 
513 Davidson, K. & Desomond, M. (1996) Island: Contemporary Installations from Austraiia, Asia, 
Europe and America. National Gallery of Australia: Thames and Hudson. 
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Plate 93. Mike Parr. Wounds by Measurement 1. Push tacks into your leg until a line of 

tacks is made up your leg. 1973. Photograph. 120 x 180 cm. 
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             Plate 94. Bill Viola. The arc of Ascent. 1992. Video installation. 
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Plate 95. Bill Viola. The Crossing. (1997) Video Installation. 
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Plate 96. James Turrell. IVAM, (Blue Room) Valencia, Spain, December 14, 2004 to 

February 27, 2005.  
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Plate 97. James Turrell. Afrum. 1967. Xenon light projection piece. 43 x 50 cm. 

Installation, Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, 1976. 
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Plate 98. James Turrell. Roden Crater Project. 1970 - ongoing. Installation. Installation. 

Roden Crater, Painted Desert, Arizona. 
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Plate 99. Veronica Janssens. Blue, Red, Yellow. 2001. Installation using coloured film 

and smoke machine. 
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Plate 100. Char Davies. Osmose. (1995) Interactive virtual reality environment. 

Interactive computer graphics, interactive 3D sound, head mounted display and real time 

tracking. Subterranean Earth world space. 

  



 

249 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plate 101. Char Davies. Osmose. (1995) Forest world space. 
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                 Plate 102. Char Davies. Osmose. (1995) Tree world space. 
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Plate 103. Char Davies. Osmose. (1995) Silhouette of user wearing head mounted 

interactive display.   
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Plate 104. Paley W. Bradford. TextArc. (2002) A visual index or concordance of a text. 

Both online and printed versions are available. 
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Where Do We Go From Here?  

   

So what is eternity, and how can it be expressed, seen or interpreted? 

 

For most it is the answer for that riddle of life “What comes after death?” The Egyptians 

saw it as a rural life in the Happy Fields or destruction via a devouring crocodile. In the 

Western world, it was the Christian Heaven, inhabited and ruled by God (from Santa 

Pudenziana to Martin) and Hell. For the Victorians and the makers of films like Made in 

Heaven and Ghost it is a cosy domestic world where loved ones reunite and peace 

reigns. Similarly, for the Brueghel brothers and Generalic it is a pastoral Eden - a return 

to the Christian beginning of life. For Kusama it is a cosmic world that envelops her 

with love and security. For Turrell it is light, and for Mori it is a magical land of 

imaginary angels, bright colours and serenity. 

 

“How can we characterise the emergent field of ‘visual culture’ today? To begin with, 

we must insist that this encompasses a great deal more than the study of images, of even 

the most open-ended and cross-disciplinary study of image. Visual culture opens up an 

entire world of intertextuality where images, sounds and other forms of communication 

relate in ever expanding ways, leading to ever-accruing layers of meanings and 

subjective responses.”514 

 

Artists have always influenced the world with their visual structures.  Renaissance artists 

renewed the Hellenistic515 perspective by visually representing three-dimensional space 

from a single point of view and time as a cross-section of a one-way linear path. This 

separated the artwork from the viewer giving it an aura of timelessness. Today a more 

Hebraic516 way of reading texts has emerged. Consequently, each text has many 

meanings. The Talmud teaches that there are seventy different viewpoints from which 

one can understand every biblical verse.517 Here, the idea of the ‘playful artist’ is 

extended to including the ‘playful interpreter’. Shepherd writes, “Sensory impressions” 

or ‘events’ do not happen successively so that you can separate one from the other even 

                                                 
514 Alexenberg, M. (03/2011) Future of Art in a Postdigital Age: From hellenistic to Hebraic 
consciousness (2nd Edition) Bristol, GBR: Intellect Ltd. p. 99. 
515 That of a single point of view. 
516 The text is approached and interpreted from a variety of perspectives. It is often then 
deconstructed which creates more perspectives from which the text can be interpreted. 
517 Alexenberg, M. (03/2011) Future of Art in a Postdigital Age: From hellenistic to Hebraic 
consciousness (2nd Edition) Bristol, GBR: Intellect Ltd. p. 121. 
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in thought. They happen by a process of continual change one out of the other, not one 

after the other.”518 Here, an intuitive process is used by the artist in creating, and the 

interpreter in reading, an artwork. 

 

Elsewhere Suzi Gablick calls for forms which describe and evoke this new social 

sensibility and describes today’s new aesthetic perspective which connects art to its 

integrative role in the larger whole as the ‘ecological perspective’.519 Structures of space 

and time and the relationships between the senses in experiencing these structures form 

the basis of morphological analysis of visual, culture, and its art forms. Each culture is 

an expression of a structure of consciousness that gives rise to a specific perspective.  

 

The structure of consciousness that characterises both Judaism and postmodernism is an 

integral structure of consciousness that gives rise to this ‘ecological’ perspective.  

How does this affect a viewer’s understanding of an artwork? The opening up of 

different perspectives will deepen the viewer’s understanding, but will it elicit the ‘true’ 

meaning of a biblical text or an artwork? The Hellenistic perspective gives us a single 

point of view from which to interpret the text, while the Hebraic or ecological 

perspective opens the text up, sending it flying in all directions and broadening its 

meaning, linking it to further texts ad infinitum. The point behind this reading process is 

not to confuse the truth with untruths, but to create different perspectives from which the 

truth can be viewed, thus expanding and deepening understanding of this truth. 

 

In relation to religion specifically, allegory (as used by Christ in the parables) has the 

ability to convert dogma into speculation. “It is apt for inviting poetic and philosophical 

inflections into a pious domain, or for linking certain rigid ideas so that their greater 

complexity affords an enchanting openendedness, far from the spiritual closure of 

dogma.”520 However this should not undermine the position and power of dogma or 

great harm would be done to the understanding of scripture. There needs to be a solid 

basis of knowledge (the truth) on which ideas can be disseminated and developed, 

                                                 
518 Shepherd, A. (1941) The Eternity of Time. 121 Charing Cross Road London: The book club. 
p. 32.  
519 Alexenberg, M. (03/2011) Future of Art in a Postdigital Age: From hellenistic to Hebraic 
consciousness (2nd Edition) Bristol, GBR: Intellect Ltd. p. 99. 
520 Nelson, R. (2007) The Spirit of Secular Art. A History of the Sacramental Roots of 
Contemporary Artistic Values. Victoria, Australia: Monash University Press. p. 4:3. 
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otherwise speculations will forever remain speculations. A tree cannot grow without 

roots. 

 

If a more linear perspective is said to distance the interpreter from the full meaning of 

the text and a more Hebraic perspective draws the interpreter ‘into the text’ bombarding 

him with new meanings, then a balance between these two interpretive approaches 

should surely provide the interpreter with the most holistic understanding of the text. It 

is true that to personally involve oneself in something will bring one closer to 

understanding both its inner workings and the many structural, cultural, psychological, 

linguistic and spiritual nuances it may contain. However, sometimes we need simply to 

stand back and see things from a distance in order to get the whole picture - to see things 

more clearly.  

 

An artwork by W. Bradford Paley, titled TextArc (2002) (Plate 104) is described by the 

artist as an interactive text analysis tool - a visual index or concordance of a text.521 The 

pictured Textarc ‘illustrates’ the story Alice in Wonderland.  

 

A TextArc is made by following three simple rules: 1. Draw the entire text in an ellipse 

around the page. Generally, the text is drawn twice: line by line, to preserve the 

typographic structure of the text; and word by word, to address the subject and 

vocabulary of the text. 2. Draw frequently used words brighter and larger. Repeated 

words may be important; they should demand more attention. 3. If a word is used more 

than once draw it at the center of all of its mentions. This accounts for the scattering of 

words in the center: think of the word as being attached to every place it is used in the 

text by tiny rubber bands. Those forces pull each word closer to where it appears most 

often in a text. 

Here the linear version of the text structurally encompasses the more ‘Hebraic’ and 

visual interpretation of it. Examples of visual strategies which could be used to extract 

meaning from this ‘tool’ include scanning over the words, starting at the centre which 

will reveal the vocabulary of the text and suggest an overall tone of the work. Noticing 

bright words and their positions will help the viewer to place them in the text. For 

example the Queen appears at 8:00 o’clock, near the edge of the Textarc showing that 

                                                 
521 Wands, B. (2006) Art of the Digital Age. London: Thames and Hudson. p. 183. 
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her appearance is concentrated in one section of the story, while Alice is located at the 

very centre of the Textarc. 

 

The starlike shapes point to every place a word is used. The online version also traces 

the original word order by means of a coloured curve.522 The work is now being used as 

a text analysis tool for literary research in many universities. This work combines both a 

Hellenistic and Hebraic approach to viewing a text in an interesting, instructional and 

aesthetically pleasing way. 

 

The work could be used for any text including biblical ones. In opening up a biblical 

text, works such as this could nurture the needs of those whose cultural understanding of 

western texts may differ from the western norm. For the westerner it may help to reveal 

the ‘spaces between the words’ which the ‘media machine’ of our time, has succeeded to 

negate through its emphasis on surface and commodity.  

 

Eternity is an elusive and often hidden concept. It is likely to be in these spaces that 

some of the mysteries of eternity can be discovered and some of the above artworks 

(Jansenns, Mike Parr, Xu Bing) have explored various aspects of this concept. 

 

As the above case studies show, the beautiful zen influenced videos of Bill Viola, the 

hallucination inspired infinity mirror rooms of Yayoi Kusama or the spectacular 

imaginings of James Gleeson can conjure visions, ideas and sentiments which relate to 

eternity, as readily as those more clearly based on religious ideas like The Ghent 

Altarpiece or Rouault’s images of the frailty of humanity. 

   

The technologies of today have complicated and diversified our understanding of art and 

eternity. An artist working in today’s digital media and network culture, is responding 

naturally to this culture. Artworks created in this vein are often viewed as ‘aesthetic 

research’. Their works are now seen more as ‘projects’ of aesthetic investigation.523 This 

recognizes the open ended character of the artists’ work. The shift in thinking illustrated 

here involves the artist’s moving away from simple object production to recognizing the 

investigatory nature of creating an artwork.  

                                                 
522 Ibid.  
523 Hovagimyan, G. (2001) Art in the Age of Spiritual Machines. Leonardo: Vol. 34. Issue 5. pp. 
4530458. 
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However, the future of artistic form is broadening. New media, more diversity, greater 

interpenetration and interaction of ‘life-art-culture’524 are changing the way many people 

view art. Modern technology has also opened up a vista of new opportunities for 

teaching about art and eternity. 

 

So how can we as represent the timeless perfection, the otherworldly atemporality, that 

may be eternity? For Generalic the way involves the representing of eternity as a child 

would imagine it. For Kusama it involves immersing herself in her fears in an infinite 

protective ur-world. For Turrell it involves creating objects and ideas out of light itself. 

For Brown and Davies it is breath, the most basic of life’s processes that helps us reach 

the eternal. 

 

So how can a Christian artist approach the representation of eternity? 

 

For a Christian, part of this ‘illuminating the truth’ may involve testifying visually 

against the “complexities, ambiguities, disruptions and fragmentations that have 

characterised much modern and postmodern experience, and also, much traditional and 

contemporary religious experience.”525 It may also be to bring the experience of worship 

to greater numbers. Both art and spirituality share in their expression of the ineffable - 

they communicate what cannot be spoken. In worship and adoration there is a deep 

resemblance between art and spirituality. Both involve a movement which arises from 

love, is carried along in worship or meditation, and finds its fulfilment in 

participation.526  

 

The above case studies show that there are many different ways to approach the concept 

of eternity. The mirror rooms of Kusama, the film What Dreams May Come, the painting 

of James Gleeson or the interactive virtual environment of Char Davies apply 

spectacular effects to convey a world ‘beyond and above’ anything we have ever known. 

In contrast the personal visions of Stanley Spencer bring the eternal into the everyday 

and fill the Earth with wonder. The works of Eric Smith and Thomas Gleghorn glorify 

                                                 
524 Gere, C. (05/2006) Art, Time and Technology. Oxford, GBR: Berg Publishers. p. 123. 
525 Howes, G. (11/2006) Art of the Sacred : An Introduction to the Aesthetics of Art and Belief. 
London, GBR: I.B. Tauris. p. 151. 
526 Guthrie, S. (2011) Creator Spirit. The Holy Spirit and the Art of becoming Human. Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic. p. 16. 
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the eternal power, fragility, beauty and transcendent love of the Christian Godhead and 

eternity. Elsewhere the Christological approach has been utilised to evoke an 

understanding of the relationship between man and eternity in such works as Rouault’s 

portraits and the movie Babette’s Feast. Again, the more secular visions of Alvares, 

Mori, Lynch, Bergman and Jansenns, and the poetic inspirations of Viola and Shoufay 

Derz suggest aspects of eternity which can delight, appall, fill with awe or encourage 

meditation, on a subject where the resulting imaginative interpretations give viewers a 

clear sense that the eternal may be something for which all instinctively and naturally 

strive and hope.527 

 

The Eternity of Christian doctrine is perfection - wholeness. It is where forgiveness has 

healed all rifts, broken all chains, nullified pain, sin and suffering and transformed and 

translated the human spirit into union with the creator of the universe. Art can be utilised 

for this purpose. Art is the creative equivalent to eternity in many ways. The ‘wholeness’ 

of an art work is a wholeness devised by an imperfect individual - yes - but for a 

Christian believer, if the inspiration or source of the artwork is love inscribed on the 

artist’s heart by grace then this art is capable of anything. It becomes a ‘taste’ of eternity. 

 

 

Conclusion. 

   

This dissertation has outlined many of the different theories, theologies and ideas that 

describe the relationship between the ‘time-ruled’ universe we live in and eternity. From 

these theories I have favoured the traditional (atemporal) theory of God’s (and 

eternity’s) relationship to time as a basis for discussing other aspects of eternity and 

choosing particular artworks which express this concept in one form or another. In 

looking at artworks from non-Christian cultures which explored concepts about the 

afterlife we discovered that there were both similarities and differences which 

consequently stemmed from the cultures of the relevant places. Notably, the concept of 

Hell in Japanese art showed great similarities to pre-Reformation Christian art depictions 

of Hell. Most of the Christian art produced for the church in this period was devotional 

or produced for instructional purposes - icons and illuminated scriptures. Still, a few 

                                                 
527 Brabant, F. (1936) Time and Eternity in Christian Thought. London: Longmans, Green and 
Co. p. 154. 
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works stood out in depicting the eternal, especially from the twelfth century onwards. 

The works of Bosch and the van Eyck brothers in particular provided a foundation of 

techniques and ideas which would influence the art of the Renaissance and beyond.  

 

During the Renaissance art flourished as it had never before, employing the new 

medium of oil paint and the visual technique of linear perspective. The works of 

Michelangelo, Raphael and their followers produced works which included a new visual 

depth that opened up new possibilities in the depiction of eternity (Heaven and Hell).  

 

When the Reformation occurred, the church split into Catholic and Protestant, but artists 

still continued to be concerned with the need to explore and represent the concept of 

eternity. Lucas Cranach the elder produced altars according to a new prescription 

outlined by Martin Luther. Rembrandt van Rijn painted distilled portraits of love, 

forgiveness and truth bathed in a glowing light. Caspar Friedrich painted endless vistas 

of misty plains and glorious mountains which spoke of the majesty and sublimity of the 

eternal - a world beyond our world. 

 

As the Enlightenment, Industrial Revolution and renewed interest in science developed 

in the latter part of the second millennium questions on virtually everything considered 

to be ‘truth’ caused many to turn away from established religions and consider new 

ideas in relation to the transcendent.  

 

The modernist period of the late nineteenth through to mid twentieth centuries saw 

artists depicting the transcendent from a variety of perspectives. Many of these were 

influenced by Theosophy, a combination of theologies from various sources and 

scientific ideas and thought processes. The cubists painted objects from multiple 

perspectives in an attempt to create a new ‘total’ perspective based on the newly 

announced Theory of Relativity where time and space were conjoined in one cohesive 

whole. Kandinsky sought to depict the eternal and spiritual using symbols (often the 

circle), abstract forms and the emotional/spiritual power of colour, while Malevich and 

Mondrian sought to discover the ‘ur-form’ of things in using geometrical, abstract 

shapes in the hope of representing the universe as a single living substance. In the 

waning of the place of religion as the sole source of spiritual understanding and 
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enlightenment, the art object became sacred - a mediator of contemplation and a new 

link to the divine. 

 

When postmodernism arrived in the second half of the twentieth century everything 

dispersed. Deconstruction meant that there were no all-pervading truths that governed  

life. Technology contributed to the dissemination of these multifarious ideas. Art no 

longer was viewed as sacred; religion was replaced by ‘spirituality’ and relativism meant 

that everything known was perceived as just opinion - that nothing was certain. The 

advent of deconstruction has been a good thing in some ways. It has opened up 

dialogues about everything from a variety of perspectives, and while ‘tolerance’ may 

have hidden truth to an extent, it has also left the door open for the truth to survive. 

Relativism has told us that we can only really see things from our own personal 

perspective - there is no universal vantage point from which to see the world. Yet the 

claims that ‘all things are relative’ must also be relative. For a Christian, an 

interpretation of eternity needs to be based on the believer’s understanding of the Word 

of God. Yet our individual personalities still play their part in determining the various 

ways we can express ourselves. Perhaps “a post-Resurrection language might entail 

communication not of concepts, but of experience itself.”528 The extraordinary diversity 

of case studies on interpretations of eternity outlined above testify to this. 

 

Eternity is still a mystery, and the human fascination with the eternal will surely never 

wane. It is a part of our spiritual DNA. The endless variety of interpretations of eternity 

produced in the last eighty years contrast starkly with the more consistent interpretations 

of the subject dating from San Pudienzana to Martin of the Western Christian world. 

This variety reflects the new Hebraic consciousness prevalent today. While the single-

eyed Hellenistic view of eternity529 (believed by Christians) may be disrupted and 

questioned by this change in reading and experiencing a text or artwork, such new 

approaches should ultimately deepen our understanding of this perplexing and endless 

topic. 

 

 

                                                 
528 Ringer, J. (Autumn 2003) Faith and Language: Walter Hilton, St. Augustine, and 
poststructural semiotics. Christianity and Literature. 53.1 p.3.  
http://www.acu.edu/academics/english/ccl/journal.htm 
529 That based on the writings of scripture - Ezekiel, Daniel, Revelation. 

http://www.acu.edu/academics/english/ccl/journal.htm
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