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Introduction
The key background assumption of my present talk is that human thinking has both a verbal and a perceptual dimension, with the perceptual, primarily the visual, dimension being the primordial one. I will not argue for this assumption here, having done so in a
number of earlier papers of mine. Let me just refer to two of these: First, a talk given in
2000, "The Picture Theory of Reason",1 where I exploited, on the one hand, the results of
contemporary cognitive psychology, in particular Allan Paivio's so-called dual coding approach, and, on the other hand, arguments that had been set forth in H. H. Price's Thinking and Experience, a rarely mentioned book of that otherwise well-known Oxford philosopher. Second, my 2001 talk "Wittgenstein's Philosophy of Pictures",2 in which I argued against the mainstream view that according to the later Wittgenstein, images did not
have a meaning unless interpreted verbally. Wittgenstein, I endeavoured to show, held
that mental operations involve both words and visual images, that verbal and visual imagery function jointly, and that there are indeed cases where understanding a picture is
entirely independent of language use.
Twentieth-century philosophy, under the spell of the linguistic turn, gave short shrift to
images, mental or physical. And reflecting on the indispensable role of images in human
cognition was of course never a characteristic preoccupation for philosophies of religion
in the Judeo-Christian tradition. Still, there have been, and are, notable exceptions. Aquinas embraced, and built on, the Aristotelian dictum that "the soul understands nothing
without a phantasm", and I take it that there is a close relationship between Aquinas's
notion of phantasmata and our notion of mental images.3 Closer to our age, Cardinal
Newman, in his Grammar of Assent, first published in 1870, interprets memory images as
"reflections of things in a mental mirror", as "facsimiles of facts",4 and points out that
mental images possess a psychological power that mere concepts do not have. The Angli1
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can theologian and philosopher Austin Farrer, in his 1943 book Finite and Infinite, taking
up the notion of phantasmata construed the "concrete phantasma" as "a concrete image,
but sketchy", underlining however that "there are cases in which the image is as explicit
as we could make it".5 Romano Guardini, one of the most influential Catholic intellectuals of the twentieth century, in his 1950 essay Die Sinne und die religiöse Erkenntnis,
"The Senses and Religious Knowledge", stresses the role images play in the depths of our
subconscious, ready to enter consciousness whenever appropriate external stimuli reach
us. The innermost core of a human being, as Guardini puts it, is in the end essentially
dependent on images, "sein inneres Wesen kann im Letzten … nur aus Bildern leben".6
Another leading Catholic thinker, Karl Rahner, in 1983 gave a talk on the theology of
images in which, referring back to Aquinas's formula conversio ad phantasma, he emphasized that traditional Christian anthropology has always regarded intellectual cognition on the one hand, and sensibility on the other, as forming a unity, so that even for the
most sublime knowledge it is sensory experience that provides content.7 The Russian Orthodox theologian Paul Evdokimov, in his 1972 book The Art of the Icon, underlined that
the "visual is intimately associated with the intelligible; … the word and the image are
closely linked".8 On the Lutheran side, Rainer Volp, in his 1980 Theologische Realenzyklopädie entry "The Image As a Fundamental Category of Theology" recalled Schleiermacher's view that "in jedem wirklichen Denken Bilder mitgesetzt sind"9, in all genuine
thinking images are contained. A recent work with a Lutheran background is Sigurd
Bergmann's volume In the Beginning Is the Icon. "[T]heology", Bergmann here maintains, "must learn to understand the uniqueness and autonomy of the visual medium. The
image has a unique power vested in its capability of producing inner images with external
measures and thus influencing our imaginative abilities and our capability to act in the
tension between our internal landscapes and external surroundings."10 And in a book published some months ago, David Gelernter's Judaism: A Way of Being, one encounters the
following formulation: "Images are the stuff of thought. … we spend much of our mental
lives … wrapped up in imagery, beyond the reach of language."11
Now Judaism and Christianity are of course religions of the book. One might reasonably
expect that the religious feelings and experiences of a believer brought up in a world of
sacred texts are tinged with, and indeed informed by, verbal images; here, visual perceptions and imagery will be necessarily influenced, filtered, and modified by prior textual
exposures. By contrast, the primordial religious experience focussed on notably by Wil5
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liam James,12 and indeed Calvin's sensus divinitatis, "that simple and primitive knowledge, to which the mere course of nature would have conducted us, had Adam stood upright",13 should essentially involve mental imagery, specific images of the world surrounding us, and images and statues as artifacts. It is the nature and varieties of such
images, and their role at the level of non-revealed religion, that my talk will explore.
First, however, let me remain in the domain of revealed religions for another few minutes.

Images in Revealed Religions
The role of images in the religions of the book is a well-researched topic in the case of
Judaism, and especially so in the case of Christianity, where the two main issues are how
the invisible can be represented by the visible – the basic answer being that in Christ God
became flesh14 – and whether pictures can serve as a biblia pauperum, that is, whether
they can convey the scriptural narrative to the unlettered.15 The literature is vast, and I
clearly cannot go into great detail here. However, by way of setting the scene for my
main argument, I would like at this stage to point to some specific ramifications of the
problem.
First, the perhaps minor observation that even within the
religions of the book, and even for the scribes and scholars involved in copying and re-creating sacred written
texts, the susceptibility to images, the impulse to image,
can become overwhelming. As Freedberg, printing examples of Arab calligraphy and of various Jewish manuscripts, puts it: "Even in … Islam and Judaism … with …
an apparent emphasizing of word over image, of the
written over the figured, the will to image figuratively –
12
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even anthropomorphically – cannot be suppressed."16 Secondly, that
generally speaking, as Victoria Harrison has recently put it, religious
language "tends to be replete with images and metaphors".17 In particular, both the Old and the New Testament abound in images, not
merely in the sense of using a rich metaphoric language – metaphors
of course function, ultimately, by evoking mental images – but also
by conjuring up, directly, lively visual images.18 "Judaism", writes
Gelernter, "is in fact passionately attached to images; they are its favorite means of expression. – Even a quick glance at the Bible makes
it plain that Jewish thought luxuriates in vivid imagery... ... Much of
medieval art is a celebration of biblical imagery… The medieval
Christian artist translates biblical images directly from words into
paint, sculpture, tapestry, glass..."19 What Gelernter here says is of
course not new. It had been demonstrated extensively by the Lutheran German philosopher and theologian Johann Gottfried Herder towards the end of the eighteenth century, and by Austin Farrer in the mid-twentieth century.
Herder interprets the Bible – and I will here in part rely on English paraphrases provided
by von Balthasar's The Glory of God: A Theological Aesthetics – as being written in the
" 'natural' language of images",20 a text, then, to be reconstructed precisely "as a world of
images"21. The angel of the Apocalypse, as Herder puts it, "neither speaks nor conceals,
but merely points in images", deutet in Bildern an, so "[t]he images must, therefore, have
had meaning and been intelligible in themselves".22 Farrer, in his 1948 book The Glass of
Vision – the title is a reference to I Corinthians, xiii, 12 – speaks of to the "tremendous
images"23 in the New Testament, without which, as he writes, "the teaching would not be
supernatural revelation, but instruction in piety and morals. It is because the spiritual instruction is related to the great images, that it becomes revealed truth."24 A striking disclosure, the convincing exposure of something previously concealed, I understand Farrer
to imply, takes more than mere words, it takes images. When Farrer speaks of images, he
16
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has, primarily, figurative language in mind; but metaphors and visual images belong, as I
indicated a minute ago, to a single continuum, and one can point to a number of instances
where Farrer actually alludes to visual mental imagery, for example when he refers to St.
John seeing the Son of God as "a Lamb standing as slaughtered, having seven horns and
seven eyes".25 Certainly both Edmond Cherbonnier in 1953 and Ian Barbour in 1976 took
Farrer's position to be such as to relate to visual imagery in the strict sense of the term.
"Perhaps both philosophers and theologians", writes Barbour, "in concentrating on verbally-stated propositions, have tended to neglect the role of images in human thought."26
Barbour cites Farrer as one of the rare laudable exceptions – also referring, in the same
context, to H. H. Price. Cherbonnier, by contrast, is sharply critical of Farrer. Analyzing
"Austin Farrer's … attempt to replace a 'theology of the word' with visual images as the
primary medium of Christian truth", Cherbonnier draws this conclusion: "the biblical
revelation could be apprehended through images only on one condition – that God had
embodied his revelation, not in words, but in a book of pictures. Is the fact that he has not
done so only accidental or, on the contrary, is it of the highest significance for the understanding of both man and God that he has in fact revealed himself by his Word?" 27 I will
come back to Cherbonnier's argument in the next section of my talk. The present section I
will conclude with a reference to Newman.
In his book A Grammar of Assent Newman contrasts religion in devoutly Catholic populations, to whom "the Supreme Being, our Lord, the Blessed Virgin, Angels and Saints,
heaven and hell, are as present as if they were objects of sight"28, with what he calls the
English "Bible Religion", consisting "not in rites or creeds, but mainly in having the Bible read in Church, in the family, and in private".29 As Newman puts it, "[r]eading, as we
do, the Gospels from our youth up, we are in danger of becoming so familiar with them
as to be dead to their force, and to view them as a mere history". Here is where "the practice of meditation on the Sacred Text … so highly thought of by Catholics", enters.30
Meditation is, essentially, a process by which believers develop mental images to accompany, and make more vivid, their verbal representations of sacred events. In his book
25
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referred to earlier, David Freedberg provides a wonderful summary of how the pattern of
Christian meditation from the Middle Ages to the seventeenth
century relied on an interplay of text, written or recited, and
image, both mental and physical – woodcuts, etchings, prints.31
For Newman, the presence of mental imagery in religious
thought, imagery arising spontaneously or as a result of meditation, was the precondition of real belief – of "real assent", as
he termed it.

Images in Natural Religion
Images, then, fulfil an essential role in revealed religions.
However, images by themselves clearly cannot convey the
message of revelation. To those who are not acquainted with,
or do not believe, the narrative of the New Testament, Christ
on the cross is just the depiction of a suffering human being. As Hans Belting succinctly
put it in his Bild und Kult: "The image … is comprehensible only through being
recognized from the Scriptures. It reminds us of what the Scriptures narrate".32 Or, as
Rahner explained, images are in need of a verbal interpretation in order to be recognized
as explicitly Christian by those who look at it. There is, obviously, no visual reality which
by itself would disclose its Christian meaning.33 In his 1802 classic on natural theology,
Paley offers a somewhat related, albeit twisted, argument. Towards the end of the book
he comes to say that since the contemplation of divine nature "overwhelms our faculties",
we seek "from painful abstraction … relief in sensible images", and might thereby fall
into idolatry, a danger which revelation helps us to avoid: if the authority of the text is
observed, "a condescension to the state of our faculties" can be afforded.34 In allotting to
images and imagery but an accessory function, Paley is prey to a false philosophy of
mind. It is correct to maintain, however, that it is only in the domain of natural religion
that images can play a more or less autonomous role. And this is exactly the point
Cherbonnier raised in criticizing Farrer. The latter, Cherbonnier wrote, of course
conceded that "the object of faith is … not the images themselves but rather the reality
beyond them, to which they point". But then the question can be asked: "Is it possible to
say anything about this reality, or must we remain content to apprehend it simply by
gazing at the images? … if the answer is that the reality behind the images can be expressed in words, then ipso facto the spoken word has been reinstated as the basis of
revelation, thereby rendering the images unnecessary."35 Out of this impasse,
Cherbonnier writes, Farrer attempted to escape by an appeal to natural theology. This
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Cherbonnier calls a desperate step.36 From the vantage point of my present talk, however,
Farrer made a felicitous move. Let me just focus on the crucial juncture in his argument.
Images, Farrer maintains, have an essential function in "the natural knowledge of God".
As he puts it, and bear with me if I quote at some length here from his The Glass of
Vision,
neither in revelation nor in rational theology can we point away from the image to
that which the image signifies: in both we must be content to refer to the reality by
understanding what the image tells us. Nevertheless, rational analogies and revealed
images concerning God do not function in the same way: … the rational analogies
are natural images: the revealed figures are not … natural. – The rational analogies
are natural … in the sense that they may be, and originally are, spontaneous: unless
finite things put themselves upon us as symbols of deity we can have no natural
knowledge of God. … The stars may seem to speak of a maker, the moral sense of a
law-giver: but there is no pattern of being we simply meet, which speaks of Trinity
in the Godhead… Rational analogies are natural in a second sense: the analogy
which the natural symbol appears to bear to God is founded on a real relation in
which it stands towards God. … Whereas revealed images are commonly just parables.37

We encounter images, Farrer suggests, images in nature and images of nature, which, by
themselves, are capable of impressing us with a sense of a higher reality; furthermore,
visual images are natural carriers of meaning, since they mean by resembling, whereas
figures of speech mean by convention. "Are those Christian minds really so rare", Farrer
asks, "whose nearest gate into the invisible world is a simple awe at natural fact?"38 The
text he begins the first chapter of The Glass of Vision with is a quote from the Epistle to
the Romans: "That which may be known of God is manifest among men, for God hath
manifested it unto them. For his invisible attributes since the creation of the world are
clearly seen, being perceived through the things that are made…" (I. 19–20). This Scriptural passage, to Farrer, is a guide not to revealed, but to natural theology. "For the moment", he says in the argument I am here concerned with, "we are discounting supernatural revelation, and considering natural religion: by which we are, therefore, bound to understand our own apprehensions of God through nature… … Natural theology … provides a canon of interpretation which stands outside the particular matter of revealed
truth."39
What I am attempting to do in the present talk, namely to provide a rudimentary overview
of the ways in which images function in natural religion, is in a sense a sequel to Farrer's
philosophy of sacred images. It is, also, a kind of protest against contemporary work in
natural theology, which, as you are no doubt aware, has use neither for images, nor for
mental imagery. Aquinas's theory of phantasmata is entirely rejected by Swinburne;40 the
36
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move from phantasmata to imagery is only half-heartedly made by Kretzmann;41 and the
part played by visual images in religious experience is judged to be insignificant by
Alston.42 In a more immediate sense, my talk is a reaction to George Pattison's 1991 book
Art, Modernity and Faith: Restoring the Image. While finding Pattison's general approach
to visual theology instructive and stimulating, I feel his summary rejection of natural theology is exaggerated. I think it is unfair to suggest, as Pattison does, that the natural
theology of Neo-Thomism has been entirely unable to supply a theological vocabulary
and framework for dealing with the problem of faith and visuality,43 and hard to take in,
say, his empathetic analysis of Ruskin's work followed by total dismissal. "The overall
structure of Ruskin's argument", Pattison writes, "resembles the familiar pattern of natural theology, for its prevailing assumption is that the works of God in creation provide a
timeless and universally accessible testimony to their divine origin. The artist is gifted
with the ability to see and to represent in his work a truthful image of that testimony and
so to be able to direct the less perceptive to see it for themselves."44 I believe one might
be sceptical when it comes to the idea of a "universally accessible testimony", and still
endeavour to develop a phenomenology of spontaneous religious sentiments as arising in
response to specific visual experiences. It is the outlines of just such a phenomenology I
will now venture to sketch.

Visualizing the Invisible
Discussing Aquinas's views on the possibility of there being images of incorporeal things,
Kenny writes that at any rate "the image of a non-bodily thing is not an image of it in
virtue of looking like it", adding: "However, there is good reason to believe that what
makes an image of X an image of X is never its resemblance to X, even if X is bodily."45
This latter comment is clearly an echo of Wittgenstein's remark "Anything can be a picture of anything, if we extend the concept of picture sufficiently", printed in the Nachlaß
volume Philosophical Grammar,46 the German text of which Kenny translated into English. Certainly the remark does not do full justice to Wittgenstein's views on the issue in
Philosophical Grammar, and even less to the views that the Nachlaß in its entirety suggests.47 It is not Nelson Goodman that Wittgenstein paved the way for; Ernst Gombrich,
with his emphasis on the role of resemblance in pictorial representation,48 or Richard
Wollheim, with his notions "seeing-as" and "seeing-in"49 as explaining our experience of
41
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pictorial meaning, can more plausibly be said to be heirs to Wittgenstein. A variety of the
notion of "seeing-in" appears already in Husserl's early thinking;50 what we "see-in" the
picture is what Husserl calls the "image object", and Husserl makes the important point
that there is an essential conflict between the "physical image thing" (say the picture as it
hangs on the wall) and the "image object", the latter characteristically pointing away,51 as
the image thing does not, to the "image subject" – pointing to what the image depicts,
represents.
There is another aspect under which the issue of the image pointing away from itself can
be seen. In his book Painting and Reality, Etienne Gilson makes a distinction between
"pictures" and "images" on the one hand, and "paintings" on the other. There is, he says, a
"radical difference between a painting, whose meaning is in itself, and a picture, whose
function is to point out something else".52 The essence of "picturing", as he puts it, "is to
represent, or imitate". Gilson concedes, indeed emphasizes, that "[i]mages are among the
oldest products of the fabricative activity of man", that they are "inseparable from domestic life", and that "[c]hildren delight in looking at picture books",53 but he makes it clear
that in his view images, even religious images, cannot as it were represent anything sublime. By contrast, the "ultimate end" of a painting "is to achieve a fitting object of contemplation"; "creative painters … feel that there is still another reality hidden behind the
appearances of nature", and so "[a]ll truly creative art is religious in its own right".54 A
rather similar approach was formulated by Hans-Georg Gadamer in his Wahrheit und
Methode. He set Bild – picture, image – against Abbild, copy. As he wrote, the "essence
of a copy is to have no other task but to resemble the original … pointing, through the
similarity, to what is copied" (Gadamer's favourite examples here are the "passport photo
or a picture in a sales catalogue"). On the other hand, in the case of the picture, it is itself
"what is meant… … one is not simply directed away from the picture to what is represented. Rather, the presentation remains essentially connected with what is represented –
indeed, belongs to it." As Gadamer stresses, "the identity and non-differentiation of picture and pictured … remains essential to all experience of pictures"; and he concludes
that it is precisely "the religious picture [which] displays the full ontological power of the
picture".55
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The idea of the image pointing away from itself is momentously formulated by Rahner.56
At first it could seem, he wrote, "as if our gaze would not get beyond the immediately
viewed and circumscribed object". However, "one cannot experience at all the limits and
the characteristic features of the directly viewed, unless one's glance also tends to go beyond this limit, targeting the expanse of the unviewed visible [des ungeschauten Schaubaren]. Looking … involves a kind of sensory experience of transcendence". And so "even a
picture that does not have an immediately religious subject can be in principle a religious
picture …, if its being looked at does, through … a sensory experience of transcendence,
stimulate and take part in constituting the essential religious experience of transcendence".57
What we are, then, attempting to describe and to present here, are what one could call
transcending images. We expect these images to be capable of suggesting extended
meanings additionally to, and beyond, their straightforward ones; extended meanings to
which they point, but which they do not display. The usual, and of course evident, domain to look for such images is the natural world surrounding us. "All created things of
the sensible world", wrote Bonaventure, "lead the mind of the contemplator and wise
men to eternal God. … they are the divinely given signs … set before our … senseoriented minds, so that by the sensible things which they see they might be transferred to
the intelligible which they cannot see".58 Or recall Aquinas, who in his natural theology
upheld that "all created things are, in a sense, images of … God"59, formulating, in Summa Theologica, the crucial statement: "Incorporeal things, of which there are no phantasms, are known to us by comparison with sensible bodies of which there are phantasms."60 Alister McGrath builds on a venerable tradition when, in his recent book A New
Vision for Natural Theology, he speaks of "nature as a legitimate, authorized, and limited
pointer to the divine".61
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"Image" for Rahner means, just as it did for his teacher Martin Heidegger, both the image as an artifact,
and the picture that presents itself to us when looking at our surroundings. "The expression 'image' ", Heidegger wrote in Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik, "is to be taken here in its most original sense, according to which we say that the landscape presents a beautiful 'image' (look)"; but the same expression is
also used in the sense of likeness, e.g. when we speak of a photograph (Martin Heidegger, Kant and the
Problem of Metaphysics, transl. by Richard Taft, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997, pp. 64 and
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The most conspicuous natural image of the divine is the image of light. In the series of
elementary religious conversions William James examines, seeing "a stream of light" or
"a bright blaze of light", experiencing "the fullness of the light" or "rays of light and
glory", and so forth and so on, are decisive occurrences.62 The creation of light stands at
the beginning of various ancient cosmogonies, including, of course, the Old Testament.
In Herder's interpretation of the latter, too, the image of light takes centre stage. "God's
most ancient and most glorious revelation", he wrote, "appears to you each morning as a
fact, as God's great work in nature! … Light is the first thing: his revelation, in which
everything else can be seen and understood… … The light! Light which, as model [als
Vorbild], is the most revealing demonstration of
God."63 When John Martin's painting "The Celestial City and River of Bliss" was first shown at
the Royal Academy in 1841, it was exhibited
with the lines from Milton's Paradise Lost,
"Thee, Author of all being, / Fountain of Light,
thy self invisible"64. Pattison, in his chapter
"Icons of Glory", provides an excellent discussion of the "theology of light", stressing that
from the Eastern Orthodox perspective light "is
not merely a symbol or image of divinity; it is
divinity".65 To recall Gadamer's terminology:
that what is pointed at as the extended meaning
of the image of light is, here, non-differentiated from the image.
The source of light in our physical world is the sun. Hume, in his Natural History of Religion, sect. 7, refers to the God of the ancient Persians as having "placed the sun as his
image in the visible universe". And of course in the history of religions there have been,
and in contemporary human culture there still are, innumerable varieties of sun worship. Let me here single
out a religion Sigurd Bergmann describes in his book I
referred to earlier, In the Beginning is the Icon. This is
Peru's syncretistic religion, in which, as Bergmann writes,
"Christian-Catholic ideas are integrated into the worldviews of the native peoples, and the native religious belief systems have in turn brought about a new understanding of Christian ideas".66 Bergmann tells about a Catholic
congregation in a small town high up in the Andes, where
two mission sisters have stimulated the members "to express their faith visually",67 that is, to draw and paint. Bergmann prints some of the resulting images. Two of these he specifically associates with "Mother Earth", the "central
62
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deity in the Andean religion".68 What I am struck by is that in
both of them the sun, too, figures conspicuously. Mountains,
understandably for this region, are present as well. But let me
note that, generally too, the image of the mountain has a paramount religious significance; I will come back to that significance in a few moments.
Light can be veiled. The image of the veil has profound religious connotations: just think of Paul speaking of a "vision
of the Lord's splendour with unveiled face" (2 Cor III.18). I
have no time here to pause and analyze this image, and must restrict myself to just mentioning images of two physical phenomena which tend to veil our sight, or veil the light from us: first,
mist and fog, and second, clouds. A famous painting having the
first as its topic is Caspar David
Friedrich's "The Wanderer above
the Mists" (1817-18). The painting shows a lonely figure confronting nature in what appears to
be deep reverence. Note that what
he sees is not just the mists below,
but also the high mountains in the
distance. Friedrich's painting figures on the website announcing
the 2010 St Andrews Gifford Lectures, titled The Face of God, given by Roger Scruton. I think the organizers chose the right image. Another painting by
Friedrich, "Sunrise near Neubrandenburg" (1835) gives a sense of
clouds veiling the source of light in a way that suggests that there is
something supreme, but invisible, beyond the visible – a suggestion
humankind must have experienced since the beginning of time, and
artists have conveyed in innumerable images. Such images – paintings, photographs – can be very dramatic indeed, like for instance
the one found on the cover of the new edition of Farrer's The Making of St. John's Apocalypse.69
While clouds can suggest transcendence by veiling our vision, mountains do
the same by elevating our gaze to unfathomable heights. McGrath points to
"the biblical emphasis upon the importance of mountains in relation to divine revelation", and recalls "the metaphysical poet Henry Vaughan's frequent use of mountain imagery to denote the human longing for 'the world
beyond' ".70 Pattison quotes John Baggley commenting on Rublev's "Old
Testament Trinity" as saying that the mountain is "a symbol of an event of
68
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profound significance".71 Mountains are certainly not absent from James's collection of
deep religious experiences; a characteristic report:
I have on a number of occasions felt that I had enjoyed a period of intimate communion with the divine. These meetings came unasked and unexpected… Once it
was when from the summit of a high mountain I looked over a … landscape extending to a long convex of ocean that ascended to the horizon, and again from the same
point when I could see nothing beneath me but a boundless expanse of white cloud…
What I felt on these occasions was a temporary loss of my own identity, accompanied by an illumination which revealed to me a deeper significance than I had been
wont to attach to life.72

Kenny, in his collection of essays The Unknown God, pays tribute to "the greatest of the
Victorian mountain writers, John Ruskin". As Kenny writes, "Ruskin's love of mountains
knew no bounds: for him, all natural beauty, all moral goodness, was to be judged by its
proximity to or distance from the ideal serenity of the high peaks. For him the mountains
were the great cathedrals of the earth."73 Kenny notes that "there were links between the
Victorian passion for mountains and the Victorian ambivalence about religion. … Those
who gave up belief in the eternal God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were glad to retain a
sublime object of awe in the everlasting snows of Mont Blanc, Monte Rosa and the Matterhorn. John Tyndall, the agnostic President of the Royal Society"74, Kenny continues,
"thus describes the view from the summit of the Weisshorn: 'An influence seemed to
proceed from it direct to the soul; the delight and exultation experienced were not those
of Reason or Knowledge, but of BEING: I was part of it and it of me, and in the transcendent glory of Nature I entirely forgot myself as man.' "75
A painting by Albert Bierstadt, "Sunrise on the Matterhorn" (1875),
brings together a number of our themes:
light, mist, and mountains. The foreground
of the painting is taken up by a group of
trees. Although not as grandiose a symbol as
that of the mountain, the image of the tree,
too, has transcending aspects. For Baggley,
the tree is a symbol of "life and spiritual
growth".76 Certainly Caspar David Friedrich's "Oak in the Snow" (1820s) might
strike one as such a symbol. On a humbler
level, the image of any plant is a symbol of
growth. Also, it is a symbol of transience,
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decay, and rebirth. Heinrich Rombach sees in the basic experience of cultivating plants
the fundamental possibility of religion.77 The two Peruvian images we discussed a moment ago, the images Bergmann associates with "Mother Earth", definitely suggest such a
connection.
If plants remind one of decay and rebirth, flowers, whether naturalistic or stylized, can
create a feeling for the tranquil beauty of the created
world. Pattison refers to "Monet's many series of paintings
of his Garden at Giverny. … With each treatment of the
subject", Pattison writes, "Monet seems to be moving further and further away from conventional concepts of imitation into the pure play of coloural presences. … These
paintings assure us, in an irreducibly pictorial way, that
the world is a good place to be, that it is holy ground, that
we may trust ourselves to the particularity of our carnal
situatedness".78
We are back at the idea that all genuine art is religious.
Earlier in his book, Pattison quoted Tillich: "Expressionism … has a mystical, religious character, quite apart
from its choice of subjects. It is not an exaggeration
to ascribe more of the quality of sacredness to a stilllife by Cézanne or a tree by Van Gogh than to a picture of Jesus by Uhde".79 A tree by Van Gogh – or
even a shoe by him. There is a number of paintings
of pairs of shoes by Van Gogh. Freedberg prints one
of them; Heidegger discusses them. In turning to this
topic, I am leaving the domain of natural beauty, and
am nearing the end of my talk. The picture of a pair
of empty, unused shoes, Heidegger writes, would
tell us very little. Van Gogh's peasant shoes, however, convey a significant message. "From the dark
opening of the worn insides of the shoes the toil77
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some tread of the worker stares forth. … On the leather lie the dampness and richness of
the soil. … In the shoes vibrate the silent call of the earth,
its quiet gift of the ripening grain", but they also cannot
but suggest, Heidegger adds, a "shivering at the surrounding menace of death".80
I take Heidegger to say that the worn empty shoes suggest
death because of what they do not show: the person to
whom they belong, or ultimately belonged. They display,
to use a phrase by Rombach, "an image of emptiness", ein
Bild der Leere.81 Of course to every image, as we made
clear earlier, there belongs the essential tension between
what is absent and what is present. And perhaps nowhere
is that tension more extreme than in
the case of one of the most fundamental of images, or even the primordial
transcending image: the death mask
made of stone or clay and placed upon
the decaying face of the dead,82 pointing away from its unchanging countenance to the beloved person who in
this world is no more.

*

*
*

The assumption I have put forward at the beginning of this talk was, strictly speaking, a
simplifying one. We might indeed maintain that in human cognitive development and
activity the visual is more basic than the verbal. However, preceding and underlying both,
there is the motor dimension – muscular tensions, kinesthetic experiences, bodily movements.83 In my paper "Film, Metaphor, and the Reality of Time"84, I had occasion to refer
to Rudolf Arnheim's 1954 book Art and Visual Perception, and his masterly summary of
a substantial earlier research tradition which had demonstrated that to muscular sensa80
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tions there correspond schematic inner images, images of the position of the bodily self in
relation to its surroundings.85 And since the 1980s, conceptual metaphor theory86 has invited ever more detailed descriptions of how kinesthetic sensations give rise to so-called
image schemas. Those images in our subconscious that Guardini was speaking about are,
it appears, created by unconscious motor experiences.
Among unconscious motor experiences, eye movements are of special importance. By
way of concluding my talk, let me call attention to a seminal essay by Wallace Chafe,
published in 1980,87 where the author elaborates a parallel between, on the one hand, vision in general and eye movement in particular, and, on the other hand, verbal processes.
As Jana Holšánová, following in the footsteps of Chafe, has recently in a series of studies
demonstrated, patterns of eye movements and patterns of thinking mirror each other.88
What Bonaventure said about our "sense-oriented minds", namely that "by the sensible
things which they see they might be transferred to the intelligible which they cannot see",
seems to be entirely borne out by today's cutting-edge cognitive research.
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