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Seeing Salvation through Sacred Art 
Art notes for Catechists by Dr Caroline Farey 
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The Holy Family with Angels 
 

 
 

Artist: Rembrandt van Rijn,  Date: 1645,  Medium: Oil on canvas. 

Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia.  

 

Scripture verse: 

‘Mary Kept all these things, pondering them in her heart.’ (Luke 2:19)  

 

Notes on the image 
 

• A scene of the holy family that reveals the purpose of Jesus, the Son of God’s birth- that he 
came to die to save us from evil. 

• Light comes in from ‘heaven’, with the angels. It is divine light that shines on the book, on 
Mary’s head/mind and on Jesus, the Son of God, in the crib.   

• The angel hovering above the crib has his arms outstretched in a cruciform position.  
• The book (symbolising the Old Testament) ‘reveals’ to Mary a truth about her son.  
• Mary lifts the veil (‘reveals’) Jesus’ face to us. 
• Jesus throws back (‘reveals’) the underside of the coverlet which is lined with lamb’s wool.   
• Lamb’s wool is a sign of Jesus, the lamb of God, ‘the lamb that was slain’. 
• The red coverlet overflows the crib like the blood of the lamb, flowing from Jesus’ body on 

the cross. 
• Jesus’ crib is a wickerwork basket like that of Moses. Moses name means ‘taken up from the 

water’ (Ex 2:10). This is a symbol of baptism when Jesus saves us from death and gives us 
new life in him.   

• Joseph is making a yoke. “Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and 
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is 
light.” (Mt 11:29-30) 

• Fire in the corner- fire is a symbol of the Holy Spirit.  
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The Last Supper 
 

 
 

Artist: Domenico Ghirlandaio.   Date: 1480.    Medium: Fresco. 

Convent refectory wall, Florence, Italy. 

 

Scripture for the Passover meal: 

Luke 22:14-23; MK 14:15; Mt 26:20-25. 
 
Notes on the image 
 

• Jesus is painted directly under the central wall arch of the refectory room in which this is 

painted at one end, as though it is pointing down at him and the beloved disciple, John, on 

his lap. 

• Judas is separated out opposite him without a halo. 

• Judas is accompanied by a cat -  a symbol of deviousness.   

• The cat looks out of the painting directly at the on-looker – a sign of evil’s subtle allurement 

• On the table there is bread – symbolic of the Eucharist. 

• On the table there are also cherries – that look like drops of blood – to remind the viewer of 

the blood Christ sheds on the cross the next day and the blood of the Eucharist.   

• A peacock in the window on the right has many meanings, such as pride, but here it is a 

symbol of eternity – won for us by Jesus’ Paschal Mystery that begins at the Last supper.  

• The dove on the other window-sill is a symbol of the presence of the Holy Spirit. 

• The quails flying over the trees in the background are a sign of God’s providence in the 

desert (Ex 16:12-14) when the people asked for food.  The Eucharist will be Christ’s flesh 

(meat) with the appearance of bread (manna).   ‘They asked, and He brought quail and 

satisfied them with the bread of heaven’ (Psalm 105:40). 

• The trees at the back of the painting with ripe fruit represent the trees of heaven with fruit 

‘and the leaves of the trees are for the healing of the nations’ (Rev 22:2).  
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The Crucifixion 

 
Artist: Raphael.    Date: 1502.    Medium: Oil on wood. 

Mond collection, National Gallery, London. 

 

Scripture verses: 
‘And when they came to the place called the skull, there they crucified him’ Luke  23:33 

“Pilate also wrote a title and put it on the cross; it read, ‘Jesus of Nazareth, the King (Rex) of the 
Jews’ (INRI). John 19:19 

 ‘..standing by the cross of Jesus were his mother … and Mary Magdalene .. and the disciple whom 
he loved.’ John 19:25 

Notes on the Image 

• This crucifixion was painted on the East wall of a small chapel directly behind the altar.  It is 
therefore designed to accompany and illustrate the Eucharistic sacrifice of the Mass.  

• Mary and John are standing either side of the cross of Christ as the Scriptures relate and 
Mary Magdalene is kneeling in adoration. 

• The other kneeling figure is St Jerome. He lived 200 years after Christ. He is placed here to 
remind us that the saints in heaven are also present at Holy Mass.   

• He has a stone in his right hand as a sign of his penance and his left hand is open directly 
under the fall of blood from Jesus’ side. In this gesture St Jerome seeks Christ’s forgiveness 
by his blood.   

• St Jerome’s attitude portrays in this picture the penitential rite of the Mass, while Mary 
Magdalene on the other side, reminds us of the thanksgiving and adoration that follow after 
the reception of the Eucharist – notice her clothes are shot with shining gold to indicate the 
grace she has received.   

• The liveliest figures are those closest to Christ’s heart, the angels dancing either side and 
receiving his blood in chalices.  They help to remind us that what tastes like wine in the 
chalice, after the consecration it is actually the blood of Christ he shed for us.   

• The sun and the moon at the top of the painting typically remind us of the horror felt by all 
creation when man crucified their creator.   

• The cross stretches from the deepest darkness of sin portrayed by the mound at the foot of 
the painting, to all the graces of heaven portrayed by the clouds in the blue sky at the top of 
the painting.   
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Mercy Seat Holy Trinity 
 

 
Artist: Unknown.   Date: 16th century.  Medium: Miniature illumination. 

From a medieval book ‘Roman de la Rose’, made in France. 

 

Scripture verses: 

“When Jesus had received the vinegar, he bowed his head and gave up his Spirit.” (John 19:30). 

“And you shall make a veil of blue and purple and scarlet stuff and fine twined linen; in skilled work 
shall it be made ... And you shall hang the veil from the clasps, and bring the arc of the covenant in 
there within the veil; … You shall put the mercy seat upon the ark of the covenant in the most Holy 
place.” (Exodus 26:31-34). 

Leviticus 16:15 

“But when Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come … he entered once for 
all the Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats and calves but his own blood, thus securing an 
eternal redemption” (Hebrews 9:11-12). 

 

Notes on the Image 

This is the moment on the cross when Jesus ‘gives up’ his Spirit even though the Spirit is drawn as 
though coming as breath from the God the Father’s mouth.   

It is an important image for showing all three persons of the Blessed Trinity eternally united, 
including at the cross.  All three persons of the Trinity have the cross in their halos.  

Jesus’ crucifixion is linked to the ‘Mercy Seat’, the lid of the ark of the covenant, in the New 
Testament Letter to the Hebrews.  

The cross is the new mercy seat, where Christ’s blood is sprinkled, splashed, and where God meets 
his people in Christ, for our ultimate healing.  Blood is a sign of death that sin leads us into, and at 
the same time, it is a sign of the forgiveness that God gives in its place.   

The colours of the curtains around the ark of the covenant in the place called the ‘Holy of Holies’, are 
blue and purple and scarlet.  Here we see most clearly the curtains of blue and purple behind the 
wooden, gold plated chest of the Art of the covenant, on which God the Father sits.  

The red garment of the Father, just behind the body of Jesus, indicates the blood of Jesus on the 
mercy seat for our forgiveness and salvation.   
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‘The Vine of the Church’ 
 

 
 

Date: 13th century,  Medium: Mosaic 

Apse of San Clemente Basilica, Rome. 

 
Scripture verses: 
 
“I am the true vine and my Father is the vinedresser…, I am the vine, you are the branches. He who 
abides in me, and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit” (John 15:1-5). 
 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should 
not perish but have eternal life.” (John 3:16). 
  

“A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it divided and became four rivers.” (Gen 
2:10) 
“And wherever the river goes every living creature which swarms will live … everything will live 
where the river goes… because the water for them flows from the sanctuary.” (Ezekiel 47:9-12).  
 
Notes on the Image 

• Jesus on the cross is at the centre of the whole vine. He gives his life to the vine of the 

Church. 
• The leaves and branches of the vine grow out from the base of the tree of the cross.  The 

roots, therefore, are at the top – where the hand of God the Father, the vinedresser, holds a 
wreath of victory from which the cross is suspended.   

• 12 doves symbolize the 12 apostles after the descent of the Holy Spirit on them at 
Pentecost.   

• Notice the four rivers – that flow ‘from the sanctuary’ which is the cross, and the rivers are 
the waters of Baptism.  There the deer that long for running streams (Ps 42:1) have their 
thirst quenched.  

• A serpent circles another deer as a sign of the constant danger of being tempted like Eve. 
• The gold mosaic pieces (tesserae) in the background all glimmer when the candles are lit for 

Mass – symbolizing members of the vine in heaven, the saints, reflecting the glory of the 
risen Christ.     
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 ‘Anastasis’ ‘Rising up’ ‘Resurrection’ 
 

 
 

Artist: Unknown,   Date: 1315AD,  Medium: Fresco 

Church of Chora, Istanbul,.  From the Chora Church website. 

 

Scripture verses:  

“Do not be afraid; for I know you seek Jesus who was crucified. He is not here; for he has risen, as he 
said.” (Mt 28:6). 

“When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to men. ‘He ascended’, what 
does it mean but that he also descended into the lower parts of the earth.” (Eph 4:9). 

“Death is swallowed up in victory. O death where is your victory? O death where is your sting? The 
sting of death is sin … but thanks be to God who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
(1 Cor 15:54-56). 

  
Notes on the Image 

• Important to have an image of Christ risen from the dead as shining, glorious, full of energy. 

• The triple layer of his glory shines behind him in three bands of heavenly blue with stars.   

• Important to have an image showing that ‘the gates of Hell shall not prevail’  and that Jesus 

‘descended into Hell’.  The ‘doors’, or gates, are the two broken pieces of wood on which 

Christ stands – often placed in the shape of a cross. The figure lying bound up by the broken 

gates is Satan.   

• The barren rocks, broken open by Jesus, and ‘the depths of the earth’ provide visible 

imagery to symbolise depths of death, outside our time and space, not the physical earth.   

• Pieces of chain, locks and keys are also lying broken around the broken gates.  

• Adam and Eve are being rescued from their tombs and being given new life. 

• Abel, Eve’s son, is also rising up out of Eve’s tomb, but not Cain.  

• Other good people have been waiting in death for the Messiah, kings such as David and 

Solomon and they are also represented here.  
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Website of Dr Caroline Farey:   

Annunciation Catechesis:     https://www.theannunciation.org.uk  

Place to find many artworks explained for catechesis:  

The Catechetical Review:   https://review.catechetics.com 

Children’s publishers with whom Dr Caroline Farey is working, with art: 

Bethlehem Books:    https://bethlehembooks.com 

  

Original Lecture Images courtesy of Bridgeman Images  

 


