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INTRODUCTION

Vernon K. Robbins, Walter S. Melion, and Roy R. Jeal

This volume emerged in the context of the academic year 2013-2014,
during which monthly Sawyer Seminars held at Emory University in
Atlanta, Georgia, focused on visual hermeneutics and exegesis in mul-
tiple religious traditions. The year-long series was titled “Visual Exege-
sis: Images as Instruments of Scriptural Interpretation and Hermeneu-
tics” The seminar was proposed by Walter S. Melion and funded by the
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation through Emory University. As the semi-
nars unfolded, Vernon Robbins, assisted by Walter Melion and Roy Jeal,
selected certain participants to revise their presentations for publication
and in some instances invited authors to write essays based.en ideas that
developed in the context of the presentations and seminar/discussions.

There are three parts to the volume. The first part foguses onmethod-
ology for interpretation of texts in relation to images and"&xemplifies the
increasing inclusion of visual material culture imginterpretation of New
Testament texts during the last two decades/ The'second part provides
justification for the first by examining the usetof visnal material culture
of the Roman Mediterranean world during the time of the emergence
of early Christianity. The third¢part comsists of five art-historical studies
of exegetical images produced injEfance, Italy, and the Low Countries
from the fifteenth to seventeenth cemturies. These Christian paintings
and prints functioned,as visual machinae (apparatuses) for close reading
and interpretation of Sesipture; in showing how they operated for their
early modern viewers the five aft historians not only unfold the process of
visual exegesis, but themselves engage in it.

Part lg=Methodology for Visual Exegesis and Rhetography,” begins
with anfessay by Robbins that surveys major works from Graydon E Sny-
der’s AntegPacem (1985) to recent publications that use Roman imperial
visual mategjal c@lture to establish context for interpreting New Testament
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writings. After decades of scholarly interpretation that focused on textual
issues, an explosion of publications containing photographs of visual mate-
rial culture in the Roman imperial world, often accompanied by architec-
tural drawings, began to appear. The overall effect has been a shift from
analysis of biblical-Jewish heritage in the context of Hellenistic tradition to
discussion and debate regarding the presence or absence of Roman impe-
rial conceptuality and practice for interpretation of particular New Testa-
ment writings. A major movement of interpretation has emerged arguing
that the early writings of the apostle Paul energetically contrasted the early
Christian gospel to the Roman imperial gospel of Augustus Caesar and
his successors. In this overall context, various iconological-iconograph-
ical approaches have emerged, some with well-developed combinations
of political, rhetorical, semiotic, and feminist dimensions. The result has
been a growing number of publications that include significant discussion
of the relation of Roman imperial conceptuality and practice to aspects of
most of the New Testament.

The second essay, “Visual Interpretation: Blending Rhetorical Arts in
Colossians 2:6-3:4” by Jeal, indicates how pictures evoked in human minds
by texts provide an entry to understanding. Frequently, complex pictures
themselves are directly argumentative. The visual argumentation of Col
2:6-3:4 presents highly complex imagery of circumcisionf®burial with
Christ in baptism, being raised with Christ, and being clothedsith Christ
to explain the fullness in Christ that believers alreadyinhabitgJeal uses
insights from writings of Aristotle, Ezra Pound, VernemfRobbins, Marga-
ret Visser, and Daniel Kahneman to develop a so€iérhetorical approach to
visual interpretation guided by modern cognitivesheory.

L. Gregory Bloomquist’s “Methodology Undeglying the Presentation
of Visual Texture in the Gospel of John,” the third essay, features appli-
cation of a range of aspects of ‘egnitive science about mind, brain, and
visualization to show the relationship of visual exegesis or rhetography
to textual interpretation. Bloomquist'applies cognitive methodology in a
sociorhetorical analysis,of the Gospel of John to understand the argumen-
tative movement from imiages to marrative. The approach employs aspects
of the work of Kahneman“indis books Attention and Effort (1973) and
Thinking, Fast'and Slow(2011), and Kahneman’s work with Amos Tver-
sky in Judgment under Uficertainty (1982) and Choices, Values, and Frames
(2000) as waysgofientering the analysis.

The'fourth essay, Bloomquist’s “Eyes Wide Open, Seeing Nothing: The
Challenge of,the Gospel of John's Nonvisualizable Texture for Readings
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Using Visual Texture,” grounds the term rhetography theoretically, describ-
ing its argumentative nature and demonstrating how the human brain
employs “elaborate integration networks” that shape images into power-
ful narratives that evoke understanding. The visual imagery develops in
the mind through complex conceptual blending. The article presents an
expansive visual explanation of the Gospel of John that describes and inter-
prets the visual portrayal of the offspring of God as not yet fully born, not
yet “seeing” fully, and appearing and imagining themselves to be free when
they are not. They remain in the “womb,” where their vision is limited
by corruption in the “Roman inspired Herodian Temple run by Roman
appointed personnel,” which functions as a “hollow tomb.” The visualized
corruption does not allow for more than a view of the “inner lining of a
womb” from which birth into the family of God is needed.

Part 2, “Visual Exegesis Using Roman Visual Material Culture,” begins
with Harry O. Maier’s essay, which presents a model for using and explor-
ing the influence of visual culture in the study of New Testament texts.
It discusses the importance of ekphrasis or vivid speech in ancient per-
suasion. With the help of the anthropological study of visual culture, it
explores the political iconography of the Roman Empire as a means of fur-
nishing external narratives for the internal narrative constructions of early
Christian beliefs and their graphic representations. The papér concludes
with a discussion of the Letter to the Colossians to illustrate theuse of the
model. It argues that the letter does not reveal an apg§tle and his follow-
ers opposed to the Roman Empire but, rather, Christ fellowers positioned
within it in complex ways.

The essay by Brigitte Kahl, “The Galatiay Suieide and the Transbinary
Semiotics of Christ Crucified (Galatians 8:1): Exeseises in Visual Exege-
sis and Critical Reimagination,” déscribes injintriguing and critical detail
the evocative statue of the Suicidal Gaul, as observed recently in plaster
cast form at the Pergamon Museumfin Berlin. The statue portrays ethnic
ancestors of the Galatians addressed i, Paul's New Testament letter. The
Galatian subjects being portrayed face defeat and choose suicide rather
than capture. With NewjIestament studies turning gradually to interest
in the visual, Kahl analyzes‘The'Galatian Suicide by means of sociohistori-
cal, sociorhetorical@nd semiotic approaches that “reimagine” how things
might beseéir so that thefimage of the statue and the text describing Christ
crucified in Galed:1 can “become mutually readable” Kahl offers a visual
exegeticalireading of The Galatian Suicide that indicates how modern per-
spectives argydifferent from ancient ones and how interpretation reveals
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striking surprises. As the statue points to the victory of the conquerors
of the Galatians by means of the portrayal of the death of the figures, so
Christ crucified points careful readers to victory and freedom through the
death of Jesus Christ.

Rosemary Canavan’s “Armor, Peace, and Gladiators: A Visual Exegesis
of Ephesians 6:10-17” shows how a growing field of interpretation looks
at the clothing and armor imagery in the seven verses in the final chapter
of Ephesians in relation to and in dialogue with the sociopolitical visual
landscape of the Roman Empire. Canavan engages the iconographic pan-
orama of the cities in which this biblical text was written, heard, and read
to illuminate the meaning of the description of the spiritual struggle of the
faith communities with the imagery in the text. Canavan uses an adapted
sociorhetorical approach to analyze the clothing and armor images in Eph
6:10-17 in light of a gladiator graveyard in Ephesus and in the context of
Pax Romana in Asia Minor. Through this visual exegesis, she examines the
schema of visual images and investigates how the spectacle of gladiato-
rial combat and the sculpted panorama of imperial iconography informs,
critiques, and interacts with the metaphorical images in the biblical text.

Part 3, “Visual Exegesis using Christian Art,” as noted above, focuses
on image-based exegesis, both as an object of historical study and as a spe-
cies of art historical interpretation. Here image refers to agtal pictorial
images, which often enter into complex relations with otherkinds of pri-
marily verbal image-making. In this context, visual exegesis sefers to the
use of pictorial images as hermeneutical prompts, inyand through which
Scripture is visualized and interpreted.

From the fifteenth to seventeenth centutiesgpainters, drafters, and
printmakers increasingly engaged with Seriptureybymeans of the images
they produced of scriptural loci dnd of theypersons, places, and events
described and narrated therein®At thegame time, the theory and practice
of exegesis proved responsive to thiee great developments that brought
pressure to bear on the ways in whichyvisual images were conceived, in
their form and functign, manner and meaning, as exegetical instruments
and, accordingly, put to'use. The first is the humanist philology that scru-
tinized the sous€e texts, questioning if not quite displacing the singular
authority of theyLatin Vulgate, reading the canonical books according to
rules of th&toric and dialectic codified by the ancients, and situating bib-
lical history amdyprophecy within their appropriate contexts—archaeo-
logical, ‘géographical, and sociocultural. The second is the proliferation
of printed Bibles, both Latin and vernacular, at the turn of the sixteenth
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century. Whether Roman Catholic, Lutheran, or Reformed, these publica-
tions were often illustrated, with the majority of images occurring in the
Pentateuch and historical books of the Old Testament, in the Psalms, in
the Gospels and Acts, and in Revelation. The third is the establishment of
the major reproductive print publishing houses in Antwerp, Lyon, Rome,
and elsewhere around the mid-sixteenth century, and as a consequence,
the rise in popularity of scriptural woodcuts and engravings, issued not
as biblical illustrations but as independent prints and print series. These
new media introduced novel visual exegetical formats: for example, they
are often richly inscribed with scriptural tags and texts; in aggregate, these
extracts cohere into a biblical intertext whose mutually discursive ele-
ments are read by way of the pictorial image to which they jointly attach.
The prints also often contain scriptural paraphrases in prose or verse or,
alternatively, exegetical commonplaces that invite various readings of the
scriptural imagery. Moreover, the visual images can constitute a reading
of Scripture: the pictures then usurp the function of prompting the bibli-
cal interpretation.

The introduction of new kinds of text-image apparatus, such as the
emblem book, at mid-century further enriched and complicated the exe-
getical potential of scriptural imagery. Pioneered by Georgette de Mon-
tenay and Benito Arias Montano (the former Calvinist, thedatter Roman
Catholic), the scriptural emblem book places various typesgof image—
historical, enigmatic, allegorical, paraphrastic—intog@@enversation with
various types of biblical text—citations, mottoes, epigrams, and commen-
taries. The interaction of the emblem’s verbal afidyvisualgomponents is
dialogic, reciprocal, and polyvalent, and the emblematic readings of Scrip-
ture that ensue are frequently inventive and occasionally unorthodox. By
the second half of the sixteenth cefitury)a new format of Bible, consisting
entirely of prints and print seriés.that distill the Old and New Testaments
into images, had been promulgatedyin Antwerp. The picture Bible jointly
illustrates and interprets Scripture, following the canonical order of the
biblical books—as established by Trent, Luther, or Calvin—and reducing
the text proper to condensed andgorollary biblical subscriptions.

These develépments comstitute the large discursive context for the
pictures expoundeddin the five art-historical essays in part 3. The section
begins with"€hristephen]. Nygren’s essay, “Graphic Exegesis: Reflections
on the Difficulty, of Talking about Biblical Images, Pictures, and Texts,”
which offefs a systematic appraisal of the term image as construed by art
historians andghetographers, with a view better to understand how these
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scholarly communities anchor scriptural interpretation in processes of bib-
lical image-making. Whereas rhetography expounds “pictorial imagining”
by embedding the production of biblical images within six sociorhetorical
discursive fields—wisdom, prophetic, apocalyptic, precreation, miracle,
and priestly—art history, in its various forms, preserves and endeavors to
parse the relation between nonmaterial images (from the Greek eidolon,
a noncorporeal image) and material images (such as works of painting
or sculpture). Nygren envisions a mutually productive exchange between
rhetography’s approach to reading the dynamic interaction among author,
text, and interpreter, and art history’s approach to negotiating between vir-
tual and actual, nonmaterial and material modes of imaging. The common
ground for both the rhetographer and the art historian is the shared
assumption that the production of biblical images, both in mente and in
materia, and their decipherment rely on or, better, activate an engagement
with Scripture that is profoundly exegetical. As an exercise in interpretative
precision, Nygren asks that a distinction be drawn between the practice of
visual exegesis and a specific subset of this practice which, in his view,
should dwell exclusively on pictorial and other kinds of material image
that propound readings of Scripture, largely independent of the textual
exegetical tradition. He designates this species of visual exegesis graphic
exegesis and offers as a case study of such an exegetical pictuge®Fitian’s large
Ecce Homo of 1543 (Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna), which views this
biblical subject through the lens of the Pr Man 1:11, “Néw therefofe I bend
the knee of mine heart, beseeching thee of grace” Onythis a¢count, Brue-
gel's Resurrection (Museum Boijmans Van BewihingensRotterdam; Art
Institute, Chicago; and British Museum, Lond@n)#Philip de Champaigne’s
Christ Healing the Blind (Timken Museum of Art;San Diego), and Herri
met de Bles’s Parable of the GooddSamaritamy(Musée des arts anciens du
Namurois, Namur), as discussédyin the essays'by Melion, James Clifton,
and Michel Weemans, respectively,would be examples both of visual exe-
gesis and, more particularly, of graphigiexegesis.

Henry Luttikhuizen’s “The Gifts of Epiphany: Geertgen tot Sint Jans
and the Adoration of theiMagi” discusses the iconography of three paint-
ings of the Epiphany by theiDatch fifteenth-century master Geertgen tot
Sint Jans. Variations'in the artist’s portrayals of the adoration of the magi
derive fremifthe rich tradition of exegetical elaboration upon the gospel
account of thegwise men’s visit to the newborn Christ, which appears only
in Matt"2:1-12. Geertgen alludes by turns to the typological reading of
this passageyassthe fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecy that the
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king of Israel would be born in Bethlehem (Mic 5:2, as cited by the priests
and scribes described in Matt 2:6), to Origen’s conviction that there were
three kings (all three of whom were descended from the magus Balaam,
and each of whom gave one of three gifts), to Tertullian’s analogy of the
Epiphany with the psalmist’s prophecy of the kings who shall pay homage
to the King of kings in Ps 71:10-11, to Pseudo-Bede’s allegorization of the
three magi as representatives of the three ages of humanity, to Augustine’s
identification of them with Europe, Asia, and Africa, respectively, and to
Bonaventure’s association of them with the three powers of the soul—
memory, intellect, and will—and with the spiritual gifts of divine love,
contemplative devotion, and penitential sorrow. Geertgen’s paintings vari-
ously layer upon these readings of the adoration, the Christological image
of Christ as the doorway to salvation (John 10:9), and the Mariological
image of the Virgin Mary as the porta clausa through whom the “Lord
the God of Israel hath entered in” (Ezek 44:2). Furthermore, the implied
comparison between the adoration of the humble shepherds and the ado-
ration of the magi, who humbled themselves before Christ, alludes to the
mystery of kenosis, the self-emptying of Godhead in the Incarnation, as set
forth in Phil 2:6-7. In sum, Geertgen’s three paintings are in no way simply
illustrative of the Epiphany; rather, they are rooted in exegetical amplifica-
tiones that would have been intimately familiar to his primagy*patrons, the
Hospitallers of Saint John the Baptist, in whose commanderyin Haarlem
the artist resided and labored.

Clifton’s essay, “Exactitude and Fidelity’? Paintingsfof Christ Healing
the Blind by Nicolas Poussin and Philippe de Chamipaignes” compares the
artists’ very different versions of this biblical stibje€t, as recounted in Matt
20:29-34, Mark 10:46-52, and Luke 18:35-43.“These differences, argues
Clifton, are exegetical in form, fusiction, and,meaning. He begins with a
question: why did Champaigne‘respond to a lecture on Poussin’s picture,
given in 1668 at the French Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture,
by accusing him of insufficient fidelity®to Scripture? His own version, after
all, rather than illustrating the miracle, views it through the readings of
Origen, Augustine, Gregory the Great, John Chrysostom, and Hrabanus
Maurus; indeedflike the greatfJesuit exegete Cornelius a Lapide, Cham-
paigne interprets the healing of the blind men at Jericho as an index of
penitentjal’spiritual agency. He does so by introducing two conspicuous
features, bothsefgwhich markedly diverge from pictorial tradition: Christ
stands ata'distance from the blind men, whom he is seen to call rather than
touch, and thetWo men are portrayed as hermits living far beyond the city
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of Jericho. Closely following Gregory’s account of the miracle, he implies
that even before their sight has been restored, the blind men “already see
by desire the joys of [the Redeemer’s] internal light” Their joint action of
reaching earnestly for Christ, even while groping blindly, speaks to the
efficacy of their faith in the Lord, whose power to heal them internally
Champaigne endeavors to demonstrate. Viewed through this exegetical
lens, his painting must be recognized as a depiction, not of Matt 20:34,
“And Jesus having compassion on them, touched their eyes,” but of Matt
20:32 (as well as Mark 10:49 and Luke 18:40), “And Jesus standing, com-
manded him to be brought unto him. And ... he asked him, saying: ‘What
wilt thou that I do to thee?”” Such pictures, concludes Clifton, function as
exegetical instruments, comparable to scriptural commentaries; like the
biblical passages they depict and interpret, they are themselves open to a
richly multifaceted analysis.

Weemans’s “Topos versus topia: Herri met de Bles’s Visual Exegesis of
the Parable of the Good Samaritan” describes and explicates the tissue of
motivic topoi (“commonplaces”) woven into the expansive biblical Weld-
landschaften (“world landscapes”) of the mid-sixteenth-century Flemish
painter Herri met de Bles. The term for these landscape features is topia,
but Weemans more accurately construes them as topoi—topical motifs or
rubrics—that resolve into structures of interpretation, whichsif turn allow
the setting itself to be read as a gloss on the biblical story embedded in the
landscape. The metonymic motifs preferred by Bles gl@ister intogrelations
of “repetition, similarity, opposition, and comparisens’*organized along
horizontal, vertical, and, in the case of the Landséape with the Parable of
the Good Samaritan, diagonal axes.

Just as in Luke 10, the key term neighbor isfizst stated (10:27), then
recontextualized by the parableand finally restated (10:36). With its
meaning now based in action dltered evangelically rather than merely in
the Law in Bles’s parabolic landscapg, the motivic superstructure converts
the landscape proper (its topia) into‘an exegetical apparatus that exerts
interpetative pressuregon how we visualize and understand the parable.
The conversion of the landscapeginto a heuristic network of metaphors
stands proxy forfthe spirituahconversion of the viewers whom the motivic
topoi enable fully to'engage with the Parable of the Good Samaritan, by
seeing orgfMore precisely; reseeing the world landscape in a new way.

Finally, Melion's'€ssay, “Signa Resurrectionis: Vision, Image, and Pic-
torial Préof in Pieter Bruegel’s Resurrection of Circa 1562-1563,” inves-
tigates the exegetical format and function of Bruegel’s distinctive, even
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idiosyncratic, and yet deeply scriptural depiction of this greatest of mys-
teries. Engraved by Philips Galle after a complex drawing in pen, ink,
and wash by Bruegel, the Resurrection explores a problem central to the
exegetical tradition but rarely if ever investigated so fully and subtly—
namely, that this great mystery of faith, as set forth in the gospels and
epistles, was witnessed by no one and must thus be ascertained solely
by means of the evidentiary signs divinely promulgated to make known
the mystery. Bruegel takes great care to show his protagonists respond-
ing to these visible traces. He portrays the risen Christ as present and yet
unseen, radiant and yet shadowed: the Lord’s gesture of pointing directs
the viewer’s eyes toward the rising sun, which functions as visual ana-
logue and proxy for the resurrection. Christ can be seen to license this
and other proxies for the mystery fulfilled, not least Bruegel’s picture
itself, whose status as yet another kind of visual evidence the artist reflex-
ively underscores. The Resurrection, in these and other ways, emphasizes
that vision is an instrument of faith. Melion’s paper explores how Brue-
gel’s grisaille, in the arguments it puts forth about vision, operates as a
prime example of visual exegesis, amplifying the terse gospel accounts of
the resurrection and its attendant circumstances. By reference to corol-
lary auctoritates such as the Glossa ordinaria et interlinearis, the Postillae
of Nicholas of Lyra, and Desiderius Erasmus’s Paraphrases @fithe gospels,
Bruegel breaks with pictorial convention in order directly toghgage with
Scripture and the exegetical tradition.

We editors owe a debt of thanks to the contributorsg#@hobrought their
insights to the Sawyer Seminar and then workéd%eloselyswith us, revis-
ing their essays for inclusion in this volume. In addition, we thank Jona-
than M. Potter, John Michael Blackmon, and Aubsey Elizabeth Buster for
assistance with the indexing. Alsogwe are deeply grateful for the generous
support of the Pierce Program@n Religion of*Oxford College of Emory
University, which made possible thefpublication of this volume. We hope
that the book’s three parts shed light'en the ways in which verbal, visual,
and pictorial methodgyof image-making proved crucial to various kinds
and degrees of engagement with Scripture in antiquity, and early modern
Europe, and tothe ongoingpractice of biblical interpretation.





