
[image: Cover: Arboreal Symbolism in European Art, 1300–1800, Routledge Research in Art and Religion, written by Katherine T. Brown, published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, New York and London.]


Arboreal Symbolism in European Art, 1300–1800

Arboreal Symbolism in European Art, 1300–1800 probes the significance of trees in religious iconography of Western art.

Based in the disciplines of art history, botany, and theology, this study focuses on selected works of art in which tree forms embody and reflect Christian themes. Through this triple lens, Brown examines trees that early modern artists rendered as sacred symbols—symbols with origins in the Old Testament, New Testament, Greek and Roman cultures, and early medieval legends. Tree components and wood depicted in works of art can serve as evidence for early modern artists’ embrace of biblical metaphor, classical sources, and devotional connotations. The author considers how artists rendered seasonal change in Christian narratives to emphasize themes of spiritual transformation. Brown argues that many artists and their patrons drew parallels between the life cycle of a tree and events in the Gospels with their respective annual, liturgical celebrations.
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A magnificent Venetian dossal depicting the Virgin and Child with Seventeen Scenes from the Life of Christ (Figure 0.1) can serve as a point of departure for examining arboreal forms used to underscore salient theological themes in art from early modern Europe. This gilded tempera on poplar panel in the collection of the Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, is datable to the first quarter of the fourteenth century.1 In two episodes—The Carrying of the Cross on the right side, second register from top, on the left (Cover) and The Crucifixion at upper center—the cross is depicted as a living tree rather than a timber structure. Dual verdant boughs curve upwards in a shallow U-shape instead of the expected form of the patibulum, or horizontal beam, that traditionally met the vertical post at right angles. These upwardly turned branches, which function as a transverse beam, could only be maintained by a healthy, living tree. Although the trunk has been severed at the bottom and at the apex where the Titulus Crucis (placard with title of the cross) is typically placed, the branches connote the reception of both sunlight and divine grace. Their turgidity also indicates sufficient access to water, even though the trunk has been separated from its roots. The vibrant fronds that shoot from the principal branches imply movement and growth, allusions to eternal life. In the Crucifixion scene, the tree's green hue and resilient stance serve as foils to the pallor and weight of Christ's dead body. Around the cross, six angels hover as they collect blood in chalices; they imitate a flock of birds fluttering around a canopy as they seek food or respite on twigs. The vitality of the tree as crux immissa (a cross in which the vertical beam protrudes above the crossbeam, also called a Latin cross because of its predominant use in Christianity in the West) supersedes the physical and spiritual gravity of the tree's function as gallows. Visually, this form translates as a flourishing tree that symbolizes the triumph of life over death, foreshadows Christ's Resurrection, and brings comfort to mourners in the lower half of the composition, and by extension, to viewers of the retable.

[image: ]
Figure 0.1 Master of the Venetian Dossals, Virgin and Child with Seventeen Scenes from the Life of Christ, c. 1320. Tempera and gold on poplar wood. 78.5 × 107 cm. Gemäldegalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin. Acquisition from the Solly Collection in 1821. Transferred to the Early Christian Byzantine Collection, 1939. Inventory No. 11279.

Image credit: Antje Voigt CC BY-SA 4.0.
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As the largest botanical species on Earth, trees are perennials with lifespans that can extend hundreds or thousands of years beyond the life expectancies of humans and animals. In fact, dendrochronology (the measuring of annual growth rings to establish the age of a tree) has revealed that the English oak, Sierra redwood, and bristlecone pine may live up to 1,500, 2,200, and 4,900 years, respectively.2 Trees play a critical role in biogeochemical cycles, especially those for water (transpiration) and carbon and oxygen (photosynthesis), processes that affect other living beings. The essential components of a tree include its subterranean roots, trunk, bark, lateral boughs, branches, twigs, and leaves. Canopies may collectively form forests, woods, thickets, and wilderness. As providers of shade, camouflage, and sustenance for herbivores and omnivores, limbs and cavities in trees also offer shelter and places to store food for birds, small mammals, and insects, as well as a host of bacteria and microorganisms. Nests, hives, and colonies of mammals, birds, and insects—as well as symbiotic fungi, lichens, ivy, or moss—testify to the support that trees provide biodiversity in myriad ecosystems and climates. Humans, when cultivating trees, may begin by planting seeds or saplings, even though the benefits of the trees’ eventual maturity will be reaped primarily by subsequent generations.

During the change of seasons, trees undergo cyclical transformations that result in flowers, fruit, cones, nuts, seeds, and most conspicuously, foliage. These observable metamorphoses—from full leafage in summer to defoliation in autumn, and from dormancy in winter to the frondescence of spring—have inspired artists since antiquity. In the Etruscan Tomb of the Bulls, datable to the sixth century BCE in Tarquinia, Italy, the fresco on the back wall under a scene of the ambush of Troilus by Achilles features a series of trees changing form through the seasons.3 Subsequently, during the early imperial period in Rome in the first century BCE, lush gardens with identifiable tree species were frescoed on interior walls of houses, as evident in the subterranean triclinium (dining room) of the House of Livia, located at Prima Porta.4 The house was called the Villa ad Gallinas Albas (House of the White Hen) because a white hen had allegedly dropped a laurel branch in the lap of Livia, wife of the first Emperor Augustus (r. 27 BCE–14 CE). When Livia then planted the branch, it became a laurel grove. Because these events were considered collectively an auspicious sign, Augustus embraced the laurel tree as a symbol of peace, virtue, and victory.5 In Early Christian art of the third century, trees often flanked images of Christ as Good Shepherd in catacomb paintings, as evident in a fresco from the Catacomb of Priscilla in Rome, datable c. 200.6 During the Middle Ages, generations of theologians drew parallels between the life cycle of trees and Christian stories that involved spiritual transformation. Trees through the seasons can be interpreted as sharing aspects of the Trinity, the life of Christ, and hagiography (devotional writing about the lives of saints) because these concepts or narratives involved transitions from one state of being to another without the loss of an essential identity. Because seasonal changes in trees occur without human intervention and can be either subtle or overt, opportunities for divine analogy are plentiful and are often reflected in liturgical celebrations.

Early modern artists and their patrons lived in or near churches, cathedrals, monasteries, or cloisters. Certainly, churches anchored religious life, but they also played important civic, charitable, educational, and even commercial roles in communities as well. Thus, many artists and artisans had opportunities to experience first-hand the arboreal symbolism incorporated into medieval church interiors, such as vaults reminiscent of forest canopies; ribbing that created branch-like, crossed, or webbed patterns; columns akin to tree trunks in forests; and capitals or architectural relief sculpture carved with foliate designs. There are numerous examples of tree forms constructed overtly into the character of Gothic churches. An early case in point is the Palm Tree vault in the Church of the Jacobins (Dominicans) in Toulouse, France, datable 1275–1292 (Figure 0.2). The tradition continued into the sixteenth century, as evident in a Manueline-style cloister vault of the Jerónimos Monastery in Lisbon, Portugal, which was begun in 1501 (Figure 0.3). Such sacred spaces designed with arboreal motifs may have influenced early modern artists working in other media—such as painting, printmaking, illumination, tapestry, embroidery, stained glass, carved wood or stone, and metallurgy—as they crafted narrative and devotional works of art that aimed to connect sacred themes with the observable, natural world.

[image: ]
Figure 0.2 Palm Tree vault, Church of the Jacobins, 1275–1292. Toulouse, France. Image credit: Public domain. Photo by Julien Chapuis.



[image: ]
Figure 0.3 Cloister vault in Manueline style, Jerónimos Monastery, begun 1501. Lisbon, Portugal. Image credit: Mauritius Images GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo.



The purpose of this study is to illustrate how the forms of trees and their components were intertwined with theological concepts in European art. Even when trees were subordinate to a narrative, artists frequently took liberties to render trees (or parts of them) in ways that enhanced Christian themes and implied a divine presence within the physical world. The net results were visually compelling works of art that were unified compositionally and symbolically. With figures, attributes, dwellings, and other storytelling elements occupying a setting both botanically accurate and spiritually resonant, early modern works of art could be interpreted in multifaceted ways, thereby enriching the experience of viewing them.

As would be expected, there are key distinctions between medieval and early modern renditions of trees as the function of botanical imagery shifted between these eras. Because artists during the Middle Ages had long depicted plants for their medicinal or symbolic value, and thus often with a pedagogic purpose, an abundance of plant imagery through the early fourteenth century can be characterized by a two-dimensional, flattened appearance.7 Some artists endeavored to display all parts of the tree, including nonvisible components such as the roots, or leaves and petals open without overlapping. Some works of art display the plant at multiple developmental or seasonal stages simultaneously. As an example, a colored engraving of an Arbor Scientiae (Tree of Science), datable to the thirteenth century, by Ramon Llull, a Majorcan writer and philosopher, shows parts of the tree as a diagram for fields of knowledge (Figure 0.4).
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