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Holman Hunt and The Light of the World in Oxford

This book provides an up-to-date introduction to the religious and artistic story behind The Light of the World by William Holman Hunt. Created in the mid-nineteenth century, it is often said to be the most widely exhibited work of art in history and remains one of the most widely known Christian paintings to this day. The subject matter provides a rich wealth of resources, touching on the extraordinary artistic renewal associated with the Oxford Movement, its religious and intellectual revolution in recovering early Christian tropes and motives of scriptural interpretation. The book also considers the painting’s impact on the religious and cultural life of the British Empire as its tour served not just spiritual edification but also the promotion of imperial values. The contributions reflect on concerns of decolonisation while illustrating religious art’s ability to engage relevantly with contemporary concerns. Enabling a fresh encounter with the painting, this book will be of interest to theologians, biblical scholars, and historians.
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Foreword

Sir Jonathan Phillips

Revolutionary may not be the immediate thought to enter the mind of a twenty-first century observer seeing The Light of the World for the first time. But that is how Holman Hunt and his associates in the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood conceived their work: setting a new direction for the art of painting with an emphasis on serious subjects and on freedom from fixed rules of design. These qualities, combined with an emphasis on symbolism and attention to minute detail, characterised much of their output. The Light of the World, the first iteration of which now hangs in the chapel of Keble College, Oxford, satisfies those intentions.

The same modern observer might also be a little puzzled by the prominent position it gained as, perhaps, one of the greatest and most widely known artistic expressions of Christian evangelism. The first critical reactions in the 1850s did not point in the direction of that long-term outcome. Even the impressive numbers turning out some fifty years later at several of the stops on the imperial grand tour of the third iteration of the painting, which was subsequently displayed in St Paul’s Cathedral, did not guarantee its long-lasting influence. Indeed, it is striking that even as interest in the Pre-Raphaelite movement began to revive in the later part of the twentieth century, some judgements about Hunt’s work, and The Light of the World in particular, remained quite hostile. One writer of that period asked rhetorically: “over how many school and convent corridors has it spread its tenebrous influence” (Hilton 1970, 89).

However, as the essays in this book reveal, there is a great deal more to be said about the work than that. Quite apart from illuminating the historical context in which The Light of the World was created and received, they contain a wealth of material which shows how the painting stimulated, and has continued to inspire, wide-ranging, imaginative responses, theologically and artistically, from the sophisticated and profound to the more common-place.

I was conscious of that potential when I first saw the actual painting at Keble in 2010, having recently been elected the College’s Warden. I did not draw directly on Ruskin’s explanation of the painting’s imagery, immensely significant though that is, as I found myself reflecting on the commentary it might offer on the concept of reconciliation, which had been an ultimate goal of my earlier involvement in the peace process in Northern Ireland.

One interpretation of the painting encapsulates Christ’s offering of reconciliation. The words of the inscription, taken from the Book of Revelation, could hardly be clearer in that regard: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if any man hear my voice and open the door I will come in to him and will sup with him and he with me.” One is bound to note the closed door, the entrance to the human heart, long un-opened. The rusty nails and hinges and the abundantly overgrowing ivy offer no invitation to enter. Jesus himself cannot open the door because there is no visible handle. It is the personal responsibility of the individual inside, representing also a wider humanity, having heard the call, to take that step, however challenging it may be. The need is to find the courage and the humility to seek forgiveness. That message is reinforced by the fact that the symbolism is not sectarian. While profoundly Christian, The Light of the World does not convey a denominational expression of faith.

Although attitudes to his painting would ebb and flow over the succeeding century, by the time of his death in 1910, at the age of eighty-three, William Holman Hunt was an establishment figure. In 1905, King Edward VII had awarded him the recently created Order of Merit, and in the same year he also received a Doctorate in Civil Law from the University of Oxford.

As regards The Light of the World, it seems clear that he was not reconciled to Keble’s treatment of it: the original refusal to hang it in the chapel, the potentially harmful conditions in which it was initially displayed in the library and so on. But the inspiration for the conference in 2022, which gave rise to this book, could be said to have had an element of reconciliation as one of its guiding principles. It is certainly the case that the College now regards the painting as one of its most treasured artefacts.

Sir Jonathan Phillips

Warden, Keble College (2010–2022)
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Encountering The Light of the World

Holman Hunt’s The Light of the World is among the most popularly influential religious works of art in existence – and on certain accounts the single most widely exhibited painting in history. Hunt first completed it in the turbulent mid-19th century and eventually produced two further versions.

The original was housed somewhat obscurely, and at first controversially, in what was then a brand-new Oxford College, and yet it grew before long to global fame and reach (Figure 1.1 below). This was helped along by Hunt’s production of a second version (Figure 1.2, now at Manchester Art Gallery) and eventually a third, installed at St Paul’s Cathedral (Figure 1.3), which in 1905–1907 was sent on a global tour that attracted seven million people to see it in person. This global breadth of exhibition remains unmatched by any other painting, and had a lasting effect on Christian culture and imagination around the world. Even today, this image is to many of the world’s 2.5 billion Christians almost instinctively recognizable and familiar. Despite undeniably controversial elements of its heritage, it seems to exercise an abiding hold on Christian imagination and experience: the visual power of The Light of the World continues to shape the faith of millions who may know nothing about the original work of art itself.


[image: A painting depicts Christ wearing a crown of thorns and a long robe, standing outside at night. He holds a lantern in his left hand and gently knocks on a closed, vine-covered wooden door with his right. A radiant halo surrounds his head, illuminating the scene. The surrounding garden is dark, with trees and plants in the background, while a few fallen apples lie on the ground near Christ’s feet.]
Figure 1.1 William Holman Hunt, The Light of the World (1853–1854). Oil on canvas. 125 cm × 60 cm. Keble College. Photo: By kind permission of the Warden, Fellows, and Scholars of Keble College, Oxford.




[image: A painting depicts Christ standing at a door at night, wearing a crown of thorns and a long robe. He holds a lantern in his left hand and gently knocks on the door with his right. A glowing halo surrounds his head, illuminating the scene. The door is covered with vines, and plants grow at Christ’s feet. Trees and branches are visible in the dark background, and a few fallen apples lie on the ground.]
Figure 1.2 William Holman Hunt, The Light of the World (Manchester version) (1851–1856). Oil on canvas, 49.8 cm × 26.1 cm. Manchester Art Gallery. Photo: Public domain.




[image: A painting shows Christ standing at a door at night, holding a lantern in his left hand while gently knocking with his right hand. He is wearing a crown of thorns and a long robe, with a radiant halo around his head, illuminating the scene. The door is overgrown with vines, and plants grow near Christ’s feet, with a few apples scattered on the ground.]
Figure 1.3 William Holman Hunt, The Light of the World (St Paul’s Cathedral version) (1900–1904). Oil on canvas, 304.8 cm × 193 cm. St Paul’s Cathedral. Photo: Public domain.



Hunt’s painting combines an arresting aesthetic with a direct spiritual appeal, at once immediate and yet mysterious. Its motif is the absorbing visual exposition of a single verse of Scripture engraved on its original frame: ‘Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me’ (Revelation 3:20 KJV).

The strikingly luminous focus on the central figure appears to invite the viewer to an encounter with the risen Christ, simultaneously a powerful presence and humble supplicant, regal and yet intimate, and intensely personal. He comes as a heavenly and exalted figure, and yet bears on his hands the scars of the crucifixion. He wears a crown that is at once a gem-studded symbol of majesty and yet has woven into it his crown of thorns. The encounter with this Christ is set within a radiant appreciation of the natural world (or what we might today call the Environment), addressing its sustaining fertile lushness alongside its autumnal decay – and its sometimes parasitic or menacing recalcitrance.

This book celebrates a Victorian painting whose artistic and religious idiom remains an old familiar friend to many, but which has also become newly strange, culturally alienating, and yet somehow freshly relevant to the very different cultural, religious, and political world of the present century.

The following chapters explore the painting’s theology and engagement with Scripture, surveying the artist’s life and work alongside the history of the painting’s own life as it became to countless viewers an icon, indeed a kind of sacrament, of the welcoming and inviting presence of Christ. Its celebrity, however, was never entirely free from controversy, and succeeding chapters show this to be the case in relation not only to its global tour of British colonies, but also to its biblical and theological subject matter – as well as in the challenge it poses to postcolonial ways of seeing Christian art. Three closing studies set the painting in the wider contexts of the idiom of ancient and contemporary iconography, and of its catalytic potential in the experience of conversion.

The project had its origin in oral presentations at a 2022 Oxford conference to commemorate the 150th anniversary of the painting’s donation to Keble College. They are here reinforced with several newly commissioned studies on questions including its art historical context, its place in the dynamic of conversion, and the relevance of its religious and naturalistic idiom for contemporary artistic expression. As is perhaps almost inevitable for shared ventures of this nature, difficult personal challenges including illness and bereavement took their toll on several authors. Some chapters could not be completed as intended.

Despite this, the book is here offered in gratitude for the labours of all who contributed their energies at any stage of the project. This includes the Warden, Fellows, Librarian and Archivist of Keble College, not only for the grants that made possible the 2022 conference and the publisher’s colour print subvention, but also for expert support of a successful and enjoyable conference. Jeremy Begbie generously facilitated this project’s consideration for the series Studies in Theology, Imagination and the Arts. I am grateful for constructive comments and suggestions received from the anonymous peer reviewers, and would like in particular to thank Katherine Ong and her team at Routledge for seeing the book through to publication. My colleagues at the University of Oxford’s Faculty of Theology and Religion kindly supported the nine-month sabbatical leave that facilitated most of the editorial work for this book. I am grateful too to my doctoral student J. Tyler Brown for his energetic editorial assistance. Most importantly, I thank my wife Celia for generous encouragement to persist with an intensive period of research leave abroad just when she was unexpectedly called upon to take on a senior leadership role.



William Holman Hunt’s Religious and Historical Context

Frances Knight critically examines William Holman Hunt’s shifting relationship with Christianity and his artistic transformation from a radical avant-garde artist to a prominent creator of mainstream Christian imagery. Traversing Hunt’s life across the drastic changes in religious landscapes from his birth in 1827 to his death in 1910, she explores his early religious influences, particularly his disillusionment with Anglican and Nonconformist worship, and his eventual alignment with Anglicanism.

Hunt’s early exposure to illustrated family Bibles, notably Charles Knight’s Pictorial Bible, profoundly influenced his artistic vision. These Bibles, visually rich and interpretative, aimed to bridge the cultural and historical gap between biblical times and Victorian England. This exposure shaped Hunt’s perception of biblical scenes and characters, as evident in his artworks.

Religious controversies of the 1850s were marked by significant shifts in the British Protestant identity, catalysed by the Oxford Movement and the establishment of a Catholic hierarchy in England and Wales. This period saw Hunt embark on The Light of the World, a work that became a symbol of Protestant piety and was widely reproduced in various Christian denominations.

Knight sketches Hunt’s meticulous approach in developing the painting’s technical, symbolic, and thematic elements, painting by moonlight to capture the nocturnal setting. The symbolism deployed, deeply entwined with biblical references and Hunt’s personal interpretations, catered to a broad Christian audience and played a pivotal role in its widespread acceptance.

Hunt’s later years witnessed a cautious rapprochement with the Anglican Church. His works came to be received and promoted within Protestant circles by influential figures like P.T. Forsyth and F.W. Farrar, and his art was used in social and religious movements including the Whitechapel Picture Exhibition.

Frances Knight offers an apt and timely reminder about the cultural particularity not just of Holman Hunt the painter, but also of today’s viewers and critics. Reflecting on the decline and subsequent revival of interest in Hunt’s art, she notes how ‘contemporizing’ recent interpretations of his work diverge significantly from Hunt’s original intentions, highlighting the evolving nature of art interpretation as well as the enduring complexity of Hunt’s legacy.



Pre-Raphaelite Light: Hunt’s Vision of Salvation

We turn next to Ayla Lepine’s consideration of William Holman Hunt’s Pre-Raphaelite masterpiece in its art historical context and profound impact on culture and theology. The painting, created in three versions over Hunt’s career, foregrounds Jesus Christ as the ‘Light of the World,’ an interpretation that draws both on the Gospel of John and the Book of Revelation. Hunt’s unique approach intertwines scriptural references with contemporary art, nature, and culture, exemplifying his dedication to integrating spiritual ideals with everyday life.

Lepine examines the evolution of Hunt’s work from its inception in 1851 through its various iterations, emphasizing the painting’s significant role in reflecting and influencing Victorian religious and artistic sensibilities. The Light of the World transcended traditional art forms, becoming a Protestant icon and sparking debates over its theological implications amidst the rise of Anglo-Catholicism. Although its reception certainly varied, with figures like George Bernard Shaw critiquing its perceived naïveté, nevertheless its popularity persisted and grew, influencing a wide array of media.

Hunt’s broader impact on the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood (PRB) also involved his innovative blending of biblical themes with the realities of contemporary life. At the same time, Lepine highlights the paradoxes within Hunt’s artistic practice and the diverse interpretations of his work over time, from theological readings to its role in Victorian visual culture. The Light of the World represented a symbol of Christ’s eternal presence, transcending theological boundaries and continually resonating with audiences.



Christina Rossetti’s Christology

The role of Christina Rossetti (1830–1894) within the PRB transcends that of muse and model, including as a model for the Christ of The Light of the World. She was in fact a pivotal theological voice, particularly in shaping the movement’s Christology. Rebekah Lamb’s detailed study explores this aspect, diverging from the traditional focus on Rossetti’s relationship with Tractarianism, and emphasizing her influence on Pre-Raphaelite theology.

The vivid colours, medieval symbology and meticulous attention to detail that characterized early Pre-Raphaelite aesthetics contrast sharply with the more familiar later phase, popularly caricatured as featuring melancholic, distant female faces. Christina Rossetti’s involvement in this artistic movement was profound, engaging actively in the creation of Pre-Raphaelite art and influencing its theological and artistic perspectives. In his portrayal of her discerning gaze, her brother Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828–1882) captured her critical importance for the Brotherhood.

Rossetti’s theological contributions, particularly in Christology, are revealed in her poetry and prose. Although not systematic, her engagement with biblical themes, particularly the nature and person of Christ, came to be deeply embedded in her literary work. Her poems, often serving as implicit commentaries on Pre-Raphaelite paintings, carry a focus on Christ as the illuminator of human reason and imagination.

Rossetti’s nuanced Christocentric approach stresses the humility and patience of Christ. Her writings often contemplate the hidden aspects of Christ’s life, finding spiritual significance in everyday experiences and offering a distinctive interpretation of Christ’s relationship to nature – a perspective that contrasts with the often more muscular, heroic depictions of Christ prevalent in Victorian art and theology.

One of Rossetti’s key theological positions was the emphasis on Christ as the light of the world, a theme recurrent in her works. This motif aligns with the ethos of the PRB and of course also features prominently in Holman Hunt’s eponymous painting. Rossetti’s poetry often mirrors the sentiments expressed in such paintings, offering a deeply personal and reflective theological exploration.



The Light of the World on Tour

Fame and controversy have played an integral part throughout the painting’s history, as the next several chapters document in different ways.

Ian Archer’s analysis follows the international tour of Holman Hunt’s painting in the years 1905–1907, focusing on its cultural impact and reception across various British colonies. Moving across Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa, the tour generated overwhelming public interest: tens and sometimes hundreds of thousands of people attended each exhibition, often leading to overcrowded and chaotic scenes.

The painting, already known through reproductions and previous exhibitions, was presented as a masterpiece of religious art and British cultural heritage. This tour was thus not just an artistic event but emphatically a cultural and imperial endeavour, reflecting Hunt’s vision of art as a unifying and civilizing force, reinforcing ties within the British Empire.

The tour’s reception was complex. While it aimed to promote a shared sense of cultural and spiritual identity across the empire, reactions varied in relation to religious beliefs, cultural attitudes, and colonial contexts. Sometimes the painting was revered for its religious significance, although elsewhere critiqued for dubious aesthetic qualities or downplayed as a curiosity. All this indicates the complexities of imperial identity and the diverse cultural landscapes of the colonies.

Similarly, reactions to the tour highlight another interesting tension between traditional religious art and modern secular aesthetics. Despite a degree of criticism and scepticism, The Light of the World’s enormous impact as a cultural phenomenon is clear from the unprecedented levels of public interest and debate. The painting’s tour thus emerges as a powerful lens through which to examine the intersections of art, religion, colonialism, and national identity in the early 20th century.



Revelation 3:20 in the Light of The Light of the World

Jamie Davies explores the less than straightforward relationship between the painting and its New Testament subject matter, particularly focusing on Hunt’s interpretation of Revelation 3:20 (KJV) as inscribed on its original frame: ‘Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me.’

The Christ who knocks on a door in that passage appears to Hunt as an allegory of spiritual invitation and personal conversion. As a result, the painting is deliberately rich in symbolism, such as the closed door representing a resistant mind, or dawn symbolizing the enlightening presence of Christ.

Davies illustrates how the history of interpretation of this passage does indeed reveal a consistent focus on individual conversion and spiritual awakening, from the 19th century all the way back to early Christian commentary. Modern commentators, by contrast, have tended to shift the narrative from one of individual conversion to a contextual emphasis on ecclesial and especially eschatological application: Christ’s knocking is reimagined as a metaphor for his call to the church community (of Laodicea, in the original setting). This, then, documents a significant pivot away from traditional individual-centred interpretations.

Davies additionally urges the recovery of an eschatological interpretation of Revelation 3:20, aligning it with Jesus’ sayings about the end-time Parousia (arrival) of the Son of Man in the synoptic gospels. This perspective interprets Christ’s knocking as an urgent, apocalyptic summons to the church, underscoring both the immediate and future dimensions of his coming.

All this suggests The Light of the World’s potential to be understood additionally through this eschatological and ecclesial lens. Instead of limiting it as a call to individual repentance, the painting might then allow its text to speak as an apocalyptic oracle to the church, signifying Christ’s imminent presence and promised return.



A Disturbing Painting

Its doubtful evangelical exegesis and instrumentality in a cultural narrative of Empire are not, however, the only potentially problematic features of Hunt’s masterpiece. Jeremy Begbie’s analysis of The Light of the World challenges conventional assumptions that its theological message is straightforward or unambiguous: the painting’s power lies in its ability to provoke awkward questions as much as in its overt portrayal of Christ. Begbie explores these questions in the context of Hunt’s own theological reflections on the original version. Complex issues in contemporary theology and artistic representation of Christ are evoked on the one hand by John Ruskin’s famous defence of the painting, and on the other hand by the critiques of Thomas Carlyle and, more recently, Rowan Williams.

Hunt’s inspiration for the painting derived above all from Revelation 3:20 and John 8:12, but in his richly symbolic reading he extends these texts beyond their explicit content – the door representing the closed human mind, weeds signifying neglect, Christ’s attire symbolizing his reign, and so forth. Ruskin praised Hunt’s synthesis of meticulous realism with theological symbolism, for which elements like Christ’s robe, crown, and lantern all served as spiritual metaphors.

Carlyle’s critique questioned the painting’s historical accuracy and portrayal of Christ’s humanity, calling instead for a representation that would reflect the earthly, toiling Jesus: he found the painting’s Jesus to lack heroism and concrete ruggedness. Hunt, in fact, was deeply committed to historical authenticity, and later went on to explore Christ’s human aspects in ‘The Shadow of Death.’

More recently, Rowan Williams has critiqued what he perceives as the painting’s lack of strangeness and transformative power in representing Christ. He argues instead for depictions that challenge and disrupt familiarity, making divine presence tangible through the changes it effects. This critique highlights the challenge of depicting the ascended Christ’s ‘new creation’ status without losing his human relatability.

Begbie concludes that The Light of the World, while often perceived as straightforward, is in fact a theologically complex and provocative work. Its ability to raise questions, rather than provide clear answers, underscores its enduring significance in Christian art and theology.



Postcolonialism and Ways of Seeing The Light of the World

Renie Chow Choy’s analysis adopts John Berger’s critical framework from ‘Ways of Seeing’ to interrogate the painting’s imperial and racial underpinnings. Choy critically examines the painting’s perpetuation of colonial and racial attitudes, as evidenced not least through Hunt’s own Orientalist perspective and the painting’s instrumentality in bolstering English national identity and Anglican aesthetics. She highlights the painting’s tour through British Empire colonies as a vehicle for promoting English art and religion, reinforcing imperial unity.

Her critique extends to examining the portrayal of Christ as a white figure, questioning the implications of such representations in a world where whiteness signifies power. Choy discusses the continued use of the painting in evangelical devotional literature and its impact on Christian consciousness, despite its colonial overtones. The dilemma arises from the painting’s ability to facilitate belief and devotion while simultaneously perpetuating colonial ideologies.

Choy’s own postcolonial approach to viewing the painting acknowledges its historical context and imperialist roots while trying to preserve its devotional significance. This approach involves engaging with the painting in a way that challenges traditional power dynamics and fosters new, equitable social relations. She suggests that this can be achieved by creating communal and participatory experiences around the painting, and exemplifies this through the experience of a children’s Sunday School class interacting with and reinterpreting the painting, which has the effect of levelling hierarchies and thus democratizing the viewing experience.

In this way, a critical postcolonial engagement with The Light of the World can acknowledge its historical and ideological baggage while seeking to reaffirm and redefine its role in contemporary Christian practice and devotion. This approach aims to transform the painting from a symbol of colonial power to a catalyst for inclusive community building and reinterpretation.



The Light of the World and Iconography

John Behr now turns to analyse Hunt’s painting against the wider context of early Christian and Eastern Orthodox theology and iconography, focusing on the concept of divine light and its representation. The painting depicts a decaying world at the dawn of a new era, illuminated by Christ’s lantern and halo, symbolizing conscience and salvation. For all the undoubted stylistic differences from early Christian art, there are important shared themes around light and visibility.

The New Testament idea of seeing God through Christ comes to the fore in Jesus’s words in John 14.9: ‘Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.’ This raises important questions about the nature of divine revelation and the type of ‘seeing’ it entails. Christ’s revelation is not a merely empirical or intellectual observation, but a deeper spiritual encounter.

Drawing on the work of the phenomenologist Michel Henry, Behr introduces the distinction between phenomena that appear in the world (like empirical events) and those that do not (like joy and pain). Life, like joy and pain, is an invisible phenomenon, not observable in the physical world.

Two early Christian writers give further definition to the implications for seeing God. First, Origen’s reflections on the Transfiguration highlight the transformation of Christ’s appearance based on the spiritual capacity of the observer. This personalized interpretation sets the stage for understanding early Christian iconography, particularly its focus on portraying not the earthly Jesus but the transcended, glorified one.

In his further development of these ideas, Maximus the Confessor stresses the transfigured Christ as a symbol of his divine nature, surpassing human understanding. This understanding forms the theological basis for the practice of iconography, representing Christ not as an earthly figure but as a divine presence. The Iconoclastic controversy of late antiquity illustrates the extent to which these early interpretations of Christ’s appearance influenced the debate over the use of religious images – arguably easing the path to iconoclasm by its emphasis on the spiritual over the physical representation of Christ.

Returning finally to Hunt’s painting, Behr suggests that The Light of the World shares the iconographic tradition’s focus on Christ’s spiritual and transcendent nature: the light in the painting is not merely physical, but a symbol of divine revelation and the dawning of a new spiritual era. This interpretation positions Hunt’s work within the continuum of Christian art, linking its thematic focus on divine light and revelation to early Christian iconography and theology.



Seeing God Through Portrait Paintings of Displaced Women

The British artist Hannah Rose Thomas here explores the theological and ethical dimensions of portraiture, particularly focusing on portraits of displaced women. Drawing inspiration from The Light of the World and its representation of Biblical hospitality, her essay underscores how secular art, especially portraits, can reveal aspects of Christ’s character such as love, compassion, and hospitality.

Thomas references the notion of the ‘face of the other’ as a theological and ethical concept, citing thinkers like Levinas and Derrida. Levinas’s idea that the human face is an epiphany of the Infinite suggests that in portraits one may glimpse the divine. This is aligned with the Christian belief that human beings are made in the image of God, implying that portraiture can be a sacred act.

As a portrait painter herself, Hannah Rose Thomas foregrounds the sacred value of each individual, using traditional painting techniques and materials like gold leaf and lapis lazuli. These materials and the painstaking process of painting are symbolic of the subjects’ dignity and worth, reminiscent of Byzantine icons. The essay argues that portraits, especially those of marginalized individuals, can function as modern-day icons, revealing the divine in the human face.

Portraits can also create a space for ‘hospitality,’ encountering the other and embracing them with reverence and compassion. This approach to art aligns with Pope Francis’s teachings on human dignity and the need for a ‘culture of encounter.’ The process of creating and viewing these portraits is seen as a form of prayer and a call to ethical action. By presenting the human face in a contemplative and reverent manner, these portraits invite viewers to recognize the divine in the other and respond with compassion and hospitality.



The Light of the World and the Dynamics of Conversion

Ben Quash’s concluding synthetic exploration draws together many of the book’s themes through the lens of the painting’s quasi-sacramental address to the encounter of conversion. Without foregrounding historical interpretations around the artist’s intentions, he focuses on the theological motif of conversion in the encounter with Christ, questioning whether and how visual art aesthetically aids or prompts conversion.

This of course is also a function of cultural shifts in aesthetic tastes and values: Quash rightly notes contemporary Western scepticism towards the idea of conversion to Christ, which may be perceived as ethically dubious or retrograde. This is due in part to the modern conception of the self as above all autonomous and self-actualizing – a view that tends to close off any potential openness to the transformative nature of conversion, or to any exchange of absolute possession for the gift of the self.

Hunt’s portrayal of Jesus Christ is here seen to challenge contemporary sensibilities and to invite metanoia (transformation). The Light of the World disturbs secular and Christian critics alike: the former for its invitation to conversion, and the latter for the alleged deficiencies of its Christian appeal. When carefully considered, however, the painting invites a re-orientation of the self, aligning with discipleship of the inviting Christ.

On this front, Quash fruitfully compares Hunt’s painting to other works of religious art, including Norman Adams’ Vision on the Road to Damascus, to explore the proper role of human agency in analogous accounts of conversion. Like Hunt, Adams preserves human response while emphasizing God’s initiative. This also leads Quash to challenge the prejudice that Hunt’s portrayal of the encounter with Christ is somehow overly individualized. By juxtaposing Hunt’s work with that of other artists, he demonstrates the interconnectedness of individual and communal experiences in the context of Christian conversion.

This analysis, and with it this book as a whole, culminates in an important exploration of the viewer’s role in Hunt’s painting. As Quash demonstrates, The Light of the World positions the viewer as both a witness and an addressee in the encounter with Christ. In doing so, the painting’s sacramental dimension proposes a profoundly grace-filled invitation of transformation and resonance, meeting contemporary alienation with the Light of the World’s advent in his goodness and truth.
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It is stating the obvious to say that William Holman Hunt lived through a period of enormous religious change. In the year of his birth, 1827, Parliament was still Anglican, and Protestant Nonconformists, Roman Catholics and non-Christians were subject to varying levels of discrimination, and a range of disabilities. In the year of his death, 1910, the Edinburgh Missionary Conference was cementing the foundations of the ecumenical movement that would be a major driver of church life in the twentieth century. Furthermore, knowledge of other faiths was growing, and in some quarters at least, ancient hostilities were beginning to soften. Unsurprisingly, Holman Hunt’s relationship with religion shifted within this shifting landscape of faith. This chapter explores some of that landscape, its impact on Hunt’s life and on his public reception. It examines his early religious influences, and the ecclesiastical unsettlement of the 1850s, which was the context in which he painted The Light of the World. The second part considers Hunt’s later relationship with Christianity, and the ways in which he began to be promoted by Protestant thinkers, as he moved from being a radical avant-garde artist, to a significant purveyor of mainstream Christian pictures that could be appreciated by Christians across the theological spectrum. I argue that it was at the period of the fin de siècle, the late-nineteenth century and the earliest years of the twentieth, that Hunt’s influence was at its height. By 1910 his reputation was already waning, and it only began to revive towards the end of the twentieth century, coinciding with a broader renewal of interest in Victorian art and material culture.


Hunt’s Early Religious Influences

How might the painting of The Light of the World have been shaped by Hunt’s early religious influences? He was born in the heart of the City of London, and baptised at the nearby church of St Giles, Cripplegate. This does not necessarily tell us very much about the religious commitments of his parents; in 1827, civil registration of births was still ten years in the future, and only Catholics or those with strong convictions against paedo-baptism would have failed to bring their infants to an Anglican font. Hunt attended services in one of the London City churches until the age of thirteen, when, having concluded that the liturgy in the Book of Common Prayer was both predictable and repetitive, he departed to sit amongst the faithful at Lady Huntingdon’s Chapel in Spa Fields, Clerkenwell. This suggests the religiously independent spirit that would be characteristic of him throughout his life. Spa Fields had been the first Countess of Huntingdon Chapel in London, and it became the centre of the small Methodist-inspired body that became known as the Countess of Huntingdon’s Connexion. Selina, the Countess, had lived in the house next door, and had died there in 1791. The Chapel was large, and architecturally striking. It had been built in 1770 as the Pantheon, a place for working-class Londoners to gather for entertainment and socialising, with a pleasure garden attached. When its finances failed a few years later, the Countess had taken it over. Its domed and circular ‘pantheon’ structure must have aroused the curiosity of the young Hunt, and it was capable of seating two thousand. By the 1840s when Hunt was attending the Chapel, the pleasure garden had become one of London’s most notorious burial grounds, complete with body snatchers and gruesome spectacles involving disinterred human remains. In the Chapel he would have encountered the Nonconformist worship of the day: the Bible, prayers and preaching with the Calvinistic Methodist flavour that the Huntingdon Connexion promoted. But this did not satisfy the teenage artist, and he gave up Lady Huntingdon’s Chapel after concluding that the preaching was tiresome, and that the sermons were akin to ‘listening only to a learned parrot’ (Hunt 1905, 1:25). His disillusionment with both Anglican liturgical worship and Nonconformist preaching services seems to have sealed his status as a long-term (very?) occasional churchgoer. Although around the time that he painted the first version of The Light of the World he experienced a renewed sense of faith which confirmed his identity as a Protestant Christian (Bronkhurst 2006, 1:4; Veldman 2022, 129), this did not result in any noticeable enthusiasm for the institutional Church. Nevertheless, he was careful to convey a public sense of Anglican affiliation.



Illustrated Family Bibles

Victorian domestic piety was transmitted through visual means to a greater extent than is often realised. The Light of the World, miniaturised in Bibles, prayer books and on prayer cards, and displayed in homes across the British Empire and beyond, would become one of the most recognised icons of Protestant piety. But well before that occurred, Bibles were being looked at, as well as read. Jeremy Maas and Meredith Veldman rightly place considerable influence on the importance of the Hunt household’s copy of Charles Knight’s three-volume Pictorial Bible. Its title page proclaimed that it contained ‘many hundred wood-cuts’ representing ‘historical events’, landscape scenes and the ‘natural history, costume and antiquities from the best sources’ together with extensive notes. Knight’s Pictorial Bible (sometimes known as the Kitto Bible, after its editor John Kitto) appeared in instalments over two years from 1836, when Hunt was nine. If his father purchased it at around the time of publication, then the impressionable and artistic boy almost certainly became absorbed with it from an early age. He inherited the Bible when his father died in 1856 and he appears to have used it throughout his life (Maas 1984, 2–6 and Veldman 2022, 134–5).

The Hunt family Bible was a particularly attractive version of the illustrated family Bible, a publishing phenomenon that was becoming popular by the 1830s (Knight 1995, 38–40). They were often formidable tomes and could intimidate by their heft.1 As well as being high status objects, with space for recording family births, deaths, and marriages, these Bibles were trying to bring the text to life, and to make Palestine seem familiar to the inhabitants of Victorian towns and cities. The editors of these Bibles were aware of, and wanted to lessen, the cultural and historical gulf that existed between their readers and the people and places of biblical times. The notion of a ‘self-interpreting’ Bible, printed with extensive notes, was attractive for Protestants; the hope was that God’s word was being made intelligible on the page, without the need for specialist clerical intervention.2 The use of pictures was common and tended to reinforce the sense of the literal historicity of the text. Engravings of well-known artworks were often reproduced, and these were supplemented by the small engravings – Hunt’s Bible contained 828 of them – which illustrated points in the text in minute detail. Clothing, coins, styles of beard, birds, plants, shields, cooking utensils, and so on: almost no item was too insignificant to be shown.

The popularity of this type of illustrated Bible was by no means confined to the Victorian era. Horace Knowles’s Bible illustrations, which are still popular, are very much in the same genre. Working over a five-year period in the mid-twentieth century, he produced five hundred illustrations and maps, which were originally commissioned by the British and Foreign Bible Society. Editions of the Revised Standard Version and the New English Bible with illustrations by Knowles continue to be on sale. Nancy Davenport suggests that Hunt’s childhood study of the Pictorial Bible
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