


Art & Religion
Throughout the Renaissance period, Christianity played an important role in 

shaping European culture. In a society that laid great emphasis on religion, 

artists were important in creating artworks for both public and private 

devotion.

Such artworks served as visual representations of Christian teachings; some 

were an aid for prayer, while others prompted viewers to reflect on the life of 

Christ and other holy figures and follow their example. While certain traditions 

governed the representation of religious stories, artists continually renewed 

them through experimentation.

For example, the constant need to produce scenes from Christ’s life enabled 

painters to master the human form, capturing every variation of the human 

appearance, including figures in different emotional states and actions. The 

challenge and reward of creating such scenes was so great that artists 

regularly returned to them, even when they were free to choose their own 

subjects.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/allegory-of-the-catholic-faith


Before your visit
Before your visit, compare and contrast representations depicting scenes from the life of Christ by different European artists in the 

collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Virgin and Child

Infant Christ with 

his mother Mary
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Annunciation

Gabriel greets 
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give birth to the 
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Attrib. Petrus Christus 
The Annunciation c.1450

Botticelli (Alessandro di 
Mariano Filipepi)

The Annunciation c.1485–92

Gerard David

The Annunciation 1506

Luca Giordano

The Annunciation 1672
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The birth of 

Christ, often 

emphasising the 
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who witnessed his 

coming

Andrea Mantegna

The Adoration of the Shepherds c.1450

Giovanni di Paolo (Giovanni di Paolo di 
Grazia)

The Adoration of the Magi c.1460

Copy after Hugo van der Goes

The Adoration of the Magi late 15th century

L'Ortolano (Giovanni Battista Benvenuti)
The Adoration of the Shepherds c.1512–27

Carlo Crivelli

Madonna and Child Enthroned 1472

Raphael (Raffaello Sanzio or Santi)
Madonna and Child Enthroned with Saints c.1504

Anthony van Dyck

Virgin and Child with Saint Catherine of Alexandria

c.1630

Titian (Tiziano Vecellio) 
Madonna and Child c.1508

The Passion

The events of 

Christ’s last week 

on earth, 

including the 

Crucifixion

Ludwig Schongauer

Christ before Pilate; The Resurrection 
c.1485–90

Gerard David

The Crucifixion c.1495

El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos)
Christ Carrying the Cross c.1577–87

Follower of Bernard van Orley

Four Scenes from the Passion c.1520

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/435899
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/459016
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436096
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436502
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436966
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436509
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436523
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437231
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436051
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437372
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436262
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437824
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437639
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/436098
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/459087
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/437230


During your visit

El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos)
The Adoration of the Shepherds 

c.1605–10

Fra Angelico (Guido di Pietro)
The Crucifixion c.1420–23

Dieric Bouts

Virgin and Child c.1455–60

Raphael (Raffaello Sanzio or Santi)
The Agony in the Garden c.1504

Students are required to move around the exhibition in groups of no more than 6.

Scan QR codes in 

the exhibition to 

access the mobile 

companion site

View artworks 

tagged ‘Religion’ 

via the mobile 

companion site to 

explore more 

artworks related to 

this theme during 

your visit.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-crucifixion
https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-adoration-of-the-shepherds
https://metgoma.art/artworks/virgin-and-child-1455
https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-agony-in-the-garden
https://metgoma.art/artworks/tag:Religion


El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos)
The Adoration of the Shepherds c.1605–10

The Adoration of the Shepherds was painted numerous times by El Greco 

throughout his career. The subject occurs in pictures meant for private devotion and 

paintings intended as altarpieces. 

The shepherds arrive in Bethlehem soon after the birth of Christ. Here the gestures 

of the shepherds indicate their excitement and wonder at the birth, while a bright 

white light coming from the child focuses our attention and invites our participation in 

the scene.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-adoration-of-the-shepherds
https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-adoration-of-the-shepherds
https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-adoration-of-the-shepherds


Dieric Bouts
Virgin and Child c.1455–60

Most images of the Virgin Mary emphasise her role as Christ’s mother, showing 

her standing and holding her son. 

The manner in which Mary holds 

Christ is very particular, with certain 

poses developing into ‘types’. This 

painting is of a type known as the 

Virgin Eleousa, representing the 

compassionate side of the Virgin. 

She is shown bending to touch her 

cheek to the cheek of her child, 

who returns this affection by 

placing his arm around her neck.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/virgin-and-child-1455
https://metgoma.art/artworks/virgin-and-child-1455


Raphael (Raffaello
Sanzio or Santi)
The Agony in the 
Garden c.1504

This deceptively peaceful scene depicts the 

biblical narrative of the Agony in the Garden, a key 

moment in the life of Christ. It represents Christ’s 

final hours of freedom between the Last Supper 

and his imminent betrayal, during which he prays 

for guidance and anticipates events to come.

Christ asks God to end his suffering but 

acknowledges that he will, in the end, accept 

God’s will.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-agony-in-the-garden


Fra Angelico (Guido di Pietro)
The Crucifixion c.1420–23

Fra Angelico’s The Crucifixion depicts Christ on the cross surrounded by a 

group of Roman soldiers and small angels. In the foreground, Saint John 

clutches his hands in prayer at the sight of the Virgin Mary who has 

collapsed with grief.

Paintings of the Crucifixion were usually intended to promote reflection on 

Christ’s suffering and sacrifice for humankind. The episode is also 

connected to Christ’s resurrection and the promise of everlasting life.

https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-crucifixion
https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-crucifixion
https://metgoma.art/artworks/the-crucifixion


After your visit

Reflect on the role of religion in Renaissance Europe. How does it 

differ from the role of religion in contemporary society?

Suggestions for making activities back in the classroom:

1. Choose a scene from the life of Christ. This could be the Annunciation, 

the Nativity, Virgin and Child, or the Passion. Experiment using a range 

of materials and processes to create a contemporary version of your 

chosen scene. Consider how your interpretation might differ from 

Renaissance artists.

2. Create an artwork that expresses what faith or devotion means to you. 

https://metgoma.art/artworks/portrait-of-a-man-1470


Captions

All works Collection: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

Cover image: Caravaggio (Michelangelo Merisi) / Italy 1571–1610 / The Musicians 1597 / Oil on canvas / 92.1 x 118.4cm / Rogers Fund, 1952 / 52.81

Johannes Vermeer / The Netherlands 1632–75 / Allegory of the Catholic Faith c.1670–72 / Oil on canvas / 114.3 x 88.9cm / The Friedsam Collection, Bequest of Michael Friedsam, 1931 / 

32.100.18

El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos) / Greece 1541–1614 / The Adoration of the Shepherds c.1605–10 / Oil on canvas / 144.5 x 101.3cm; with added strips: 163.8 x 106.7cm / Rogers 

Fund, 1905 / 05.42

Dieric Bouts / The Netherlands, active by 1457; died 1475 / Virgin and Child c.1455–60 / Oil on wood / 21.6 x 16.5cm / Theodore M Davis Collection, Bequest of Theodore M Davis, 1915 / 

30.95.280 

Raphael (Raffaello Sanzio or Santi) / Italy 1483–1520 / The Agony in the Garden c.1504 / Oil on wood / 24.1 x 28.9cm / Funds from various donors, 1932 / 32.130.1 

Fra Angelico (Guido di Pietro) / Italy c.1395–1455 / The Crucifixion c.1420–23 / Tempera on wood, gold ground / 63.8 x 48.3cm / Maitland F Griggs Collection, Bequest of Maitland F Griggs, 

1943 / 43.98.5

Hugo van der Goes / The Netherlands, active by 1467; died 1482 / Portrait of a Man c.1475 / Oil on wood / Oval, overall: 31.8 x 26.7cm; painted surface: 31.8 x 26cm / HO Havemeyer 
Collection, Bequest of Mrs HO Havemeyer, 1929 / 29.100.15
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