
A Guide to the Mandorla Art Prize Theme of  
“The Resurrection” 

It is the goal of the visual arts to reach beyond a mere replication or description of 
its subject matter. Having said this we must recognise that there are many paintings 
that present Jesus rising from the tomb as if the artist were present at the event. 
Many of these paintings, while being competent representations, do not move the 
viewer. There is something lacking that is difficult to define.  On the other hand 
there are paintings that treat the same subject; there is Jesus emerging from the 
tomb with the soldiers sleeping about its base, but there is a power and a dynamism 
that is strongly affective. Such a painting is that of Piero della Francesca. 

 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Piero_della_Francesca_-_Resurrection_-_WGA17609.jpg 

Notice that the scene behind the risen Christ turns from winter to spring and also 
how Christ looks implacably at the viewer. Notice also the simplification of the 
image obtained by leaving out some of the soldier’s legs. For this painter the 
Resurrection occurs while the world (the soldiers) sleep. There is something 



awesome in this picture especially as one stands before it in the town hall of the 
village of Sansepolcro.  Being a great painter is only the beginning. Piero della 
Francesca has given us more. He has given us something transcendent and dramatic 
and it is here that the real beauty of the painting resides. He has given us infinitely 
more than a bible illustration. Such paintings as this draw the viewer into a mystery, 
into a deeper feeling for the subject matter. This is not restricted to religious art; it is 
the goal of all art. For example, a portrait is more than a likeness; it is richer than a 
photograph. 

It would have been inconceivable for Piero della Francesca to stray from the 
traditional subject matter. He could have chosen among the biblical accounts and his 
composition could be his own but he could not have presented a personal 
interpretation that was not recognisable to the viewer without explanation. The one 
constant in what we may call “old world” art is that it is immediately recognisable for 
what it is.  We can tell if a work is an Annunciation or a Crucifixion or an Adoration 
etc.  These were the set forms of all art of the time. 

Bob Booth’s painting of the Resurrection is an example of an artist choosing a 
traditional composition while using a more impressionist painterly style. 

 
http://www.trinitypaintbox.com/ 

Details are suppressed in this painting, especially that of the landscape. The risen 
Christ appears with one hand raised in blessing and the other pointing backwards 
towards the cross (in the original triptych). We identify with the witnesses one of 
whom seems knocked off his feet. The power of the painting comes from the subject 
matter, the amazed witnesses, the risen Christ but also from colours Bob has used. 
Great paintings tend never to cloy, never to be boring. They continue to fascinate. 



In our time the artist has claimed the freedom to express subject matter in his or her 
own way.  This raises the question as to the communication between the work and 
the viewer. While, traditionally, the subject matter was obvious, the new freedom of 
artistic expression has blurred this connection.  That is why it is often the case that a 
work is accompanied by a didactic that explains the work. While didactics giving 
some information about the artist, especially if historical, is helpful in giving context, 
didactics that attempt to fill the gap between the conception of the artist and the 
viewer reveal an unfortunate inability of the work to represent itself. There is the 
danger that art becomes intellectualised and that this replaces the immediate 
affective response in the viewer. 

Certainly the artist is encouraged to interpret the theme in his or her own way. That 
is not new. The art of the old world was not mere reproduction of what had gone 
before. Even the multiple Madonnas we find in the Uffizi display their own 
composition and unique beauty. The problem now is that artists do not feel 
constrained by anything that has gone before and claim the freedom to produce 
idiosyncratic works that have no relationship to the tradition. When the artist 
chooses to go down this track the onus is on the work to be recognisable as 
representing the theme to the viewer. In other words, works of art must be 
intelligible, that is a large part of their beauty. The viewer must understand what is 
being represented in order to have a response. 

It is important to stress that by setting the theme to be The Resurrection we point to 
a particular Christian tradition. This is why we supply critical biblical texts that fill out 
what we mean.  It is therefore not a good idea to take the theme to include any 
experience of rebirth or renewal. All of the recommended texts are about an “act” 
of God. It is God who raised Jesus from the dead. Our personal resurrection is 
dependent upon us dying a death like Jesus’ and experiencing a resurrection like 
his. This is filled out in the passage from Romans: 

 “For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will certainly be united 
with him in a resurrection like his. We know that our old self was crucified with him 
so that the body of sin might be destroyed, and we might no longer be enslaved to 
sin. For whoever has died is freed from sin. But if we have died with Christ, we 
believe that we will also live with him.” Rom 6:5-8 (NRSV)  

So to see resurrection being a win at Lotto or getting a new job or having a child or 
being cured of cancer etc. would not accord with the theme. The theme is very 
specific; it is the resurrection of Jesus. 



The Theme. 

The resurrection of Jesus is arguably the central focus of Christian faith. Every act of 
worship is a celebration of the resurrection. Having affirmed that, we must also say 
that it is an event that requires interpretation. It does not exist as a simple historical 
datum that signifies the resuscitation of a man once dead. Members of the Church 
are divided in their interpretation between those that understand the resurrection of 
Jesus as an actual coming alive of Jesus three days after his death. This involves 
Jesus walking around, greeting disciples and eating fish with them by the seaside.  
The other interpretation is that far from Jesus being resuscitated and returned to 
life, the resurrection represents the vindication of the one who we betrayed and 
crucified and subsequently it is this one who is present in the Spirit at every Mass 
and in every faithful sermon. In other words the resurrection is the guarantee of the 
presence of Christ in the Church into the future. 

The Mandora Art Award committee has given a variety of texts to be considered 
when approaching a work for the prize.  There are the obvious ones that come from 
the ends of the gospels but there are others that give us a broader view of what the 
resurrection of Jesus may mean. For example the picture that Ezekiel 37:1-14 gives 
of the Israel being compared to a valley of dried bones is essentially telling us that it 
is the breath of God breathed by the prophet that puts flesh and sinews and breath 
into the bones to make them again a living people. This is a potent expression of 
resurrection. 

Another example drawn from the gospel according to Luke (24:13-35) is the episode 
in which Jesus joins the disciples on the road to Emmaus. He talks to them on the 
road but is only recognised when he sits at table and breaks bread, a clear reference 
to the Eucharist.  This scene was painted twice by Caravaggio. Here is the one 
housed in the National Gallery in London. 

 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caravaggio.emmaus.750pix.jpg 



Caravaggio uses a realist style to bring out the drama of the scene provided by the 
startled expression of the two seated disciples. For the painting to be recognised as 
a resurrection appearance, the viewer must know the story of the meeting on the 
road to Emmaus. Again this is more than bible illustration. The viewer is caught up in 
the moment and may identify his or her participation in the Eucharist as being in the 
presence of Christ, a deeply moving response. 

All of the paintings above evoke deep feeling, especially for believers who can easily 
identify with the characters. This is central to the power of any art - it must excite 
feeling both via the beauty of the work and by the intelligibility of the subject. The 
art produces a response in the viewer because it resonates with something already 
present in the viewer. This is why the work must be intelligible because completely 
obscure works do not resonate, they do not have affinity with the viewer. In art, 
clarity trumps the obscure. 

All of the gospel accounts understand the resurrection of Jesus as a resurrection in 
the body.  The resurrected one is not the soul of Jesus but the one who was 
crucified. Most paintings that deal with the resurrection are true to this in that  the 
wounds in Jesus’ hands, feet and side are visible.  This is an important understanding 
because it means that this Jesus, whom we crucified and whom God raised is not a 
Jesus whose wounds have been healed and who subsequently  comes back to life.  
The risen Jesus is the crucified Jesus. 
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