SOURCES ANALYSIS: RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY IN ART

Religion and spirituality are a source of inspiration for many artists. Through different experiences (whether overtly religious or not), spirituality can be portrayed by the artist and evoked in the viewer.

Many Australians are drawn to express their spirituality in artistic ways through art, dance, music, drama and poetry, for example. This allows both artist and viewer to connect with this spirituality; with each person’s own element of God.

The Australian Blake Prize for religious Art shows the importance of Religious Art in Australian society. It was named after the mystic artist and writer William Blake who was creative rather than adhering to any particular dogma. In this competition, artists try to find a visual means of expressing their deeply held understandings and beliefs, which they can express in innovative ways. After the final judging, their work travels all over Australia giving many viewers a chance to reflect on what the artist has tried to convey. The artists have assurance that their interpretations of religion through art will reach many people. 

Last year’s winner of the Blake Prize, was Sydney artist Angelica Mesiti –with a 10-minute slow-motion video of entranced faces and ecstatic expressions of young people in a music-festival crowd, Rapture (silent anthem). Her win shows the changing nature of religious art in Australia. When a viewer watches Mesiti’s video, there is nothing overtly religious depicted, but there is something very spiritual in the expressions on young faces depicted in a music audience. The way Mesiti had captured the movement of peoples’ hands also reminds the viewer of gestures of prayer (something specifically religious). Both the upturned faces and hands may be evocative of the “wholly other”, a sacred realm spoken about Rudolf Otto, a prominent religious theorist who emphasised the unique and essentially non-rational nature of religious reality, one he saw as irreducible to other elements.

Not many Australian churches that I have visited display contemporary modern art, as most are decorated with more conventional images, symbols and statues. In the Church we visited, the Catholic Church of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart at Henley Beach, there are modern abstract images that are very beautiful and very evocative of the realm of the sacred. The most striking image is the crucifix in the centre of the church, unlike any I have seen before, as it is uplifting, and conveying of joy rather than of suffering. This is done through the use of beautiful light colours, and a sculpture that is literally lifted up towards the church’s high ceiling with a figure of a joyful Jesus. Our parishioner guide explained that this figure was deliberately carved in a joyful way to depict the resurrection of Jesus rather than emphasising the suffering on the cross, something that has been the focus of the Catholic Church for centuries. The sculpture also draws your attention to the high stained glass windows which depict the sea and a beautiful rising sun, another symbol of resurrection.  

In fact, the subtle symbols of the deep blue sea and the rich golden-red sun made me think more about the idea of death and resurrection than any reading of text books or more traditional paintings (such as those by Bellini, El Greco, or Rembrandt)
 could do. Everyday the sun sets, or “dies”, disappearing out of sight, only to rise again each morning, beginning each day anew.  

Religious art allows us to speculate on the mystery of life, while also helping us to appreciate the deeply held perceptions of people different to us without needing to agree with their ideas. Art has always had a close relationship to religious expression, and is a medium suited to exploring the many diverse, creative paths that people take on their life journey.
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 Religion Studies

	
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Investigation and Application
	Analysis and Evaluation
	Reflection

	A
	Insightful explanation of different religious beliefs, perspectives, and experiences, within and across traditions.

Clear and in-depth knowledge and perceptive understanding of religious and spiritual ideas, concepts, and issues in selected sources.
	Sustained and logical development and application of appropriate investigation methods, including highly productive use of inquiry skills.

Insightful and appropriate application of knowledge and understanding of religions and spiritualities in local and global contexts.

In-depth investigation and detailed explanation of a range of religious and spiritual phenomena.

Well-informed, clear, and well-structured communication, and well-reasoned presentation of conclusions.
	Perceptive and critical analysis of religious and spiritual ideas, concepts, and issues in selected sources.

In-depth and well-informed analysis of the various ways in which religion and spirituality in Australia have an impact on, and are influenced by, sociocultural, historical, and/or political events and attitudes.
Insightful and critical evaluation of definitions of religion and spirituality.
	Insightful and critical reflection on the personal significance of religions and spiritualities in traditional and contemporary societies.

Well-informed and perceptive consideration and explanation of the social significance of religions and spiritualities in traditional and contemporary societies.

Well-informed and perceptive exploration of the relevance of religions and spiritualities in contemporary Australia.

	B
	Well-considered explanation of different religious beliefs, perspectives, and experiences, within and across traditions.

Mostly clear and detailed knowledge and well-informed understanding of religious and spiritual ideas, concepts, and issues in selected sources.
	Clear development and application of appropriate investigation methods, including productive use of inquiry skills.

Well-considered and appropriate application of knowledge and understanding of religions and spiritualities in local and global contexts.

Some depth of investigation and accurate explanation of a range of religious and spiritual phenomena.

Mostly well-informed, clear and structured communication, and reasoned presentation of conclusions. 
	Clear and critical analysis of religious and spiritual ideas, concepts, and issues in selected sources.

Detailed and well-informed analysis of the various ways in which religion and spirituality in Australia have an impact on, and are influenced by, sociocultural, historical, and/or political events and attitudes.

Considered and critical evaluation of definitions of religion and spirituality.
	Thoughtful and critical reflection on the personal significance of religions and spiritualities in traditional and contemporary societies.

Well-informed consideration and explanation of the social significance of religions and spiritualities in traditional and contemporary societies.

Well-informed exploration of the relevance of religions and spiritualities in contemporary Australia.

	C
	Some considered explanation of different religious beliefs, perspectives, and experiences, within and across traditions.

Generally relevant knowledge and informed understanding of religious and spiritual ideas, concepts, and issues in selected sources.
	Competent development and application of appropriate investigation methods, including generally productive use of inquiry skills.

Appropriate application of knowledge and understanding of religions and spiritualities in local and global contexts.

Competent investigation and explanation of a range of religious and spiritual phenomena. Explanation may include some inaccuracies.

Generally informed, clear, and structured communication, with some reasoned conclusions. 
	Generally clear analysis of religious and spiritual ideas, concepts, and issues in selected sources.

Informed analysis of some of the ways in which religion and spirituality in Australia have an impact on, and are influenced by, sociocultural, historical, and/or political events and attitudes.

Some critical evaluation of definitions of religion and spirituality, tending towards description.
	Considered reflection on the personal significance of religions and spiritualities in traditional and contemporary societies.

Generally informed consideration and explanation of the social significance of religions and spiritualities in traditional and contemporary societies.

Informed exploration of the relevance of religions or spiritualities in contemporary Australia.

	D
	Description of aspects of more than one religious belief, perspective, or experience, within or across tradtitions.

Identification and some consideration of one or more religious and/or spiritual ideas, concepts, or issues in a selected source or sources.
	Application of aspects of an investigation method, including inconsistent use of some inquiry skills.

Application of some basic knowledge of religions or spiritualities in local and global contexts.

Partial investigation and explanation of aspects of religious and spiritual phenomena, with limited detail and some inaccuracies.

Disjointed and partly informed communication, with inclusion of some summary comments.
	Description and some attempted analysis or consideration of aspects of religious or spiritual ideas, concepts and issues, with partial reference to sources.

Description and some attempted analysis or consideration of one or more ways in which religion and spirituality in Australia have an impact on, and are influenced by, events or attitudes.

Some recognition and description of definitions of religion or spirituality.
	Some reflection on the personal significance of religions or spiritualities in traditional and contemporary societies.

Some basic consideration and description of the social significance of a religion or spirituality in a traditional and contemporary society.

Partial exploration of the relevance of religions or spiritualities in contemporary Australia.

	E
	Identification of one or more beliefs, perspectives, or experiences, in a religious tradition.

Limited consideration of any religious or spiritual ideas, concepts, or issues in a selected source.
	Attempted application of aspects of an investigation method, including identification of one or more sources of information.

Attempted application of some emerging awareness of religions or spiritualities.

Communication of some awareness of a religious phenomenon.

Attempted communication of limited information.
	Attempted description of a religious or spiritual idea, concept, or issue, with limited reference to any sources of information.

Description of limited aspects of religion or spirituality in Australia.

Listing of some definitions of religion or spirituality.
	Recognition of the personal significance of an aspect of religion or spirituality in traditional or contemporary societies.

Limited consideration of the social significance of religions or spiritualities in traditional or contemporary societies.

Attempted exploration of an aspect of the relevance of religion or spirituality in contemporary Australia.


Knowledge and Understanding


Insightful explanation of the perspectives of religious art.





Analysis and Evaluation


Perceptive critical analysis and evaluation of religious and spiritual ideas and concepts in selected sources.


In-depth and well informed analysis of how religion and spirituality impact on and are influenced by socio-cultural factors.





Additional comments


A review of the analysis provides evidence of:


sustained and logical development and application of appropriate investigation methods, including highly productive use of inquiry skills. (Investigation and Application)


knowledge and understanding at an A level.


Although explanation of a range of religious and spiritual phenomena is not evident in this task, on balance, the response displays in-depth investigation and accurate and detailed explanation of religious symbolism in art. 








� http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Rudolf_Otto


� http://www.bible-art.info/Resurrection.htm
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