
Introduction

All these likenesses seek to say that God dwells in the emptiness. They are 

good in so far as they succeed in bringing “emptiness” nearer to human 

comprehension.1 

This work illuminates the conception of Christian sacred space in Tadao Ando’s architecture, 

taking as the major object of interpretation the Church of the Light in Ibaraki, Japan 

(1989) (Figures I.1 and I.2). In interpreting Ando’s church of spatial emptiness, of particular 

interest is the Japanese religious and philosophical tradition of nothingness (mu), which 

was revived during the twentieth century by Kitarō Nishida (1870–1945) (Figure I.3), 

the Father of the Kyoto Philosophical School. This revival is characterized by renewed 

profundity and significance in an effort to confront negative facets of modernity—the 

visible substance-oriented world perspective and self-enclosed subjectivism. In a sense, 

this work is proposing a methodological re-orientation for the understanding of Ando’s 

Christian architecture with a view duly attentive to nothingness, a Japanese intellectual 

legacy equipped with distinctive implications on perception and body. Situating Ando’s 

church within the indigenous tradition is not simply reactionary; it is an acknowledgment 

of a hermeneutical principle in which tradition is seen as the ontological ground of being, 

based upon which a meaningful dialogic engagement with the other is possible. 

I.1 (facing)
Tadao Ando, interior, Church of the 
Light, Ibaraki, Osaka, 1989 

I.2 (right)
Tadao Ando, exterior, Church of the 
Light, Ibaraki, Osaka, 1989

I.3 (far right)
Kitarō Nishida, photo taken in 1938 



Despite an impression that one might receive from the title of this book, which 

conjoins nothingness and architecture, this work is not concerned with a minimalistic 

definition of Ando’s church architecture. The intention is quite the opposite. The non-

figurative, empty form and space of minimalism compensates its poverty by exhibiting 

the sensuous qualities of the materials themselves and by introducing their dramatic 

play with natural or artificial lights. While claiming its own autonomous sensuous 

beauty, the incurably theatrical setting in minimalism is necessarily conjoined with 

the disappearance of the inhabitant and, along with it, the disappearance of the rich 

traces and spectrum of life transcending the self-narcissistic aesthetic pleasure: the 

excessive play of reflectivity in the lobby of the Hotel in Lucerne (2000), Switzerland, 

by Jean Nouvel; the fashion boutiques by John Pawson in New York and London, 

which present a “flowing opalescent space anchored in places by monolithic pieces of 

furniture and divided … by translucent screens”;2 and the Prada Store in Tokyo (2003) 

I.4
Tadao Ando, view of the courtyard 
from the dinning Area, Azuma House, 
Osaka, 1976
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by Herzog and de Meuron, a crystal made of curved and diamond-shaped panes of 

glass. In particular, within such minimalism as Pawson’s—whether it is a residence or 

a boutique—aestheticism disguises itself as a secularized religious code. In contrast, 

though restrained at first glance, Ando’s architecture—whether a residence such as 

the Azuma House (1976) (Figures I.4 and I.5) or a religious building such as the Church 

of the Light—is not an empty aesthetic code. Nor is it concerned with an uninhibited, 

hypnotizing sensuousness of architectural materials themselves. Rather, it is a capacity 

to receive not only the ever-changing natural light and the manifestation of material 

qualities, but also their sublimation into a narrative that aspires to a larger horizon of 

humanity including the ethical and the spiritual. 

In this context, the concern of this work is how nothingness, with its implications 

on perception and body, renews the figurative and corporeal performance of architecture, 

particularly in the context of Christian architecture. The reason why this work concerns 

itself with the power of figures partly comes from its major object of interpretation, the 

Church of the Light, a Protestant church that presents a distinguishing cross of light. 

The architectural quality of the church in the shape of a rectangular monolithic box is 

certainly restrained and even minimal. Its simplicity thus marks a striking contrast with, for 

instance, Le Corbusier’s (1887–1965) Chapel of Notre Dame-de-Haut at Ronchamp (1954) 

(Figures I.6–I.8), the representative Christian church of the post-war period, which invites 

a visitor into an incessant concatenation of images ranging from Pagan mythology to 

those of traditional church architecture including the catacomb and Noah’s ark. Despite 

the restrained approach based upon salient poverty of association, however, Ando 

accepted—or had to accept—the cross, the universal symbol of Christianity. What ensues 

is an intriguing integration, or conflict if you like, between the reductive ideal of emptiness 

predicated upon the removal of representational attributes from architectural elements 

and that of icons and figures, on the one hand, and the cross of light, on the other. How 

can we come to terms with these two seemingly incompatible attitudes between the 

reductive and the figurative? If there is any consistency between them, it means that the 

cross that shines in the emptiness is not the cross that the reductive procedure would take 

as the object of riddance. The investigation presented here looks into this ontological 

shift of the cross in the emptiness, transcending the dichotomy between the minimalistic 

and the figurative, and the architecture of silence and that of parlance. 

Nothingness is a unique linguistic device. Its genesis out of a “metaphorical 

twist,”3 which joins together the two opposing semantic directions of “nothing” and 

I.5
Tadao Ando, plan and axonometric, 
Azuma House, Osaka, 1976
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“ness,” liberates the term from the confines of linguistic scientificity. Instead, it reveals 

itself as referring to a form of reality, an experiential horizon. Nothingness is a point where 

language itself becomes aware of its inability to convey true reality; yet, by that same 

token, it breaks off the precinct bound by rational linguistics and points toward the deep 

stream of reality. Nothingness thus baffles the Aristotelian prejudice of language as the 

primary mode of knowing true reality,4 while lending itself, like a Zen koan that frustrates 

the intellect yet is nevertheless made up of words, as an inevitable means of conveying 

the unspeakable. Only in this redefined state of language, nothingness as a conceptual 

means operates as an aperture to what is elusive and to what cannot be framed, 

conceptualized, or intellectualized. From a different perspective, then, nothingness as 

a term exists on account of, or emerges from, the possibility in which the untamable, 

active reality articulates itself in temporality into the realm of the conceptual. 

Strangely, the challenge that nothingness poses to linguistic scientificity 

is simultaneously the index of its success as a linguistic device. Nothingness not only 

overcomes any nihilistic connotation of the true reality as a void from which things 

are completely evacuated, in that nothingness is not simply nothing, but it also 

outmaneuvers any characterization of itself as an objectifiable concept or entity before 

the disengaged subject of reflection, in that nothingness is not something which can be 

regarded objectively. For Nishida, one way to escape this conundrum of double binding 

—nothingness is neither nothing nor something, or it is nothing and at the same time 

something—is to consider nothingness as “the ultimate place”5 of experience, on which 

the subject of judgment himself stands and, furthermore, from which the perceiving 

subject and the object to be perceived emerge concurrently. The metaphor of “the 

ultimate place” is particularly advantageous because, while being existent, it is also non-

existent; the subject of judgment is situated within itself, resulting in the impossibility of 

its objectification by the subject in whatever manner. Nothingness is thus an experiential 

horizon that embraces both the objectifying subject and the object as unified, internally 

transcending the dichotomy between the two parties. 

Nishida’s nothingness, which was formulated around 1926 with his writing 

“Place (Basho)” and developed until his death in 1945, gave rise to two cultural 

ramifications in post-war Japan. His comprehension of nothingness as the ultimate 

concrete universal from which, through the logic of reciprocal negation, individual 

particulars emerge in their concreteness, operated as the bridge between Buddhism 

and Christianity, characterized by the theology of the self-transcending love of Agape. 

I.6
Le Corbusier, exterior, Notre Dame de 
Haut, Ronchamp, France, 1954

I.7
Le Corbusier, entrance view, Notre Dame 
de Haut, Ronchamp, France, 1954

I.8
Le Corbusier, interior, Notre Dame de 
Haut, Ronchamp, France, 1954 
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It also affected the emergence of an art movement called the School of Things (Mono-

ha). This art movement was vigorously active from the late 1960s to the early 1970s as 

a remarkable avant-garde current in modern Japan and, more largely, in East Asia.6 In 

terms of practice, this art movement was initiated with Nobuo Sekine’s 1968 Phase-Earth 

(Isō-daich), a “huge cylinder built of packed soil that rose beside a cylindrical hole in the 

earth” presented in Sumarikyu park, Kobe (Figure I.9).7 Yet, the emergence of the School 

of Things was not through the presence of this work itself, but through its criticism made 

by Ufan Lee, a Korea-born philosopher and artist. His consequent writings and criticisms, 

combined with practices, shaped a cohesive datum bringing together younger artists 

especially of Tama Art University in Tokyo.8 His criticism of Nihongainenha, or Japanese 

Conceptual Art, and of such Western art practices as Earth Work, Minimalism and Pop 

Art, saw them to be still in one way or another the products of a disguised form of the 

representational will of the anthropocentric subject. 

In order to propose an alternative to what he considered unsatisfactory 

contemporary art movements within and beyond Japan, Lee adopted Nishida’s philosophy 

of “the place of absolute nothingness (zettaimu no basho)” and its implication on perception 

and body. Through this philosophical scaffolding, Lee and other artists of the School of 

Things practiced “structuralization of the state in which mono reveals its existence”9 and 

in which the mediating role of the human body in one’s perception of the world is re-

instated and enhanced. Under the concept of “structuring emptiness,” they envisioned the 

restoration of perceptual depth where dichotomous semiotic representation is overcome 

through shintaise, the co-originating corporeal fabric between subject and object. This kind 

of practice was one of architecture, rather than of art—art in its traditional sense indicating 

the masterly creation of two- or three-dimensional objects—in that it was focused on the 

provision of a new type of place. This rather architectural movement was publicized not only 

through media internal to the art world such as Bijutsutechō, but also through Space Design, 

an architectural magazine established in 1965 with an inter-disciplinary cultural vision, in 

the hope of rectifying the direction taken by Shinkenchiku and Kenchikubunka, which it 

saw to be too purely architectural.10 Its cultural importance notwithstanding, the School 

of Things was first, and probably last, mentioned by Arata Isozaki within the discipline of 

architecture and especially in relation to Ando’s architecture. In his “A Refreshing Breeze in 

Japanese Architecture (Une brise rafraîchissante dans l’architecture japonaise)” published in 

1985, Isozaki briefly introduced this art movement as the cultural backdrop which had an 

impact on the advent of Ando’s restrained residences of the 1970s.11

I.9
Nobuo Sekine, Phase-Earth (Isō-daichi), 
Sumarikyu Park, Kobe, 1968
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This work’s adoption of Nishida’s nothingness as the interpretive framework 

for the Church of the Light is based upon this historical context of post-war Japan. To be 

sure, this historiography is not so much about defining how the church emerges from 

the two-fold cultural backdrop—theological and architectural—as about repositioning 

Ando’s Christian architecture within the legacy of Nishida’s idea of nothingness. In other 

words, the church is not simply a perfunctory echo of the post-war cultural milieu, 

but, as Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1900–2002) hermeneutics would suggest, entails a 

hermeneutic dimension in which Ando embraced Christianity by taking the tradition 

as the ground of understanding and by being rooted in it. The molding of the church is 

a creative linguistic event of interpretation, arising from the common ground between 

nothingness, on which Ando stood, and the God of Christianity, as re-introduced to East 

Asia with the inception of modernization during the second third of the nineteenth 

century. Of course, nothingness, as originating from the ancient Indian religious teaching 

of śūnyatā, or emptiness, which later came to be incorporated into nothingness when 

Mahayana Buddhism was transmitted from India to East Asia, and the God of Christianity 

would present their own particularities towards each other, even those incompatible 

ones. However, as Gadamer elaborated, this kind of cultural encounter at the level of 

hermeneutic understanding, which “always involves rising to a higher universality 

that overcomes not only our own particularity but also that of the other,”12 engenders 

a synthesis mediated through their common ground. It is through this fusion of the 

horizon of a tradition, or nothingness, in this case, and that of the other, or the God of 

Christianity, that the other becomes meaningful to Ando. It is this emerging common 

ground between the positive prejudices of the author and the other that opens a 

dialectical structure of experience between the two parties.13 

In this way, Ando’s church architecture results in one of the most interesting 

inter-cultural phenomena between East Asia and the West during the modern period. 

It would be hasty to assume that the Church of the Light was the only meaningful inter-

cultural product in the history of Christian architecture of East Asia. Since St. Francis 

Xavier (1506–1552), one of those who vowed himself on Montmarte to the service of 

God with St. Ignatius of Loyola (1491–1557), and Matteo Ricci (1552–1610), the first grain 

of Christianity indigenous to East Asia, opened the gate to evangelize the Far East in 

the sixteenth century, there must have been various versions of the inter-cultural 

encounter in the realm of architecture. In Japan’s case, while pre-modern examples are 

not existent, there have been numerous churches since the Meiji Restoration (1868) that 

I.10
Ohno Kyōkai, exterior, near Nagasaki

I.11
Ohno Kyōkai, interior, near Nagasaki





address this cultural encounter. Examples include: Ohno Kyōkai (1893) (Figures I.10 and 

I.11) by a French Father, near Nagasaki, built in rustic stone masonry, punctuated with 

windows for the exterior and a restrained composition between wood and pilaster for 

the interior; Furue Kyōkai (1899) (Figure I.12) near Hirado, a Minka (Japanese farm house) 

style church; Yamada Kyōkai (1912) (Figures I.13 and I.14) near Hirado, designed and built 

by Tetsugawa Yusuke, a local non-Christian carpenter, in Japanese carpentry imitating 

Gothic and Romanesque motifs, such as the wooden square pillar attached with four 

shafts, arches, and quartered rib-vaults; and, lastly, the Anglican Church (1930) (Figure 

I.15) in Nara, built by Kichitarou Ohoki, a local Christian carpenter, in a style alluding to a 

I.12
Furue Kyōkai, exterior, near Hirado

I.13
Yamada Kyōkai, exterior, near Hirado

I.14
 Yamada Kyōkai, interior, near Hirado
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Buddhist temple inside and outside. One can also add Antonin Raymond’s (1888–1976) 

St. Paul’s Catholic Church (1935) (Figures I.16 and I.17) in Karuizawa, in which Raymond 

and his wife adopted the local carpentry in their conviction that traditional Japanese 

architecture was already a realization of the ideal of European modernism. Yet, these 

churches do not seem to reach as high a realm as the cultural encounter between 

East and West could. Although Raymond’s case was controversial, in most cases the 

encounter was achieved at the level of imitation of forms with a different materialistic 

I.15
Anglican Church, exterior, Nara

I.16
Antonin Raymond, exterior, St. Paul’s 
Catholic Church, Karuizawa, 1935

I.17
Antonin Raymond, interior, St. Paul’s 
Catholic Church, Karuizawa, 1935
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and technical base, in which the two worlds were not led to a kind of synthesis to open 

a third horizon of creativity. Furthermore, some of the churches, such as the Anglican 

Church in Nara, were shaped more by governmental regulation under the increasingly 

nationalistic tendency of pre-war Japan, than by a clear cultural perspective towards the 

inter-cultural encounter.

Compared with these precedents, however, Ando’s church architecture 

presents a different level of encounter between East and West. Enacting the fusion 

of the two horizons of nothingness and the God of Christianity through the language 

of architecture, it leads the inter-cultural encounter to a realm of creativity which 

goes beyond the dichotomous framework between the two worlds. Metaphorically 

speaking, if the churches aforementioned present syntheses at the level of addition and 

subtraction, Ando’s is a chemical synthesis, the decomposition of which into its original 

components, once realized, is not possible any longer.14

This study sees Ando’s church as influenced by Nishida’s religious and 

philosophical idea of nothingness, yet, as briefly commented, does not consider it 

as a mechanical reflection of the idea. While inspired by nothingness, Ando’s church 

orients towards what Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961) in his later work called the 

“background of silence,” that which exists before parole is uttered.15 Nishida’s philosophy 

of nothingness is also an articulation of this silence. This pristine meaning (sens), or the 

silence, is pre-linguistic and, accordingly, escapes the grip of normal verbalization, which, 

in Nishida’s efforts to convey the logic of life and that of nothingness, discloses itself 

only in the form of oxymoron and paradox. Architecture does not merely mirror and 

reflect what the thinker has described verbally, but participates in the articulation of this 

silence with its unique formal and spatial medium. Seen from a diametrically reversed 

point of view, the original meaning, or the background of silence, is shared and reveals 

itself, though never fully, through individual realms of humanity such as philosophy and 

architecture. This implies that, in one’s experience of the world, the linguistic and the 

perceptual complement each other in an asymmetrical reversibility,16 if the meaning 

of philosophy is conveyed through the linguistic, and architecture, the perceptual. 

The perceptual as the vehicle of meaning in the complementary relationship with the 

linguistic effectuates the articulation of the silence by an architecture at the moment 

when Nishida had no choice but to adopt expressions in oxymoron and paradox. This 

work is an illumination of how Ando’s church of empty space reaches this level of the 

perceptual, as a result, not only to mark a new horizon in the history of Christian church 
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architecture, but also to complement and enrich Nishida’s philosophy of “the place of 

nothingness.”

Lastly, I would like to comment on the structure of the book. The first chapter 

discusses the significance and origin of the spatial emptiness as manifested in the 

Church of the Light by referring to the history of Judaism, Byzantine Christianity and 

Protestantism. This part also pays attention to the fact that the church presents not only 

a spatial emptiness, but also a characteristic cross of emptiness. The emptiness is then 

not merely iconoclastic or symbolic of God who has (temporarily) withdrawn from the 

human sight. Rather, it functions as the preliminary stage for a renewed presence of 

the cross. The second chapter starts with an argument: despite the validity of situating 

the Church of the Light within the history of Judaism and Christianity, the dramatic 

spatial emptiness integrated with an unprecedented cross of emptiness should also 

be understood from the perspective that takes into consideration cultural conditions 

latent within modern Japan. In this context, I discuss the School of Things (Mono-ha) 

and its criticism of the degradation of figures into representational signs. I also discuss 

the School’s espousal of Nishida’s philosophy of nothingness and shintai, the Japanese 

term meaning body, and their effort to restore the corporeal efficacy of the figures. The 

third chapter explains Nishida’s philosophy of nothingness, its related notion of shintai, 

and, lastly, the relationship between Nishida’s nothingness and Christian theology. 

The fourth chapter situates Ando’s anti-figurative attitude in reference to the post-war 

cultural milieu characterized by the presence of the School of Things. Ando rejects 

figures as understood at the level of the semiotic dichotomy between the deciphering 

subject and the object of signification. His primary concern is not the signification of 

a figure, but its corporeal performance and efficacy that are apprehended through 

shintai. This chapter also discusses modern perceptions of the cross in Japan: seeing it 

as a romantic emblem of Christianity as attested by the proliferation of cross-bearing 

wedding chapels, and Zen Buddhism’s accusation of the cross as a symbol of barbarism. 

The first view renders the cross as a sign of the enviable and still exotic West before 

which non-believers vow their marriage because the wedding style “looks nice.” The 

cross now becomes a senseless signifier and a contrivance to promote consumerism. 

The second view senses the corporeal efficacy of the cross, yet only in unbearable and 

unimaginable pains. How the cross of emptiness responds to these conditions is part of 

the topic of the chapter. The primary task of the last chapter is to discuss the resonance 

between the cross dawning in the darkness and the shintai of the perceiver in order to 
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illustrate how the efficacy of the vertical posture of the cross indivisibly integrated with 

penetrating light is corporeally apprehended.

In its nature, the first chapter is theological and architectural. The second chapter 

discusses the history and theory of an art movement. The third chapter is philosophical 

and theological, yet with a significant lesson on the conception of the body as based on 

nothingness. The fourth and the fifth chapters are architectural. At the end of the book is 

a text of my interview with Ando in which he discusses his view of Christian sacred space 

in reference to nothingness.
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kind of linguistic determinism, Merleau-

Ponty sees the perceptual act and the 

linguistic expression as emerging from 

the play between the Verborgenheit and 

Unverborgenheit of silence, and their 

“folding over” on each other. Borrowing 

Ohtaki Musubu’s words, however, this 

“folding-over,” or “reversibility,” is not 

symmetrical, but asymmetrical, in which 

a coincidence between them, even if it 

exists, is only partial, and the remaining 

realm of silence can become meaningful 

only through this mutual uneven folding. 

The perceptual and the linguistic, in this 

“folding-over,” do not define and regulate 

each other. Rather, one expands the 

horizon of the other, and enlivens the 

sedimented thickness of the Lebenswelt in 

turn. Accordingly, language for Merleau-

Ponty is not merely “the translation or 

cipher of an original text,” but an allusion 

to silence, or the meaning beyond sign, 

which is disillusioned with the fantasy of 

the complete expression. Maurice Merleau-

Ponty, Signs, p. 43; Ohtaki Musubu, 
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“Psychoanalysis and Ontology: Lacan, 

Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty,” Immersing 

in the Concrete: Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

in the Japanese Perspective, ed. Anna-

Teresa Tymieniecka and Shoichi Matsuba, 

Dordrecht, Boston, London: Kluwer 

Academic Publishers, 1998, pp. 204–210.
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Chapter 1 
Emptiness and Christianity

When one uses the words beauty of holiness, one can call this kind of 

expressing the holy: “beauty of emptiness.” This emptiness is not an 

emptiness by privation, but it is an emptiness by inspiration. It’s not an 

emptiness where we feel empty, but it is an emptiness where we feel 

that the empty space is filled with the presence of that which cannot be 

expressed in any finite form.1 

 

Emptiness within Christianity
The Church of the Light (1989), like the Chapel of Notre Dame-de-Haut (1954), positions 

the altar at the lowest point of the chapel, which symbolizes, in the words of Reverand 

Noboru Karukome of the church, “Jesus Christ who came down to the lowest of all.” 2 

While this treatment is symptomatic of the post-war disenchantment of humanity 

based on the tragic end of unconstrained technology, it gives rise to the formation of 

the sense of oneness between the congregation and the altar. Spatial emptiness of the 

church further strengthens this oneness, an emptiness emerging from its monolithic 

construction and the astounding stripping of images, icons, and figures from the body of 

the church. If one puts aside for a moment the crux of the empty cross, which integrates 

the iconic referential value with the corporeal phenomenal thickness of light, the church 

appears certainly restrained, or even anti-figurative. 

The stress on empty space in the Church of the Light, a church belonging to 

the United Church of Christ in Japan, which was founded in 1942,3 may be explained by 

the minimalistic and ascetic tradition of Christianity—including Protestantism. The idea 

of reductive spatial emptiness in the history of Christianity can be traced back to ancient 

Judaism. The self-definition of God in a tautological phrase of “I AM WHO I AM” as well as 

His command not to make “a carved image or any likeness of anything in heaven above 

or on earth beneath or in the waters under the earth,”4 for fear of falling to idolatry, 

demanded emptiness in the space of worship.5 

The ideal of emptiness, though never articulated as such, underlay the 

iconoclastic discourse of the eighth-century Byzantine Empire. The iconoclasts’ 

arguments depended upon the authority of the Old Testament commandment against 

making images in reverence of God for fear of replacing the invisible God with idolatrous 

images of gentile gods and goddesses. This iconoclastic argument was further supported 

by New Testament passages, such as “No one has ever seen God.” 6 Paul the Apostle’s 

lamentation on the exchange of the invisible and immortal God “for images that looked 
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like mortal human beings, birds, four-footed animals, and reptiles,” a replacement of the 

Creator with created things, further supported this iconoclastic perspective.7 According 

to this standpoint, God—the invisible, incorporeal, uncircumscribable Supreme Being—

should not be depicted in any tangible material form. The iconoclasts believed such 

depiction not only distorts and humanizes the divine features of the Supreme Being, but 

also leads one astray through the seductive, and even erotic, beauty of the image.8 

Representation of Jesus Christ, the Son of the Supreme Being, became a 

critical issue between iconoclasts and iconophiles. The iconoclasts saw the doctrine of 

incarnation as insubstantial evidence for the creation of images. Any image that depicted 

Jesus with a physiognomic resemblance to human beings was seen to invite a heretical 

definition of Jesus as strictly human, not divine. The image, they believed, misconstrued 

the hypostatic unity of Jesus between the human and the divine. For iconoclasts, the 

humanity of Jesus was absorbed by, or sublimated into, his divinity once his glorified 

resurrection was accomplished. Of course, this position was criticized by the opponents 

of iconoclasm as failing to see the mystery of the incarnation, and as falling into the 

Nestorian heresy of disjoining the consubstantial state of Christ into the human and the 

divine.9

Entering into the period of the Reformation, iconoclasm was an attitude 

generally shared by the Protestant faith, although it would be simplistic to present 

Protestantism as fundamentally opposed to representational art.10 Reformists including 

Martin Luther (1483–1546) and Jean Calvin (1509–1564) implicitly supported iconoclastic 

measures by regarding the issue of images as being subaltern to one’s faith in God. Still, 

they did not reject the didactic and propagandistic role of images for Protestantism 

especially during the early moments of the revolution. The famous argument by Luther—

calling for the destruction of images merely corroborated superstitious and puerile 

beliefs in the power of images and indicated a shallowness of faith—rendered marginal 

the spiritual significance of images compared with the primacy of the Word.11 Luther 

differentiated his position from Protestant iconoclasts such as Andreas Bodenstein von 

Karlstadt (1486–1541) by promulgating the principle of liberty granted to man through 

the grace of God, which set the adoption of images to be a matter of choice through free 

will. Even then, however, he did not condemn those who destroyed idolatrous paintings 

and statues “in an orderly fashion” and “by duly constituted authority,” suggesting less 

his own form of iconoclasm than a disdain for the violence led by mob psychology.12 

In contrast, Karlstadt, Luther’s professorial colleague at the university in Wittenberg 
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and a zealous rival on the issue of Protestant iconoclasm, disapproved of the Orthodox 

position that what is venerated is not the depicted image itself, but the prototype it 

represents.13 Partly fearful of his own susceptibility to the idolatrous power of images, he 

maintained “the total abolition of statuary and figurative paintings in the churches.” 14 

Huldrych Zwingli (1484–1531) also opposed the potentially fetishistic idolatry by 

cataloguing the manifold cultic acts evident in public devotion, acts that suggested a 

belief in images themselves as having the power of forgiving sins and of leading the 

devotees to salvation.15

Erwin Panofsky’s (1892–1968) insights into the relationship between Protestant 

faith and art during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Europe are notable 

for observing the influence of the Protestant iconoclastic tendency on the concept of 

spatial emptiness. Based on a territorial common ground “more or less coextensive with 

that of the Germanic tongue,” and hyperborean spiritual common ground, Panofsky 

cautiously elucidated the intrinsic affinities between Protestant faith and Protestant 

art: first, “individualism in artistic, intellectual and spiritual matters,” which balances 

“regimentation in the political sphere”; and, second, “quietism or introspectiveness 

based on the insurmountable feeling that the soul is not at home in the body.” 16 These 

two conditions promoted individual interpretations of the Bible and the creations of 

prints for personal veneration, rather than paintings and sculptures in their grandiose 

richness and frames. In addition, this quietism or introspectiveness gave rise to what 

Panofsky called the “eloquence of silence” found in the late works of Rembrandt van 

Rijn (1606–1669) (Figure 1.1), “particularly when the stories told in the Old Testament 

are rendered.” 17 This quality of silence and tranquility emerged from the subdued 

monochromatic background combined with suppressed acts of the depicted figures. 

According to Panofsky, one’s perception of these kinds of works leads to personal 

absorption, rather than ecstasy in unison with the transcendental power emanating 

from images of Jesus Christ and the saints. The fundamental alteration of the relationship 

between God and the human being that is evident in the transition from the public realm 

of icon worship to the private realm of sereneness contributes, if not directly, to the idea of 

sacred emptiness. This transition is, at the very least, conducive to the emergence of the 

church in “eloquence of silence,” purged of paintings, sculptures, and other potentially 

clamorous objects, while confirming the primacy of the Word to be sonorous in the 

silence. It was this thrust towards silence that drove Protestant iconoclasts to demolish 

stained glass windows, paintings, and sculptures from Catholic churches, while creating 




