Angels in Art
By Sharon Jeffus
In this first lesson of the New Year, I want to quote Billy Graham. He said, “Believers look up,
for the angels are nearer than you think... Angels often protect God’s servants from potential
enemies.” Let’s look at angels in art.
Angels are generally seen as messengers of God. They are also seen as creatures of good, spirits
of love, and messengers of the Savior Jesus Christ. When we think of the angels, we can think of
angels who were with the shepherds announcing the birth of Christ. Many people believe angels
are protecting us and are with us every day. Here is a picture of a guardian angel from a German
postcard of 1900. The artist is unknown.

In the next picture, Paul von Deschwanden pictures a guardian angel guarding a child’s sleep. I
remember a painting that my husband did of a child sleeping and an angel guarding him. The
picture was framed with a real window so it was like you were looking in a window at the scene.
It sold very quickly because it is a subject that we like to think about.

By the late 4th century, church leaders agreed that there were different categories of angels, with
appropriate missions and activities assigned to them. There was, however, and still is some
disagreement regarding the nature of angels. Many times some of us have felt visited, helped or
protected by angels. I strongly believe I was helped to find direction when lost in the woods by
an angel. Someone appeared out of nowhere and gave direction and then disappeared, after
some prayer I was able to find my way. There was no logical explanation of where he came
from or how he disappeared. Angels are very important in art. Seen below is one of Melozzo’s
musician angels from the Basilica Dei Santi Apostoli, now in St. Peter's Basilica. Do you see the
halo around the head of the angel? A halo is a ring of light that surrounds a person in art. They
have been used in the iconography and generally are in white, gold and yellow.

The earliest known representation of angels with wings is one the "Prince's Sarcophagus",
discovered in the 1930s at Sarigüzel, and attributed to the time of Theodosius I (379–395). From
that time period on, Christian art has represented angels mostly with wings and halos.
In the painting “Song of the Angels” done in 1881 by William-Adolphe Bouguereau seen below,
the angels have delicate wings and are worshipping Jesus with music. Where is the light
coming from in the picture? The center of interest is the baby Jesus. Do these angel wings look
like feathers? Was the artist able to create an implied texture look on the wings?

Saint John Chrysostom explained the significance of angels' wings:
"They manifest a nature's sublimity. That is why Gabriel is represented with wings.
Not that angels have wings, but that you may know that they leave the heights and
the most elevated dwelling to approach human nature. Accordingly, the wings
attributed to these powers have no other meaning than to indicate the sublimity of
their nature."
In terms of their clothing, angels, especially the Archangel Michael, were depicted as militarystyle agents of God and some came to be shown wearing military uniform as you can see in the
painting below by Guido Reni.

The angel looks like a Roman soldier.
In the next picture below the artist shows the angels announcing the birth of Christ to the
shepherds. The picture is by Govert Flink done in 1639 and illustrates the Bible verses about the
coming of the birth of Christ. Read Luke 2: 8-20. Which direction does the light come from?
“And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at
night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and
they were terrified. But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that
will cause great joy for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to
you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in
cloths and lying in a manger.” Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the
angel, praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest heaven,and on earth peace to those
on whom his favor rests.”

My very favorite picture of angels is by Joshua Reynolds below. He did this in the late 1700’s.
He creates lovely angel faces in a soft cloud like background. We can learn a lot about portrait
art from just looking at the picture. In this composition we see several of the principles of art.

We see variety in the faces. We see a difference in value in the background of the picture. We
see light coming from the upper left. We see unity in the underlying color of pink.

Let's practice doing an angel. You can copy a master picture and learn a lot, or you can create
your own. The following pages will help you with proportion.

We are going to talk about the medium of chalk pastels. When you use chalk pastels, you are
using an opaque medium. This means that you don't want to see the paper underneath the
pastels. A good pastel paper has a fine tooth or texture to it and many times it is a pastel color.
You draw lightly your picture on first and then you add your base color so you can blend and mix
and create an opaque image. You draw with your arm, you sketch with your arm. The color

white can be your eraser. In the first sample, I sketched the basic proportions of the face. In the
second example I added a white and golden base to the skin color and worked on the eyes.
Finally, I added more details and have begun to start creating a halo.

To become a good portrait artist you need to practice.

The Fireside Poets were a group of 19th century New England poets who adhered to poetic conventions
(standard forms, regular meter, and rhymed stanzas) and made poetry popular in America. Children
would memorize and recite their poetry and it was suitable for school and family entertainment. Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow, William Cullen Bryant, John Greenleaf Whittaker, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and
James Russell Lowell were in this group Following is one of there poems.

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote the following poem. What do you think he is saying?
He was able to rhyme every other line. Do you think that was easy to do? Write a poem about
what you think about guardian angels? Make sure that every other stanza rhymes.

Footsteps of Angels
When the hours of Day are numbered,
And the voices of the Night
Wake the better soul, that slumbered,
To a holy, calm delight;
Ere the evening lamps are lighted,
And, like phantoms grim and tall,
Shadows from the fitful firelight
Dance upon the parlor wall;
Then the forms of the departed
Enter at the open door;
The beloved, the true-hearted,
Come to visit me once more;
He, the young and strong, who cherished
Noble longings for the strife,
By the roadside fell and perished,
Weary with the march of life!
They, the holy ones and weakly,
Who the cross of suffering bore,
Folded their pale hands so meekly,
Spake with us on earth no more!
And with them the Being Beauteous,
Who unto my youth was given,
More than all things else to love me,
And is now a saint in heaven.

With a slow and noiseless footstep
Comes that messenger divine,
Takes the vacant chair beside me,
Lays her gentle hand in mine.
And she sits and gazes at me
With those deep and tender eyes,
Like the stars, so still and saint-like,
Looking downward from the skies.
Uttered not, yet comprehended,
Is the spirit's voiceless prayer,
Soft rebukes, in blessings ended,
Breathing from her lips of air.
Oh, though oft depressed and lonely,
All my fears are laid aside,
If I but remember only
Such as these have lived and died!

