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Introduction
Visual theology, unlike simple religious art or devotional imagery, denotes the deliberate 
incorporation of visual representation within the core framework of Christian doctrinal 
comprehension and spiritual practice. This study defines ‘visual theology in crisis’ as the 
disintegration of the medieval synthesis that had effectively unified artistic representation with 
theological education, devotional practice and ecclesiastical authority for almost a 1000 years. The 
crisis emerged not only as destructive iconoclasm but also as the disintegration of a cohesive 
theoretical framework that had validated the spiritual significance of material representation and 
positioned visual imagery as an essential element of genuine Christian worship and the 
dissemination of religious knowledge. The medieval visual theological framework was predicated 
on the belief that divine truth could be genuinely conveyed through material representations, 
establishing a complex system that included Gregory the Great’s notion of images as ‘books for 
the illiterate’ (Pelikan 2008:158), Thomas Aquinas’s scholastic differentiations of various forms 
of veneration and the pragmatic incorporation of artistic programmes into liturgical cycles and 
devotional practices that organised the religious lives of common Christians. The Protestant 
challenge fundamentally undermined this system by questioning not only specific images or 
their potential for misuse but also the foundational theological premise that material 
representation could function as a valid medium for divine interaction. This created a crisis that 
necessitated Christian communities to either reconstruct visual theology on entirely new 
principles or forgo the visual aspect of religious practice entirely. This crisis elicited varied 

For nearly a 1000 years, Christian religious iconography representing Jesus Christ, the Virgin 
Mary, and biblical figures functioned as vital tools for worship, devotion, and doctrinal 
instruction in Western Christianity. These visual representations, including illuminated 
manuscripts, stained-glass windows, sculptural altarpieces, and devotional paintings, served 
as ‘books for the uneducated’ and focal points for spiritual reflection throughout the medieval 
Catholic Church. The 16th-century Protestant Reformation radically contested the theological 
legitimacy and spiritual efficacy of religious imagery, engendering substantial disputes 
between traditional visual devotional practices and nascent reformer theology. This discussion 
highlighted concerns over the appropriate use of imagery in Christian worship, the distinction 
between devotion and idolatry, and the primacy of visual versus textual religious instruction. 
This study investigates key European locations during the Protestant Reformation (1517–1648), 
analysing theological texts, iconoclastic movements, and artistic production in Lutheran 
Germany, Calvinist Switzerland and France, Anglican England, and Counter-Reformation 
Catholic territories. The study delineates a range of Protestant viewpoints, from Luther’s 
cautious acceptance of non-worshipped biblical art to Calvin’s strict rejection of all sacred 
visual representations. The Protestant challenge irrevocably destroyed the medieval synthesis 
of artistic expression and spiritual devotion. Catholic tradition maintained and augmented its 
reliance on sacred iconography, but Protestant groups adopted alternative approaches 
prioritising verbal scripture above visual depiction. 

Contribution: This study illustrates how Protestant critiques of religious iconography spurred 
a significant cultural revolution, impacting artistic patronage, social hierarchy, and gender 
dynamics beyond theological discussions. The research demonstrates that iconoclastic 
revolutions involved complex discussions between religious convictions and practical 
concerns such as economic stability, governmental authority, and social order, contesting 
traditional interpretations that see these events merely as theological conflicts.

Keywords: Protestant Reformation; religious iconography; iconoclasm; holy art; theological 
debates; visual culture; Counter-Reformation.
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reactions, from Luther’s endeavour to retain visual 
representation while abolishing its devotional role to 
Calvin’s outright dismissal of visual mediation as 
antithetical to genuine Christian spirituality, culminating in 
the Counter-Reformation’s intricate reconfiguration of 
visual theology through the Council of Trent’s methodical 
defence and the formulation of innovative artistic strategies 
that addressed Protestant criticisms while upholding the 
essential validity of sacred imagery (Council of Trent, 
Session XXV:23). The analytical framework of visual 
theology in crisis offers a means to comprehend the 
Reformation not solely as a theological conflict or cultural 
shift but as a profound epistemological crisis concerning 
the  interplay between material and spiritual reality, 
necessitating a comprehensive reconceptualisation of how 
divine truth could be genuinely encountered and conveyed 
within Christian communities.

This study examines how the Protestant Reformation 
transformed religious imagery from a widely utilised element 
of worship into a catalyst for contention, investigating the 
intricate relationships among biblical interpretation, 
emerging religious concepts, societal transformations and 
cultural shifts that characterised this pivotal period in 
Christian history.

Theological framework
Biblical hermeneutics and the Second 
Commandment
During the Reformation, theological discussions on religious 
iconography mostly focused on varying interpretations of 
the Second Commandment’s ban on graven images (Wubs 
2021). Exodus 20:4–5 articulates, ‘You shall not create idols 
for yourselves or worship or serve them, for I, the Lord your 
God, am a jealous God’. This text became the interpretative 
conflict zone where Catholic and Protestant theologians 
developed fundamentally divergent approaches to religious 
visual culture.

The Catholic perspective, rooted in centuries of patristic 
and scholastic tradition, delineated a clear boundary 
between the veneration of images (veneratio) and 
devotion exclusive to God (adoratio). This notion posits 
that religious images functioned more as windows to the 
divine rather than as objects of veneration. The Council of 
Trent (1563) explicitly endorsed this stance, asserting that 
‘the esteem bestowed upon them pertains to the prototypes 
that those images represent’ (Council of Trent, Session 
XXV:23).

Protestant reformers argued that this divide was both 
theologically indefensible and practically unfeasible for 
ordinary Christians to maintain. John Calvin articulated this 
stance most explicitly, asserting that ‘we must regard it as a 
fundamental truth that whenever any form is attributed to 
God, his grandeur is tarnished by a blasphemous falsehood’ 
(Calvin, Institutes, 1.11.1). This viewpoint emphasised God’s 

complete transcendence and the challenges of accurately 
conveying heavenly truth through material means.

Patristic sources and early church authority
Catholic and Protestant theologians utilised early church 
fathers to support their arguments but with divergent 
interpretations. Catholic proponents of religious iconography 
often used John of Damascus’ ‘Three Treatises on the Divine 
Images’ (about 730), which provided a sophisticated 
theological rationale for the veneration of icons during 
the Byzantine iconoclastic disputes. John asserted that ‘The 
esteem bestowed upon the image transfers to that which the 
image signifies, and he who venerates the image also 
venerates the thing it represents’ (Second Council of Nicaea, 
787). Protestant reformers, instead, emphasised previous 
patristic perspectives that exhibited scepticism towards 
religious iconography. They referenced authors like 
Epiphanius of Salamis, who condemned the use of images in 
Christian worship during the 4th century, along with the 
significant lack of intricate visual design in the earliest 
Christian churches (Solovieva 2010:23). Gregory the Great’s 
renowned correspondence to Serenus of Marseilles (about 
600) incited considerable discourse. Catholics highlighted 
Gregory’s justification of images as ‘books for the illiterate’, 
whereas Andrews (2023:22) contended that this utilitarian 
perspective on religious art reinforced the notion that images 
became redundant once universal literacy and biblical 
translation rendered textual scripture directly accessible to 
the general populace.

Scholastic precedents and Thomas Aquinas
Aquinas (2021) asserts that reverence is owed to God because 
of His Excellence, which is imparted to certain creatures in 
varying degrees of proportion. Consequently, the reverence 
we offer to God, categorised as latria, is distinct from the 
reverence accorded to certain esteemed creatures, which is 
classified as dulia. Protestant reformers regarded this 
scholastic apparatus as an unauthorised addition that 
compromised the simplicity of biblical Christianity. They 
argued that such intricate theological distinctions were 
beyond the grasp of ordinary Christians and invariably 
resulted in practical idolatry, irrespective of intellectual 
capability.

Literature review
The academic discourse regarding Reformation-era perspectives 
on religious imagery has undergone a significant transformation 
since the foundational contributions of cultural historians 
in the mid–20th century. Picard (2025:21) focused on the 
intellectual and theological dimensions of the iconoclastic 
controversy, perceiving it as a segment in the history of 
Christian theology rather than a multifaceted cultural 
phenomenon with extensive social ramifications. Recent 
interdisciplinary methods (Eire 2016; Foresta & Meloni 2019) 
have enhanced our comprehension by incorporating 
social and economic variables; yet, they have insufficiently 
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theorised the connection between theological doctrine and 
its practical application at the municipal level. This study 
investigates how abstract theological concepts about religious 
iconography were transformed into tangible municipal 
regulations, influenced by local political frameworks, 
economic factors and social dynamics. This research, through 
meticulous examination of particular case studies such as the 
Strasbourg iconoclasm of 1524 and the systematic dissolution 
of English monasteries, illustrates that the execution of 
iconoclastic policies frequently deviated from theological 
mandates, necessitating municipal authorities to reconcile 
reformist religious principles with pragmatic considerations 
regarding social stability, economic disruption and political 
legitimacy. This study contests the prevailing notion in current 
scholarship that regards Protestant iconoclasm as a monolithic 
occurrence by elucidating the significant influence of regional 
political economies, urban governance frameworks and local 
cultural contexts in shaping the distinct manifestations of 
anti-idolatry policies across various European settings, thus 
enhancing the comprehension of how theological discourses 
manifested in varied cultural transformations during the 
Reformation period.

A recent study by Wandel (2011) has nuanced our 
comprehension of Protestant perspectives on visual culture, 
uncovering substantial disparities in reformist views 
towards  religious iconography and contesting earlier 
academic assumptions regarding a homogeneous Protestant 
iconoclasm. These paintings demonstrate that the interplay 
between Reformation theology and visual culture was 
significantly more intricate and nuanced than previously 
perceived.

Historical context and case studies
Specific iconoclastic events
Particular iconoclastic events that occurred in European 
towns throughout the first half of the 16th century illustrate 
the Reformation’s transformation in perspectives on religious 
imagery. These occurrences of systematic image destruction 
provide essential insights into how religious arguments 
manifest as concrete social and cultural change.

The Wittenberg disturbances of 1522 constituted one of 
the  initial and most significant iconoclastic eruptions of 
the Reformation era. During Martin Luther’s imprisonment 
at Wartburg Castle, radical reformers under Andreas 
Karlstadt initiated a systematic campaign for the removal 
of images in the churches of Wittenberg (Thiessen 2021). 
The campaign gained momentum as students and locals 
commenced the destruction of altarpieces, statues and 
devotional paintings around the city. Luther’s return to 
Wittenberg and the ensuing ‘Invocavit Sermons’ aimed 
to  mitigate the iconoclastic zeal, creating a dynamic 
of  tension between moderate and radical reformist 
perspectives on religious imagery that would define 
Protestant movements throughout the 16th century 
(Randall 2007).

The Strasbourg iconoclasm of 1524 demonstrated how 
theological objections to religious art may swiftly incite 
broad animosity towards traditional Catholic visual culture. 
Crowds, guided by reformist preachers asserting that 
religious depictions violated biblical precepts, obliterated 
centuries of religious art within the city’s churches and 
monasteries. The subsequent resolution by the Strasbourg 
city council to authorise the removal of images highlighted 
the intricate political aspects of iconoclastic movements, as 
municipal authorities endeavoured to reconcile religious 
beliefs with practical considerations regarding social 
stability and economic upheaval (Adams 2020). In addition, 
the iconoclasm in Strasbourg in 1524 was shaped by practical 
considerations and religious convictions. Municipal leaders 
recognised that unchecked religious zeal could rapidly 
devolve into mob violence, threatening civic order in a city 
already divided among Catholics, moderate reformers and 
more radical factions (Ozment 1975). The council wanted to 
make things more stable by controlling the speed of reform 
and making sure that the government, not the people, 
carried out the changes (Scribner 1994). There were big 
economic worries: many artisans and guilds relied on 
religious commissions, and the sudden destruction of 
images could hurt important parts of the local economy 
(Rublack 2017). In the same way, municipal officials had to 
protect church property that was connected to charities and 
welfare groups in order to keep getting help for the poor 
(Blickle 1992). Legitimacy in politics was a big deal. 
Strasbourg stayed independent from the Catholic bishop by 
making moderate changes, which kept a major break from 
happening that could have led to retaliation from the 
emperor or nearby Catholic groups (Crouzet 2005). Religious 
rituals were an important part of everyday life, and getting 
rid of images all of a sudden may have made many people 
angry with the church. A progressive methodology, 
supported by prominent reformers such as Martin Bucer, 
facilitated education and transformation (Burnett 1994). 
These practical factors show that Strasbourg’s council 
wanted to find a balance between the growth of Protestant 
beliefs and the needs for civic order, economic stability, 
government authority and community unity.

The deliberate eradication of religious imagery in Geneva 
when Calvin established Reformed Christianity exemplifies 
Protestant iconoclasm in its most thorough form. From 
1535 to the 1540s, Genevan authorities systematically 
eradicated all religious icons from the city’s churches, 
dismantling altarpieces, sculptures, stained-glass windows 
and devotional paintings (see Figure 1). Calvin offered a 
theological rationale for this systematic eradication of 
images, asserting that any visual representation of divine 
truth constituted idolatry, which is incompatible with 
authentic Christian worship (Capps 2018).

The English Dissolution of the Monasteries (1536–1541) 
was propelled by Henry VIII’s distinct political aims, which 
were fundamentally different from the theological 
impulses  that fuelled Continental Protestant iconoclasm. 
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The principal political objectives encompassed the 
establishment of royal supremacy over the English Church 
by abolishing papal authority, acquiring essential financial 
resources through the expropriation of monastic lands and 
assets (which constituted roughly one-third of England’s 
land wealth) and consolidating political power by 
dismantling affluent monastic institutions that upheld 
independent loyalty to Rome. In contrast to reformers like 
Calvin, who focused on particular religious imagery for 
doctrinal purposes, Henry’s political objectives necessitated 
the total dismantling of more than 800 monastic institutions, 

converting potential adversaries into supporters by 
strategically redistributing confiscated assets to loyal 
nobility and rising gentry classes (Stapleton 2015:85). The 
political ambitions led to an unparalleled alteration of 
England’s visual landscape, as monasteries were the 
principal  custodians of religious art, illuminated 
manuscripts, sculptural programmes and architectural 
embellishments amassed over ages. The systematic closure 
of these institutions resulted in the destruction, sale or 
redistribution of  entire artistic traditions and collections 
beyond their  original devotional contexts, effectively 

Source: (a) Archives d’État de Genève, (b, c and d) files are available under licenses specified (Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 4.0)
Note: The visual documentary illustrates the metamorphosis of Geneva’s Cathédrale Saint-Pierre prior to and after to the Reformation. The author assembled this compilation for demonstrative 
purposes.

FIGURE 1: Geneva’s Cathédrale Saint-Pierre: (a) historical floor plan, (b-d) interior views showing Reformed aesthetic.

c d

a b
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constituting comprehensive iconoclasm through 
institutional eradication rather than selective image 
removal. This method fundamentally transformed the 
economic underpinnings of religious artistic creation, 
eradicating conventional sources of ecclesiastical patronage 
while concurrently fulfilling Protestant aims of reducing 
the devotional importance of religious imagery through 
secular appropriation and contextual reconfiguration. The 
political motivations resulted in a more systematic and 
extensive destruction of religious visual culture than is 
usually seen in theologically driven Protestant movements, 
illustrating how non-theological factors can yield 
consequences as profound as those attained through 
explicit religious reform (Stapleton 2015:85).

Regional variations in protestant approaches
Lutheran Germany embraced a notably moderate Protestant 
position on religious imagery, influenced by Martin Luther’s 
unique theological perspective, pragmatic political factors 
and the formative experience of early iconoclastic excess 
that informed reformist policy. Luther’s theological stance 
diverged significantly from that of more radical reformers 
such as Calvin and Zwingli. He interpreted the Second 
Commandment’s prohibition as specifically addressing the 
worship of images, rather than their creation or existence. 
He emphasised that images were ‘adiaphora’ (indifferent 
matters) – neither mandated nor prohibited by scripture – 
and contended that the disposition of the heart towards 
images was more consequential than their physical removal 
(Taylor 2023:56). The theological foundation was solidified 
by the tumultuous events of the Wittenberg disturbances 
in  1522, when Andreas Karlstadt’s radical iconoclastic 
initiative during Luther’s confinement at Wartburg Castle 
caused social upheaval and popular excess, persuading 
Luther of the perils of unrestrained image destruction. This 
prompted his return and the subsequent ‘Invocavit 
Sermons’, which established a precedent for cautious 
reform rather than revolutionary transformation. The 
German cultural and political milieu further facilitated this 
moderate approach, as the region’s entrenched tradition of 
religious art rendered total eradication virtually unfeasible, 
while the necessity to sustain backing from German princes 
and popular constituencies devoted to traditional religious 
culture mandated a more gradual and less disruptive 
reformation strategy. Luther’s focus on justification by faith 
alone rendered images theologically neutral – neither 
obstructing nor facilitating salvation – permitting Lutheran 
churches to preserve substantial aspects of their traditional 
visual programming while altering devotional practices to 
highlight the images’ instructional rather than spiritual 
value, thereby fulfilling Protestant aims of eradicating 
idolatry without the social and economic upheaval 
associated with more extreme iconoclastic movements in 
other areas (Taylor 2023:56).

The French Reformed churches had unique challenges in 
implementing iconoclastic actions because of their status as 

a minority inside a predominantly Catholic kingdom. 
French Protestant communities used selective iconoclasm 
strategies that focused on the most conspicuous ‘idolatrous’ 
religious images while minimising the risk of provoking a 
violent Catholic backlash (Picard 2025:23). This pragmatic 
approach reflected the precarious political condition of 
French Protestantism and the imperative to reconcile 
spiritual beliefs with practical survival issues. In addition, 
the Swiss Reformed tradition’s vehement anti-idolatry 
position, spearheaded by Huldrych Zwingli and John 
Calvin, arose from a distinctive amalgamation of political 
and economic factors that set Swiss urban environments 
apart from other European Protestant areas, facilitating 
more radical iconoclastic measures than were possible 
elsewhere. The political basis for Swiss iconoclasm was 
anchored in the unique urban republican governance 
systems of Swiss cities, which functioned as autonomous 
city-states with robust republican traditions prioritising 
civic authority over ecclesiastical power. This enabled 
municipal councils in Zurich, Basel and Geneva to enact 
extensive religious reforms without requiring consent from 
higher secular authorities, in contrast to German cities that 
remained under imperial or princely control (Capps 
2018:47). The political autonomy of the Swiss Confederation, 
distinct from larger European powers like the Holy Roman 
Empire and France, fostered an environment conducive to 
radical religious experimentation free from external 
interference. Concurrently, prevailing anti-clerical 
sentiment and conflicts between urban authorities and 
affluent ecclesiastical institutions offered further political 
motivation for extensive religious reform aimed at 
subordinating clerical authority to civic governance. The 
economic factors underpinning Swiss iconoclasm were 
notably substantial, as the affluence of Swiss cities stemmed 
chiefly from trade and banking rather than conventional 
feudal agriculture. This fostered the emergence of influential 
merchant classes whose wealth was autonomous from 
traditional religious institutions, enabling them to advocate 
for policies that reduced ecclesiastical influence without 
jeopardising their economic stability. The accumulation of 
significant wealth in Swiss monasteries and religious 
institutions generated strong economic motivations for 
secularisation, as the expropriation of ecclesiastical assets 
could finance civic initiatives, aid for the impoverished and 
urban infrastructure while also abolishing costly religious 
rituals and artworks that diverted resources from essential 
municipal requirements. The economic influence of urban 
artisan guilds, which stood to gain from reallocating funds 
previously devoted to religious art towards alternative 
patronage, significantly bolstered iconoclastic policies. 
Furthermore, the cities’ positions as commercial hubs 
attracting Protestant merchants and refugees generated 
economic incentives to delineate clear theological 
differences from Catholic counterparts and to exhibit 
adherence to reformed religious tenets by visibly eradicating 
‘idolatrous’ imagery. The amalgamation of political 
autonomy, urban republican ideals, commercial affluence 
and strategic economic factors empowered Swiss Reformed 
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cities to undertake the most methodical and extensive 
iconoclastic initiatives of the Protestant Reformation, 
embodying not only theological beliefs but also pragmatic 
assessments regarding political power, economic benefit 
and civic identity, which rendered vehement anti-idolatry 
measures both viable and advantageous within the 
particular frameworks of Swiss urban republicanism.

Economic dimensions and social impact
The Protestant critique of religious iconography had 
significant economic repercussions that extended beyond 
theological debates. The systematic obliteration of religious 
art disrupted traditional creative patronage systems, 
endangered the livelihoods of artists and artisans and 
presented new economic prospects while eliminating 
previous ones (Melillo 2020). Artist guilds throughout 
Protestant Europe encountered considerable difficulties 
when their primary patron, the Catholic Church, either 
completely withdrew or substantially reduced its 
commissioning of religious art. In cities like Strasbourg and 
Geneva, artists who once focused on religious iconography 
were necessitated to acquire new talents and explore 
alternative avenues for their creations. Some transitioned to 
portraiture, landscape painting or decorative arts, while 
others migrated to Catholic nations where traditional 
ecclesiastical patronage remained available.

Protestant iconoclasm upset the art market, resulting in 
complex and often contradictory effects on artistic 
production. The destruction of antiquated religious imagery 
led to immediate financial detriment for artists and art 
dealers, yet simultaneously created new opportunities for 
those capable of adjusting to evolving market dynamics. 
Protestant communities generated a demand for biblical 
narrative art that prioritised instructional over devotional 
functions, leading to opportunities for artists prepared to 
adapt their traditional methods regarding religious themes. 
Patterns of church patronage underwent significant 
transformation as Protestant groups redirected funds once 
allotted for religious imagery to alternative purposes. The 
financial resources that once supported the creation and 
maintenance of religious art were redirected towards 
reformed worship practices, Bible translation initiatives 
and educational endeavours (Michalski 2013). Protestant 
priorities, emphasising textual scripture over visual 
representation and practical instruction over contemplative 
devotion, corresponded with this reallocation.

Methodology and theoretical 
framework
Methodological approach
This study utilises a multidisciplinary analytical framework 
that integrates theological analysis, art historical investigation 
and social historical inquiry to investigate the evolution of 
religious iconography throughout the Protestant Reformation. 
The research methodology employs meticulous analysis of 

significant religious texts, examination of extant artworks 
and exploration of historical occurrences involving the 
destruction of religious imagery and its broader cultural 
ramifications.

The theoretical approach is founded on the contributions of 
cultural historians like Eire (2016) and Wandel (2011), who 
emphasise the importance of contextualising iconoclastic 
movements within their wider social and political environments 
rather than viewing them solely as religious occurrences. This 
perspective acknowledges that perceptions of religious imagery 
were influenced by intricate linkages among theological beliefs, 
social identity, economic motivations and political power 
dynamics (Froese & Bader 2008:693).

Source analysis and limitations
This work recognises substantial methodological limitations 
while implementing certain measures to mitigate these 
limitations. The dominance of elite documentary sources is 
balanced by triangulating them with municipal records, legal 
processes and contemporary accounts that offer different 
viewpoints on popular religious activities and reactions to 
iconoclastic policy. In instances where visual evidence has 
been systematically obliterated, the research utilises indirect 
reconstruction techniques, examining extant ecclesiastical 
inventories, contemporary accounts of obliterated artworks 
and architectural contexts to comprehend original visual 
schemes and their devotional purposes. The disparate 
preservation of sources across regions is examined through a 
comparative methodology that employs well-documented 
instances (such as Geneva’s systematic iconoclasm) to 
elucidate patterns in inadequately documented contexts, 
while regional variations are regarded as analytical opportunities 
rather than mere evidentiary deficiencies. The study’s 
interdisciplinary methodology addresses documentary 
limitations by combining art historical analysis of extant 
works with social historical scrutiny of institutional records 
and cultural anthropological interpretation of symbolic 
practices, thus producing insights that surpass the limitations 
of any singular source type.

Theoretical contributions
This study enhances current academic discussions regarding 
the connection between theological concepts and cultural 
transformation by analysing the translation of abstract 
theological principles related to religious imagery into 
tangible social and cultural change. The analysis draws upon 
recent scholarship that highlights the significance of 
perceiving the Reformation as both cultural and theological 
processes (Picard 2025:89). The theoretical framework 
addresses current discussions in visual culture studies about 
the interplay between image and text, devotion and idolatry, 
as well as the significance of material culture in religious 
practice. This method facilitates a more refined comprehension 
of how Protestant criticisms of religious iconography 
mirrored wider concerns regarding the interplay between 
spiritual and material realities (Davis 2023).
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Cultural and social implications
Literacy, education and religious knowledge
The Protestant focus on textual scripture rather than visual 
representation significantly impacted religious education 
and public accessibility to Christian doctrine. The medieval  
Catholic Church relied heavily on visual imagery to 
communicate religious doctrine to a mostly illiterate 
population, leading to a refined visual lexicon that articulated 
complex theological concepts through artistic representation. 
The Protestant dissent against this system confronted 
fundamental issues regarding the dissemination of religious 
knowledge and the forms of literacy necessary for genuine 
Christian comprehension. Protestant reformers argued that 
dependence on visual imagery obstructed rather than 
facilitated authentic theological understanding. They 
contended that pictures provided merely superficial religious 
understanding and could not substitute for genuine 
engagement with biblical texts (Bateman 2014). This 
perspective demonstrated a dedication to universal literacy, 
which was both groundbreaking and challenging in 16th-
century Europe, where the bulk of the population remained 
uneducated. The implementation of Protestant educational 
programmes revealed the intricacies of transitioning from 
visual to textual religious instruction (Hemme 2021). 
Communities that eliminated religious iconography struggled 
to maintain religious knowledge among individuals lacking 
the literacy skills necessary to actively engage with biblical 
texts. This problem necessitated the development of new 
educational initiatives, including enhanced catechetical 
instruction, streamlined devotional reading and comprehensive 
literacy programmes, designed to educate lay Christians 
with the skills essential for reformed religious life.

The gendered dimensions of this educational change 
were particularly significant. Medieval women’s religious 
activities significantly emphasised visual imagery and 
devotional art, leading to forms of religious comprehension 
often independent of clerical mediation (Goodwin 2015). The 
Protestant emphasis on textual scripture may have 
suppressed traditional forms of female religious competence 
while necessitating new literacy skills that were not uniformly 
available across socioeconomic strata.

Gender dynamics and women’s devotional 
practices
The Protestant Reformation significantly impacted religious 
imagery, affecting women’s devotional practices and 
religious authority. The medieval Catholic visual culture 
provided women with several opportunities for religious 
expression and spiritual authority, especially through 
veneration of female saints and the Virgin Mary. The Protestant 
elimination of much of this imagery altered t1he landscape of 
female religious engagement. The cult of the Virgin Mary, 
significant in medieval Catholic devotion, became a primary 
focus of Protestant criticism. Reformers argued that Marian 
devotion constituted a form of idolatry that compromised the 
singular mediating role of Jesus Christ. The systematic 

removal of Marian imagery from Protestant churches 
eliminated visual focal points that had been essential to 
women’s devotional practices for decades. This advancement 
necessitated Protestant women to embrace novel modes of 
religious expression along with the reformed theological 
focus on biblical authority and clerical education (Stjerna 
2011). The elimination of female saint pictures significantly 
disrupted women’s religious practices. Medieval Catholic 
culture generated numerous female saints who served as 
exemplars, intercessors and sources of spiritual inspiration 
for women of faith. Saints like Catherine of Alexandria, 
Barbara and Margaret of Antioch significantly influenced 
women’s devotional culture, with their narratives and 
iconography providing frameworks for comprehending 
female monastic vocation and spiritual authority. Protestant 
iconoclasm obliterated these visual resources, complicating 
efforts for women to maintain significant religious practices 
within reformed Christianity (Herrin 2016). The creation of 
Protestant substitutes for traditional feminine religious 
iconography was challenging and often unproductive. 
Although Protestant theology advocated for spiritual 
equality among all believers, irrespective of gender, the 
practical elimination of female religious imagery sometimes 
led to the marginalisation of women’s religious experiences 
and a reduction in visible female religious authority. 
Protestant communities sought to develop visual and cultural 
resources that might provide women with equivalent 
religious inspiration and spiritual connection as that found in 
medieval Catholic visual culture.

Class distinctions and social hierarchies
The Protestant Reformation’s treatment of religious 
iconography was intricately linked to prevailing social 
structures, sometimes reflecting and occasionally contesting 
established class divisions. The conflict regarding religious 
imagery was not merely theological; it was deeply rooted in 
social disputes concerning power, education and cultural 
legitimacy. Exclusive private devotional art presented 
distinctive challenges for Protestant reformers. Affluent 
Catholic families have maintained substantial collections of 
religious iconographies for personal devotional purposes, 
including illuminated prayer books, devotional paintings 
and expensive household altarpieces. The Protestant critique 
of religious imagery raised questions regarding the potential 
issues of private devotional art and whether distinct standards 
should be applied to private versus public religious imagery 
(Morgan 2015). The resolution of this issue significantly 
differed among Protestant communities and often mirrored 
wider social and political factors. Certain Protestant leaders 
claimed that private devotional art was less detrimental than 
public church iconography, as it was less prone to deceive 
naive followers or promote broad ‘superstition’. Some 
contended that theological concerns over religious 
iconography applied to both private and public spheres, 
leading to extensive iconoclastic movements that aimed at 
both prestigious private collections and public ecclesiastical 
art. The economic consequences of iconoclasm were closely 
intertwined with class distinctions. Affluent households that 
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had invested substantially in religious art collections faced 
the prospect of considerable financial losses if compelled to 
destroy or liquidate their assets. The negotiation of economic 
interests often affected the speed and extent of iconoclastic 
movements, as Protestant rulers attempted to reconcile 
theological beliefs with pragmatic political considerations.

Counter-Reformation responses and 
Catholic visual culture
The Council of Trent and visual theology
The Catholic Counter-Reformation’s response to Protestant 
iconoclasm was a systematic, philosophical and practical 
defence of sacred iconography that went beyond mere 
reactionary tactics. The 25th session of the Council of Trent 
(1563) delineated a thorough theology of sacred images that 
directly countered Protestant critiques while upholding 
conventional Catholic doctrines regarding the spiritual 
effectiveness of religious art (Council of Trent, Session XXV:23).

The Tridentine decree on sacred pictures delineated explicit 
theological distinctions between permissible devotion of 
religious symbols and forbidden idolatrous worship. The 
council fathers contended that: 

... the images of Christ, the Virgin Mother of God, and other saints 
should be possessed and preserved, especially in temples, and 
that appropriate honour and veneration must be accorded to 
them, while underscoring that such honour ‘pertains to the 
prototypes those images depict’ (Council of Trent, Session 
XXV:23). 

This theological framework equipped Catholic authorities 
with advanced intellectual resources to defend sacred 
imagery against Protestant critiques.

Artistic patronage and visual innovation
The artistic patronage of the Counter-Reformation showed 
exceptional ingenuity in creating novel religious images that 
responded to Protestant apprehensions while upholding 
Catholic theological tenets (Lev 2018:109). The era witnessed 
the rise of novel artistic genres that prioritised emotional 
involvement, biblical storytelling and doctrinal education 
over mere contemplative reflection.

Catholic painters and patrons devised intricate methods for 
producing holy iconography that had both devotional and 
didactic functions. The oeuvre of artists like Caravaggio and 
Bernini exemplified the Counter-Reformation’s focus on 
rendering religious truths accessible by dramatic visual 
expression while circumventing the theological issues 
highlighted by Protestant critics regarding medieval religious 
art (Lepage 2016).

Institutional responses and visual culture
The Catholic Church’s institutional response to Protestant 
iconoclasm involved systematic measures to govern religious 
iconography while maintaining its fundamental significance 

in Catholic worship and devotion. The Roman Inquisition 
formulated comprehensive guidelines for assessing religious 
artworks, setting criteria to ascertain whether particular 
representations upheld or contradicted Catholic doctrine 
(Godman 2024:484).

Catholic educational institutions, especially the Jesuit order, 
innovated methods of religious instruction that integrated 
textual and visual components, effectively responding to 
Protestant apprehensions over the connection between literacy 
and religious knowledge (Franchi 2024:24). These institutional 
improvements revealed that Catholic reactions to Protestant 
iconoclasm were not solely defensive but encompassed 
inventive theological and pedagogical advancements.

Regional variations in Counter-Reformation 
visual culture
The Counter-Reformation’s strategy on religious imagery 
differed markedly among various Catholic territories, 
influenced by local political circumstances, cultural 
customs and the particular characteristics of Protestant 
opposition in each locale. Catholic authorities in Italy, 
where Protestant influence was comparatively minimal, 
emphasised constructive doctrinal advancement rather 
than solely defensive strategies (Wright 2017).

In areas where Catholic and Protestant communities 
cohabited, like certain regions of Germany and France, 
Counter-Reformation visual culture evolved intricate 
strategies aimed at differentiating Catholic religious imagery 
from Protestant counterparts while appealing to populations 
familiar with reformist critiques of conventional devotional 
practices (Church 2017:9). The regional variations illustrate 
the complex and adaptive characteristics of Catholic 
responses to Protestant iconoclasm.

Conclusion
The Protestant Reformation’s alteration of religious imagery 
from a broadly endorsed devotional instrument to a disputed 
theological arena signifies one of the most profound cultural 
transformations in Western Christian history. This study has 
shown that the reformist challenge to conventional religious 
iconography was not solely a theological conflict but a 
multifaceted cultural phenomenon that engaged with 
essential issues regarding religious authority, social identity 
and the connection between spiritual and material realities.
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