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Light is one of the oldest and most meaningful symbols, found in cultures 
and religions worldwide. In Hinduism, light has a special significance, 
especially during Diwali or the ‘Festival of Lights’ when the triumph of 
light over darkness is celebrated with lamps and fireworks. 

Many paintings in the National Gallery reveal the rich symbolism of light in 
Christian art. This trail looks at seven pictures from the collection in order 
to explore the universal symbolism of light shared by different traditions. 
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The National Gallery tells the story of 
Western European painting from the 
Middle Ages to the early 20th century, 
with masterpieces by artists from 
Leonardo da Vinci to Van Gogh. 
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Please note that a painting may occasionally be off display. If so, you can 

search for it on ArtStart screens around the Gallery 
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Attributed to Giotto: 
Pentecost (about 1306–12) ©
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These 12 men, the closest followers of Jesus Christ, are experiencing a 
momentous event: as Jesus had promised, the light of the Holy Spirit is 
entering their bodies and giving them the power to speak in many different 
languages. The men see ‘tongues of fire’ above their heads, while rays of 
light stream down from a small white dove. People of different nationalities 
standing nearby are shocked to find they can all understand what the men 
are saying – one man raises his finger to his cheek in a gesture of surprise. 

‘Walk in the light of your fire,
     and in the sparks that you have kindled.’

Jewish and Christian: Book of Isaiah

The religious symbol of a burning flame is an ancient one. Agni, the god 
of fire, is one of the most important Vedic gods and is central to Hindu rites 
and rituals. In the sacred Upanishads, the soul (or ‘self’, atman) is described 
as a small flame. Similarly in Christian scriptures, light is said to burn inside 
the believer, like a candle in a temple. 
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Giovanni Bellini: 
The Agony in the 
Garden, about 1465 
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It is dawn, and this gloomy, barren landscape is about to be flooded 
with warm rosy light. Throughout the long night, the central figure 
of Christ has been at prayer while his friends sleep. Knowing that he 
will soon be arrested and executed, Christ asks for strength to accept his 
fate. As an angel appears to greet him, the sun lights up the hilltop town 
in the distance, reminding Christians that Jesus will triumph over darkness 
and conquer death through his resurrection. 

‘The wise see the Lord of Love in the sun,
     Rising in all its golden radiance
   To give its warmth and light and life to all.’

Hindu: Prashna Upanishad 

This is a painting about hope and the promise of a new day. In various 
traditions, people look to the light of the rising sun as a symbol of life-
giving energy. For many Hindus, sunrise is a time for prayer and for making 
a gesture of thanksgiving to the sun. In early Christian times, Christ was 
associated with the pagan sun god; he is celebrated as the ‘light of the 
world’, sent to dispel the darkness and to rise again after his death. 



16 
Room 

Rembrandt: Anna and the 
Blind Tobit, about 1630 ©
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In religious symbolism, light is strongly connected to our ability to see: 
sacred texts use the theme of blindness to describe those who are spiritually 
lost, or risk taking the wrong path in life. Recovering sight is associated 
with ‘seeing the light’ and spiritual awakening. Vision plays a particularly 
important role in Hinduism: viewing the image of a deity (darshan) is a 
significant element of worship in the home and temple. In Hindu art, the 
gods are vividly depicted in colourful physical forms. 

‘I once was lost, but now am found,
       was blind, but now I see.’

, Christian hymn 

 Amazing Grace

In contrast, Christian artists developed ways to represent God without 
form: in this painting, divine presence is suggested by light alone. Sunlight 
floods into a simple home, falling on the eyes of the elderly man with 
his back to the window. According to the story, God has tested Tobit by 
making him blind. Later, once Tobit had proved his strong faith and good 
conduct, his blindness was healed. Light and sight represent powerful 
symbols of guidance and salvation. 
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Steenwyck: An Allegory of 
the Vanities of Human Life, 
about 1640 ©
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At the centre of this painting, caught in a radiant beam of light, is a brass 
oil lamp. Looking closely, we see that it has burned out, leaving just a wisp 
of smoke. The extinguished lamp is a symbol of transience: life can be 
snuffed out as easily as a flame. The lamp, along with the other objects 
in the picture, reminds viewers that the knowledge, power and wealth 
we acquire cannot last forever. 

‘All things arise, Suffer change,
     And pass away. This is their nature.’

Hindu: Ashtavakra Gita 

For Hindus, there is no finite end to life: existence is a cycle of death and 
rebirth. The dance of Lord Shiva, as Nataraja, represents this endless circle 
of creation and destruction. In both Hinduism and Christianity, believers 
are advised not to get attached to worldly possessions, which are only 
temporary. In many cultures and faiths, lamps are kept constantly alight 
as a sign of endurance and permanence; this makes a snuffed-out lamp 
a very powerful symbol of loss. 
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Zurbarán: A Cup of Water 
and a Rose on a Silver Plate, 
about 1630 ©
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People of different faiths gain strength from meditation and quiet 
contemplation. The experience of meditation is often described as pure 
light entering the body, bringing a feeling of well-being and joy. For many, 
it is helpful to focus on a single source of light or container of water, to 
calm their thoughts in preparation for deep introspection. This small 
painting encourages a similar way of looking – it stills our mind and asks 
us to appreciate the beauty of sunlight falling on water, and the simplicity 
of a rose resting on a silver plate. 

‘He himself shines always within, 
    like a light within a vessel.’

 Hindu: Yoga-Kundalini Upanishad

Light bounces off the perfect surfaces in Zurbarán's painting, illuminating 
the space around them like a mirror. In Hinduism, the mirror is used as a 
metaphor for a human soul that radiates the light of goodness and purity. 
Mirrors, vessels and light are also used in Christian descriptions of the 
Virgin Mary: her purity is compared to a ray of light passing through glass. 
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Wright of Derby: 
An Experiment on a Bird 
in the Air Pump, 1768 ©
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This dark room is lit by a single flickering candle, barely visible behind the 
murky jar of water. The man in red, like a magician, removes air from a 
glass container to conduct a simple scientific experiment: inside, a white 
bird struggles to survive. While the young girls find this hard to watch, 
others react with interest and fascination. 

‘The true division of humanity is between     
     those who live in light and those who live 
   in darkness… That is why we demand 
          education and knowledge.’

 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables (1862)

If this family are searching for knowledge, they have found it in the light. 
Across cultures, light is an ancient symbol of understanding and intellectual 
thought: it is the opposite of ignorance, or darkness. Almost universally, the 
dark is considered to be frightening and sinister, associated with things we 
cannot understand. Light is said to conquer darkness and to bring order out 
of chaos. In this painting, the candlelight suggests the spread of knowledge: 
it illuminates the family’s minds. But do the ghostly shadows suggest that 
science cannot explain everything? 
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Pissarro: The Boulevard 
Montmartre at Night, 1897 ©
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The arrival of the electric light bulb transformed the modern world. Colours 
appeared more vibrant and the night was more dazzling, compared to life 
in candlelight or gaslight. To capture the movement and reflections in this 
painting, the artist experimented with new ways of adding thick paint, 
fascinated by the different effects of light. For many, this new bright light 
was a symbol of progress and excitement for the future. 

‘What a fanfare of light! 
        Light everywhere for several hours past!’

 Charles Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life (1863)

Today, during the festival of Diwali, city streets across the world are decorated 
with brightly coloured lights. Diwali celebrates the victory of light over 
darkness, and remembers the epic story of the Ramayana: to welcome the 
triumphant return of Lord Rama from his battle with the demon-king Ravana, 
the people of Ayodhya set earthen oil lamps (diyas) across their kingdom. 

Living in a floodlit world, it is easy to lose our sensitivity to the rich 
symbolism of light – from hope to purity, knowledge and joy – that 
has inspired great works of art worldwide. 


