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Rembrandt van Rijn:
Aristotle Contemplating the Bust of Homer: 1653;
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York                                  
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Thinking through (1–4)

...The Gods of the earth and sea,
Sought thro’ Nature to find this Tree

But their search was all in vain;
There grows one in the Human Brain

excerpt from
“The Human Abstract”

William Blake
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Questions

Thinking
Answers

Raphael

Th e School of Athens is a grand summary of the roots of western philosophy and thinking in one all 
encompassing eyeful. Striding side by side in centre stage are Plato and his student Aristotle on his 
right. Plato’s mentor Socrates is on the left  providing another focal point. In keeping with his philosophy 
of ideal forms, Plato is pointing towards the heavens with his right hand whilst Aristotle is symbolically 
arguing the merits of a more earthbound empirical approach to knowledge by pointing downwards. 
Th e Timaeus and Nicomachean Ethics are tucked under the left  hand of each philosopher, respectively. 
Socrates is depicted facing away from the centre busily questioning and examining life’s riddles. Under 
the statue of Apollo (god of the Arts and divine inspiration) and grouped on the left  are the ancient 
thinkers who, along with Plato, emphasised the intuitive aspect of thinking (including Pythagoras, 
Epicurus, Hypatia and Averroes). Th e Aristotelean aligned, empirically focused philosophers are 
grouped on the right (including Th eophrastus, Ptolemy, Euclid and Strabo) under the watchful eye of 
Athena’s statue – the goddess of reason and wisdom. 

Sprouting from Socratic method/dialogue – which elevated the status of “the right question” to at least 
the level of “the answer” – we therefore have the two main ways of knowing our world: the ideal/
theoretical and the empirical/practical. Th e constant interplay between these two processes and their 
followers has driven and framed history ever since. 

Th e revival of ancient ideas and the embracing of eternal truths defi ned the Renaissance period, which 
itself became a platform from which our modern world was launched. Knowing, however, is not a 
substitute for choosing/doing: exemplifi ed in Vision of the Knight (top right hand corner) where a 
sleeping knight has come to a fork in the road and is contemplating which of two opposing paths to 
take. A centrally placed laurel tree emphasises  the merits of balance in all things.
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Raphael:
The School of Athens: 1510; 
Stanza della Signatura, 
Vatican City

Vision of a Knight: 1504;
National Gallery, 
London
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Da Vinci   Aristotle
“Art is 

never fi nished, 
only abandoned”

“Th e aim of art is not to represent 
the outward appearance of things, 
but their inward signifi cance”
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Goya/Fuseli

Miguel de Cervantes

“Too much sanity may be madness 
and the maddest of all, to see life 
as it is and not as it should be.”
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Th e Ambassadors is a signature double portrait combined with meticulous still life painting and 
masterful symbolic referencing that creates many levels of meaning. It relates specifi cally to a tumultuous 
period in history and more generally to how we know our world and the diff erent ways that we can 
paint our “bigger picture”. Th is work is in the tradition of coupling learned men with the tools of their 
trade – scientifi c instruments and academic/religious books. Th e portrait of two childhood friends 
with diff erent life paths – Jean de Dinteville, a landowner and French Ambassador to England in 1533, 
and his friend, George de Selve, the Bishop of Lavaur – also contains overtones of early 16th century 
politics (especially Anglo-French relations), the confl ict between secular and religious authorities, and 
medieval-reformation theology. In addition, a lute with a broken string (discord) and a Lutheran hymn 
book suggests strife between scholars and clergy and a plea for Christian harmony. 

Th e portraits frame and are framed by several levels of carefully arranged objects largely representing 
the contrasts between heaven and earth as well as the sciences and arts, respectively. Th ere is a celestial 
sphere, a polyhedral sundial and various other instruments used to measure and understand space 
and time on the upper shelf; a terrestrial globe, a book of arithmetic and musical instruments on the 
lower shelf. Several elaborate textiles (variably based on western and oriental designs) provide a further 
backdrop for all these objects throughout. Th ere are obvious and immediate tensions between the 
scientifi c, technological and material gain approach to exploration and dividing up the world, and the 
religious approach to holistic meaning and the aft er-life. Th e attire (secular versus clerical), postures and 
demeanor of the two fi gures epitomise the active and the contemplative life whereas the various objects 
associated with “knowledge” placed between the two men simultaneously connect and separate them.

Th e crucifi x hidden behind the curtain on the left  (imperfect square in the original, hence the 
disconnection from the main body of the portrait) resonates with both the dramatically positioned, 
schistic, anamorphic skull in the foreground (vanitas and memento mori) and the more subtle sundial 
(revealing the date of the painting as 11th April 1533 – Good Friday). All this is extremely provocative 
in a picture celebrating power and accomplishment. In contrast, the painting of  the classically educated 
scholar Erasmus with his hands coming together, calmly on “his” book is equally masterful in its soft , 
wisdom-bathed portrayal of a humanist-theologian who balanced all points of view and embraced  
both “the middle way” and “nulli concedo” (I will yield to nobody – his motto but predominantly a 
reference to death). Erasmus was an independent scholar who used humanist techniques to champion 
religious toleration in the age of the Reformation,  freedom of intellect and literary expression, and just 
and benevolent government for all. He was increasingly admired as a social critic, educator and writer 
with the passage and perspective of time. 
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Hans Holbein the Younger:
The Ambassadors: 1533; 
National Gallery, London 

Erasmus: 1523;
National Gallery, London
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Holbein

“It is neither good or bad, 
but thinking makes it so”Shakespeare
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Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau

“Man is born free; 
and everywhere 
he is in chains”

Courbet    
Géricault   
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