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A

A is for Asa Vahista, one of the six Amesha Spenta (or ‘Beneficent Immortals’) of Zoroastrianism, the predominant religion of Persia from 1500 bce until it was displaced by Islam in the seventh century ce. Each of the six were ‘divine sparks’ created by the good god, Ahura Mazda, to watch over his people, and protect them from the bad god, Angra Mainyu. They were a type of guardian angel, with the elevated status of archangels. Though technically all are gender neutral, Asa is usually regarded as masculine. To his name is added Vahista – a word used of him in the sacred Zoroastrian text the Gathas by the prophet Zoroaster himself and meaning simply ‘the best’. Asa represents truth, justice and righteousness, the combination of which embodies what it is to be a good Zoroastrian. Each Amesha Spenta is also allocated a specific domain. In the case of Asa, it is fire – still an integral and distinctive part of Zoroastrian rituals.





B

B is for the Bulgarian angels, who local legend has it inhabit the Devil’s Throat Gorge in the Rhodope Mountains in the south-eastern European country. Amid marble cliffs is a deep cave through which an underground waterfall plunges deafeningly over forty metres. It was here that, Christian legend has it, based on a passage in the Book of Genesis, the fallen angels retreated once they had come down to earth and impregnated the daughters of men. It was as good as a prison, not least because of the constant thundering sound of the waterfall inside the cave, caused by their tears of regret. An alternative, possibly earlier, legend has it that this was the spot where the Greek god Orpheus came to enter the underworld and find Eurydice.
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Holy Books – the First Angels

‘And yet, as angels in some brighter dreams

Call to the soul when man doth sleep,

So some strange thoughts transcend our wonted themes,

And into glory peep.’

Henry Vaughan, ‘They Are All Gone Into the World of Light’ (1655)1





For almost three thousand years, the words ‘Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of Hosts / Heaven and Earth are full of your glory / Hosanna in the highest’ have been set to music by believers as part of their liturgies and rituals in synagogues and churches. The origins of what is called ‘The Song of the Angels’ rest in the Jewish tradition, an approximation of it having first been recorded in the Hebrew Scriptures in the Book of Isaiah, one of a series of prophets sent by God to the Jewish people in their hour of need.2

The early sections of the book date back to the eighth century bce, and it is here that the ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’ rings out to herald Isaiah’s extraordinary vision of the Almighty seated on a throne in the Temple in Jerusalem. Accompanying him is an honour guard of mighty angels known as seraphim, ‘each one with six wings: two to cover its face, two to cover its feet, and two for flying’.3

As these seraphim sing their hymn of praise, the very foundations of the Temple – the holiest of holies in Judaism – shake and it fills with smoke. Then, with great ceremony, one of their number takes a red hot lump of coal from the altar and touches Isaiah’s lips with it, burning away his sins and anointing him as God’s messenger.4

Many of the details given in Isaiah – including the words of ‘The Song of the Angels’ – are repeated in chapter four of the Book of Revelation, the final, apocalyptic instalment of the Christian New Testament, written towards the end of the first century ce.5 Now, though, there are four creatures, still with six wings, not angels but three animals – a lion, a bull and a flying eagle – and a fourth with a human face. All of them have ‘eyes all the way round as well as inside; and day and night they never stopped singing: “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty; he was, he is and he is to come.” ’6

In Jewish ritual today the words of ‘The Song of the Angels’ continue to be heard in the Kedushah (or sanctification), part of the daily prayer service. Traditionally those reciting them rise onto their toes with every ‘kadosh’ or ‘holy’, a little higher each time, as if straining to reach up towards the angels above.

Among the early Christians, too, the Book of Isaiah was regarded with a special reverence because of the prophet’s promise that God would come among his people. Christians took this as an early promise of Jesus. So much so that Isaiah is still sometimes referred to as the ‘fifth gospel’.7 ‘The Song of the Angels’ was incorporated by the Western Church in the fifth century ce into the officially approved text of the mass, with the ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’ repeated in the Sanctus (the Latin for ‘Holy’). Meanwhile, in the East, Orthodox Christians continue to recite the angels’ words, as part of their liturgy, in the Trisagion (or ‘Thrice Holy’). In all these traditions, which together cover over 1.5 billion of the world’s population, it is understood that human voices join in song with those of angels in a single choir that transcends the boundaries of heaven and earth.8

Of all the words included in ‘The Song of the Angels’, it is arguably their collective ‘Hosanna’ – in Hebrew yasha na, or ‘O, Save!’ – that has been most often placed on the lips of angels, or hung around their person. It is there, for instance, in the popular early sixteenth-century Christmas carol, ‘Ding Dong Merrily On High’, where ‘the sky / is riv’n with angels singing: / Gloria, Hosanna in excelsis!’ And ‘Hosanna’ is spelt out, too, on the banners that the angels unfurl from their trumpets on Christmas cards (though any sense of it being a plea to be saved is lost). Meanwhile, in Dante’s Paradiso, the final leg of the poet’s journey through the next world that makes up his three-part Divine Comedy, the narrator only manages to work out that the millions of ‘scintillating sparks’ that encircle him in the upper realms of heaven are in fact angels when he hears the sound of their hosannas.



I heard them sing hosanna choir by choir

To the fixed point which holds them at the ‘Ubi’,

And ever will, where they have ever been.9



The Song even gives us the word ‘host’ – our collective noun for angels. The origins of host predate even Isaiah and belong to the period around the eleventh century bce when the Jewish king, Saul, established a united kingdom of Israel, with his successor David making its capital at Jerusalem. In the Hebrew Scriptures concerned with that time (for example, at the very start of the First Book of Samuel), Yahweh is credited with playing an active part in these victories, and is regularly referred to as ‘Lord of Hosts’.10 The Hebrew word sabaoth, translated as ‘hosts’, also means armies, and carries with it therefore the sense of massed ranks of supporters. In earthly terms, that becomes the Yahweh-inspired troops who brought Saul and his successors victories on the battlefield against their opponents, the Philistines. Mixed in with them, it was believed, were angels, sent from heaven to assist.

Beyond music, liturgy and scripture, the lines of ‘The Song of the Angels’ open out to reveal how entwined the history of angels is with the Israelites’ relationship with their God. Indeed, the story goes back to the very beginning, and the creation story of the Garden of Eden. When God expels Adam and Eve from paradise for eating the apple from the tree against his instructions, ‘He posted the cherubs, and the flame of a flashing sword, to guard the way to the tree of life.’11 And later in the same Book of Genesis – the first text in both the Pentateuch, taken by Jews as the work of Moses and containing the Jewish law, and of the Christian Bible – three angels appear at Mamre to Abraham,12 regarded as a founding father by Judaism, Christianity and Islam alike.

In understanding the origins of humankind’s enduring relationship with angels, the overlapping holy books of Judaism, Christianity and Islam are one obvious starting point. Yet, though they present themselves – or are often presented by religious literalists – as the start of everything that ever was, these are neither the first holy texts, nor the first ones to feature angel-like creatures.

Those six-winged seraphim that Isaiah described so memorably in the eighth century bce in his vision of Yahweh entering Jerusalem have no obvious forerunners in earlier sections of the Hebrew Scriptures. Only much later in Revelation do they appear again in the Christian Bible. And yet the seraphim have gone on to figure large in theological debates about angels and their hierarchies, as well as in art and in literature. In Paradise Lost, Milton even gives his seraphim individual personalities, with Abdiel – a name he borrowed from a minor, Old Testament character13 – described as the seraph ‘than whom none with more zeal adored / The Deity and divine commands obeyed’.14, 15

So where did Isaiah’s description of the seraphim come from? Their curious gesture in covering their eyes and feet with their ‘extra’ pairs of wings may be understandable as an act of protection in the first case – unable to look directly at the glory of God – and modesty in the second. Some interpretations in Jewish rabbinical literature suggest that the reference to feet was a euphemism for their genitals.16 But when God chose to reveal the seraphim for the very first time in Isaiah’s vision, how did the prophet know what to call them? If he was not instructed by God as to the proper name to use for these extraordinary creatures (and that may be implicit, but is not stated in the text), are there other origins, both for the word seraph, and for the strange creatures it describes in the world that Isaiah would have known? Or even in that which was beyond his ken?

There are, according to scholars, two possible sources for the word seraph in ancient Hebrew: the first from the verb to burn, hence these six-winged angels were burning with love for God; and the second from the verb to exalt. They exalted God and were in their turn the exalted ones, on a higher level than other angels.17

The first option – from the verb to burn – is the most intriguing in exploring the history of angels, because it connects the seraphim with other creatures who inhabit the Book of Isaiah. The saraf were bewinged serpents, deadly on account of their burning venom,18 and were in their turn linked with the serpent cults that existed at the same time, and earlier, both among the Israelites and in other belief systems.

The Book of Numbers, for example, which in origin predates Isaiah by several centuries and comes fourth in the five texts of the Pentateuch, tells of the desert journeys and first settlements of the Israelites. In it, the travellers are regularly assailed by saraf, or fiery, flying serpents, whose bite could cause death. That doesn’t seem, at first glance, to have any sort of connection to the angels of modern imagination, all balm and smiles. Yet the saraf are, like other angels in the Old Testament, sent by Yahweh as emissaries to advise the Israelites of their first loyalty to him. The reminder these saraf deliver may be anything but gentle, much more the sting of the stick than the incentive of the carrot, but it comes nonetheless from God as a message that should not be ignored.

And Moses does not ignore the saraf. His response is to fashion a bronze serpent, ‘which he put on a standard, and if anyone was bitten by a serpent, he looked at the bronze serpent and lived’.19 Later in the Second Books of Kings, though, we read that this bronze serpent has to be destroyed because people have begun to make sacrifices to it and treat it as a deity in its own right.20

There is certainly something fierce and terrifying, menacing as well as magnificent, about the mysterious seraphim that Isaiah describes as accompanying Yahweh’s throne. So this etymological and physical connection between seraphim and the flying saraf may well have contributed to the particular awe that the six-winged seraphim inspired when Isaiah recounted his vision.

And that resonance extends into the deities of Canaan and Baal, which ran alongside, and in places predated, the history of the Jews as told in the Hebrew Scriptures. They had winged serpent gods, as did the Egyptians, from whose overlordship and exploitation Moses freed the Israelites. In the crowded pantheon of the highly advanced Egyptian civilisation that thrived along the River Nile and its delta from the fourth millennium bce, the saraf or serpent would have been well known as a benign symbol of power and protection. The goddess Wadjet, guardian of Lower Egypt, for instance, was depicted as a flying serpent.

She was not alone in the ranks of the minor – and sometimes major – Egyptian gods in having wings like Isaiah’s seraphim. Isis (in Greek) or Asset/Eset (the latter curiously the ancient Egyptian word for the sort of throne occupied by Yahweh in Isaiah’s vision) was one of the most important deities in Egypt, subsequently to be taken up by the Greeks and Romans, with her cult spreading across their empire from Britain to Afghanistan, and still found today in pagan belief systems. Beside her more familiar depiction with her infant son, Horus (said to be one of the influences behind Christian depictions of Mary and Jesus as Madonna and Child), Isis was often shown with wings as one of the four protector goddesses.

The first references to Isis date back to the Fifth Dynasty of Pharaohs, around 2500 bce, and over the millennia Isis was given many roles, among them using her wings to spread a heavenly scent across the land, or to bring fresh air into the underworld, where she acted as guide to the dead on their journey into the afterlife.

In addition to annexing Isis, the ancient Greeks had many other winged emissaries of the gods, among them Hermes, who features in the writings of both Homer and Hesiod around the eighth century bce, the same date given to the early section of Isaiah where ‘The Song of Angels’ appears. One of Hermes’ tasks, like Isis, was to accompany the souls of the dead on their journey.

Both Homer and Hesiod also refer to daimons, lesser deities, somewhere between humans and the gods, who act as benign guiding spirits, and sometimes have wings or winged sandals, though often they cannot be seen at all. They were, Hesiod states in his epic poem Works and Days, ‘good beings who dispense riches [but who also] remain invisible, known only by their acts’.21

It is a description that could easily be applied to a guardian angel and, just as angels later became a subject of endless speculation in Jewish, Christian and Muslim thought, so too the daimons of ancient Greece evolved over time through debate and discussion. Hesiod, for example, connected them with veneration of ancestors, suggesting the great and powerful should continue to be honoured after death in the form of daimons. In their local communities, some Greeks would build shrines to the daimons of their dead heroes.

Where Homer argued that daimons were closer to the gods than to humans, several centuries later Plato (427–347 bce), the philosopher credited with founding the Academy in Athens as the world’s first seat of higher learning, maintained that the daimon was inextricably tied to humans, the rough equivalent of each individual’s immortal soul, and there with him or her from birth, but separate from the body.22 In particular, Plato recalled in Phaedo how his teacher, Socrates, widely considered as the founding father of Western philosophy, had been able to hear the voice of his personal daimon. It was the source of his genius,23 guiding him away from errors, though never directly instructing him what to do or say. Its role was to inspire human thoughts and actions, Plato suggested, rather than prescribe or enforce them.

The nature of daimons was subsequently further refined in the later Hellenistic period (300 bce to 30 bce) to encompass the idea that daimons could be both benign and malign guiding spirits. Such a division, in turn, went on to influence Jewish and early Christian writers. The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 bce–50 ce), for example, laboured to reconcile Greek ideas with the Hebrew Scriptures. ‘The beings whom other philosophers called daimons,’ he noted, ‘Moses usually called angels.’ Emphasising the overlap, he added that ‘souls, demons and angels differ in name but they are identical in reality’.24

‘The angels’ names came from Babylon’

The blueprint for the various parts played by angels in Judaism, and hence Christianity and later Islam, can already be glimpsed in these accounts, but we are skipping ahead in our story at the risk of losing sight of other potential influences on Isaiah and that striking description he offers of the seraphim in ‘The Song of the Angels’. Casting the net more widely, among the Sumerians, Akkadians and later Assyrians and Babylonians – connected, highly developed agriculturally based civilisations that grew and then spread outwards from 4000 bce from a core in the rich fields between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in what is today southern Iraq25 – there were mighty, intimidating winged figures who were both used as symbols of quasi-divine earthly power, and regarded as deities.

They were featured in the fabric of the stone-built palaces of worship that became common for the first time in these parts, forerunners of temples, synagogues, churches and mosques. These buildings expressed a physical link with the often-invisible power of the gods, rooting it physically in the material world. Among the figures used to decorate them was Pazuzu, a flying composite of human and animal parts, who was simultaneously the demon bringing famine in the dry season26 and the guardian protecting those who worshipped him from other more malign spirits.

Often, too, the shape and size of these buildings could express a yearning to get closer to the gods. Ziggurats (or temple towers), like that of Marduk, in the Babylonian epic poem of creation, the Enuma Elish, provided a summit, halfway between heaven and earth, where humans could encounter the divine face to face.27

Arguably the greatest influence on the angels that feature on our Christmas cards today, though, came from the winged spirits of Zoroastrianism, the religion of the followers of the prophet Zoroaster, who is thought to have lived in modern-day Iran sometime between 15,000 and 10,000 bce.28 The belief system he inspired thrived across the whole region in various forms until the seventh century ce, when the rise of Islam displaced it. The most obvious parallels with ‘our’ angels are provided by Zoroastrianism’s fravashi, sometimes described as patrolling the ramparts of heaven before descending to earth to act as guardian spirits to believers.

Like many aspects of Zoroastrianism, their exact role and status is now the subject of much debate among scholars, since they are not mentioned in those sections of the Avesta, the most sacred book of Zoroastrianism, that have survived (estimated at around a quarter of the original). There are references to them, according to some readings, in extant sections of the Gathas, a collection of ‘hymns’ and other texts reputedly written by Zoroaster. These describe an army of fravashi helpers created by Ahura Mazda, the Lord of Light and Wisdom, to assist him in his struggle against Angra Mainyu, Lord of Evil and Destruction. In positing a good god against a bad god, Zoroastrianism was one of the world’s first dualist belief systems, portraying believers as caught up in a cosmic battle between equal and opposite divine powers.

Like the daimons of ancient Greece, it is hard to be truly precise about the angel-like fravashi because they rise and fall in significance, and in how they are described, over the sweep of Zoroastrian history. Our ability properly to understand those developments is dented by the relative scarcity of surviving materials. What does seem to have happened, however, is that a strand of Zoroastrianism, known as Zurvanism and allied to geo-political power in Babylon, dominated from at least the fourth century bce onwards. In it, the fravashi came to the fore as models – or mirrors – of spiritual perfection, rather than heaven-sent guardians to individual believers.

Among today’s direct descendants of the Zoroastrians, the 200,000-strong community of Parsees, found mainly in India (where they fled when persecuted by Islam), there is a slightly different view again, with the fravashi more likely to be characterised as protective spirits of ancestors watching over their surviving relatives. To add to an already far from clear picture, the Faravahar, the depiction of a winged angel-like creature as the infinite human spirit that is usually taken as the symbol of Zoroastrianism, is believed, in its current form, to be a nineteenth-century-ce invention, created as a reaction to European colonialism, and designed as a national rallying point for Iran, its history and culture, rather than a specifically religious image.
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The Faravahar – as seen here at the Fire Temple at Yazd in Iran – is a representation in Zoroastrianism of the human spirit as a winged angel-like figure.



The fravashi, then, offer no easily read clues as to their potential influences on the seraphim of Isaiah’s imagination. The sections of the book that contain ‘The Song of Angels’ were written earlier than the passages that reflect a much stronger Zoroastrian influence over Judaism. These parts of Isaiah were completed during the Jews’ long exposure to Zoroastrian beliefs and practices during their exile in Babylon from 587 to 539 bce. This ‘captivity’ was the result of their defeat by Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, who added to the Jews’ trauma and sense of being abandoned in their hour of need by Yahweh when he destroyed their Temple in Jerusalem. That Zoroastrian influence on Judaism found in later parts of the Book of Isaiah is part of a wider impact exile had on Jewish ideas. For this history of angels, that is best summed up by a striking adage from the Talmud (the written compilation of Jewish law and rabbinic discussions around it, which first started to be compiled in the second century ce). It states that ‘the angels’ names came from Babylon’.29

The named angels in question are the archangels Gabriel and Michael, found in the Book of Daniel, one of the final books in the Hebrew Scriptures and dated to 165 bce, as well as Raphael and others in the Book of Enoch, who we will explore in detail later. The claimed Babylonian/Zoroastrian inspiration for these named archangels is its six (three male and three female) Amesha Spenta, or ‘Beneficent Immortals’. In the Yasna – the main Zoroastrian act of worship – it is told how Ahura Mazda creates each of the six to line up alongside him as ‘divine sparks’ (an echo of that description, ‘scintillating sparks’, later used of angels by Dante in his Paradiso). They are the visible form taken by a creator God who is invisible, and are akin to putting a series of faces on the divine. Each of the six Amesha Spenta has individual virtues and associations – good purpose, truth and righteousness, power, devotion, wholeness, and immortality – and all guard creation in the cosmic battle with the malign Angra Mainyu. They are, in this capacity, more powerful than the mere fravashi, and so equate to a better class of angel.

How ideas are shared

It was through human interaction between different religions and belief systems – in exile, at war, or simply different peoples encountering each other as neighbours and trading partners – that the angels emerge who fill the pages of Hebrew Scriptures, the New Testament, and later the Qur’an. The physical links created by the East–West trading routes linking Asia to Europe may not have developed until the second century bce into an established network, known as the ‘Silk Road’ between the Mediterranean and the Himalayas,30 but some sort of exchange of ideas had been going on long before that date. Geographical or commercial proximity, though, is not the only factor to consider.

Historians have in the past half-century increasingly highlighted the importance of the period between 800 and 300 bce, a time that they call the Axial Age because it was when many of the world’s great religions burst into life around a common axis of beliefs.31 It witnessed the dawn of the great traditions that continue to nourish humanity: Confucianism and Daoism in China; Hinduism and Buddhism in India; the one God (‘monotheism’) of Judaism, which was later to nurture both Christianity and Islam; and the philosophical rationalism of Greece. This was the period of the Buddha, Confucius, the Hindu mystics of the Upanishads, and Socrates, among others, as well as some of the prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures. The overlap of ideas between these different and disparate teachers, and the systems they represent, cannot simply be explained by physical contact. Some of them worked anonymously, others in isolation. It must also have been part of a shared human reaction to the particular circumstances of those centuries, the dilemmas they threw up, and the appetites they created.

In the case of the Axial Age sages, one of the things that united them was impatience with the doctrinal codes, rules, prescriptions and carefully plotted hierarchies that we nowadays tend to associate with organised religion. They were much more interested separately but – with hindsight – severally in pushing forward the frontiers of human consciousness in search of a transcendent dimension to life, something that went beyond the here and now, and connected them with a higher principle, whether it be a god or gods, a state of perfection, or higher being, an afterlife or the cycle of reincarnation.32 Part of that endeavour included, in all sorts of different and not so different shapes, a cast of messengers, lesser deities, spirits, intermediaries or guardians, who closed the gap between the gods and the rest of us. Why? Because such go-betweens answered a shared human need for some way of approaching or feeling the presence of deities.

And so, while it would be stretching a point to say that Isaiah’s vision of six-winged seraphim in the eighth century bce owed any sort of obvious debt to emerging ideas in evolving Hinduism, nevertheless its angel-like figures should form part of the wider backdrop to this story. Hinduism is often described as the world’s oldest religion, stretching back to the civilisation that thrived in and around the Indus Valley – the ‘Land of Seven Rivers’ (or Sapta-Sindhu, the origin of the word Hindu) – between 2500 bce and 2000 bce. From it sacred texts emerged, written in Sanskrit, and known collectively as the Vedas (‘knowledge’), of which the Rig Veda, dated between 1500 and 1200 bce, is the best known. It describes Gandharva as a god who guards the moon and holds the secrets of heaven. By the time of the Upanishads, from the eighth to the fifth century bce, however, the gandharva had become male nature spirits, half human, half animal, usually bird, and hence with wings. They also acted as messengers between the gods and humans, but were most celebrated for their musical gifts, their voices, and the songs they sang that were able, it was said, to carry their listeners into ecstatic trances, just as the choirs of angels in Judaism and Christianity could reach down in ‘The Song of Angels’ to those on earth.

Significant, too, in the Hindu pantheon are the male deva and female devi, ‘dwelling with glory in mid-air’ according to the Rig Veda.33 They are often represented as the bringers of light (as opposed to the asuras, spirits who bring darkness) and have their place in the cycle of rebirth that is part of Hinduism as the guardian of souls between each death and rebirth.

The parallels with the history of angels are striking. To their number should also be added the bodhisattvas of Buddhism, guides to meaningful spiritual life, mythical, awesome in power, radiance and wisdom, but simultaneously as ordinary as your next-door neighbour.

How far, though, did that shared but separate Axial Age search for a transcendent dimension in life connect peoples in distinct and distant parts of the world? Why the overlaps and echoes – in our case around angel-like figures – in what historians argue was often a spontaneous human inclination to make ‘transparent the transcendent’? That phrase is one associated with the American writer and academic Joseph Campbell (1904–87), who was less interested in the technicalities of how ideas were passed from hand to hand, head to head, or heart to heart, and preferred instead to see any connections between peoples in different parts of the world at the same time as part of a more instinctive joint human endeavour to make sense of life. All religions, he argued in his 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, created gods who were aspects of a shared ‘mono-myth’.34 Drawing heavily on the insights of the analytical psychologist Carl Jung, Campbell proposed that many of the shared details of religions – angelic beings among them – are better seen as remnants that ‘line the walls of our interior system of belief, like shards of broken pottery in an archaeological site’, a road map of existence generated largely from inside rather than from outside connections and influences.

In other words, in the case of Isaiah’s winged creatures, the first choir to sing ‘The Song of Angels’ three thousand years ago, they were part of a response that arose spontaneously and separately in all religions to human psychology and its need for this life not to be everything, and for there to be something in that space between earth and sky, and beyond. As Campbell put it, we just didn’t want to be alone.35





C

C is for Angel Clare, the son of a clergyman in Thomas Hardy’s 1892 novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles, who starts out as a ‘freethinker’. His first name suggests a free spirit as well. Unlike his more conventionally christened brothers Felix and Cuthbert, Angel disdains following in his father’s footsteps into church ministry, and instead opts to be a lowly farmer, preferring, as Hardy puts it, ‘sermons in stones to sermons in church’. Of Tess, he writes, ‘there was hardly a touch of earth in her love for Clare’. Yet this Angel is not there when the woman he loves, and who loves him in return, is raped by the libertine Alec Stoke-d’Urberville. ‘Where was Tess’s guardian angel?’ the narrator pointedly asks, as if damning the very notion that such a thing exists. And Angel Clare turns out to be no ‘freethinker’. Instead his residual conventional, church-based morality means he abandons Tess on their wedding night when she tells him what Alec did to her. By the time he finally returns to guard her in the book’s poignant ending at Stonehenge, fate has intervened and it is too late.





D

D is for Damiel, mentioned in the Book of Enoch as one of the ‘Watcher Angels’ who betray God, fall to earth and introduce evil into the world. He is perhaps better known, though, as one of the two trench-coat-wearing guardian angels assigned to assist the people of Berlin in Wim Wenders’ award-winning 1987 film, Wings of Desire. Of the two, Damiel (played by Bruno Ganz) is the one who grows tired of a role that never allows him to cross the boundary between the material and spiritual, a frustration exacerbated when he falls for a lonely trapeze artist called Marion. He discards his immortality, and his wings, and so gets to meet Marion, his world no longer the sepia-infused black and white landscape seen by angels, but a full-colour bar in Berlin where Australian rocker Nick Cave is playing.
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The Renaissance Angels

‘O welcome pure-eyed Faith, white handed Hope, Thou hovering angel girt with golden wings.’

John Milton, Comus (1634)



The medieval angelologists had presented angels ever more insistently as pure spirit. They were without emotion, Thomas Aquinas had concluded in his Summa Theologica, and stood, therefore, in stark contrast to humanity. The artists of the Renaissance, though, equally insistently claimed them back, as our close, attentive, lookalike companions who, as the modern expression goes, feel our pain. This dramatic re-imagining took place from the fourteenth century onwards, with even the upper echelons of the angelic hierarchy transported from their celestial perch in the inner circle of heaven and instead installed in abundance not only on the walls and ceilings, façades and roofs, of churches and monasteries, but also in palaces, courts and – most significantly – in private homes.

Angels were being domesticated and placed in the midst of earthly life. As a consequence, artists gave them back the bodies that theologians had taken away. And not just any old bodies, but three-dimensional physiques and faces that epitomised and mirrored the best of human strength, vitality, vibrancy and – pace Aquinas – feelings.

The word Renaissance – ‘rebirth’ in French – is believed to have been first used only in the mid-nineteenth century by the anti-clerical historian Jules Michelet to describe the period stretching from the fourteenth to the seventeenth centuries when, first in Italy and then across Europe, the dominant mindset of the Middle Ages was overturned. Out went pessimism and obsession with the sinful, fallen nature of humankind, beholden to an unknowable God. No longer was it a question of simply enduring the trials of this world by lifting our eyes to heaven in the hope of salvation and a happy life after death. The Renaissance gaze focused on the here and now, and on the God-given potential of each individual for pleasure and achievement.

This was not an explicitly anti-Church development. Many of the Renaissance’s greatest treasures were commissioned by clerics from artists whose number included faithful priests and monks. It did, though, push for greater freedom of thought and expression than hitherto allowed for by the Church’s carefully calibrated and restrictive rulebook. And so, while the leading lights of the Renaissance continued to explore the familiar biblical scenes, and hence the familiar sightings of angels, they were now doing so from a new perspective that celebrated the human heart, brain and spirit as gifts from God.

The Renaissance only indirectly challenged the Scholastic method of questions and answers that Thomas Aquinas and his colleagues had developed to provide what, for them, was a foolproof scientific and philosophical proof of God’s existence, and an explanation of his operating methods across the universe. That remained the orthodoxy taught in the universities and seminaries, and preached from the pulpits, until a growing tide of discontent boiled over in October 1517, when an obscure German friar, Martin Luther (who had no time at all for Renaissance finery), issued his Ninety-Five Theses – or debating points – and so precipitated the Reformation that broke Catholicism’s stranglehold over Europe.

What the Renaissance brings to our story, then, is a plentiful, nigh on ubiquitous, vision of a new sort of angel who existed side by side with human beings in natural, everyday landscapes (rather than dream-like, celestial realms). Aside from their wings and – in the early Renaissance – their haloes, they looked just like us, and our interactions with them were characterised not by flashes of lightning and almighty visions, but rather by an often cosy, stay-at-home intimacy.

Medieval artists, in both the Western and Eastern branches of Christianity, had long favoured a flattened, perspective-free, icon-like emphasis on symbol over working from life. The first significant break with this approach came in the early Renaissance years in the work of Giotto di Bondone (c.1267–1337) – usually referred to, as was the way then, simply by his first name. A Florentine painter and architect, his origins are obscure but his genius in pushing established boundaries ushered in a more naturalist style.

In his masterpiece, the thirty-seven scenes from the life of Jesus and his mother commissioned for the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua in northern Italy at the start of the fourteenth century, Giotto’s angels share the faces and gestures of those with whom they connect. The chapel was dedicated, among other things, to the Annunciation – which, as the cult of the Virgin continued to thrive, became the indispensable Renaissance subject – and is reported to have been where an annual procession took place with local boys donning wings to play the Angel Gabriel, come to tell Mary the news of her pregnancy. And so, in focal positions above the chapel’s chancel arch, Giotto has the two figures of Christ’s mother and her messenger facing each other, side-on, similar in size, position and shape, matching the intensity of each other’s stare in a meeting that captures the charge of that moment.

Elsewhere in the chapel, Giotto shows smaller, airborne angels, tearing at their breasts in sorrow as they observe powerlessly Jesus’ crucifixion and its aftermath. In Lamentation – one of the most reproduced of this remarkable cycle – Mary, along with her son’s apostles and followers, is tenderly cradling his battered and rigid corpse after he has been cut down from the cross, the anguish etched on all their faces. Above them, in this moving study in sorrow, their distress is echoed in the gaze of ten golden angels. These are not the contour-less, ethereal creatures of medieval art. They have personalities and are so engaged in the heartbreak that their misery is there for all to see.1
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In Giotto’s 1303–5 study in sorrow, Lamentation, in the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua, ten golden angels mirror the anguish of Mary and the apostles as they cradle the dead body of Jesus.


In general terms, Renaissance artists offer two sizes of angel. Those on terra firma tend to match the dimensions of the humans with whom they share an encounter. Those in the skies, looking down, are usually smaller, though still with well-defined bodies and faces that tell us what is going on inside their heads and hearts. Giotto provides both in the Arena Chapel. So, too, in his commissions did the Florentine sculptor Donato di Niccolò di Betto Bardi, known as Donatello (1386–1466). His Annunciation tabernacle is one of the highlights of Florence’s Basilica of Santa Croce. The gilded limestone figures of a startled Mary, still clutching the book she has been reading, and of Gabriel, kneeling before her, are presented as equal partners in a gripping but private drama. Yet Donatello is celebrated, too, for his ‘child angels’. Indeed, some art historians credit him with reviving interest in such figures by returning to the classical canon and turning them into one of the motifs of the Renaissance.

The treasury of the classical world was among the most significant of Renaissance enthusiasms, not only (as with the medieval angelologists) for its philosophy and learning, but also for its culture and artistic forms of expression. With his child angels, Donatello was drawing again on the winged putti, spiritelli and cupids of ancient Greece and Rome, once an inspiration for the early Christians. Two works of his in particular stand out. Originally in the Duomo, Florence’s cathedral, his Cantoria (Singing Gallery) – one of two white marble and mosaic decorations on the choir balconies that were suspended on either side of the main altar – features a tangle of dancing, singing, vivacious, almost frenzied boy-putti, half naked but wingless in classical garb. It was completed in the early 1430s, soon after Donatello had been in Rome, where he had studied the decorations on sarcophagi that featured similar figures.

And then in the Basilica of Sant’Antonio in Padua in 1450, he took on a commission to decorate the whole high altar with scenes of the miracles attributed to the saint to whom the church was dedicated, mixed together with others from the life of Christ.
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Two of the ‘musical angels’ in Donatello’s 1450 decorations at the Basilica of Sant’Antonio in Padua. His child angels are based on the putti, spiritelli and cupids of classical Rome and Greece.


One notable feature is his bronze bas reliefs of twelve ‘musical angels’, again inspired by the putti, and this time including wings, with all of them blowing trumpets, or lyres, or singing with mischievous, joyful, child-like faces.

Quite when the Renaissance conflated these ‘child angels’ with the biblical cherubim – second only to seraphim in Pseudo-Dionysius’ hierarchy, rather than over-excited, not-entirely-innocent youngsters – is a matter of debate. One of the clearest linking references comes in the writings of Teresa of Avila (1515–82), the Spanish nun, mystic and reformer of her own Carmelite order, who reported seeing repeated visions of an angel, as well as levitating, during spiritual raptures. ‘He was not large, but small of stature, and most beautiful,’ she wrote in her 1565 autobiography, ‘his face burning, as if he were one of the highest angels, who seem to be all of fire: they must be those whom we call cherubim. Their names they never tell me; but I see very well that there is in heaven so great a difference between one angel and another, and between these and the others, that I cannot explain it.’2

The angels created by Renaissance artists for public, private and religious settings both contributed to and reflected the widespread conviction that a host of very human angels were close at hand. And it inevitably also fuelled wider speculation about them that went beyond the definitions agreed by the academic angelologists. Sandro Botticelli (1445–1510), another Florentine, is a case in point. He created many celebrated works featuring typically Renaissance angels, but in a small number of works went further. In his 1485 Birth of Venus, now found in the city’s Uffizi Gallery, he eschewed the usual, standard and all-pervasive religious themes and instead tackled head-on something from classical mythology, an unusual choice for the times. The Roman goddess of love, Venus, arrives naked on the seashore in a giant scallop shell. To her right a female figure – often described as a minor goddess – hands Venus a cloak to protect her modesty, while to her left the airborne winged god of the wind, Zephyrus, carrying what some have identified as the flower nymph, Chloris, is blowing Venus onto land, all the while looking almost indistinguishable from an angel.

If one of Botticelli’s intentions in Birth of Venus was to highlight the classical lineage, rather than the celestial origin, of Christian angels, then in Mars and Venus, a near contemporary work in the same vein, he surrounds the smitten god and goddess in their forest glade with horned infant satyrs, in Greek mythology drunken, lustful woodland gods, but to fifteenth-century Christian eyes resonant of the putti angels with whom they had become so familiar, albeit with more than a hint of fallen angels mixed in. And then in arguably Botticelli’s most complex mythological work, Primavera (or Spring) from the late 1470s, he has a gathering in an orange grove of figures from the classical pantheon, including once again Zephyrus, Chloris and Venus. Hovering over them, just where the putti angel would be if this were a standard religious subject, he places a naked, winged cupid with an arrow. The connections between past and present, especially when it comes to angels, he is suggesting, are rather more complicated than any official church account, a thought reinforced by the striking resemblance between Venus’s hand gesture and that widely given to Mary in the many Renaissance versions of the Annunciation.

The Renaissance was questioning the role allotted to angels, and in some cases subverting it as part of a new spirit of enquiry about religious faith. In his personal notebooks, the polymath Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) reveals himself as privately not as devout as some of his artist contemporaries. Yet, like them, he knew that the only way to earn his living as an artist in those times was by taking on religious commissions, such as his version of the Annunciation, now also in the Uffizi Gallery. In it, Gabriel’s wings have attracted comment as oddly disconnected in their precision from the archangel’s more naturalistic body. One explanation is that this is the product of what Leonardo’s notebooks show to be a genuine obsession for him – how to build a flying machine. He was a keen observer of how birds managed flight and in his rendering of angels – especially Gabriel in the Annunciation – it has been suggested that he was taking the opportunity to produce a blueprint of the sort of wings that he believed might be capable of lifting a human being (as well as an angel) off the ground.3

And Leonardo’s curiosity didn’t stop there. If the Renaissance tended to make its angels increasingly androgynous, often quietly feminine and sometimes, in their semi-nudity, sensuous, it carefully steered clear of sexualising them. That would have put it directly at odds with the Church, which would have been a step too far in the climate of the time. The angelologists’ line that angels were without gender, without sexual desire, and therefore without sexual organs, was publicly accepted and, in representations, they were draped in perfectly weighted layers of cloth to make such questions irrelevant. But in private the freethinking Leonardo pushed at this boundary, at least to judge by one of his sketches that was in the private collection of the British royal family in the late nineteenth century. Among some preparatory drawings for his now-lost 1505 work, The Battle of Anghiari, was found a depiction, known as the ‘Angelo Incarnato’ (‘Angel Incarnate’), of a naked angel-like figure (though without wings), with both prominent female nipples and, beneath a thin piece of gauze, a large and unmistakable erection (though efforts had been made at some stage to rub it out). No one quite knows the whys and wherefores of this curious piece of work, and some dispute it is actually by Leonardo at all, suggesting it may instead be something mischievous by one of his assistants.4

Such breaking of taboos is a world away from two other Renaissance figures, both named after angels – Guido di Pietro (c.1395–1455), the Dominican artist from Fiesole, outside Florence, known as Fra Angelico, or ‘the angelic friar’, and Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino (1483–1520), more commonly referred to as Raphael. Opinion is divided on how Fra Angelico got his nickname – whether it was because he just painted so many beautiful and memorable angels, or because he was angel-like in his humility and modesty, or because in his frescoes in Florence and later Rome his paintbrush seemed to be touched by the divine. He refused ever to revise his works, saying that God had guided his hand and so he couldn’t err. He saw painting scenes from the Bible as his own form of prayer and religious devotion.

In the history of angels, Fra Angelico is the last significant Renaissance artist to give his angels haloes, as had been the unwavering practice in medieval art. In his Virgin of the Annunciation (c.1450) for the Chapter House of the Convent of San Marco in Florence, Gabriel is seen meeting Mary on an outdoor, vaulted loggia. He is framed by two of its slender classical arches, she by the next two along. There is an austere elegance to the scene, with its extraordinary light, the artist’s clever use of space and perspective, and the delicate fragility he gives to Mary. Both figures have their arms folded across their chests, as if hugging themselves as they lean forward to face each other with matching gestures, but Fra Angelico also gave the pair matching golden haloes.5 His contemporaries may have argued that such adornments, and the symbolism they conveyed, got in the way of the naturalism of the scene, but Fra Angelico stuck in this regard to the traditional way. So much so that his haloes have become one of his hallmarks. When he was beatified by Pope John Paul II in 1984 – becoming Blessed Angelico – he was hailed by the New York Times as ‘Master of the Golden Halo’.6

Raphael shared his name with an archangel.7 His two impish, rascally cherubs at the bottom of his painted altarpiece of the Madonna and Child, commissioned by Pope Julius II in 1512 for the Church of San Sisto in Piacenza in central Italy, make up one of the most reproduced images of angels in circulation. The backdrop he gives to the Virgin Mary is the clouds of heaven, through which can only dimly be discerned the outline of the faces of dozen upon dozen of cherubim. At the foot of the painting, though, two of the putti have emerged from the mist into plain sight, complete with their wings. They are resting their elbows on what was to become, when the painting was complete and put in place, the top of the altar itself.
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Raphael’s rascally cherubs, from the bottom of his 1512 altarpiece in the Church of San Sisto in Piacenza, are among the most reproduced images of angels in circulation today. 


It is a clever optical trick, and the faces of the two are not easily forgotten, today gracing many a poster, postcard, book jacket and any number of bits of angel memorabilia. One legend has it that Raphael copied their expressions from the two young sons of the woman who modelled for him for the Madonna. They were bored sitting waiting for her to finish her work with the artist. Another prefers the version that has Raphael going into a bakery and spotting two urchins looking in longingly at the bread and cakes they couldn’t afford to buy, and then reproducing them.

Reformation and Counter-Reformation

Martin Luther made his one and only visit to Rome in 1511, when still a naïve Augustinian friar and devout Catholic, as yet unknown to anyone outside his cloister in Saxony. He had been sent
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