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References to John the Baptist in Art

In his novel, The Da Vinci Code, Dan Brown refers to many different works of art and the “hidden meanings” they present.  There are several references to John the Baptist via paintings by different artists affiliated with secret societies that suggest John’s importance was completely underrepresented in Christianity. Traditional scholarship indicates much symbolism in these artworks but it is unlikely that the meanings Brown portrays are factual and legitimate. 

To fully comprehend John the Baptist’s significance to the various artists, it is first important to know who he was.  John, the son of Zacharias, a priest, and Elizabeth, and cousin to The Virgin Mary, was born between 8 and 3 BC in Judaea.  John, a Nazarite, spent years in the desert to learn self-discipline needed for his mission.  Later, in his thirties, “he went into the country around the River Jordan preaching penance to prepare for the imminent coming of the Messiah…and baptized penitents with water,” (Origins of Popular Saints).  Through divine inspiration, John the Baptist announced to the world of the coming of the messiah and after the baptism of Jesus, John the Baptist resigned his ministry position.  Jesus attracted many followers and some of John’s followers turned their attention towards Jesus.  John told his remaining followers:

“This is as it should be.  My mission is to proclaim the Christ.  The groomsman, the bridegroom’s friend, who makes the wedding arrangements for the bridegroom, is not jealous of the bridegroom.  No more am I of Jesus.  He must increase, and I must decrease.” 

(John 3:22-30)

John the Baptist spoke out against the Judean ruler, King Herod Antipas, who married the wife of his half-brother.  Once the king heard John’s disapproval, John was imprisoned (Luke 3:1-20) and beheaded (Matthew 14:3-11).  According to Matthew 11:10, Jesus said to his disciples, “Verily I say unto you, Among them that are born of women there hath not risen a greater than John the Baptist: notwithstanding he that is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.” 
In Western art, John the Baptist is usually depicted wearing a garment made entirely of hair and carrying a staff and scroll containing the words “Ecce Agnus Dei”, or “Behold the Lamb of God”, a reference to John 1:29 when he foretold the coming of God.  Many references to John the Baptist are made using what is called the “John Gesture”, or an upright forefinger.  The usual explanation for the “John Gesture” is that the finger is pointing towards God and heaven and referring to spirituality.  However, this symbol is also a reference to John the Baptist meaning “I foretell the coming of the one from above,” (Jean-Claude Frere).  The carob tree and the lamb are also traditionally associated with John the Baptist.
A perfect example of “The John Gesture” is displayed in Leonardo’s John the Baptist.  In this painting, John is shown pointing to himself with one hand, and pointing to ‘the heavens’ with the index finger on his other hand.  Many observers ignore the fact that John the Baptist in this picture seems to have many feminine qualities including a fragile build, delicate facial features and a sfumato effect of breasts (the same technique used to portray Mona Lisa’s mysterious smile).  However, many art critics claim that the feminine qualities of John the Baptist can be attributed to John’s young age and innocent spirit.
This gesture, which always carries the same significance, is used in Leonardo’s Adoration of the Magi also featuring a carob tree.  In this picture, a bystander clinging to the trunk of the carob tree thrusts up his forefinger representing the Baptist.  This picture also is curious because many of the spectators appear to have a deathly expression on their faces and appear to be clawing at the couple instead of worshiping.  However, the crowd just behind the couple seems to be very healthy, but they aren’t even looking at the mother and child.  Instead, following their gaze, they are looking directly at the carob tree suggesting their approval of John the Baptist.  Curiously, a man in the bottom right corner of the piece is completely turned to the couple.  It has been suggested that this character is Leonardo himself.
In The Da Vinci Code, Dan Brown claims that Adoration of the Magi was painted by another artist over the top of Leonardo’s work.  Brown said that “Maurizio Seracini had unveiled the unsettling truth, which the New York Times Magazine carried prominently in a story titled “The Leonardo Cover-Up,” (Brown Chapter 40).  He said that this man:

 “beyond any doubt that while the Adoration’s gray-green sketched underdrawing was indeed Da Vinci’s work, the painting itself was not.  The truth was that some anonymous painter had filled in Da Vinci’s sketch like a paint-by-numbers years after Da Vinci’s death.  Far more troubling, however, was what lay beneath the impostor’s painting.  Photographs taken…suggested that this rogue painter, while filling in Da Vinci’s sketched study, had made suspicious departures from the underdrawing…as if to subvert Da Vinci’s true intention.  Whatever the true nature of the underdrawing, it had yet to be made public.  Even so, embarrassed officials at Florence’s Uffizi Gallery immediately banished the painting to a warehouse across the street.  Visitors at the gallery’s Leonardo Room now found a misleading and unapologetic plaque where the Adoration once hung.  

THIS WORK IS UNDERGOING

DIAGNOSTIC TESTS IN PREPARATION

FOR RESTORATION,” 
(Brown Chapter 40).
On April 21, 2002, the New York Times Magazine published an article with the same claims that Brown makes in his novel.  The fact that another man has painted over one of Leonardo’s pictures doesn’t necessarily change the picture.  It has not been released to the public what lies underneath the paint.  The only evidence is that the paint came after the drawing of the picture.  It is possible that the paint doesn’t hide or cover anything up; nothing has been released to the public about the drawing.
Leonardo’s Virgin and Child with St. Anne and the Infant St. John in the National Gallery in London has a remarkable storyline.  The piece is simply a picture of The Virgin holding Jesus while He is blessing John.  St. Anne, Mary’s mother, is also present displaying “The John Gesture” and staring, almost forcefully, into Mary’s eyes.  Mary’s positioning seems very awkward while she is almost forcing Jesus to do the blessing. In 1987, a man carrying a sawed-off shotgun walked into the gallery and took aim at the center of the picture.  This painting must have some type of significance for a man to enter such a psychological state and decided to open fire on a 486 year-old painting.  
One of Leonardo’s most controversial works is Virgin of the Rocks located in the Louvre in Paris.  This picture may seem, at first glance, a simple drawing of Jesus blessing John.  However, there is a lot of symbolism suggesting a secret “hidden message”.  According to Dan Brown, this painting depicts John blessing Jesus with “Jesus submitting to his authority,” and Uriel slicing John’s invisible head (Brown Chapter 32).  He mistakenly calls the picture Madonna of the Rocks, mixing up two similar paintings.  Finally, Brown claims that the nuns were disgusted with this painting and forced Leonardo to paint a second, “watered down” version.  In Virgin of the Rocks, Uriel is pointing to John using the “John Gesture” which is confirmed because John is shown with the identifying staff.  The identities are clear in both pictures but Brown doesn’t take the time to figure this out himself; he simply jumps to conclusions.  The original, Virgin of the Rocks, actually stood as the centerpiece in the San Francesco in Milan church for at least 9 years before being replaced by a replica due to a monetary dispute.  Brown’s claims that the nuns rejected the first piece and forced him to produce a second version are completely inaccurate.  
Jean Cocteau had many works with symbolism and controversy similar to those already mentioned by Leonardo.  His most famous piece is a mural in the Notre-Dame de France.  This mural is a scene from the crucifixion.  “The central figure, the victim of this most horrible of deaths by torture, may well be Jesus.  But equally it is true that we do not know his identity for certain simply because we see him only from the knees down,” (Picknett 38).  Even more convincing that this central character is not Jesus himself is the fact that a strange and mysterious man whose only visible eye is drawn in the shape of the fish is turned away from the scene.  The fish symbol generally represents Jesus himself suggesting that he was an observer of this tragic incident.  Another unknown character has his head thrust, in a possessed and eerie way, towards a black sun.  The black sun is symbolic of the ‘Vril’ society, a secret philosophy established thousands of years ago, which influenced the Nazi’s.  According to a book of ‘Vril’ written by Johannes Taufer (German for “John the Baptist”), the Black Sun is a source of power, an infinite beam of light invisible to the human eye.  This symbol “can be found in many Babylonian and Assyrian places of worship.   They depicted the Black Sun, the godhead’s inner light in the form of a cross… [similar to] the German’s Knight’s Cross,” (Crystal).  Hitler had a known obsession with John the Baptist and the black sun became his “symbol”.  However, Jean Cocteau had no known affiliation with the Nazi’s.

The two Mary’s are present in Cocteau’s altarpiece; The Virgin is shown weeping at the feet of “the central figure” while Mary Magdalene has her back turned away from the scene on the cross.  The two women form an ‘M’ shape.  This ‘M’ is reinforced on the podium where the women are shown facing each other with a blatant M connecting the two.  However, in 2003, the chapel was renovated and some ‘improvements’ were made.  One of these ‘improvements’ included, “covering Cocteau’s well-known hand painted ‘M’ glyph on the altar with a mosaic of extremely dubious aesthetic merit.  The motive behind the astonishing decision to tinker with Cocteau’s unique and symbolic vision by obliterating the glyph is unknown at this time,” (Hilton).  
A man with his back to the central figure has a look of disgust on his face with no expression of pain and sorrow.  This character is in fact Jean Cocteau himself, similar to Leonardo painting himself into his pieces.  The act of painting himself in his altarpiece proves that Cocteau had an obsession with Leonardo as well as his religious beliefs and possession of a ‘secret knowledge’.  However, Cocteau had much more in common with Leonardo than this, both were alleged Grand Masters of The Priory of Sion, a secret society with a fascination with John the Baptist.

The “John Gesture” was also featured in Raphael’s The School of Athens with Plato’s character exhibiting the sign.  In actuality, Raphael painted Plato as none other than Leonardo displaying the “John Gesture” which was obviously very significant and also representative of Da Vinci.  Although Raphael has no known ties to any secret society, he admired much of Leonardo’s work throughout the Renaissance period as well as many other artists of the time.


The fascination with John the Baptist revolves around The Ghent Altarpiece, an oil painting by Jan Van Eyck titled Adoration of the Lamb of God (1432).  This painting is unusual from the beginning; there is no depiction of Jesus in the scene at all.  Instead, “the centre of worship is a lamb, which is assumed to be Jesus. (Who else could it be?)” (Coppens).  However, it has already been suggested in the Rosslyn-Haye manuscripts, written by René d’Anjou, a known member of the Priory of Sion, that the lamb is a reference to John the Baptist and not Jesus at all.  Another interesting fact is that the lamb itself was the official seal of the Knights Templar in Southern France (Coppens).

One panel is entirely devoted to knights carrying the Templar Cross on a banner.  There are also Templar crosses placed miscellaneously throughout the picture.  Van Eyck named this panel “The Knights of Christ”, which is another name for the Knights Templar.

The main focus of the work is of John the Baptist and John the Evangelist.  This spotlight is even more apparent when the polytych is closed.  John’s index finger (“The John Gesture”) is touching a Templar cross which was made intentionally by the artist.  Van Eyck depicted Jodocus Vijdt and his wife, the donors of the work, worshipping the two Johns instead of the centerpiece believed to be a reference to Jesus.  John the Evangelist is carrying a cup filled with serpent-like creatures.  Many scholars, such as Joscelyn Godwin, claim that this is a reference to the “Serpent of Wisdom” inside of the Holy Grail (Coppens).

There is evidence suggesting that Van Eyck belonged to a secret society due to his unusual references to the Knights Templar as well as his ties to many known members of secret societies.  He was a court painter, as well as close friend and ally, to King Philip the Good who founded the Order of the Golden Fleece in Bruges where Van Eyck lived.

During World War II, Adolf Hitler began a search to find the hidden Adoration of the Lamb of God which he wanted as a decoration in his headquarters of the “Third Reich”.  However, in 1932, two panels were stolen including The John the Baptist panel (returned a short time afterward) and the panel of the Just Judges (which is still lost).  The Nazi’s sent out an investigator,
“Ober-lieutenant Koenig, who, probably, not coincidentally, decided to begin his investigation on June 24 (Feastday of John the Baptist).  (It should be noted he could have started his research earlier as he had already arrived in Ghent, but for some reason waited until June 24 to officially open the investigation).” 
(Coppens)

Though the investigation turned up much evidence, the resting place of the lost panel was not discovered.


At the onset of the Renaissance, Florence became known as the new center of knowledge, replacing Alexandria, the former information center of the ancient world.  Leonardo, “an inventor centuries ahead of his time (the bicycle, helicopter, the parachute, submarines, etc.) is perhaps the most often overlooked example of this new knowledge center,” (Coppens).  Several books have been published that support the notion that the Templars knew about the existence of yet another continent and set out to reach this new land.  Amerigo Vespucci, the Florentine who discovered “America” happened to be a very close friend of da Vinci, who financed the voyage, and was also tied to the Knights Templar (Coppens).  Author of Vespucci’s biography German Arciniegas wrote:
“It is evident that Amerigo Vespucci had at his command knowledge nobody before him had possessed – knowledge that enabled him to make his great affirmation that the new lands…were not Asia, as the Genoese believed, but a new world.”

(Arciniegas, Mundus Novus)


Vespucci, as well as his ally Leonardo, befriended Columbus who later sailed for the Americas.  Modern scholars agree that Columbus had access to a plethora of maps and other materials, but “where he gained these from, is still a hotly debated topic.  It seems, once again, that an obvious source has been overlooked,” (Coppens).

During the Renaissance, two paths seem to cross: John the Baptist and the birth of new knowledge.  “Secret” or “forgotten” knowledge flourished in 15th century Florence and John the Baptist was a symbol of this knowledge because John the Baptist received word of the coming of Christ.  John the Baptist was:

“specifically ‘deified’ in Florence and seems to be but the visible aspect of an underlying mystery religion, possessing advanced knowledge, which the Florentine rulers seem to have ‘opened’, at least in part, to the outside world, ringing in a ‘Renaissance’ for western man, both spiritually and scientifically.” 
(Coppens)
Though John represents this new-found knowledge, he is simply a symbol of just that.  Brown suggests that clues in paintings with John the Baptist, including several Renaissance artists, lead to the truth about his life that only secret societies possess.  However, it is unlikely that he himself was at all involved with a “secret knowledge” as The Da Vinci Code suggests.  Secret societies used John to represent their knowledge, not hide the truth about the past as Dan Brown implies.  Although there is much controversy surrounding the paintings with John the Baptist, Brown hides facts and creates a distorted image of what John the Baptist truly represents.  
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