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At the present moment, perhaps more than ever, images are pervasively present in so-

cial life. We perceive but also have the capacity to produce and see more and more 

images. We are confronted with such questions as: how do we believe in images, how 

do they acquire their importance as public objects and how is their status produced? 

These are related to further questions around the power of images and concern not 

only their iconic or symbolic powers, but also the power mechanisms around images, 

related to their display and presentation. 

 Many artists demonstrate a distinct interest in revisiting the role of religion and 

the legacy of religious art as part of their reflection on these questions. This indicates 

a desire for situating one’s practice with regard to the past and placing it in a dialogue 

with a very different economy of the image. By re-appropriating and reworking reli-

gious images artists not only re-examine the complex relationship between religion 

and art, but also their respective regimes of visibility.

 This book is about a particular fold that is happening in the space of contempo-

rary art, which opens up a space to think about religion through images. After I began 

this research project, many exhibitions that dealt with the relationship between reli-

gion and art were organised, demonstrating a multiplicity of approaches, debates and 

lecture series, which I followed and included in my research. Some parts of this thesis 

have also appeared as articles in several volumes and journals. 
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tience in reading versions of my chapters, and precise comments, this thesis would not 

have been possible. My sincere thanks go to Laurens ten Kate, Aukje van Rooden and 

Ignaas Devisch with whom I co-edited the volume Re-treating Religion: Deconstructing 

Christianity with Jean-Luc Nancy, 2012. The work we did together on the volume and the 

discussions we had provided a stimulating and inspiring context. Special thanks go to 

Vladimir Stissi, a friend and colleague with whom I initiated the exhibition Capturing 

Metamorphosis, 2010, on the occasion of which I had the privilege to experiment with 

ideas, and to work with an inspiring group of artists in the context of the Allard Pier-

son Museum in Amsterdam. Vladimir provided support in the moments I needed it 

most, and read and gave invaluable feedback on chapters. Special thanks are also due 

to Sylvia Mieszkowski, a friend and colleague, whose feedback and encouragement 

helped me a lot. I would also like to extend my gratitude to Hent de Vries who gave 

feedback on my research and was interested to discuss ideas, and to Ruth Leys and Mi-

chael Fried for one of my most intellectually inspiring moments – the semester at the 



Humanities Center at The Johns Hopkins University. My sincere thanks go to Helen Tar-

tar, the editor of Fordham Press; besides being a precise and professional editor, her 

generosity and support gave me confidence in the development of my writing. I am in-

debted to my students at the Dutch Art Institute, Arnhem, and the Rietveld Academy, 

Amsterdam. Both programs provided a welcoming, inspiring and intellectually stim-

ulating context in which to teach, where I could discuss and test ideas, and proved to 

be the places where much valuable and innovative research happens. I am grateful to 

Gabrielle Schleijpen and to Suska Mackert who created a very productive and stimu-

lating environment in which to work.  I would like to thank Mieke Bal who supervised 

my research in its initial phase as part of the team-project Critical Incarnations, and the 

NWO program The Future of the Religious Past for funding my research. I am grateful to 

many friends and colleagues who have read and commented on different parts, texts 

and chapters of this study: Maria Jose de Abreu, Thomas Lange, Rachel Esner, Eva Foti-

adi, Gülru Çakmak, Bastiaan Hoorneman, Martine van Kampen, Boyan Manchev, Kate 

Khatib and Charlotte Roijackers. Special thanks go to Clare Donald who proof-read the 

final manuscript with patience and precision. I am very grateful and lucky to have the 

ever loving, cheerful and supportive presence of Dirk Bruinsma who has been there all 

along.     
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Introduction: Situating Contemporary Art and Religion

Walking into one of the exhibition rooms of Bozar in Brussels in the autumn of 2010, 

I was puzzled by a sculptural work that offered a strangely familiar, yet enigmatic im-

age. Helix DHAACO, 2008, by Wim Delvoye (1965) is part of a series of sculptures con-

sisting of black crucifixes joined to one another in a chain and twisted to form a double 

helix (Fig. 1.). The work was included in his solo exhibition Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door, 

2010-11, and featured his laser cut steel Gothic tower installed on the roof, a scale copy 

of a Gothic cathedral, and a series of sculptures consisting of similarly twisted multiple 

crucifixes. Religious art and architecture were the very “material” of Delvoye’s works, 

to be modified, and literally twisted in a manner that demonstrates both the involve-

ment of contemporary technology and craftsmanship. The bronze crucifixes were ren-

dered in such way that they appeared flexible, and were twisted in a manner that can 

only be done to soft, yet strong material. Helix DHAACO appropriated a religious sym-

bol to make out of it a DNA model. 

 The blending of two symbols central to religion and science in the sculpture al-

lude to two different definitions of the concepts of image and image-making, which 

converge into the motif of the true image, or acheiropoietos. Christ as the true image 

of God and the genetic “image” of man are in their respective ways not created by the 

hand of an artist. A central aspect of Delvoye’s sculpture was plasticity as conveyed by 

the elaborate twisting of the crucifixes, thus emphasising the very gesture and prac-

tice of image-making. 

 During the past decade, a number of exhibitions have explored issues ranging 

from iconoclasm as a practice situated between art, religion and science, gravity and 

levitation as a motif in both religious and contemporary art, ways of seeing God in art, 

heaven, to religion as medium and the return of religion as a myth.1 This demonstrates 

a distinct interest in religion, its different traditions, manifestations in public life, ges-

tures, images and practices. Yet, until relatively recently, religion was largely ignored 

by the contemporary art world.2 The open expression of religiosity in a contemporary 

artwork was usually regarded as kitsch or in bad taste, inviting quick aesthetic judg-

1 Exhibitions that thematise religion in various perspectives are: Heaven: An Exhibition that Will Break Your Heart, 

2000; Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion, and Art, 2002; As Heavy as Heavens, 2004; Soul: Inspired 

Art, 2005; 100 Artists See God, 2004–5; The Next Generation: Contemporary Expressions of Faith, 2005; Seeing God, 

2005–6; Traces of the Sacred, 2008; Holy Inspiration: Religion and Spirituality in Modern Art, 2008; God and Goods, 

2008; Medium Religion, 2008; The Return of Religion and Other Myths, 2009.

2 See James Elkins’ On the Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art (New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 6-27.
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Fig. 1 Wim Delvoye, Helix DHAACO, 2008
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ments that distinguish between “high” art and “popular” culture.3 

 This study focuses on the continued life and afterlife of religious motifs in art 

produced since the early 1990s in Europe and the United States. Many artists re-appro-

priated, re-cycled and transformed Christian motifs, themes and images to produce 

works that cannot qualify as ‘religious.’ Their works are not displayed in a religious 

context; they circulate within the institutional frame of display of the contemporary 

art world: museums, galleries and biennales. Many of these works have a distinctly 

critical approach to religion. They pose a set of questions concerning important mo-

ments in the transforming relationships between religion and art, and the ways imag-

es are produced and displayed within their respective regimes of representation.

 The appropriation of religious images, their distinctly non-religious interpre-

tations in contemporary artworks and their display in such contexts as the contem-

porary art museum or gallery are significant symptoms of the shifting positions of 

religion and art in the present moment. In many exhibitions and art works, religion is 

taken as a subject of critical reflection, while art is considered as its medium, a frame 

for rethinking the role of religion. This indicates a desire to re-evaluate their respective 

regimes of visibility, as well as questions related to the very regime of identification of 

art images and the distinction between art and non-art images. How does contempo-

rary art reposition itself with regard to religion and religious art? How are the bound-

aries between the sacred and the secular, religious and non-religious art defined and 

re-defined in the present-day moment? Does the citation of religious motifs tell us 

something about art and its production and circulation in the present? In what way do 

they change their meaning when they are re-embedded in the context of a new art-

work? What are the functions and effects of such motifs in their new context? 

 In yet another sense, religion and art cannot be neatly separated, and the com-

plex relationship between them cannot be explained within the linear narrative of 

“progressive demythologization, disenchantment, and secularization”4 Both the con-

cepts of religion and the departure from it with the process of secularization were first 

articulated with the Enlightenment when religion became more and more a private 

3 This is a point on which virtually all participants in the symposium Re-Enchantment agreed, although they held 

otherwise quite different positions. Art Institute of Chicago, 17 April, 2007.

4 Hent de Vries observes that the complexity of religion cannot be reduced to a single concept: “That much is 

certain no simple linear narrative or causal explanation, least of all a logic of progressive demythologization, 

disenchantment, and secularization is capable of attaining clear, univocal designation to any ‘concept’ of reli-

gion.” Religion Beyond a Concept, Ed. Hent de Vries (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008), p. 2. According 

to the well-known postulation of Max Weber in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, religion and Prot-

estantism in particular, played an important role in the development of capitalism and modern societies.
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matter.5 Religion is a multifaceted phenomenon, which is increasingly difficult to de-

fine. It has a capacity to survive and modify itself; as de Vries points out it “is noth-

ing outside or independent of the series of its metamorphoses, its metastases.”6 It is 

not a fixed set of practices, institutions, texts and images, but a developing entity that 

is a subject of constant re-reading and change. Jean-Luc Nancy argues in his ongoing 

project of deconstruction of Christianity that central to monotheism is its self-decon-

structive nature.7 Marcel Gauchet, along similar lines, calls Christianity a “religion of 

departure of religion”, and argues that it contains the reasons for, and is engaged in a 

process of secularisation.8 

 Secularization of art cannot be conceptualised simply as a process in which art 

departs from religion. The concepts of “art” and “religion” are to a large extent mod-

ern and any history of their changing relationship over the course of the last two cen-

turies should acknowledge that.9 “Religious” or “non-religious” art are categories 

with fuzzy boundaries, which are constantly being renegotiated, especially in twenti-

eth-century contexts. Both religion and art are social phenomena. A crucial part of the 

changing relationships between them, especially since the last century, can be under-

stood adequately if their social infrastructure is considered. Religious images, before 

becoming art, had a distinct public significance and power. Their later transformation 

into art as part of church interiors, and subsequent display in the context of museum 

collections, was followed by art gaining itself a “sacred significance” or taking the role 

of a kind of a public practice that discusses the “realm of elevated ideals.”10

 The divine was a central subject matter for the visual arts for centuries. The func-

tions of many images produced by a human hand in the distant past, and accessible to 

our contemporary gaze, were determined largely by religious practices and contexts. 

Images were important to Christian religion. Undoubtedly, they had a different sig-

nificance and interpretation within its different traditions and theologies. Within the 

5  Tomoko Masuzawa remarks that “…on the one hand there is ‘religion’ as we understand it, and on the other, 

so called secularization – ‘the evacuation of religion from the world’ disenchantment. These two things, reli-

gion and secularization, were born together, and their birth date was roughly around the Enlightenment,” “The 

Art Seminar” In: Re-Enchantment, Eds. James Elkins, David Morgan (New York: Routledge, 2009), p. 119. 

6 As de Vries observes “Religion,’ like everything else, is nothing outside or independent of the series of its 

metamorphoses, its metastases. But ‘it’ (but ‘what’ exactly?) cannot fully be analyzed in terms of any single one 

– or even the sum total – of these instantiations, either.” Religion Beyond a Concept, p. 11. 

7 More recently Jean-Luc Nancy developed this thesis extensively in his Dis-Enclosure. The Deconstruction of Chris-

tianity, Trans. Bettina Bergo (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008). 8 See: Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchant-

ment of the World, Trans. Oscar Burge (Princeton University Press, 1999) p. 200.  9 See David Morgan “Art and 

Religion in the Modern Age”, Re-Enchantment, (2009), p. 25
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complex history of the internally heterogeneous tradition and body of thought form-

ing Christianity, images were produced, disseminated and appreciated in a variety of 

ways as they translated invisible religious truths into visible and tangible entities. Yet 

they were also an object of violent rejection and attacks. Images presented in a ma-

terial medium always needed some kind of invisible or transcendent meaning to justi-

fy its existence, and the other way around, the transcendent always articulated some 

kind of visibility and materiality, even through its negation. Thus the image and the 

transcendent were mutually dependent not only during the not-so-distant historical 

past in which religion played a dominant role in societies, but also in a more disguised, 

yet still visible way, in a culture today dominated by mass-media incessantly producing 

a plethora of visual images. Within the context of the monotheist traditions, hostile to 

figurative representations of the divine, Christianity developed a complex theology of 

the image and left a massive visual legacy that constituted a substantial part of what 

we today call “Western art.” This tradition played an important role in the history of 

art through the way it defined, used and disciplined the image, which played a crucial 

role in circulating the religious message. Christianity understood early enough that 

images have political power.11 

 The question of the relationships between contemporary art and different reli-

gious traditions lends itself to being approached from a variety of perspectives, which 

can vary according to national contexts, central issues discussed and theoretical 

tools. The one I adopt, focuses on art that understands itself and is considered secu-

lar; it traces the transformation of the status of religious motifs and their gradual de-

tachment from a situation of religious worship and integration into the realm of art. 

The focus of my study is not theological. In other words, I am not so much interest-

ed in how the divine is expressed in art, but in the re-mediation of religious motifs in 

10 Bram Kempers discusses the main features of this transforming relationship: “While the magnetic appeal of 

religion has declined, art has gained significance of elevated ideals. … Famous modern artists are seen as the 

true descendants of Renaissance geniuses, and art specialists cast themselves in the role of preservers of the 

great tradition of patronage. Together they have made museums the cult places of modern society. Intellectu-

al circles honor modern artists while to most of society the new saints are sports champions and pop stars. 

Where religion no longer has a monopoly on the appeal of the spiritual or the challenge of the unknown, art 

has itself acquired a sacred significance that has soared far above the social struggle to achieve status, wealth 

and power.” Painting, Power and Patronage: The Rise of the Professional Artist in Renaissance Italy. Trans. by Beverley 

Jackson (London: Penguin Books, 1994), p. 317. 11 In Marie-José Mondzain’s words “In promoting the visibility 

of God in his Christic incarnation, and indentifying it simultaneously as the ecclesiastic institution, St. Paul laid 

the iconocratic field open to the design of empires.” Image, Icon, Economy: The Byzantine Origins of the Contempo-

rary Imaginary. Trans. Rico Franses (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005) p. 59. 
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contemporary artworks, the effects it produces and the questions it poses. Thus, the 

increasingly complex relationship between religion and art in twentieth-century con-

texts is examined from a particular angle, taking its point of departure from a ‘cold’ 

definition of religion, as opposed to focusing on a positive expression of spirituality or 

religiosity in and through images. A central point of interest is the interaction between 

an image or an artwork and the conditions of its display, and, specifically, the effects 

of placing religious motifs in secular contexts. 

 The artworks discussed refer to and are in dialogue with the visual legacy of 

mostly the Western, and more specifically the Catholic, version of Christianity. Of 

course, contemporary artists show an interest in and include references to its Ortho-

dox versions. Yet when this happens it does so in a context marked by a recent histo-

ry that suppressed organised religion in Eastern Europe, and when artists turn to its 

visual legacy, their works are more inclined to be in touch with spiritual content. Ju-

daism, Islam, Buddhism and Hinduism created a symbolic and visual vocabulary that 

permeates contemporary visual cultures, which artists use in a variety of ways and to 

different ends, from expressing spiritual views and messages, to making highly criti-

cal statements. Tracing the complex interactions between those religious traditions 

across different cultural contexts, each characterised by its own version of contempo-

rary art, would be a task for further studies. It would be, no doubt, an important study 

to examine how religion and contemporary art are related in non-western contexts 

and in contexts that are influenced by religious traditions that are less centred upon 

the image than Christianity. Unquestionably, religious motifs and themes are present 

on many levels in a variety of art forms and fields of culture: film and literature, but 

also music and popular culture. In many instances religious motifs are used to critical-

ly reflect on the role of religion in contemporary societies. But religion also provides a 

tremendously rich source of narratives, which inspire artists, filmmakers and writers 

and are subject of their own interpretation. There are many, already classic, examples: 

Pier Paolo Pasolini’s The Gospel According to St.Matthew (1964), Krzysztof Penderecki’s 

music permeated by religious themes, or Mikhail Bulgakov’s novel The Master and Mar-

garita (1937, 1967) to mention just a few. The focus of my study is contemporary visual 

art, and the questions posed by the continued presence of religious motifs in pres-

ent-day artworks. 

 The line of analysis I pursue in this study addresses a contemporary phenom-

enon, and is necessarily informed by ideas, concepts and approaches belonging to a 

variety of fields and their intersections. It is influenced by the work of specialists who 

define the history of images as not necessarily overlapping with the history of art, and 

question its boundaries. Hans Belting has argued for considering images from an an-
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thropological perspective and his earlier work charted out the lives of images before 

the “era of art.”12 Georges Didi-Huberman offers a critical reflection on the discipline 

of art history, which tends to create its object into its own image, thus occluding pos-

sible directions of research.13 His work on the significance of the idea of incarnation 

for Christian art, but also his studies on the invention of hysteria as a case involving 

interaction between medical science, early photography and art, extensive study of 

the technique and concept of the imprint, as well as studies of the work of Aby War-

burg, provided important and inspiring departure points.14 Warburg’s line of thinking 

about time, history and the image, already an influential and well researched body of 

work, provided the outlines of a model to consider the continuities and the disconti-

nuities and in the lives of images different and often distant both in contexts of time 

and space.15 Bram Kempers insists on considering artworks in relation to their social 

contexts, which influence artists in ways that cannot be defined as strictly belong-

ing to the realm of aesthetic questions.16 Jacques Ranciére’s discussion of the differ-

ent regimes of representation provided a model for an important distinction between 

different strata of images and the way their status and distribution is regulated by spe-

cific requirements and rules.17 Jean-Luc Nancy’s philosophical reflection on the inter-

nal complexity of monotheism and Christianity and its engagement in a process of 

continuous self-deconstruction provided an important insight into the way it defined 

12 Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images: Picture, Medium, Body. Trans. Thomas Dunlap (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2011); Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence. A History of the Image before the Era of Art. Trans. Ed-

mund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 13  Georges Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images: 

Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art. Trans. John Goodman (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State Uni-

versity Press, 2005). 14 George Didi-Huberman, La resemblance par contact: Achéologie, anachronisme et modernité 

de l’empreinte (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 2008); L’image ouverte: Motifs de l’incarnation dans les arts visuels (Par-

is: Éditions Gallimard, 2007); and Invention of Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic Iconography of the Salpêtrière. 

Trans. Alisa Hartz (Cambridge Mass.: The MIT Press, 2003). 15 Aby Warburg. Akten des internationalen Symposions 

Hamburg 1990, Eds. Horst Bredekamp, Michael Diers, and Charlotte Schoell- Glass (Weinheim: VCH, 1991); Aby 

Warburg, The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity: Contributions to the Cultural History of the European Renaissance. Ed. by 

Steven Lindberg (Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, 1999); 

Philippe-Alain Michaud, Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion. Trans. Sophie Hawkes (New York: Zone Books, 

2004); Art History as Cultural History. Warburg’s Projects. Ed. by Richard Woodfield (Amsterdam: G+B Arts Interna-

tional, 2001). Georges Didi-Huberman, L’image survivante: histoire de l’art et temps des fantômes selon Aby Warburg 

(Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 2002); Georges Didi-Huberman, Atlas: How to Carry the World on One’s Back, (Ma-

drid: Museo Reina Sofía, 2011). 16 Bram Kempers, Painting, Power and Patronage: The Rise of the Professional Artist 

in Renaissance Italy. Trans. Beverley Jackson (London: Penguin Books, 1994). 17 Jacques Rancière, The Politics of 

Aesthetics. The Distribution of the Sensible. Trans. Gabriel Rockhill (London: Continuum, 2004).
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the question of the image and its relationship to the body.18 Contemporary art theory, 

and in particular the writing of Thierry de Duve on the role of presentational devices, 

and of Rosalind Krauss on the issue of originality, found an intriguing resonance with 

those of art historian Joseph Koerner and philosopher Marie-José Mondzain, on the is-

sue of the motif of acheiropoietos, central to my study.19 

 The question of the relationship between contemporary art and religion neces-

sarily involves a closer look at approaches taken by curators who organised exhibitions 

exploring the different aspects of this relationship. They are scholars and public fig-

ures, art historians, philosophers, art theorists who, with their respective approaches, 

offer a variety of possible stories about religion and art in the present day. I was inter-

ested in their ways of framing the issue, and part of my discussion provides a commen-

tary on that level. 

 I propose to consider the continued life of religious motifs in contemporary art 

on several levels. Besides being a repetition of imagery from the past, religious mo-

tifs embedded in contemporary artworks become a means to problematise not only 

the way different periods in the history of art are delimited, but larger and seeming-

ly more rigid distinctions as those between art and non-art images. Such distinctions 

cannot be reduced to historical periods; they are what Rancière calls “regimes” of the 

image (or of the arts), and what Hans Belting in his study of the Christian image calls 

“eras” of the image.20 Belting has argued that within Christian art, the era of the early 

religious cult image differs significantly from that of “the art image” and that images 

produced and circulated in these two eras are regulated according to a different set of 

rules. While the cult image was venerated as a living person, carried to different plac-

es to be shown and “embodied the public claims of a community”, the art image “was 

acknowledged for its own sake”, created by a “famous artist and defined by a prop-

er theory.”21 Rancière makes a similar distinction, which exceeds the strictly historical 

definition, of three regimes of the arts – ethical, poetic and aesthetic – characterised 

18 Jean-Luc Nancy, Dis-Enclosure. The Deconstruction of Christianity. Trans. Bettina Bergo (New York: Fordham Uni-

versity Press, 2008). 19 De Duve, Thierry. Look! 100 Years of Contemporary Art. Trans. Simon Pleasence and Fron-

za Taylor-Woods (Ghent: Ludion, 2001); Joseph Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art 

(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993). Krauss, Rosalind. The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other 

Modernist Myths (Cambridge Mass.: The MIT Press, 1999); Mondzain, Marie-José. Image, Icon, Economy: The Byz-

antine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary. Trans. Rico Franses (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005). 20 

Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence. A History of the Image before the Era of Art Trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press 1994); Jacques Rancière, “Artistic Regimes and the Shortcomings of the Notion of 

Modernity” In: The Politics of Aesthetics. The Distribution of the Sensible, Trans. Gabriel Rockhill (London: Continu-

um, 2004), pp. 20-31. 21 Belting, Likeness and Presence, p. xxi.
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by different ways of conceptualising the conditions of their production, use and dis-

play. It is important to emphasise that regime is largely determined by extra-visual is-

sues; in contrast to a historical period, which is characterised by, among other things, 

a distinct style (i.e. a set of visual elements). Such issues are related to the conditions 

of production and display of images and the way they are invested with the status of 

being true or authentic instances of art or sacred images. 

 Decisive for the properly religious image, what Belting calls the “cult image”, 

is the fact that it claims to convey an invisible transcendent truth and does not sim-

ply represent. Exemplary for this group of images is the image not made by an artist’s 

hand, or acheiropoietos.22 The transformation and survival of this motif is of central in-

terest in my study. It is associated with a divine origin, as if produced by direct con-

tact with the body of Christ, or a miraculous appearance such as the Veil of Veronica in 

the Western, or the Mandylion in the Eastern tradition. However, the “truth” of such 

an image, and subsequently the reason that it becomes a focal point for the commu-

nal gaze, depends upon concealing both the procedures of its making, and of defining 

it as true. To a large extent such procedures are extra-visual. Arguably, many aspects 

of this motif are defining for the distinction of the image before the era of art, to use 

Belting’s term, and the art-image. Its transformations can reveal much about the way 

images are used, defined and acquire their status or display. This motif is pervasively 

present (also in other religious traditions) in different periods of Christian art and, in its 

modified and less recognisable version, it seems to be important to the present day. 

 The motif of the true image is central to the definition of an image as public and 

as endowed with a special religious and political power. In a broader sense, it is relat-

ed to such issues as how images acquire the status of being true, true instances of art 

or incarnations of profound spiritual truth, or true documentary images, what criteria 

there are to determine their status and veracity and how a community or an audience 

formulates them. According to Mondzain this category of images, determined by an 

inherently tautological condition, are surprisingly similar in their operations to a con-

temporary object as the ready–made and to the medium of photography.23 While the 

ready-made – an object that is also not made by an artist – brings to visibility the pro-

cedures that place an object on display consecrating it as Art, a photograph claims to 

22 This type of image is discussed extensively in Hans Belting’s Das echte Bild: Bildfragen als Glaubensfragen (Mu-

nich: Beck, 2006), translated in French as La vraie image. Croire aux images? Trans. Jean Torrent (Paris: Éditions 

Gallimard, 2007). See also The Holy Face and the Paradox of Representation, Eds. L. Herbert Kesler and Gerhard 

Wolf (Bologna: Nuova Alfa Editoriale, 1998). 23 Marie-José Mondzain, “The Holy Shroud: How Invisible Hands 

Weave the Undecidable”, In: Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art, Eds. Bruno Latour and 

Peter Weibel (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2002), p. 324.
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show the incontestable truth of an event that truly happened precisely because to a 

large extent it eliminates the role of the maker’s hand. The acheiropoietic image hides 

the procedures of its making, which must remain invisible in order to guarantee its 

status. Next to that, the “truth” of such images is produced by the procedures of pres-

entation of such an object to a community. 

 The true image is intrinsically related not to presence in the religious sense, but 

to procedures of presentation, which should be considered equally as procedures of 

concealment of the maker and the procedures of making the image. The presentabil-

ity of images is an embodiment of what De Duve in his analysis of a much later period 

in art, calls “social pacts”, which deem visual objects as “true” instances of Art.24 What 

he calls “presentational device” renders an object presentable to a communal gaze and 

embodies the power that “makes” it true.25 The presentational devices are all the qua-

si-visible elements such as frames, stands and showcases that present the artwork (or 

in the general case an object) to its beholders.26 For instance Veronica’s veil and some 

of its later representations in painting in many cases involve a frame, which overrules 

the barely visible image, and the public ostentations of the Shroud are actually proce-

dures of its framing, where the “frame” or presentational device also includes those in 

power (both religious and political) who show it to the community of believers.  

 The motif of acheiropoietos remains and transforms itself. Arguably, it survives 

in modern art on a non-iconic level, as in the ready-made object and its claim. Koern-

er observes that in two earlier and still distinct moments, as in the painting of Albre-

cht Dürer (1471-1528) and Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840), this motif can be related 

to the definition of the figure of the artist, and the gesture of display of artistic skill.27 

Their painting is characterised by the concealment of the traces of manual labour from 

the surface of the canvas thus making the image appear miraculously as “not-made.” 

These sets of issues add up to the larger question of the status of fiction, and its shift-

ing between the art image where it is associated with artistic skill, and the cult image 

where it is concealed. Besides its relationship to defining the figure of the artist in their 

art, this motif was embedded as a means of referring to and keeping a trace of the true 

image and as expressing a religious or spiritual feeling in a positive sense. 

 The divine was figured in a variety of distinct ways within the different periods 

of Christian art: from the art of the icon regulated by a specific canon or prescription 

24 See: De Duve, Look!, p. 49. 25 Ibid., p. 41. 26 Jacques Derrida’s description of the effects of the parergon or 

the frame as a supplementary element that produces the visibility of the object captures perfectly this moment. 

The Truth in Painting. Trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), p. 61.

27 Joseph Koerner, Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape (Yale Uviversity Press, 1995) and The Mo-

ment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993).
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as to how to create images and the violent imagery of the scenes of the crucifixion of 

Christ in the late middle ages, to the vacant landscapes of Friedrich invested with the 

intense presence of the divine, or the aniconic tendencies in twentieth-century church 

art. The group of contemporary artworks that deal with or refer to religious themes but 

do not function in religious contexts and motifs is large and internally heterogeneous. 

Sam Taylor-Wood, Ron Mueck, Jan Fabre, Maurizio Cattelan, Damien Hirst and Sarah Lu-

cas, to mention just a few, created works from the late 1980s and 1990s to the present 

day, which recycle and reinterpret religious iconography and themes. Their artworks 

are about religion and its practices, concepts, ideas and images in the sense that they 

transform it into a theme. In contrast to the successive moments of inventions of ways 

to visually render the divine in painting, what interests me is the re-working of images 

and motifs that already exist in contemporary artworks in the discontinuity of their reli-

gious function. I am particularly interested in the status of these iconic citations and the 

questions they pose. A large part of artworks that recycle religious motifs, or engage 

with religious issues, are not religious themselves and remain (post-)modern and secu-

lar. The act of recycling and re-interpreting religious motifs implies not only their visual 

modification, but also substantial changes in their meaning. They are included in a new 

context of display, which is the very texture of contemporary artworks and thus they 

ask questions about images and their uses, and their iconic and political power. Many of 

these works address or deal with images and gestures related to various forms of Chris-

tianity. One reason for this is that the art of Christian traditions constitutes the histori-

cal background to the gradual articulation of what we now identify as Western secular 

art, and as such requires a critical re-evaluation. 

 The artworks by Bill Viola (1951), Lawrence Malstaf (1970), Victoria Reynolds 

(1962) and Berlinde de Bruyckere (1964), discussed in the second part of this study, 

are executed using different media: video, sculpture, photography and painting. They 

share a visually recognisable reference to central religious symbols, famous pieces of re-

ligious art, or characteristic of a historical period pictorial interpretation of a religious 

theme. The re-working of religious motifs by contemporary artworks functions as a 

tool to address the conditions of the production and circulation of art images, which 

are, strictly speaking, invisible or external to the image itself, and which are related to 

the major distinction between art and non-art images. When contemporary artworks 

recycle religious motifs they share something with the ready-made and with the mo-

tif of the true image. An important aspect of the cult image, in Belting’s definition, or 

the ethical regime of the image in Rancière’s definition, is that the image’s presenta-

bility depends on the fact that it is assumed to be true and associated with an origin, 

which guarantees its truth. However, as Mondzain points out, its very truth depends on 

its presentability – it is constructed by it. The motif of acheiropoietos is inherently relat-
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ed to the conditions of display of images and to the way they are invested with value, 

status or power, and to the role of the maker. 

 The contemporary works that I analyse address the conditions of display, in a 

broader sense the infrastructure of the present-day regime of the image by recycling 

religious motifs. These “ready-made”, borrowed images address the very conditions of 

the practice of image-making and bring them to visibility. While the acheiropoietic im-

age conceals both the maker and the procedures that render it “true,” contemporary 

artists invert this motif. Artists choose a variety of strategies to embed an existing im-

age or motif from the past into their work. They either restage a well-known painting 

on a religious subject, or reproduce a religious figure but in a modified way. They pres-

ent their viewers with a religious figure, recognisable through some iconographic cues, 

but distorted to such an extent that the contemporary work actually shows the break-

ing of its resemblance to the source image. The older motif when a contemporary artist 

employs it in the way described, is in fact emptied of its representative function, i.e. it is 

not precisely an image of an object. Instead, it becomes a kind of extended frame em-

bedded in the image instead of being positioned at its margin. 

 Artworks that recycle religious images often raise controversies both in the re-

ligious context where they are seen as scandalous, and in the art context where they 

are seen in some cases as spiritual kitsch. Scandal, however, is a way, and quite a suc-

cessful one, to convey a religious message precisely because of the shock value of such 

images. Next to that, the iconoclast believes that others blindly believe in images, and 

this makes him simply “another person with ‘a strong commitment to representation,’ 

in this case, that of naïve belief itself.”28 In other words, the act of breaking a religious 

image paradoxically means recognition of its power. Furthermore Christian images are 

themselves inherently iconoclastic by virtue of the fact that their central theme is the 

death or the “breaking” of God’s true image – Christ.29 Koerner concludes that religious 

imagery “has iconoclasm built into it.”30 This complicates further the status of religious 

motifs embedded in contemporary artworks. Arguably, artworks that refer to religious 

images are not iconoclastic in the traditional sense; they do not break images. Still the 

iconographic references to religious art do have an iconoclastic aspect – they acquire a 

critical edge. But in these cases the image itself is used as a critical tool.31 This allows me 

to conclude that when used in contemporary art religious motifs are not used in a blas-

28 Joseph Koerner, “Icon as Iconoclash”, in Iconoclash, p. 183. 29 As Koerner puts it: “Religion becomes nega-

tion in infinite regress: the chosen people scourged, their redeemer scourged by them, they scourged by his 

people, the Christians, who, from time to time, in order to renew their faith, will scourge his effigy.” Ibid., 199.

30 Ibid., p. 191 31 Dario Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism Since the French Revolution 

(London: Reaktion Books, 1997).



13

phemous way, which would be inherently religious, or at least directed at specifically 

religious sensitivities. Instead, such works ask another questions related to the mech-

anism of representation. Even Andres Serrano’s (1950) well-known and controversial 

work Piss Christ, 1987, itself recently a subject of an iconoclastic act, is according to the 

artist a study of the “ongoing exploration of the spiritual dimensions of base matter.”32 

 When used in modern art figurative religious motifs become gradually dissoci-

ated from positive expression of spirituality and are usually used to critical ends. This 

tendency is inherited by artists working in the present moment, who recycle religious 

motifs non-religiously, without endowing them with spiritual meaning. I examine the 

changing relationships between religion and art starting with the work of Friedrich 

whose painting redefines art as a religious practice and invested with spiritual mean-

ing. Two distinct tendencies can be observed in this process. The first is associated 

with liberating the image from figuration; abstract art becomes invested with a pos-

itive expression of spirituality. The second tendency is that figurative images, which 

use religious iconography as visual references to religion, acquire a critical, if not icon-

oclastic function.33 The reasons for that are many – but one of them is that abstraction 

liberated from the controversies of the new, modernist style of interpretation of reli-

gious iconography can easily host religious and spiritual meanings. In contrast to this 

tendency, the figurative mode of reference to religion becomes associated with criti-

cal or iconoclastic meanings. The religious establishment disliked Emil Nolde’s (1867-

1956) painting, himself religious, because of its unusual aesthetics. Artists who were 

very critical of religion such as Francis Bacon also referred to religious motifs and used 

religious formats to distinctly critical ends. 

 The complex relationship between contemporary art and religion has been a 

subject of different studies that address the issue from a variety of perspectives. Some 

authors such as Catherine Grenier focus on the way contemporary artists build a new 

iconography based on a reinterpretation of Christian images; Eleanor Heartney anal-

yses the influence of a particular tradition such as Catholicism on artists’ lives and 

work.34 Other authors such as James Elkins address the role and relevance of spirit-

32 Eleanor Heartney, Postmodern Heretics. The Catholic Imagination in Contemporary Art (New York: Midmarch Arts 

Press, 2004), p. 113. 33 Robert Rosenblum, Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition. Friedrich to Roth-

ko. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), Alain Besançon, The Forbidden Image. An Intellectual History of Icono-

clasm, Trans. Jane Marie Todd (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), Dario Gamboni, The Destruction 

of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution (London: Reaktion Books, 1997) have articulated sim-

ilar observations. 34 Catherine Grenier, L’art contemporain est-il chrétien? (Nîmes: Éditions Jacqueline Chambon. 

2003); Elkins, The Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art (New York: Routledge, 2004); Eleanor Heartney, 

Postmodern Heretics. The Catholic Imagination in Contemporary Art (New York: Midmarch Arts Press, 2004). 
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uality in the work of contemporary artists. His book The Strange Place of Religion and 

Contemporary Art is one of the few and most known attempts to analyse this difficult 

relationship.35 He proposes five ways in which contemporary artists engage with reli-

gion: the end of religious art; the creation of new faiths; art that is critical of religion; 

how artists try to burn away religion; unconscious religion. This is a useful distinction 

that sheds light on some important aspects of the role of religion in contemporary art. 

However, it takes religion and spirituality as very broad phenomena. 

 It is significant that the few authors who address the issue of religious motifs in 

contemporary art such as Eleanor Heartney and Catherine Grenier, focus their analysis 

on concepts and themes related to the Christian tradition. While Heartney traces the 

effects of what she calls “incarnational imagination” in the work of American artists in 

the 1970s and 1980s, Grenier focuses on the evident and less evident presence of mo-

tifs and themes with a Christian background in the work of artists in the 1990s. The 

title of her book Contemporary Art: Is it Christian? is suggestive enough. In his book La 

mystique de l’art. Art et Christianisme de 1900 à nos jours Jérôme Cottin offers a discus-

sion of twentieth-century art from a theological perspective and traces the way Chris-

tian meanings live on in different guises in artists of the twentieth century.36 

 Sven Lutticken’s Idols of the Market Modern:h Iconoclasm and the Fundamentalist 

Spectacle traces religious elements in contemporary culture as underlying the critique 

of contemporary capitalist society and argues that the legacy of the monotheistic re-

jection of images and practices of iconoclasm can be seen as present in the work of 

contemporary artists who adopt iconoclasm as an artistic strategy to attack the soci-

ety of spectacle.37 Lutticken also curated The Return of Religion and Other Myths at BAK, 

Utrecht in 2008. A study by Laura Marks that focuses on analysing a series of corre-

spondences between the fractal ornaments and algorithmic structure of Islamic art, 

and architecture and computer-based art should also be mentioned. Marks’ analysis 

establishes correspondences between them, which do not claim a historical determi-

nation or relationship.38 

 Grenier’s central argument concerns a period and issues similar to those I ad-

dress, but adopts a different perspective. She argues that many artists in the 1990s 

used and referred to Christian iconography. They share a distinct interest in the sta-

tus of the human body and in the human condition, which is interpreted in their works 

35 James Elkins, The Strange Place of Religion, 2004. And a volume Ed. Elkins and David Morgan, Re-Enchantment 

(New York: Routledge, 2009).36 Jérôme Cottin, La mystique de l’art. Art et Christianisme de 1900 à nos jours (Paris: 

Les Éditions du Cerf, 2007).37 Sven Lutticken, Idols of the Market Modern Iconoclasm and the Fundamentalist Spec-

tacle (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2009). 38 Laura U. Marks, “Taking a Line for a Walk, from the Abbasid Caliphate to 

Vector Graphics”, Third Text, 2009: 23, 3, pp. 229–240.



15

as incarnated, expressing fragility, fallenness and mourning. After a dis-incarnated 

modernity they propose to reconsider the iconic images of the Christian tradition. 

Through the re-inscription of religious themes in their work contemporary artists con-

front themselves with the history of art. However, in a secularised culture, such bor-

rowed images are not neutral.39 This figurative tendency is in fact a reversal of the 

models of art itself: insistence on, or depiction of a man without a model, bound to 

the human condition, which he cannot escape.40 Grenier relates this motif to a desire 

to create and contemplate the figure of the counter-hero, the marginal. These themes 

are present in works that do not necessarily explicitly quote religious motifs. She sees 

an implicit spiritual or Christian moment beyond the iconoclastic mode of citing reli-

gious images, and in this sense a positive spirituality expressed in the works. Such 

motifs can be found in the work of many contemporary artists. Yet, they do not stand 

only for a contemporary expression of incarnational motifs, but indicate an elaborate 

interest in the materiality of the body and the image, the media that artists work with. 

 Chapter One deals with two central issues with regards to understanding the 

role of the return of religious motifs in contemporary art. These are the distinction 

between different “eras” or “regimes” of the image charted by Belting and Rancière, 

and the important motif of the acheiropoietic image and its survival and transforma-

tion in contemporary image-making practices. Chapter Two discusses key aspects and 

questions concerning the multifaceted relationship between contemporary art and re-

ligion, and a number of exhibitions that take religion as their central theme. This is fol-

lowed by an overview of the ways religious motifs are reused by artists, starting with 

the painting of Friedrich and finishing with the 1990s in Chapter Three. The overview 

traces two tendencies: the association of positive expression of spirituality with ab-

stract art and the transformation of religious motifs and images into critically charged 

entities. Chapters Four through Seven are dedicated to the work of four artists who, in 

their respective ways and media, recycle religious motifs and iconography, and whose 

works resonate with, or problematise the motif of the true image. Many of the video 

installations by Bill Viola restage religious paintings, and refer to the motif of the true 

image to redefine the issue of truth within of video as a medium that can offer a state 

of hyper-visibility (Chapter Four). Several installation works by Lawrence Malstaf refer 

to religious motif as a means to problematise the status of the human body as a me-

dium of images and offer an intriguing contemporary reinterpretation of the idea of 

the incarnation. Chapter Six focuses on a painting by Victoria Reynolds, which builds 

39  Grenier, p. 19. 40 For example Mark Quinn’s work, which involves building a cast of his own head out of his 

frozen blood Self (1991) or Damien Hirst’s skeleton embedded in a glass cross Rehab is for Quitters (1999) reso-

nate with specifically incarnational motif – the human body of Christ.
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a complex texture of references to painting and texts belonging to disparate historical 

moments. The iconographical references are employed not as images with representa-

tional value, but as presentational devices to foreground the infrastructure of the 

very procedures of showing. Several sculptures by Berlinde de Bruyckere, discussed 

in Chapter Seven, conflate different iconographical references. These interrupted re-

semblances critically address not only the role of representations of violence massively 

present throughout the history of the Christian image, but also a set of deeper ques-

tions concerning the functioning of the image as a religious medium.





Chapter I 

Veronicas and Artists
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The repositioning of contemporary art with regard to its past, and as dominated by 

religious images cannot be conceptualised solely as a movement of emancipation, as 

breaking with, and even breaking of the older, religious image.1  The difference be-

tween religious and non-religious images, besides being decided by their subject 

matter, is determined by the specific period and context in which they are produced 

and circulated, and is characterised by specific rules of image production and image 

appreciation. 

 The history of the image before “the era of art” begins in late antiquity with 

the adoption of pagan image cults and their re-definition into Christian image prac-

tices. Hans Belting describes a set of important features concerning the status of reli-

gious images and their transformation in what he calls “the era of art.” Trained as art 

historian and Byzantinist, he had written on variety of topics related to modern and 

contemporary art, as well as methodological issues. Importantly, he had argued for 

an anthropology of images and considering their lives beyond being art works.2 In his 

book Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image before the Era of Art (Bild und Kult. Eine 

Geschichte des Bildes vor dem Zeitalter der Kunst) Belting makes a distinction between 

the status of the early Christian image, which he calls the “cult” image, and the “art” 

image. The defining feature of such images was that they were venerated and treated 

as real, living persons who participated in different rituals: “it served in the symbolic 

exchange of power, and finally embodied the public claims of a community.”3 The spe-

cial status of the cult was supported by legends that traced it back to a supernatural 

origin – direct contact with the body of Christ (as the Holy Face), or Mary herself pos-

ing for her first icon. Such images had a life of their own and were considered to have 

supernatural powers. Belting defines the cult of images as the practice of involving the 

public display of an image only on particular days and according to a prescribed pro-

gram. Such displays had an important function for the community.

Eras of the Image

1 Parts of this chapter in an earlier version were published as “On the Art of Making without Hands.” A Pub-

lication Series by Wilfried Lentz Gallery Rotterdam, no. 2 (2009); “L’image-métamorphose. Instant et plasticité.” 

Rue Descartes, Collège International de Philosophie, no. 64 (2009);“Veronicas and Artists: Religious Motifs in 

Contemporary Visual Art.” Kunstlicht no. 29 (2008) and as “Een opblaasbare Maria: Religieuze motieven tussen 

kunst en religie.” Boekman. Tijdschrift voor kunst, cultuur en beleid, no. 85 (2010). 

2 Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images: Picture, Medium, Body. Trans. Thomas Dunlap (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2011). 3 Belting, Likeness and Presence. A History of the Image before the Era of Art Trans. Edmund 

Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994 (1990), p. xxi.
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 Before the “era of art”, most images produced and circulated were religious, 

even if they also served political or economic purposes. Belting defines the public 

practices of veneration of images according to “a prescribed program” as cult.4 Two 

aspects, which are not determined by the visual qualities of the image, characterise 

the cult image. On the one hand, the legend that gives an account of the image’s or-

igin, and, on the other, the power of the image, was a result of its function as a mate-

rial and visible support of a community’s identity. Religious images were used to elicit 

public demonstration of faith and loyalty.5 The later medieval narrative image “which 

presented sacred history” and implied an act of reading rather than viewing, was fol-

lowed by a type of image that took on a different meaning and “was acknowledged for 

its own sake.” The term “art” came to designate a category of images as works created 

by artists and defined by a theory. This era of art, Belting argues, “lasts until this pres-

ent day,” and forms another history, a history of artists and not of cult objects.6 

 Early images with religious functions had a specificity that cannot be explained 

within the interpretative agendas of theology or art history.7 These images with com-

munal, and precisely not aesthetic, significance were associated with practices of 

veneration.8 They were “actors” in communal practices, and were treated as living per-

sons; they were protected and, in turn, they offered the community protection. A very 

significant element is the way the role of the image-maker was defined in regards to 

such images: 

The intervention of a painter in such a case was deemed something of an intrusion; a painter 

could not be expected to reproduce the model authentically. Only if one was sure that the 

painter had recorded the actual living model with the accuracy we today attribute to a pho-

tograph, as in the case of St. Luke … could one verify the authenticity of the results.9

There was, what we would call today, a mechanical view of authorship – the image 

was considered the outcome of a strict adherence to a prescribed set of rules, and the 

role of personal artistic invention was understood as insignificant. 

 In the case of a special group of images of Christ, there was a complete erasure 

of the author; such images were claimed to have “a supernatural origin – in effect that 

4 “Often, access to an image was permitted only when there was an official occasion to honor it. It could not 

be contemplated at will but was acclaimed only in an act of solidarity with the community according to a pre-

scribed program on an appointed day. This practice we identify as cult.” Ibid., p. 13. 

5 Ibid., p. 1. 6 Ibid., p. xxi. 7 Ibid., p. 2. 8 “processions and pilgrimages and for whom incense was burned and 

candles were lighted. These were deemed to be of very ancient or even celestial origin and to work miracles…

Only cult legends granted them their respective status.” Ibid., p. 3. 9 Ibid., p. 4.
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it had fallen from heaven, or affirmed that Jesus’ living body had left an enduring phys-

ical impression.” They were considered as having the capacity of action and supernatu-

ral powers. In addition, such images were objects of replication, as it was believed “that 

duplicating an original image would extend its power.”10 But this did not yet mean that 

images were holy. Making them holy was delegated to priests, who had the specific 

power to consecrate them. As Belting describes, priests were “not only … more impor-

tant than the painters but also the true authors of the holiness of images.”11

 During the late Middle Ages, images underwent a crisis that redefined their sta-

tus as art.12 The era of the art image is associated with both the loss of an image’s re-

ligious power and its public role. Central moments in this transition were the rise of 

panel painting, and the private appreciation of the image.13 Makers of images assumed 

control over them, which legitimised the figure of the artist as an individual maker. 

The previously invisible figure of the image-maker transformed itself into the public 

visibility of the artist. Practices associated with the appreciation of images also under-

went a transformation. The public role of the cult image was gradually replaced by a 

private situation of appreciation, in which the qualities of the image as a work of art 

were of greater importance than legends that gave account of its (divine) origins. The 

central moment in such a transformation was when the work lost its religious aura and 

ceased to exercise its power over believers by its actual presence. Instead, it became 

an “original” in the artistic sense in that it authentically reflected the artist’s idea.14 

 From this moment on, images were produced and interpreted according to the 

rules of art. Artists and beholders had to articulate and agree upon a set of new ways 

to use images, and upon aspects and qualities that made them good art. The image, 

then became “an object of reflection” for an educated public who knew “the rules of 

the game” and who replaced the previous power of priests to invent the status of im-

ages.15 It is of great significance that priests no longer determined the rules of the ap-

preciation of images. Instead, these rules were defined by individuals with particular 

knowledge in the field of art. 

 Bram Kempers has written extensively on the professionalization of artists and 

the development of complex systems of patronage as central aspects of the context of 

the practices of production and circulation of images in Renaissance Italy, as well as on 

issues related to the contemporary art market and policies in the field of culture.16 In 

10 Ibid., p. 6. 11 Ibid., p. 7. 12 Ibid., p. 409. 13 “the private image now takes the leading position and thus 

challenges the authority of the old cult image” Ibid., p. 410. 14 Ibid., p. 484. 15 Ibid., p. 16, emphasis mine. 

16 Bram Kempers, Painting, Power and Patronage: The Rise of the Professional Artist in Renaissance Italy. Trans. Bever-

ley Jackson (London: Penguin Books, 1994).
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his book Painting, Power and Patronage: The Rise of the Professional Artist in Renaissance 

Italy, he argues that several main features defined the professionalization of artists: 

“the development of new skills, the establishment of organizations and the evolution 

of both historiography and theory.”17 From the thirteenth century onwards there is a 

marked specialisation of the figure of the artist and an increasingly complex definition 

of and reflection on the practice of producing art. In contrast to the “era of the image 

before art” there was a shift of focus from the image with its religious power, to the 

figure of the professional artist, and the inscription of his practice into social relations 

of power and patronage. In the fourteenth century: “The idea of the autonomous art-

ist, who sets his own standards and acts as an independent innovator took a firm hold 

on Western culture from this time onwards.”18 However, the claim of the autonomy of 

art cannot be taken to mean the neat separation between the work of artists and its 

social context. The practice of producing artworks was embedded in, and influenced 

by the complex texture of social relations and was both supported and shaped by 

systems of power and patronage, which according to Kempers, cannot be taken as a 

disinterested practice as “…the many functions of painted images for those who com-

missioned them included elements remote from artistic appreciation.”19 The produc-

tion and circulation of images, was influenced by and references power relations, other 

images and the broader social context. 

 During the Renaissance, the new art-image became a pictorial context of a 

re-mediation of the old one. A central cult image – the Holy Face, or the veil of Ve-

ronica, became a very popular motif embedded in painting. Yet, it continued its life 

precisely as a motif, and not as an object whose material presence was valued. The fic-

tional space of painting, of artistic invention began to play the role of a device for the 

presentation of the visual motif of the true image. For instance, Hans Memling’s (1430-

1494) St. Veronica, 1470: “dramatized the relationship between image and life and be-

tween cloth and image.” (Fig. 2)20 Veronica holds the cloth on which the face of Christ 

floats miraculously detached from its surface; the cloth is defined as a space embed-

ded in the fiction of painting. Thus, the art image claimed its status as a human, artistic 

invention. This claim was not justified on the basis of disconnecting with, or the rejec-

tion of, the cult image. The latter was redefined as a pictorial motif of the image with 

a divine origin: “The old icon is ensconced in the new painting as a precious memory.” 

17 “Italian painters developed an impressive array of skills in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, broader 

in range than the accomplishments of their forefathers or their non-Italian contemporaries and broader than 

those of most other groups of craftsmen. Innovations were made in fresco work, which was practiced in far 

more places than before. A new system of panel paintings came into being…”Ibid., p. 300. 

18 Ibid., p. 4. 19 Ibid., p. 5. 20 Belting, Likeness and Presence, p. 428
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Jan van Eyck (1395-1441) redefined the Holy Face as a portrait, in which the second pic-

ture plane of the cloth with the face of Christ coincides with the space of the portrait 

(Fig. 3). His inscription “As well as I can” (als ikh khan), is a modesty formula, which also 

states the agency of the image-maker precisely as an artist.21 

 The Reformation was a defining period in the process of transformation of the 

status of religious images, which were subject to criticism and destruction because of 

their intertwinement with institutional power. This crisis, similar to the previous one, 

resulted in the definition of new rules of image production and appreciation. It pro-

duced a very new type of image – the image of the destruction of images. As Belting 

explains, “the empty walls of the reformed churches were a visible proof of the ab-

sence of the ‘idolatrous’ images.”22 Iconoclasm was a practice that had an important 

visual side to it; the defaced sculptures and paintings, in fact, became new images that 

visually marked the emancipation from the power of the cult image. New images were 

produced, but they were invested with a different, artistic truth.23  With that the image 

began to mediate a different artistic truth; as an object of reflection it invited its be-

holder to “look for the artistic idea behind the work.”24 

 In a Catholic context the art image maintained its connection to the old one: 

“The former icon appears as a quotation within the modern invention of the artist.”25 

The art image was endowed with the task to provide a pictorial context in which the 

old icon was embedded. Thus the art-image was comparable to a pedestal that had 

the important role to present the old icon. The fictional space, a result of an artistic 

invention, became a host to the cult image, in terms of its extended frame and means 

of presentation.  

21 Ibid., p. 430. 22 Ibid., p. 458. 23 “In the modern age, subjects remain alone with themselves. They can invent 

an image, but it has no other truth than the one they themselves invest it with.” Ibid., p. 472. 24 Ibid., p. 472. 

25 Ibid., p. 475 26 Jan Assman, “What is Wrong with Images” in: The Return of Religion and Other Myths. A Criti-

cal Reader in Contemporary Art, Eds. Maria Hlavajova, Sven Lutticken and Jill Winder (Utrecht: BAK, 2009), p. 26.

Acheiropoietos

Within monotheism, Christianity, with its idea of incarnation implied a “huge iconic 

turn.” Christ became not only the visibility of the divine Word, but his body could gen-

erate further images; he: “left even an imprint on the handkerchief of Veronica whose 

name means ‘true image’ (vera icon).”26 This kind of image is precisely not a work of 

art. It has, at its heart, the problem of resemblance created without the participation 

of the hand of an artist. Christ as the true image of the Word was made “without in-
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Fig. 2 Hans Memling, St. Veronica, 1470/1475 

Fig. 3 Jan van Eyck, Holy Face, 1448 
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scription and formation...through the art of God.”27 The Son as the image of the Father 

is produced without the participation of a human hand, the human body of the moth-

er being reduced to a virgin canvas for the work of the “handless” creation.28 There is a 

clear parallel between the doctrine of the incarnation as involving the medium of the 

virgin body of Mary to produce the image of God – Christ as the first acheiropoieton, 

and theology of the icon. The icon defines the canvas as a virgin space, which has to 

give birth to the sacred image.29 

 The true image has an extraordinary iconic fertility; it sets in motion an infinite 

series of operations of replication. In the Christian tradition the acheiropoietos incar-

nates: “...the dream of an autonomous, self-created image, a picture produced in-

stantly in its perfect totality, outside the bodily conditions of human making...”30 It 

implies perfection and truth as it is a result of a divine creation. Importantly, it be-

comes an object with a great public significance.31 Precisely at this point it embodies 

not aesthetic, but a political moment, insofar as its aesthetic qualities do not matter, 

but the truth of its divine origin. This motif and its transformations relate to the con-

ditions of the eras of the image as Belting defines them and as they concern images 

with religious function and religious art. Still, such a motif embodies the constella-

tion of properties that are very relevant to image production and circulation at the 

present moment.32 

27 Dobschütz, Christusbilder,1:53. Quoted by Joseph Leo Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture, p. 85. 

28 Marie-José Mondzain, a specialist in Byzantine culture who has written on image theory and contemporary 

art and a co-curator of the exhibition Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art at the ZKM in 

Karlsruhe, 2002. She points out: “The theme of the image not made by human hands starts in the Bible when 

the book of Genesis gives God the power to produce a creature in His own image and to breathe life into him 

[…] It is directly following this handless act, this act of the spirit, the Christianity constructed the doctrine of 

the incarnation of the Word, the filial image of the Father” Marie-José Mondzain, “The Holy Shroud: How Invisi-

ble Hands Weave the Undecidable”, p. 324. See also: Joseph Leo Koerner, “Icon as Iconoclash,” In Iconoclash: Be-

yond the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art, Eds. Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

The MIT Press, 2002), p. 192, 324. 29 For that issue see Belting, Likeness and Presence, p. 49-57, 208-224 and Ma-

rie-José Mondzain Image, Icon, Economy. The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary, Trans. Rico Frances 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005) p. 157-176. 30 Joseph Leo Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in 

German Renaissance Art (The University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 84. 

31 Belting points out that “In Russia, as perhaps previously in Byzantinium, the motif [of the Mandylion] was 

placed on military banners to represent the highest sovereign of a Christian army and to put the enemy to 

flight at the sight of it, like a new Gorgoneion. A flag from the time of Ivan the Terrible (1530-84), on which an-

gels hold the Mandylion, continues this genre, which then continued to be used as late as the First World War 

on banners of the Russian and Bulgarian armies”, Likeness and Presence, p. 215. 
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 The legend of the true image first appears in the sixth century. Christ “dips a 

piece of linen (mandylion, mindil) in water, passes it over his face, which is then mirac-

ulously inscribed with its imprint” and sends it to King Abgar of Edessa who by looking 

at it, is healed of leprosy.33 The image itself replicates itself miraculously on the wall of 

the city gate, where it was kept. In the tenth century, the image is taken to Constan-

tinople and becomes “spiritual guarantor of imperial rule,” and, subsequently, multi-

ple copies are disseminated across the Christian world.34 The original disappears from 

Constantinople and is possibly transported to Paris and placed in the Sainte Chapelle, 

to be allegedly destroyed during the French Revolution.

 Next to the Mandylion of Edessa, there is the more popular story of Veronica, 

who captures an image of the face of Christ by wiping his face with a white cloth on the 

fourth station of the cross. The sweat and blood “formed a representation of his face.”35 

During the thirteenth century, this legend developed into the one we are familiar with 

today. The cult of the veil of Veronica intensifies as was expressed in the dissemination 

of copies, and the large numbers of pilgrims visiting Rome.36 Allegedly it still exists “in-

side one of Bernini’s quadrature pillars in St. Peter’s.”37 A large number of copies were 

produced in various media in the late Middle Ages and the early Modern Period. 

 The importance of the motif of the image not made by a human hand is prov-

en by its survival in several different versions. The transition between the imprint of 

the face of Christ and the story of a burial Shroud that had preserved the imprint of 

his body appears centuries later.38 The Bishop of Troyes, who claimed that he knew the 

32 In Koerner’s words “The vera icon is simultaneously a cult object and an implicit aesthetic, what Hans Belting 

could call a theory of the image before the era of art.” The Moment of Self-Portraiture, p. 91 

33 Marie-José Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy: The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary, Trans. Rico 

Franses (Stanford Calif: Stanford University Press: 2005), p. 194. 34 Gerhard Wolf, “Original Pictures of Christ – 

On the History of the Search for the True Image” In: Aspects of Christ. From Antiquity to the 20th Century, Ed. Ro-

land Krischel, Giovanni Morello and Tobias Nagel (Cologne: DuMont, 2005), p. 28. 35 Ibid., p. 28. 

36 “The new image borrowed its conception from its Eastern rival and in fact is indistinguishable from it. But 

it had a different legend to explain its origin. The Veronica or vera icona, which was kept in St. Peter’s in Rome, 

made its appearance only in the early thirteenth century, after all the trace of the Byzantine cloth image has 

been lost. It then became in the West what its rival had long been in the East: the undisputed archetype of the 

sacred portrait.” Belting, Likeness and Presence, p. 208. 37 Ibid., p. 28. 38 “The Shroud of Turin has, naturally 

enough, been repeatedly identified with the Edessene mandylion, even though the mandylion is never sup-

posed to have originated as the shroud in which Christ was wrapped on his burial, and even though the re-

corded history of the shroud that survives in Turin can really not be pushed back much beyond the fourteenth 

century.” Freedberg, The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1989), p. 209.
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artist who created it, protested the first public ostentation in the fourteenth century. 

The Vatican then requested that the bishop remain silent and “with this silence as se-

curity” the Shroud was displayed.39 To the present day, the Shroud is kept in a reliquary 

at the cathedral in Torino (Figs. 4 and 5). It is a linen cloth with a constellation of stains 

and does not offer anything in particular to see. As one believer commented, at one of 

the rare occasions of its public ostentations: “...I was disappointed: non si vede niente 

(you can’t see anything) everyone was saying. We tried...”40 Then: “One actually saw, 

then, something else, simply in the looking forward to it or the desiring of it.”41

 The Holy Shroud is not a spectacular object, but it is undoubtedly a very power-

ful one. It provides an interpretative schema for an extraordinary variety of images. At 

the same time, it is an object that resists being inscribed into a mimetic economy that 

defines the image as an imitation. The burial shroud of Christ is the canvas of an image 

that appeared spontaneously, miraculously circumventing all procedures of making. 

Its authenticity is supported by the fact that it is not a representation, an image, but 

an imprint, a constellation of stains that is a result of direct contact and not of draw-

ing or painting. “Contact having occurred, figuration would appear false.”42 Therefore, 

it resists being called a representation. It is a true image. As a result of the elimination 

of the role of the creative hand of the artist or of liberating the image of any form “of 

gestural subjectivity,”43 acheiropoietic images are associated with a special presence 

in the religious sense. They matter precisely because they are not representations or 

imitations.44 Presence and truth are central characteristics of what Belting calls the cult 

image in contrast to the image in the “era of art” – a result of a set of mimetic proce-

dures carefully executed by an artist and regulated by a proper theory.45 

 The public visibility and significance of the acheiropoietic image are defined to a 

large extent by the procedures of its presentation. An interesting aspect of such pro-

39 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 196. 40 Pierre Vignon, reply to M. Donnadieu, in L’Universite catholique, 

XL, no. 7 (1902), 368. Quoted by Georges Didi-Huberman, “The Index of the Absent Wound. Monograph on a 

Stain”, Trans. Thomas Repensek, October, vol. 29 (Summer, 1984) p. 63. 41 Didi-Huberman, “The Index of the 

Absent Wound”, p. 63.  42 Ibid., p. 68. 43 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 207. 44 As David Freedberg ob-

serves, this images of Christ pose questions related to the status of representation: “We can only know Christ if 

he is incarnate as man; and so we must be able to represent him. But if we represent him – rather than symbol-

ize him – then he can only be represented in the most accurate possible way. Otherwise we impugn his divine 

wholeness and unity. One class of images allows for no inaccuracy – the direct impressions of his face, or of his 

body (as in the occasional case of the imprinted shroud or epitaphios). But all other images must strive toward 

the greatest possible verisimilitude. Then we will have not merely an image of Christ; we will have an image 

that so closely mirrors the miracle of the Incarnation that absence becomes presence and representation reali-

ty.” The Power of Images, p. 212. 45 Belting, Likeness and Presence, p. xxi. 
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Fig. 4 Positive and negative photographic image of the Shroud of Turin

Fig. 5 Secondo Pia, Positive photographic image (‘the negative’) of the Shroud of Turin, 1898
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cedures is that they both bring an object to visibility and thus support its status of be-

ing a true image in the sense of having a divine origin. Moreover they conceal the real 

procedures of its making, erasing the figure of the maker. Cult images demonstrate 

a surprising similarity to the way visual objects today acquire their status as artworks 

through procedures of presentation that in fact invent their “truth.” A religious com-

munity would invest a visual object with a true status and simultaneously erase the 

operations that produced the object as significant for the communal gaze. Indeed, 

if such operations were visible, the object would not be true. This entanglement be-

tween belief and power also plays out in the context of the contemporary media; 

as Mondzain observes “the church no longer has a monopoly over it. But it was the 

church that provided the model.”46 In that sense, images considered as “true” function 

as focal points, an imagined stable and common point of reference for regimes of be-

lief that give meaning to the world shared by a community. An object such as the Holy 

Shroud is supported by such tautological operations as it: 

Incarnates incarnation and expects those who contemplate it to have the open gaze of faith. 

“They have eyes and do not see” becomes “we give ourselves the eyes which construct what 

we want to see.” An eminently modern art situation such as the cinema, stemming from 

photography, inaugurated it.47 

A photograph and the Shroud make similar claims to truth, and conceal a similar fact – 

the fantasy that they are not made by a human hand. 

 It is important to discuss in more detail the paradigmatic case of the “true im-

age” not only because it plays a defining role for the era of the image before art, but 

also because this motif is revived and recycled in contemporary artworks in different 

ways – from the implicit presence of this motif, which in fact defines the condition of a 

key object as the readymade, to its iconic citations as in Bill Viola’s work.48 The motif of 

“the true image” has been in artists’ hands for centuries. Artists had the delicate task, 

as Georges Didi-Huberman phrases that, of “‘ficting’ and in a sense faking – a verita-

ble ‘image not made a human hand.’”49 Veronica’s veil is a motif that legitimated the 

46 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 221. 47 Ibid., 332. 48 For a detailed discussion of Viola’s work, see 

my Chapter Four. 49 Georges Didi-Huberman Confronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art. 

Trans. John Goodman (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), p. 197. Didi-Huberman is 

an art historian and philosopher who had written on a written on a variety of topics: the status of art history 

as a discipline, the complex relationship between images and time and history, on the figure and the legacy of 

Aby Warburg and has curated a number of influential exhibitions including, more recently Atlas: How to Carry 

the World on One’s Back?  (Museum Reina Sofia, Madrid, 2011).
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display of artistic skill and inventiveness “to capture the elusive face of Christ.”50 It is 

usually depicted as a face projected onto a cloth, miraculously floating at its surface, 

and separate from its material texture.51 Jan Van Eyck, in his interpretation Holy Face, 

1438, removed the cloth and gave an interpretation of the face of Christ as a portrait. 

The pictorial space is presented as a fictional space by the frame, and the visible in-

scriptions and the signature of the artist. Simultaneously, the realism of the image in 

its meticulous execution and the disappearance of the picture plane conceal “the signs 

of painterly manufacture” and make the image transparent.52 In this case as Joseph Leo 

Koerner argues: “The myth of an image ‘not made by human hands’ serves here to ar-

ticulate an idea of the quasi-divine powers of the individual artist.”53 

 Later, Albrecht Dürer (1471-1528) fashioned his Self-Portrait, 1500, following the 

prototype of the Holy Face as interpreted by Van Eyck, which is itself acheiropoietos, 

the self-portrait of God (Fig. 6). The significance of this motif according to Koerner, is 

to be found in the fact that it itself stands for the very activity of image-making and 

self-fashioning. Dürer created a painting that simultaneously took into account the 

tradition, and was a very new type of image. He drew an analogy between himself 

and Christ, and articulated the conditions of a new kind of autonomous pictorial rep-

resentation – the self-portrait. This was done within the model of a pictorial formula 

with a long history – the image of the face of Christ:

In fashioning his own most fundamental likeness after the cultic image of the Holy Face, 

Dürer makes particular claims for the art of painting. By transferring attributes of imagistic 

authority and quasi-magical power once associated with the true and sacred image of God 

to the novel subject of self-portraiture, Dürer legitimates his radically new notion of art, one 

based on the irreducible relation between the self and the work of art.54

This new notion of art expressed itself on the pictorial surface by legitimising itself 

with the tradition of the Holy Face, which it carefully interpreted. The meticulous real-

ism of the painting, then, serves both as an affirmation of artistic skill and as a means 

to erase the traces of manual labour from the pictorial surface: “the visible signs of hu-

man making – for example brushwork and the material presence of the paint – are all 

but imperceptible.”55 And still “every hair, every visible surface is wholly accounted for 

– as if the moment of self-portraiture had indeed been the total and instant doubling 

50 Wolf, “Original Pictures of Christ” p. 29. 51 Ibid., p. 29. 52 Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture, p. 106. Jo-

seph Leo Korner is an art historian who has written on German painting from the Renaissance to contemporary 

art. He was the co-curator of Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art at the ZKM in Karlsru-

he, 2002. 53 Ibid., p. 106.  54 Ibid., p. 79, emphasis mine. 55 - 56 Ibid., p. 85.
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of the living subject onto the blank surface of the panel” and an affirmation of the sub-

ject of the artist.56 

 Koerner observes that the motif of the true image continues to be present, but 

not as a portrait of Christ, or a self-portrait of the painter. Instead, it becomes an as-

pect of painting; it is translated in meticulous realism that conceals the trace of man-

ual work. Much later, Caspar David Friedrich’s Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, 1818, 

provides another instance of theomimesis, a reference to the very model of divine cre-

ation. The specific manner of the depiction of fog conceals all the signs of brushwork 

to make the painting appear as an instantaneous creation “without hands.”57 Artistic 

production legitimates itself by imitating the origin, and finds a way to claim artistic 

agency but within its frame. 

57 “…in the specific painterly manner necessitated by the painting’s fog, which works to conceal all evidence 

of brushwork, the manipulation of paint and the temporal process of manual labour, Friedrich assimilated his 

own act of making to the model of divine creation …instantaneously and ‘without hands.” Joseph Leo Koerner, 

Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape (Yale University Press, 1995) p. 192.  58 The apparent shared 

condition of photography and acheiropoietos is observed by many authors who discuss the issue of the truth 

status of images, William J. Mitchell: “…there is no human intervention in the process of creating the bond be-

tween photograph and reality, this apparent Kryptonite connection to the referent: it is automatic, physically 

determined and therefore presumably objective. Photographs are thus connected to the ancient Judeo-Chris-

tian tradition of acheiropoietoi – ‘true’ images of Christ made ‘not by a human hand.” The Reconfigured Eye: Visual 

Truth in the Post-photographic Era (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1992), p. 28. 

59 In Didi-Huberman’s words: “Let us recall that the historic impetus that rendered the Shroud of Turin visi-

ble – or more precisely, figurative – is found in the history of photography.” “The Index of the Absent Wound. 

Monograph on a Stain”, Trans. Thomas Repensek, October, vol. 29 (Summer, 1984), p. 65 

The Image-Instant

This history of reproduction, imitation, or reference to the motif of the true image 

reached its culmination in the nineteenth century with the invention of an “acheiro-

poietic” technology that claimed to produce an image in an instant and without its 

surface being marked by the signs of manual labour – photography.58 This gave an-

other impulse to this never-ending story, but in this instance the Shroud of Turin be-

came its main object.59 On 2 June 1898, Secondo Pia, a lawyer who had taken the first 

photographs of the Shroud, was paralysed by an “intense emotion” after developing 

the negative plates of the photograph he had taken of the Shroud. In front of his eyes 
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Fig. 6 Albrecht Dürer, Self-Portrait, 1500

Fig. 7 Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, 1818
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loomed the real face of Christ (Fig. 5). It was only then, with the invention of photogra-

phy, that the Shroud became the object of frenzied scientific explorations.60 Not only is 

photography an “acheiropoietic technology,” it also opened up the possibility of turn-

ing the imprint of the body of Christ from a negative into a positive; to finally see the 

face, and make sense of the stains on the linen cloth. From that point on, science and 

religion became entangled in an endless tautological loop. The Shroud was seen as 

providing the means for the “salvation of science,”61 and, in 1931, an international sci-

entific commission headed by the biologist Paul Vignon was established to study the 

Shroud. The commission even made claims that photography’s invention was inspired 

by God “in order to reveal the realm of the invisible, the soul of the world.” The tech-

nical vocabulary associated with photography was “translated” into one laden with 

spirituality.62 Photographing the Shroud and researching its origins implies a complex 

set of operations of image-making, of getting closer to the true image. Yet, such oper-

ations were executed within the framework of science, a field that claims objectivity 

and excludes artistic work, using a technical apparatus that minimises the role of the 

hand of the maker. 

 A specific aspect of photography, the temporal dimension of the procedure of 

making the image in an instant of time, supports the popular fantasy that a photo-

graph is generally a true representation of reality. Arguably, the instant functions as 

a screen that masks the mediated nature of the image. The concealment of the oper-

ations of the making of an image and its status of being true (and therefore powerful) 

can be said to be a mutually constitutive couple, the one depends on the other. Pre-

cisely this moment of mutual support is present, yet in a different way to the acheiro-

poietic image. Mondzain observes that a central element in the legends giving account 

of this type of image is that they cut the image from its cause. The traces of the opera-

tions of making are bound to remain invisible, but at the same time this paradoxically 

affirms the image in a foundational mode, as a type that is further copied and inter-

preted. Similarly, photography on whose surface no trace of human making can be dis-

cerned is “interpreted as not being the result of any material cause, any gesture.”63 As 

Mondzain argues: 

[…] this fiction of photography as productive of an iconic effect without a gesture is the 

absence of any drawing. The photographic impression is nongraphic, or as might be said 

agraphic […] The impression leaves a stain rather than makes a line.64

60 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 197  61 Ibid., p. 201. 

62 Ibid., p. 199, 200. 63 Ibid., p. 200 and 206.  64 Ibid., p. 207.
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Furthermore, photography is a medium that is particularly suited to the appropriation 

and re-circulation of images. Thus its very condition replicates the iconic contagious-

ness of the Holy Face. 

 Next to the medium of photography, the acheiropoietic image is similar to an 

object that occupies a key position with regard to the articulation of the condition of 

the work of contemporary art – the ready–made.  It is an object that also claims to not 

be made by an artist’s hand, but in contrast to the acheiropoietos it indicates the very 

procedures that place an object on display consecrating it as Art.65 The only truth of a 

contemporary object as the readymade is that it shows the tautological mechanisms 

that produce the status of the art-image. The acheiropoietos and the ready-made are 

object-images liberated of the hand of an artist that made them. They are fundamen-

tally un-placeable.

 The history of the interpretation of images not made by human hands is a his-

tory of a counter-motif, a history of its reversals and re-appropriations. The continued 

importance of this motif is associated with a question well examined in modern and 

contemporary art: is art something that is not made by an artist? The Holy Shroud, 

Veronica’s veil and the readymade are objects that subvert the very definition of the 

work of art. They are both not art works, but things that are outside the realm of mak-

ing fictions, yet they are central to the definition of the regime of representation that 

we identify as art. One of them is central to the era of the image before art began, and 

one of them tried to institute a blow to the institution of art. The readymade inverts 

the notion of the artwork, and questions its condition by posing questions concern-

ing the articulation of the very concept. Objects “liberated” of the hand of an artist are 

similar in the operations they embody; they are also objects without a proper place: 

Duchamp’s bicycle in a museum caused the same commotion as the Holy Shroud: in the rel-

iquary it is not in its place because it is not a partial residue of the sacred; in the laboratory 

it is out of place because it is not a reifiable object; in the museum it is incongruous because 

it is not presented as a work of art. Where is it then? Preferably nowhere and never one ex-

pects to be able to grasp it. It is appended to the sites of gazes. The readymade has the same 

power of atopia.66

65 As Mondzain observes: “...the Holy Shroud is manifested under the different regimes of modernity in the 

discourse it generates: that of the stain without an author, that of the self-portrait, and that of the ready-

made.”, “The Holy Shroud: How Invisible Hands Weave the Undecidable”, in Iconoclash. Beyond the Image Wars in 

Science, Religion and Art, Eds. Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2002), 

p. 330. 66 Marie-José Mondzain, “The Holy Shroud: How Invisible Hands Weave the Undecidable,” p. 332.
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Presentation. Concealment.

Image-objects as the Holy Shroud or Veronica’s veil are not appreciated as regular im-

ages. They are kept hidden and shown to the public, or the religious community only 

on special days and are accompanied by a ritual of ostentation.  In a broader sense, 

presentability is a key aspect of what Belting calls the “cult image,” which is also con-

sidered a real person and venerated as such. These public presentations in fact invent 

the power of such objects. Mondzain eloquently articulates their tautological condi-

tion: “It is not because it is true that it has power. It is because it has power that it be-

comes true, that it must be true.”67 If they draw the crowds then they should be true 

or powerful. Such “true” images are usually associated with presentational devic-

es that highlight their importance and status. The public ostentations of the Shroud 

are actually procedures of its framing where the role of “frame” or the presentation-

al device is played by those in power, both religious and political, who show or pres-

ent it to the community of believers. The allegedly real Veronica is placed inside one 

of the pillars of Saint Peter’s Basilica and “is sometimes shown to the faithful, but from 

such a height that only its frame shines forth, a frame made of crystal gold and precious 

stones, a frame that designates as much as conceals it.”68 Such presentations simulta-

neously invent the “truth” of such objects and conceal its invented nature. 

 It is significant that “the acheiropoietic technology” of photography played an 

important role in presenting, and therefore in inventing the “truth” of both the Holy 

Shroud and the ready-made.  The Urinal, 1917 by Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), per-

haps the most popular of the ready-mades, was photographed by Alfred Stieglitz 

(1864-1946), himself an important photographer and “the maker of the American 

avant-garde” (Fig. 8).69 In both cases photography was used to present an existing ob-

ject or an image to its audience. However it is not a neutral and transparent medium, 

a feature that is usually attributed to it precisely because of the fact that it suspends 

the role of the image-maker, but a presentational device that can be used to stage or 

frame an object. Thierry De Duve, an art historian and theorist who has written exten-

sively on the work of Marcel Duchamp, argues that the procedures of presentation 

67 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 201. 68 Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images, p. 191, emphasis mine. 

69 Thierry De Duve observes “In any case, one can be certain that if Duchamp addressed Stieglitz, it was not just 

to obtain a photograph. The photograph had to be signed, and what better signature than that of Stieglitz, the 

artist, the maker of the American avant-garde…”, Kant after Duchamp (Cambridge,Mass: The MIT Press, 1996), p. 

118. In the case of the Urinal the photographer Stieglitz played the role of presenter. De Duve, Look! 100 Hun-

dred Years of Contemporary Art, p. 25
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Fig. 8 R.Mutt, Fountain, 1917, photograph by Alfred Stieglitz



37

70 See: De Duve, Look! 2002, p. 49. 71 Ibid., p. 39. 72 Ibid., p. 20. 73 Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-La-

barthe point out that myth is a fiction in the strong sense that implies fashioning, whose role is to propose 

types with which a people can identify themselves with. “The Nazi Myth,” Critical Inquiry, 1990: 16,2. 

and presentational devices play a crucial role with regard to the status of artworks. 

Their presentability is an important aspect, and an embodiment of what he calls “so-

cial pacts” that deem visual objects as “true” instances of Art.70 Presentational devices 

such as frames, stands, showcases and captions present the artwork (or in the general 

case an object) to its beholder; they render an object presentable to a communal gaze 

and embody the power that “makes” it true.71 All the elements of the infrastructure of 

presentation are there to produce, and then to guarantee, the truth of the image or 

the object, or more precisely its status. Such devices are the quasi-visible locations of 

power of the institution. As De Duve eloquently phrases that: “We might say that the 

presentational device is what lives of God the Father when God is dead – fascination 

with Power in its almightiness. We might say that it’s Art with capital A, the authori-

ty of the Museum.”72 But presentational devices as frames are also the tools of fiction. 

The main role of the frame is to indicate the separation between the fictional space of 

the painting and the one of reality.

Fictions of the Origin

Notions of origin, originality, truth, authenticity and authorship were never complete-

ly erased from the vocabulary of both thinkers and image-makers. Their almost infec-

tious quality comes from their double status. On the one hand, they are considered 

constitutive for the identity of the work of art, and on the other, they are criticised as 

being fictions that incarnate the intrinsically political condition of the image. At differ-

ent historical moments, artists, critics and audiences needed to affirm one or another 

figure of origin: as an invocation of myth, the sacred, or a transcendent invisibility in 

its religious version; or as art that is absolutely new, and begins from “ground zero,” 

a literal origin in its modernist version; or, finally, as the critique, or the affirmation 

loss of originality in its post-modernist version. The motif of the origin, then, proves to 

be endowed with a particular power to survive even, or perhaps precisely because of, 

its negations. Still, the origin is a myth itself; a myth whose fundamental condition is 

plasticity, and which in order to be effective has to erase its status as a fiction.73

 The motif of the origin and the related notion of originality are related both to 

the technical condition of the image, and to the (self-) articulation of the figure of the 
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artist. Rosalind Krauss, an art theorist and critic, argues that the “avant-garde can be 

seen as a function of the discourse of originality” where originality is understood as a 

“literal origin, a beginning from ground zero, a birth” related to the myth and the de-

sire of an “absolute self-creation” postulating the self of the artist as an origin as the 

only safe point uncontaminated by a tradition-laden past.74 This vocabulary of self-cre-

ation, self-reference and autonomy is constitutive of the self-identification of many 

artists belonging to the historical avant-gardes, and strongly presents their manifes-

toes. If there were a figure of a pure origin in painting, a starting point uncontami-

nated by references to other images, a ground-zero that the painter can use to create 

absolutely new images, that would be the grid. Paradoxically, the grid is an element 

that can only be repeated. Moreover, it is itself a repetition of the surface of the can-

vas, of its infrastructure. In this sense, it is far from being non-referential and immune 

to repetition. Furthermore the concepts of originality and copy are a mutually sustain-

ing couple where the former is the privileged term and the latter the discredited.

 This moment is strongly present in photography, traditionally associated with a 

“mechanical view of authorship.” It is far from producing authentic, or original images, 

as photographers usually re-edit, crop and manipulate photographs, which make them 

highly mediated, fictional entities.75 Photography is also a medium particularly suited 

to producing copies.76 This is a moment well understood and reflected in the practice 

of appropriation artists who did not “repress the concept of the copy,” a repression 

which, according to Krauss, is foundational for both avant-garde and modernism.77 

 In Jan van Eyck’s and Dürer’s interpretations of the motif of the Holy Face 

there is a combination between religious definition of the origin (God as the first im-

age-maker), and a demonstration of artistic skill. Arguably there is a structurally sim-

ilar element in the modernist motif of originality – the artist as an absolute origin and 

a creator de novo who guarantees the “truth”, or the originality of the image. The old 

iconographers had to repeat the motif of the Holy Face, in a manner that in contempo-

74 Rosalind Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde: A Post-Modernist Repetition,” October 18:1981, p. 53.

75 Ibid., p. 56 and 52. 76 As Sven Lutticken points out in his article on appropriation art, referring to Krauss’ 

“Notes on the Index”: “ Placing an image or a text – or a fragment of one – in a new context can make the myth 

which it ‘hosts’ explicit. This kind of practice became common in visual art rather than in literature, once the 

avant-garde had made the simple ‘taking’ of a pre-existing object or image a valid artistic act. It can be argued 

that photography served as an important model for this: the camera facilitates the two-dimensional appropri-

ation of objects, and in this respect Duchamp’s readymades can be seen as a radical manifestation of a culture 

informed by photography.” In: “The Feathers of the Eagle” New Left Review, 36:2005, p. 116. 

77 Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde,” p. 64.
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rary terms can be associated with a mechanical view of authorship, and to erase their 

agency as makers of the image. 

 The motif of the “true” image, or the image-origin, has a particular power to sur-

vive, which proves its structural importance. It is a fiction, an artistic invention. “Fic-

tional” in this case signifies the status of this motif as a myth, and in a second sense 

relates to the fact that every “true” image is made by an artist. The metamorphosis 

of the motif of the origin proves that it is an inseparable part of the condition of the 

work of art, but precisely as a myth. And, paradoxically, the myth itself is very plastic 

or transformable in the sense that at different historical moments, but also from me-

dium to medium, it takes different forms. This myth signifies a political moment in-

herently present in the situation of public display and appreciation of images. In Bruno 

Latour’s precise observation, this entails a paralysing double bind:

The second commandment is all the more terrifying since there is no way to obey it. The 

only thing you can do to pretend you observe it is to deny the work of your own hands, to re-

press the action ever present in the making, fabrication, construction, and production of im-

ages, to erase the writing at the same time you are writing it, to slap your hands at the same 

time they are manufacturing. And with no hand, what will you do? With no image, to what 

truth will you have access? With no instrument, what science will instruct you?78 

This desire to “produce” images with divine origin is consistently present in different 

cultural contexts and practices. Images that are “true” or “objective” have to be sup-

ported in this claim by a story that they are not made, or the role of the human hand 

has been reduced to minimum.79

 The capacity of photography to produce and to disseminate multiple copies, and 

its claim to produce true images, makes it particularly suited to transform common fic-

tions into natural facts, what Roland Barthes calls myths – socially constructed ideas, 

narratives that are gradually taken for natural facts that support a particular ideology.80 

Appropriation artists such as Sherrie Levine (1947) and Richard Prince (1949), or Cindy 

Sherman (1954) produced works that situate themselves explicitly in what Krauss call 

the “discourse of the copy”, and address critically the myth of originality. They used 

78 Bruno Latour, “What is Iconoclash? Or is There a World Beyond the Image Wars?” In: Iconoclash, p. 25.

79 “Human hands cannot stop toiling, producing images, pictures, inscriptions of all sorts, to still generate, wel-

come, and collect objectivity, beauty, and divinities, exactly as in the – now forbidden – repressed, obliterated 

old days. How could one not become a fanatic since gods, truths, and sanctity have to be made and there is no 

longer any legitimate way of making them? My question throughout this exhibit is: how can you live with this dou-

ble bind without becoming mad? Have we become mad? Is there a cure to this folly?” Bruno Latour, Ibid., p. 23. 
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photography as a medium whose technical condition is associated with both the claim 

that it produces images that are considered as true imprints of reality, and as having 

the exclusive capacity to produce copies. A central point in their practices was a cri-

tique and unmasking of the fiction of veracity of images. Photography, then, shares the 

technical condition of the acheiropoietic fantasy, and functions as the perfect medium 

of appropriating and recycling existing images, including religious motifs. But it is also 

the medium that, besides being used to support the myth of the true image, in fact un-

dermines its absolute claim, precisely because of its capacity to produce copies.81 Con-

temporary artworks that recycle religious motifs address similar issues; they borrow 

existing images, and thus visibly situate themselves within the “discourse of the copy.”

80 “And just as bourgeois ideology is defined by the abandonment of the name ‘bourgeois’, myth is consti-

tuted by the loss of the historical quality of things: in it, things lose the memory that they once were made. 

The world enters language as a dialectical relation between activities, between human actions; it comes out of 

myth as a harmonious display of essences. A conjuring trick has taken place; it has turned reality inside out, it 

has emptied it of history and has filled it with nature, it has removed from things their human meaning so as 

to make them signify a human insignificance. The function of myth is to empty reality: it is, literally, a ceaseless 

flowing out, a haemorrhage, or perhaps an evaporation, in short a perceptible absence.” Roland Barthes, My-

thologies, Trans. Jonathan Cape, (New York: The Noonday Press, 1972), p. 142. 

81 Demonstrated by Benjamin in his famous essay The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, where 

he observes the waning of the aura of the cult image in the situation of its technical reproducibility. 

82 Jacques Rancière, “Artistic Regimes and the Shortcomings of the Notion of Modernity” In: The Politics of Aes-

thetics. The Distribution of the Sensible, Trans. Gabriel Rockhill (London: Continuum, 2004), pp. 20-31. 

Regimes of the Image

All images are the result of human making; they are fictions. The way the conditions 

of these fictions are negotiated, or the way the role of the maker is brought to visi-

bility, or concealed, is a defining feature of the specific era or the regime of the im-

age. The term regime is used by Jacques Rancière, a philosopher who have written on 

aesthetics, contemporary art and cinema, to distinguish between three regimes of the 

image. It corresponds to some extent to the one made by Belting.82 While Belting dis-

cusses exclusively the cult image and religious art, Rancière’s focus is on what he calls 

the aesthetic regime of art, which to a large extent overlaps with the period of modern 

and contemporary art. He proposes that with regard to what we call art, it is possible 

to distinguish three major regimes of identification: ethical, poetic and aesthetic, and 
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that religious art is an instance of only one of them. In the first, ethical regime, the 

status of images is strictly determined by questions concerning their origin, truth-con-

tent, purpose and use. Central to this regime are the images of the divine and ques-

tions regarding the right to produce or ban them as well as the question of the status 

and signification of images. Religious images are part of a larger group of imitations, 

central to which is the way they affect “the ethos, the mode of being of individuals and 

communities”, and it is precisely this question that “prevents ‘art’ from individualizing 

itself as such.”83 Images are entities with strictly public significance, which are deter-

mined by an external criterion, one that prescribes the way they should be used. 

 Central to the second – poetic regime is the couple poiesis/mimesis, and a prag-

matic principle, which isolates particular forms of art that produce specific entities 

called imitations. These imitations are free from the requirement to be true in the 

sense of the images within the previous regime. The central aspects of the poetic re-

gime of the arts correspond to the era of art as defined by Belting.  In this regime it is 

the substance of the image that represents activities of men and the image is consid-

ered a copy and “examined with regard to its model.” Imitations are assessed as good 

or bad according to a criterion partially internal to the image that determines what 

qualifies as a good imitation according to a principle of resemblance.84

 These two regimes correspond roughly to Belting’s distinction between the 

cult and the art image. The cult image and those produced and circulated within 

the ethical regime of art are subject to questions concerning their origin and truth.  

They are regulated by an external criterion and strictly determined by their use by a 

community. Belting’s category of the art image and Rancière’s poetic regime of art are 

similar to the extent that the image is already considered an imitation and evaluated ac-

cording to a different set of rules, which determine what is good art or a good imitation. 

 Rancière distinguishes further the aesthetic regime of the image, in which art it-

self sets the criterion for identification. Central to this regime is the assertion of “the 

absolute singularity of art” and the elimination of “any pragmatic criterion for isolat-

ing this singularity.”85 Art images are freed from the obligation to be good imitations, 

or from any specific rule that prescribes a hierarchy, specific subject matter or genre. 

Central to that regime is that art produces its own criterion, and simultaneously ques-

tions it incessantly. The images produced in that regime are entirely artificial, made by 

an artist and exempt from the necessity to comply with external criteria that can guar-

antee their status of being true, or of being valid imitations. Images produced with-

in the aesthetic regime are highly mediated and not characterised by presence or the 

power of truly religious images. 
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 Rancière argues that the aesthetic regime of arts is the true name of the prob-

lematic notion of modernity. While modernity implies a linear notion of historical time 

that separates and opposes the old and the new, the aesthetic regime of art allows for 

the coexistence of heterogeneous temporalities. As Rancière phrases: “The aesthet-

ic regime is first of all a new regime for relating to the past.” It does not begin with a 

decision to break with the past regime, but with a desire to re-examine the conditions 

of artistic production in the past in order “to reinterpret what makes art or what art 

makes.”86 Artworks produced in the present reuse religious images or “restage the 

past” but not in order to create an irremediable rupture with it. They recycle past im-

ages to rethink the conditions of the regime in which they are produced and circulated. 

This can be described as a strategy of displacement; by placing a motif where it does 

not belong such artworks foreground and question the conditions of their display. 

 In Rancière’s view art produced in the aesthetic regime is inherently democratic 

and free to determine itself. In contrast, in his attempt to define several central fea-

tures of contemporary art, Thierry De Duve observes that it is characterised by an in-

herent cult element. The art world is still ruled by social pacts that have the power to 

define what qualifies as Art (with a capital “A”), a social and not an aesthetic criteri-

on still determines the status of images.87 Their respective positions could be recon-

ciled if Belting’s definition of the era of the image before art is taken into account. The 

ethical and the aesthetic regime are intertwined to the extent that they co-determine 

each other. Within the ethical regime images are not considered art; crucial to their 

status are “the question of their origin (and consequently their truth content) and of 

their end or purpose.”88 The community that venerates the image invents their (divine) 

origin, but the hand of the maker, or the involvement of an author is concealed. The 

“truth” of the image is a matter of invention; it always involves a moment of fiction. In 

Belting’s view the cult image is defined by its divine origin and its public significance, 

while in the era of art, central points of identification are the aesthetic qualities of im-

ages and the artistic invention. While for Belting the era of art continues until the pres-

ent day and corresponds roughly to the poetic regime, Rancière introduces another 

distinct stratum of artistic production, which he calls the aesthetic regime. 

 The autonomy of the aesthetic mode of the production of images, however, 

entails a paradox. Insofar as it annihilates any external criterion that determines the 

rules of production and appreciation of images, it does not allow contestation of these 

rules precisely because of their absence. The aesthetic regime thus borrows a mecha-

86 Ibid., p. 25. 87 On that issue see Rancière’s comment on De Duve’s exhibition Look! 100 Hundred Years of Con-

temporary Art. In The Future of the Image, Trans. Gregory Elliott (London: Verso, 2007),p. 24. 88 Rancière, The Pol-

itics of Aesthetics, p. 20.
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nism from the ethical one, but inverts it by claiming that it produces its own law and 

is no longer dependent on external criteria that determine the status of its images.  

Only then, on the basis of a law, is the aesthetic regime of art able to claim its free-

dom or autonomy. If Belting’s era of art is centred upon rules on which the artist and 

the audience must agree, in the aesthetic regime the artwork both sets and destroys 

those conditions. In Rancière’s model regime does not designate a period, in the sense 

of a developmental stage, but the rules of production and appreciation of images. 

Religion as a Subject Matter

The Transforming relationships between religion and art, especially during the nine-

teenth century, can be understood adequately if considered social phenomena. Two 

important aspects of this process of change are related to the conditions and status 

of the public display of images. The first of them is the transformation of the early re-

ligious image with cult status, which had an important public role and power, into an 

art-image with the Renaissance articulation of art as the practice of artists. The second 

is related to the moment when religious images began to be displayed publicly as ob-

jects of art in museum collections.

 Before the articulation of the concept of the artwork and the legitimation of the 

figure of the artist, the cult image was not considered art. With the era of art images 

changed their status and the old image lost “its aura as an ‘original’ in the religious 

sense – an image exercising power over believers by its actual presence,” it was consid-

ered “original” in the artistic sense, in that it authentically reflects the artist’s idea.”89 

The old image was incorporated into altars or surrounded by other images that pro-

vided context and commentary. Later, around the 1800s, museums began to be filled 

with works which otherwise hung inside churches. Existing images were embedded in 

a new context of display characterised by a different infrastructure and different rules 

of viewing and appreciation. By becoming part of the museum collection, images 

that previously had a religious function became art, and the question of the shifting 

roles of art and religion became central.90 As a museum visitor, the viewer of Rapha-

el’s Sistine Madonna (acquired by the Gemäldegalerie Alte Meister in Dresden in 1754) 

was able to distinguish between its religious and aesthetic aspects, and to admire the 

artistic invention and skill involved in creating the painting without being distract-

89 Belting, Likeness and Presence, p. 484. 90 Hans Belting, La vraie image. Croire aux images? Trans. Jean Torrent 

(Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 2007), p. 60.
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ed by its Christian subject matter.91 Such a situation of appreciation of art for its own 

sake can be compared to the birth of a new religion centred upon the cult of the artist. 

Peter Bürger suggests that the “terminal point” of the formation of art as an auton-

omous institution in the Romantic period, is “...aestheticism, where art becomes the 

content of art” and ceased to have an illustrative relationship to religion.92 

 In the nineteenth century, religious narratives remained appealing to artists, but 

were taken as narratives and not as a subject matter with religious meanings.93 Dur-

ing the course of the twentieth century, religious themes and motifs did not disappear 

from the work of artists. In fact, religious symbols, themes and iconography appeared 

in numerous works of art, which were produced in and for a secular context. If the ob-

ject with religious or ritual significance announces itself proudly as the focal point of 

worship, the art object, in contrast, tends to hide that; it is very reluctantly that an ob-

ject of art acknowledges that it has a cult aspect.  Still, the modern work of art, secular 

due to its self-understanding, inherits some elements of what Hans Belting calls “the 

cult image” and Bürger “sacral art.”94 They are related to the status of the work of art 

as a public (and potentially political) object and to the conditions of its display. Next 

to the implicit presence of religious elements in art, the reference to religious imagery 

forms a continuous line that is present in the movements of the historical avant-garde 

as Expressionism or Surrealism and in the neo-avant-gardes of the 1960s and 1970s un-

til the present day.

91 Belting, La vraie image p. 61. 92 Bürger introduces the distinction between sacral art, courtly art and bour-

geois art: “Although in different ways, both sacral and courtly art are integral to the life praxis of the recipient. 

As cult and representational objects, works of art are put to a specific use. This requirement no longer applies 

to the same extent to bourgeois art. In bourgeois art, the portrayal of bourgeois self-understanding occurs in a 

sphere that lies outside the praxis of life.” Theory of the Avant-Garde, Trans. Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: Universi-

ty of Minnesota Press, 1984, 2009) pp. 48-9. 

93 Belting, La vraie image, p. 61. 94 See: Hans Belting Likeness and Presence, pp. 3-19.

Religious Motifs in Contemporary Art

Certain aspects of the strategy of emancipation from past traditions through the re-

use of older images appear relevant to understanding the recycling of religious motifs 

by present-day artists. The image divested from its previous meaning and power be-

comes a tool for testing the conditions of making and displaying images in the present 

moment. There is a presentational logic at work, which is quite different from the case 
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of the art-image providing a pictorial context for the presentation of the older icon as 

described by Belting. Present-day art does not embed religious images to celebrate 

them, but in order to pose questions concerning central aspects of the rules that regu-

late the status of images as their public significance, the conditions of their production 

and authorship, and their connection to an origin or tradition, a context or an author 

that guarantees their value. In other words, it questions issues that are central to the 

infrastructure of the present-day regime of representation. 

 While in the context of the Reformation or the Counter-Reformation, old images 

were either subject to destruction or presentation through their embedding within an 

art image; when reused in present-day artworks, existing religious images function as 

critical tools. While the cult image concealed its maker in order to maintain its public 

significance, and the later art image celebrated the artist as a re-inventor of the old 

icon, contemporary artists cite religious images in order to reflect on the very proce-

dures that produce the public significance and status of images. The strategy of cit-

ing religious motifs is not exactly a critique of cult practices, which are historically 

quite distant from the present moment. Instead, this strategy has a very contempo-

rary agenda – to comment on art as a field of image-making, to reflect critically upon 

implicit hierarchies associated with particular definitions of authorship and to bring to 

visibility the procedures that invest images with the status of being true or original. 

In the era of the image before art, what mattered was the “thing”, the object of a cult 

practice, whose real maker was carefully concealed. It gradually transformed into an 

art-image, a fiction, visibly associated with a maker. Nowadays, when artists borrow 

religious images, they use them as “things” that have a public significance, but not as 

objects of a cult practice; on the contrary, they are popular, democratic “things” that 

belong to a sphere of common use. 

 The present day is characterised by an overproduction of images across various 

media. Artists, especially those whose practice involves reusing existing images, make 

us aware of how complex images as entities are. They address the long history of see-

ing that influences our contemporary ways of viewing and interpretation, and the way 

we attribute veracity to images according to specific concepts of authorship. For ex-

ample, our understanding of documentary images and their veracity is supported by 

the idea of a mechanical view of authorship associated with photography, which min-

imises the role of the image-maker. However, this is a myth that is structurally similar 

to the myth of the “true image,” supported by the same view of authorship that does 

not involve the work of the hand of an artist.  It is a central motif with regard to the ar-

ticulation of the concept of what Rancière calls regime and Belting era of the image. 

 The continued life of religious images and their modification by contemporary 

artists has a double effect. The motif points to an existing tradition, thus establishing 
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continuity. Yet the very same motif is used a tool to claim discontinuity, a break with 

the tradition, insofar as it is invested with a new meaning and is not used as a religious 

image. Belting observes, following Aby Warburg, that “the use of pictorial motifs from 

Antiquity that could not claim any religious significance during the Renaissance actu-

ally may have been a means of emancipation from the icon images.”95 Analogously, 

the continued life of religious motifs is associated with the discontinuity in their use 

and meaning. 

 A set of artistic practices inaugurated by the Duchampian ready-made, is fo-

cused on bringing to visibility rules that regulate issues such as authorship and modes 

of display. The practice of appropriation and re-circulation of visual motifs is used to 

pose questions concerning the politics of images, in contrast to art that takes politics 

as a subject matter.96 When religious motifs are borrowed and placed in a secular con-

text, they cease to signify religious ideas and instead acquire new meaning. They sig-

nify something borrowed; instead of being a visual translation of a religious narrative, 

they represent other images or “represent representation.”97 Many artworks that recy-

cle religious images remain secular; for instance, Andy Warhol’s Twelve Crosses, 1981–

82 cannot be considered religious art, despite referring explicitly to a religious symbol 

(Fig. 9). The work situates the cross in proximity to the mass-produced commodity 

and questions oppositions between copy and original, pointing to the claim of the reli-

gious image as unique and at the same time at its mass-production, thus revealing the 

proximity between religion (Catholicism) and capitalism. The religious motif functions 

as a tool to address issues related to image making and circulation, authorship and 

veracity, rather than issues related to spirituality. On another level, some contempo-

rary art practices, even in their most conceptual variety as that of Sol LeWitt in whose 

words “Conceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists” contain a dose of mysti-

cism related to that fact that their significance is founded by belief.98 

 

95 Ibid., p. 11. 96 Hal Foster makes a critical note concerning the applicability of these two models of representa-

tion to the pop-art of Warhol, and advances a third moment which he designates as traumatic realism: “Our two 

basic models of representation … that images are attached to referents, to iconographic themes or real things in 

the world, or, alternatively that all images can do is to represent other images, that all forms of representation (in-

cluding realism) are auto-referential modes.” Traumatic realism means the co-presence of both simulacral and ref-

erential moments in the image. The Return of the Real (Cambridge Mass.: The MIT Press, 1996), p. 128.

97 As Hubert Damisch argues: “What is borrowed has a signifying function in itself, precisely as something bor-

rowed: it constitutes a sign in its role of representation, and an image, in its turn, insofar as it represents a 

representation.” A Theory of Cloud. Toward a History of Painting, Trans. Janet Lloyd, (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2002), p. 71.



47

 Figurative religious motifs are used largely as tools of criticism of institutions of 

art and religion precisely because as images that refer to other images, they are de-

prived of expressing religious meanings in a positive sense. In such cases, art no longer 

illustrates religious narrative; it is no longer “religious art” but by borrowing religious 

motifs it thematises religion. Religious images are used as critical tools to comment on 

the way the regime of representation and determination concerning the making and 

circulating of images are created and shared.99 In contrast, abstract art becomes a con-

venient medium for expression of a positive form of spirituality.100  The recycling of re-

ligious motifs in contemporary artworks cannot be understood solely as a symptom 

of a desire to reflect upon the role of religion in contemporary societies. The return of 

religious images in contemporary art poses questions related to the very practice of 

the making of images, their veracity and issues of authorship. These are questions that 

pertain to the very regime of visibility. Examining the role and the status of religious 

motifs interpreted in a secular context constitutes an entry point to consider the issue 

of religion with regard to the formation of identity of art as a field of practice, and the 

production and display of images.

98 “Religious conviction is taken to be a sign of intellectual weakness, and yet meaning in art is itself often a 

question of belief. Sol LeWitt wasn’t joking when he wrote, in his ‘Sentences on Conceptual Art’ (1967): ‘Con-

ceptual artists are mystics rather than rationalists.’ Art involves a conceptual investment in objects and images 

just as any religion invests significance in its icons and the ritual use of objects … Whilst the sectarian artistic 

differences that used to split friendships back in the days of high Modernism might have diffused, we still rely 

on artists, curators and critics to act as interpreters of contingent meaning, aesthetic creeds or art world ‘eth-

ics’, just as rabbis, imams and priests do. People go to galleries on Sundays rather than churches. Appeals to 

the immaterial are buried deep within the everyday language of art too: words such as ‘spiritual’, ‘transcend-

ent’, ‘meditative’, and ‘sublime’ frequently occur in exhibition reviews, press releases and gallery guides. Even 

if this fuzzy language is lazily unspecific, it’s not exactly speaking to the rationalist or atheist within us.” Fox, 

“Believe it or Not”, Frieze, 135:2010. 99 I use the term regime as formulated by Ranciere; it designates: “In 

broad terms, a regime of art is a mode of articulation between three things: ways of doing and making, their 

corresponding forms of visibility, and ways of conceptualizing both the former and the latter.” The Politics of 

Aesthetics, p. 20. 100 For a more detailed discussion of this issue, see Chapter Three.
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Fig 9 Andy Warhol, Twelve Crosses, 1981–82 





Chapter 2 

Images Between Religion and Art
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Inversions. Discontinuities. 

Contemporary artists deal with or refer to religious themes and motifs in a multiplicity 

of ways. Their works do not usually function in religious contexts and cannot be de-

scribed as ‘‘religious art.’’ Instead, they are about religion and its practices, concepts, 

ideas and images in the sense that they thematise its continued cultural relevance. A 

number of group and solo exhibitions offer evidence that curators are becoming in-

creasingly interested in the controversial issue of religion and its role in the contem-

porary art scene. Yet, as Dan Fox observes in a special issue of the art journal Frieze on 

religion and spirituality, it is virtually impossible to find a piece of genuinely religious 

art shown in a contemporary art context.1 Religious art is taboo, with the exception of 

artworks that are about religion, or when a piece of religious art is displayed in the safe 

frame of a context that provides a critical framework of reflection, and which uses re-

ligion as a theme instead of conveying a religious message in a positive sense. It is safe 

to show an interest in religion, but only when it, and its texture, gesture, images and 

practices are considered an object of research interest.  

  When religion appears as a theme in an artwork or exhibition, it entails the pres-

ence of a two-fold structure. There is an object that is critically examined, and a re-

search frame or a critical context that examines or highlights different aspects of the 

object that is thematised. Each context or research frame, no matter how neutral it 

claims to be, has its own set of rules that determine how knowledge is produced, or 

how visibility is assigned to objects. The object embedded in the new infrastructure is 

taken out of its context, which inevitably gives it new visibility and changes its mean-

ing. It would be too easy to assume that we learn only about the object or the image 

placed on display. On the contrary, by virtue of its contrast with the “host” structure, 

the object makes visible some of its previously less visible aspects. Placing “a bit of reli-

gion” on display in an art context can shed light on aspects of that very context, which 

usually remain in the background.

1 This is articulated in the following way in the introduction of the issue: “When was the last time you saw an 

explicitly religious work of contemporary art? Odds are you can’t remember. If you can, it’s because it will have 

stood out like the Pope in a brothel. Religious art, when it’s not kept safely confined within gilt frames in the 

medieval departments of major museums, is taboo. Of course, if we’re talking art about religion, that’s totally 

kosher: video or photographic documentaries that wear the vestments of anthropology and the social scienc-

es, for instance, or any number of recent pieces that turn their eye on fringe cults or Modernist dalliances with 

spiritualism.” “Believe it or Not ”, Dan Fox, Frieze, 135: 2010.
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 Religious motifs are present in contemporary artworks in a variety of different 

ways, each producing different effects. In the past two decades, artists such as Bill Vi-

ola, Jan Fabre, Sam Taylor-Wood, Ron Mueck, Wim Delvoye, and Gilbert and George 

have embedded and reinterpreted religious iconography and symbols in a variety of 

ways. In most cases, their works do not convey positive spiritual meanings. 

The religious motif embedded in such contexts functions as litmus paper, revealing 

something about its new context. Such motifs raise questions including: Why are im-

ages from the past still relevant to us? Can a religious image be used in a non-religious 

way and what would be the effects of such use? How are images invested with the sta-

tus of being true? In other words, such questions address central issues concerning 

the infrastructure of the regime of visibility within which they are circulated. Religious 

motifs are not an exclusive tool used to pose questions concerning the framework or 

a particular set of rules that regulate the visibility of the image. But they do seem to 

have a particular specificity compared to the reuse of past motifs, insofar as they are 

associated with religious images and demarcate the difference between regimes of 

production and the circulation of images. In this sense they are not entirely neutral ci-

tations of the past. 

 The effects of recycling religious motifs in contemporary artworks bear at least 

some similarity to the Renaissance practice of borrowing motifs from the Antiquity 

as a means of emancipation from religion, and as establishing the grounds for a defi-

nition of a new type of art-image. Arguably, when contemporary artists use religious 

motifs, they no longer have a religious function. This discontinuity in their function 

allows both pointing to a past tradition of use of images, and claiming their differ-

ence from it. If the definition of the art-image in the Renaissance was affirmation of 

the figure of the artist, the contemporary reference to religious motifs makes a sym-

metrically opposite claim. It is a contestation of notions of origin and authorship. If, 

in the religious case, the divine origin of the image is invented by a constellation of 

procedures of consecration and presentation of the image to the community, in the 

contemporary case, it is those presentational procedures that are critically addressed. 

The borrowed visual motif functions as a tool to examine the very frame of identifica-

tion of the regime that prescribes the rules of making and appreciation of images, in 

the words of Rancière: “what art makes or what makes art.”2 In the process of embed-

2 “The Aesthetic regime of the arts did not begin with decisions to initiate an artistic rupture. It began with de-

cisions to reinterpret what makes art or what art makes: Vico discovering the ‘true Homer,’ that is to say not an 

inventor of fables and characters but a witness to the image-laden language and thought of ancient times; He-

gel indicating the true subject matter of Dutch genre painting: not the stories and descriptions of interiors but 

a nation’s freedom displayed in reflections of light…”, Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, p. 25, emphasis mine. 
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ding older into newer images, as described by Belting, the newer image is defined as 

a presentational context for the old icon. It could be argued that, analogously, when 

contemporary artists use past images, they address issues related to presentation. 

They do not create new representations, but use existing ones to embed them in a 

contemporary context. 

 Contemporary artists use religious motifs, but as counter-motifs. The concept 

of a counter-motif is partly informed by Aby Warburg’s research on the life of motifs 

from the Antiquity and images in the Renaissance culture. Warburg was interested in 

the polyvalence and plasticity of images and their “life”, or “force” or “impersonal pow-

er.”3 His concept of survival refers to the continuity, or afterlife, of images and motifs 

throughout different historical periods, and describes the metamorphosis of bodily 

gestures expressing strong emotions (pathos formulae). The concept of survival allows 

for an understanding of the complex positioning of images in time and emphasises the 

fact that they, apart from having specific meaning in a particular context, always have 

an aspect that resists univocal interpretation.4 Survival implies that images (art but also 

non-art images) always retain fragments from the past. In other words, images are al-

ways contaminated with an element that is not of their time, or by anachronisms.5   

 Contemporary artists such as Berlinde De Bruyckere or Lawrence Malstaf borrow 

images and symbols with a long history and resist univocal reading, because they si-

multaneously present well-known motifs, their traditional association with certain 

meanings and their inversions. The counter-motif becomes a tool for breaking resem-

blance with the older image, and creates a dialogue between two different regimes of 

images – religious and aesthetic. The work acquires a polyphonic aspect, and the “im-

3 Didi-Huberman, “Artistic Survival: Panofsky vs. Warburg and the Exorcism of Impure Time,” Common Knowl-

edge, 2003: 9, p. 284. 4 As Didi-Huberman describes: “When Warburg rests his eyes on a pathetic Mary 

Magdelene by Niccolò dell’Arca, Donatello, or Bertoldo di Giovanni, it becomes clear that gestural “expres-

sion” …is the moment of a contretemps in which the unbridled desire of Antique maenads is repeated in Mary 

Magdelene’s body.” Didi-Huberman “Dialektik des Monstrums: Aby Warburg and the symptom paradigm”, Art His-

tory, 2001 p. 624. 5 Art historian Georges Didi-Huberman addresses the issue of the complex positioning of 

images in time his Devant le temps (2000). He argues that visual objects are temporally impure or anachronistic 

by the virtue of a complex triangulation between the image, the artist and a gaze situated in a later moment 

of time (that of a historian). The artist is not only a figure of a certain moment in the past, but also works with 

time. For instance, Fra Angelico would be an artist of the historical past, but also an artist who manipulates 

memory, “an artist contra his time.” Thus, in images there are multiple strata of time that appear though what 

Didi-Huberman calls “displaced resemblances”, or resemblances between images belonging to distant historical 

moments. For instance between Fra Angelico’s multicolored patches on frescoes in the convent of San Marco in 

Florence and the drippings in a painting by Jackson Pollock. p. 20-1. 
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6 In his study of the work of Warburg, Philippe-Alain Michaud points out that an important role played by 

anachronisms is that for Warburg motifs from Antiquity were borrowed by Renaissance painters as a “means to 

analyze the mechanism of representation and the way in which figures resurface, in a mixture of persistence and 

effacement in which the secret work of visibility unfolds.” Philippe-Alain Michaud, Aby Warburg and the Image in 

Motion, Trans. Sophie Hawkes (New York: Zone Books, 2004), p. 72, emphasis added.

Incarnational Motifs

purity” of the image, the fact that it is contaminated with a reference to a past histori-

cal period, addresses and problematises the way the image is perceived – as a work of 

art, religious image, or relic.6

 In Berlinde De Bruyckere’s Jelle Luipaard, 2004, the artist uses an image from 

the past as a tool to address the mechanism of representation. De Bruyckere’s use of 

hyperrealist rendering of the texture of and colour of the body, combined with the 

modified religious motif, addresses issues pertaining to the very infrastructure of the 

image, to its presentational aspect. Hyperrealism is a specific strategy of representa-

tion that claims to show exhaustively the truth of the object. This aspect is related to 

the motif of acheiropoietos, insofar as it is motivated by the desire to erase the trace of 

manual labour from the surface of the image. Yet, the embedding of an existing image 

in her sculpture, and its distortion make the opposite claim – the sculpture involves a 

great degree of artifice, and is aware of the past, of the history of Christian art. 

Next to the distinction between different regimes or eras of the image, each charac-

terised by a specific understanding of the role of the image and the way it is invested 

with religious or artistic truth, it is important to discuss a specific aspect of Christian-

ity, that plays a crucial role with regard to the definition and circulation of religious 

images. The idea of the incarnation of God in a human form defines the body as the 

material and visible location of both relating to a divine otherness, and of humans to 

themselves through the mediation of that transcendent divine. 

 Next to the visual significance of the idea of the incarnation for the world of 

Christian art, its effects in contemporary visual culture are traceable on several lev-

els. De Duve argues that it is related to the act of giving a visual and material expres-

sion to an invisible idea, and thus to the operation of presenting, placing something on 

display. On another level, it is still implicitly present in our contemporary concepts of 

medium and mediality and, in a broader sense, in cultural interpretations of the body. 

Women and their bodies have been traditionally interpreted as media, virgin canvas-
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es for the image.7 One work that echoes this layer of meaning is Lawrence Malstaf’s 

installation Madonna, 2000. It is a three-dimensional, and hollow semi-transparent 

Madonna lit from within, which slowly releases a stream of air as if it were exhaling. 

This contemporary image intervenes in the history of the representations of Mary and 

comments on the long tradition of reducing the female body to being a medium of 

the otherwise immaterial, invisible divine, within the economy of incarnation. 

 Dead Dad, 1996-7 (Fig. 10) by Ron Mueck (1958) is strongly reminiscent of Dead 

Christ, 1521 by Hans Holbein the Younger (1497-1543) (Fig. 11). The figure of a naked, 

dead man looks uncannily real, its skin rendered with the finest detail, with every hair 

or variation of colour. Only its size (20 x 38 x 102cm), significantly smaller than life-size, 

clearly conveys its artificiality. Mueck’s meticulous realism does not leave any trace of 

manual labour on the surface of the sculpture, and thus echoes the whole tradition 

of artists, including Dürer, who employed realism as a comment on the motif of the 

acheiropoietic image.8 

 Evidently Mueck’s work cannot be seen as an interpretation of Christian iconog-

raphy, or as conveying any religious kind of spirituality. Many of his other works are 

an emphatic portrayal of the very human vulnerability of anonymous contemporary 

characters – an old lady or a man in a boat, or a woman and her baby in the moments 

after giving birth. These sculptures, endowed with an uncanny bodily presence, have 

an element of “incarnational imagination.”9 On an iconic level, the citation of Holbein is 

not only a motif that is employed because of its visual power to convey death, but also 

the image itself functions as a frame in which the body of an anonymous contemporary 

man is “placed.” The “truth” of representation is undermined by the citation of Holbein’s 

painting, which clearly indicates to a spectator familiar with the work of this painter that 

this is an artificial image, made by an artist. In Mueck’s case, then, next to the meaning 

– confrontation with one’s own mortality, the corporeal logic, irreversibility and mourn-

7 “Women have been condemned to being the medium and the vehicle of incarnation […] They are virgins and 

mothers, bereft of their own flesh, or else they are fallen women. It is on the place of woman in the economy 

of incarnation that the status of images – and hence of art – has depended in Christianity.” De Duve, “Come on, 

humans, one more effort if you want to be post-Christians!” in: “Come on, humans, one more effort if you want 

to be post-Christians!” In: Political Theologies Ed by. Hent de Vries and Laurence E. Sullivan (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 2006), p. 663. 8 “…what Mueck creates is not a blank imitation but an invocation of reality 

summoned out of this minute perfectionism. Its distilled and concentrated essence fits in a very literal way 

Bernard Berenson’s definition of art as ‘life with a higher coefficient of reality.’ Though infinitely painstaking 

and laborious, his absolute technical mastery is such that that the technique disappears altogether, leaving us 

with the fact of the body itself. ‘His art conceals its art,’ as Ovid says of his Pygmalion.” Susanna Greeves, “Ron 

Mueck – A Redefinition of Realism” In Ron Mueck, Ed. Heiner Bastian (Hatje Cantz, 2005), p. 40. 
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Fig 10  Ron Mueck, Dead Dad, 1996-7

Fig 11 Hans Holbein the Younger, The Dead Christ in the Tomb, 1521

Fig. 12 Sam Taylor-Wood, Sleep, 2002
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ing – another meaning emerges, one related to art, artifice and skill. The sculpture 

demonstrates the clash of realism that claims to mirror reality and artifice as conveyed 

by the iconic reference to Holbein that claims its opposite. The body in Mueck’s work is 

not a site of religious experience, but of human vulnerability and mortality. 

 A similar moment is present in Sam Taylor-Wood’s (1967) works. Both Sleep, 

2002, and Soliloquy VII, 1999, demonstrate another aspect of presentational proce-

dures associated with images (Figs. 12 and 13). The format and horizontal orientations 

of the positioned sleeping body refer to Holbein’s Dead Christ. In Soliloquy the dramatic 

perspectival foreshortening of the body of a sleeping man shown with his feet pointing 

towards the viewer at eye level restages the Dead Christ, 1480-90, by Andrea Mantegna 

(1431-1506) (Fig. 14). These works use an older well-known painting as a source, but not 

in order to create a contemporary Christ figure. The older image becomes a presenta-

tional device, an extended frame that presents the object represented in Taylor-Wood’s 

photographs of a sleeping man. The paintings by Mantegna or Holbein, when em-

bedded in a photograph, cease to function as figurative images that represent a dead 

body. In a similar fashion the image of an anonymous sleeping man becomes much 

more than what it shows. In such a situation what is important is how the image of the 

sleeping man is shown. Taylor-Wood sets in motion different strategies of showing to 

problematise the relationship between painting and photography. The artist uses the 

older image as a means to re-think the conditions of the medium in which she works. 

In this case, what is presented is precisely the image and its artifice, the very art of 

making images as opposed to “true” images that are made without the hand of a mak-

er. The presence of another image (The Dead Christ) within the photograph “frames” 

the sleeping man, and thus indicates how highly mediated Taylor-Wood’s image is. 

Even though it visually shows the very tiny details such as the hairs and the freckled 

skin, such a high level of realism is a representational strategy that indicates to the 

viewer the artificial or staged nature of the photograph and, ultimately, that “truth” 

is, in fact, an invisible surplus of images, something they are invested with. These cor-

poreal representations, especially in their hyperrealist version, can also be considered 

presentational devices, empty signs that signify the presence of the beholder, or more 

precisely that present her presence. Such images, however, differ from the image-im-

print, which is a real material trace. Instead they offer hyper-visibility that undermines 

itself. The mimetic transparency is so intensified that it betrays the object it claims to 

represent. It becomes opaque; and mirrors the opacity of our presence as viewers. 

9 The term “incarnational imagination” is central for Eleanor Heartney’s Postmodern Heretics: the Catholic Imagi-

nation in Contemporary Art (New York: Midmarch Art Press, 2004). She discusses the way Catholic upbringing in-

fluenced the aesthetics of well-known and controversial artists from the 1980s (Warhol, Serrano, Witkin). 
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Fig. 14 Andrea Mantegna, Dead Christ, 1480-90

Fig. 13 Sam Taylor-Wood, Soliloquy VII, 1999
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Image-Critique and Iconoclasm

The recycling of religious motifs by contemporary artists is a distinctively visual prac-

tice. Insofar as the re-appropriations of religious motifs are largely critical, they do 

have a pronounced iconoclastic aspect. Yet, if iconoclasm is defined simply as im-

age-destruction, as the getting rid of images, an important point would be over-

looked. Iconoclasm is a practice that happens on the very surface of the image that 

generates more images, be those images of image-destruction. The recycling of re-

ligious motifs by contemporary artworks is a practice of criticism through using im-

ages, but that does not involve their material destruction. Contemporary artworks do 

not engage in iconoclastic gestures that can be qualified as religious iconoclasm. They 

do not re-enact the gesture of the “classical” iconoclasts who believe that it is “pos-

sible to dispose of intermediaries and to access truth, objectivity and sanctity.”10 The 

inherent paradox in this type of iconoclasm is that the iconoclast believes in the very 

fact that those who venerate their images naively believe in their power. Joseph-Leo 

Koerner argues that religious imagery “has iconoclasm built into it,” and in this sense 

is immune to iconoclasm.11 The Christian definition of the image it places at its centre 

is the figure of a dying God. This makes the image inherently self-iconoclastic because 

its central theme is the death or the “breaking” of God’s true image – Christ. This gives 

the Christian image the important quality of being immune to iconoclasm. For, how 

is it possible to break an image that is already broken?12 Jean-Luc Nancy, in a different 

context but along similar lines, has argued that the idea of the incarnation can be in-

terpreted as marking the withdrawal of the divine through its coincidence with the hu-

man, and thus as a central self-deconstructive feature of Christianity.13-14 

 A particular kind of image-breaker, the religious iconoclast, is in fact, driven by 

the belief that the image is everything for the party that celebrates it; he attacks not 

the artefact itself, but the deception he believes is attached to it. The fact that the 

10 Bruno Latour, “What is Iconoclash”, p. 21. 11 Joseph-Leo Koerner, “Icon as Iconoclash”, in Iconoclash, p. 191.

12 As Koerner describes: “Religion becomes negation in infinite regress: the chosen people scourged, their 

redeemer scourged by them, they scourged by his people, the Christians, who, from time to time, in order to 

renew their faith, will scourge his effigy.” Ibid., p. 199. 13 See: Jean-Luc Nancy Verbum caro factum and The De-

construction of Christianity in Dis-Enclosure, Trans. Bettina Bergo, Gabriel Malenfant, and Michael B. Smith (New 

York: Fordham University Press, 2008), p. 81-5 and p. 139-158. 14 I discuss this issue extensively in an article on 

Jean-Luc Nancy’s project of deconstruction of monotheism and Christianity: “Distinct Art” In: Retreating Religion: 

Deconstructing Christianity with Jean-Luc Nancy, eds. Alena Alexandrova, Ignaas Devisch, Laurens ten Kate and 

Aukje van Rooden (Fordham University Press: New York, 2011). 
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Fig. 15 Gert Jan Kocken, Defacing, 2006
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iconoclast believes that others believe blindly in images make him simply “another 

person with ‘a strong commitment to representation,’ in this case, that of naïve be-

lief itself.”15 When engaging with religious motifs, contemporary artists in fact engage 

with the image on a different and arguably more complex level. The modification and 

the displacement of religious motifs imply breaking the resemblance with the older, re-

ligious image. However, such a gesture can be made only when the source image is re-

produced. Thus, it inherently involves the re-display of the religious images. 

 In Jelle Luipaard, 2004, De Bruyckere “frames” a representation of a mutilat-

ed, dead body with several references to religious images, most evidently a crucifix. 

With this she addresses image breaking as an image-producing practice, and self-icon-

oclasm already present in Christian images. For the project of Defacing, 2006, Gert 

Jan Kocken (1971) photographed religious images and objects destroyed during the 

Beeldenstorm in Northwestern Europe in the sixteenth century. (Fig. 15) Remains of 

these images and objects can still be found on site, but have rarely been document-

ed.16 The embedding of these images reproduced in very highly quality prints and in 

approximate life-size, in the infrastructure of display in an art gallery, transforms them 

into works of art. If they claim to be artworks, and not documentary images, this is 

precisely a result of the act of presenting them again, re-presenting, portraying the 

result of an iconoclastic gesture. Kocken’s works involve two layers – the photograph 

and the very image that is photographed (for example a triptych in the Grote Kerk in 

Breda, defaced in 1566). Photography is not used as an entirely transparent and neu-

tral medium of documentation; it is an integral part of the work. It functions as a tool 

of re-presentation, as another frame. In this sense, the relationship between the pro-

cedure of photographing and the image could be said to be structurally similar to the 

way contemporary artworks recycle religious images – they are deprived from their 

religious meaning, and embedded into art-images. Kocken comments on religious 

iconoclasm as a practice, and transforms it into a theme. His project demonstrates 

that iconoclasm is a visual practice that generates more images than it destroys. 

15 Koerner, “Icon as Iconoclash,” p. 183.

16 Defacing, Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam, Newsletter N 100, 2007.
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Blasphemy. Profanation. Immunity.

The reuse of religious motifs by contemporary artists is a gesture that has many as-

pects, one of which retains its proximity specifically to the religious power of images 

– blasphemy. Creating a scandal is certainly a powerful way to attract attention, but 

that does not mean that the artwork that provokes it is genuinely critical. The critical 

potential of contemporary artworks that deal with religious themes lies somewhere 

apart from art’s rejection or mocking of religion.17 Scandal is also a tricky modality, 

both for those who produce it and those who condemn it, since it reproduces what it 

attacks and thus runs the risk of affirming its importance. No matter how the scandal 

is read and the scandalous issue interpreted by those who scandalise and those who 

are scandalised, its intention or gesture can easily be turned against itself. 

 Several interpretations of Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ, 1987, appropriate it as 

religious art (Fig. 16). It can be seen as bringing back the shock of the crucifix to the 

eyes of those who, over the centuries, have become desensitised to it.18 For Serrano, 

Piss Christ was, in fact, a work laden with a spiritual element; it was part of a series of 

works that involved immersing religious objects in various fluids as part of an “on-

going exploration of the spiritual dimensions of base matter.”19 The photograph did 

have a critical message, not against religion, but against its misuse and commerciali-

sation.20 Serrano’s strategy was to create a stark contrast between a beautiful image 

and a shocking title and, when seen without the text, the photograph could be inter-

preted as celebrating the subject it portrays. Piss Christ became extremely popular due 

17 Addressing the issue of the ‘‘strange place’’ of religion in contemporary art, art historian James Elkins argues 

that contemporary art today is ‘‘as far from organized religion as Western art has ever been’’ and that religion 

is seldom mentioned in the art world, with the exception of cases when ‘‘there has been a scandal: someone 

has painted a Madonna using elephant dung or put a statuette of Jesus into a jar of urine.’’ James Elkins, On the 

Strange Place of Religion in Contemporary Art (London: Routledge, 2004), p. 15. 18 Beth Williamson, Christian Art: 

A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), p. 112–13, p. 166. 

19 Eleanor Heartney, Postmodern Heretics, p. 113. 20 “Piss Christ can be legitimately compared to the horrible 

sores and green pus on the body of Grunewald’s Christ in the Isenheim altarpiece, or painted wooden statues 

in baroque churches with their lifelike gore and jewelled tears, or Caravaggio’s Saint Thomas sticking his finger 

in Christ’s spear wound. Serrano’s crucifix evokes the same kind of popular religiosity Andy Warhol paid hom-

age to in his Last Supper series, another artistic highlight of the 1980s, and just as Warhol was a sincere Catho-

lic, Serrano created a vivid and intense baroque image of the passion. The suffering of Christ is seen through 

a glass, darkly – or in this case shines through yellow urine, glowing uncannily within the stinking detritus of 

the body.” Jonathan Jones, “Andres Serrano Piss Christ is the Original Shock Art”, The Guardian, April 18, 2011.
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to its perceived blasphemous gesture and, even in its broken form, continued its life. 

In 1996, it was used as an argument to cut funding for the National Endowment for 

the Arts (NEA) in the United States after a scandal that involved NEA being accused 

of funding “anti-Christian bigotry” in 1989 and, in 2011, the artwork was attacked by a 

fundamentalist Christian group and damaged in the Yvon Lambert gallery in Avignon. 

The gallery director stated that he would open with the damaged work on show “so 

people can see what barbarians can do.” (Fig. 17)21 

 Blasphemy is a practice in which belief plays a central role. The blasphemer be-

lieves that the other party believes in the images being attacked.22 Viewed from an-

other perspective, blasphemy and criticism are intricately related in their historical 

development, as the former can be understood as a “discursive rupture” with a tradi-

tion. For example, the affirmation of Christ’s divinity was perceived as blasphemous by 

the religious establishment; nevertheless, it gave birth to a new religion.23 The gesture 

of the blasphemer might also indicate an intense interest in the idea or the image he or 

she is defaming. In this sense, the strategy of Serrano to use abject elements could re-

sult in neutralising its critical intention, and in affirming the necessity of symbolic order 

and normativity.24 This gives images considered as blasphemous an interesting quality 

of reversibility of their message. A more recent example, in a way structurally similar 

to Piss Christ, is in The Ninth Hour, 1999, by Maurizio Cattelan (1960), in which a realistic 

sculpture of Pope John Paul II is crushed by a meteorite (Fig. 18). Besides the possibility 

to find a religious meaning as a reference to the death of Christ, as suggested in its title, 

this work contains a similar shock element to Piss Christ. It created great controversy 

in Poland where a museum director lost her job over the installation of the work in the 

National Art Gallery Zacheta in Warsaw in 2000. But where exactly resides the critical 

moment in the hyperrealist sculpture of the pope? Both Serrano and Cattelan seem to 

21 Angelique Chrisafis, “Attack on 'blasphemous' art work fires debate on role of religion in France” The Guard-

ian, 18 April, 2011. 22 See Joseph-Leo Koerner, “Icon as Iconoclash”, in Iconoclash, p. 183. 23 Talal Asad refers 

to the thesis of the historian Alain Cabantous that blasphemy can be understood as a discursive rupture with 

existing tradition. Such violence, however, plays a founding role for the articulation of a new religious move-

ment that succeeds, “Reflections on Blasphemy,” Religion Beyond a Concept, p. 598. 24 Foster observes: “For the 

most part, however, abject art has tended in two other directions. As suggested, the first is to identify with the 

abject, to approach it somehow – to probe the wound of trauma, to touch the obscene object-gaze of the real. 

The second is to represent the condition of abjection in order to provoke its operation – to catch the abjection 

in the act, to make it reflexive, even repellent in its own right. Yet this mimesis may also reconfirm a given ab-

jection. Just as the old transgressive surrealist once called out for the priestly police, so an abject artist (like 

Andres Serrano) may call out for an evangelical senator (like Jesse Helms), who is allowed, in effect to complete 

the work negatively.” The Return of the Real, p. 157-8.
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Fig. 16 Andres Serrano, Piss Christ, 1987

Fig. 17 Damaged version, detail
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attack the power of the church. The figure signifies a moment that is far from being 

religious or spiritual – the reduction of the religious authority, and spiritual figure to 

a dead body, a corpse, thus signifying the defeat of the Christian world.25 In a broader 

sense, this artwork is also a comment on the ambivalence of blasphemous images.26

 The return of religious motifs in contemporary artworks has significance on a lev-

el that is related specifically to art, beyond the offence of religious sensitivities. Thier-

ry De Duve conceptualises the gradual transformation of the relationship between 

art and religion by employing the metaphor of vaccine strategy.27 In Édouard Manet’s 

(1832-1883) painting Dead Christ and the Angels, 1864, the religious motif is modified, 

thus inviting the viewer to look at the painting as an aesthetic object with its own life 

(Fig. 19). By modifying the scene, including the displacement of the spear wound on 

Christ’s chest, Manet “inoculated” the image with a small dose of doubt. He asked his 

audience to allow themselves to be touched aesthetically by the work precisely as an 

artefact, a work of art. The act of faith in the image, and its transformation from a re-

ligious into an aesthetic one, means that we have faith in things that we place on dis-

play as artworks: “Works of art, however are things; we deem them to be alive …we 

treat them with the respect due human beings.”28 This implies that there is a continua-

tion of a cult element within modern art, which does not overlap with the visual refer-

25 “Without shame, the apostate Catholic refers to the death of Christ on the ninth hour, announced by his lam-

entation ‘Eloi!, Eloi!, lama sabachthani’ – My God! My God!, Why hast Thou forsaken Me’ (Mark 15:33-35). Along 

postmodern philosophical lines, the sculpture may also be read as a (painted) oxymoron, a trope that unifies con-

tradictory concepts. A pope who is killed by a meteorite reduces the vicarious dei to a corruptible flesh and blood 

alone, to the bitter reality of present day life as an undeniable and mundane matter of fact….the complete defeat 

of the Christian world view could not have been expressed more strikingly in every sense of the word.” Catrien 

Santing, “Cynical Vanity of Fons Vitae Anatomical Relics in Premodern and Contemporary Art,” Fluid Flesh: The 

Body, Religion and the Visual Arts, Ed by Baert, Barbara (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2009), p. 90. 

26  Bruno Latour comments “I proposed a test to Cattelan: to replace the Pope, whom everyone (but perhaps 

not the Poles) expects to see smashed to the ground, by someone whose destruction would trigger the intel-

lectuals’ indignation: for instance to show Salman Rushdie shot to death by an Islamist bullet … Too horrifying, 

too scandalous, I was told (Obrist, personal communication). Ah ah! so the Pope can be struck but not someone 

really worthy of respect in the eyes of the critically minded! But when I proposed what appeared to be a true 

sacrilege and not a cheap one, what was I after? Another provocation directed at faithful critics instead of faith-

ful Popists? Who is to tell? I can’t even be sure I understand the reactions of those who recoiled in horror at 

my suggestion.” “What is Iconoclash?”, note 31, p. 30. 27 “We might call this the vaccine strategy: being inoc-

ulated with an infective agent in order to develop the relevant anti-bodies and strengthen the immune system. 

Artists felt this need before medicine understood it as mechanism.” Thierry de Duve, Look! 100 Years of Contem-

porary Art, p. 14. 28 Ibid., p. 19.
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Fig. 19 Édouard Manet, Dead Christ and the Angels, 1864

Fig. 18 Maurizio Cattelan, The Ninth Hour, 1999
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ence to religious iconography. This element is related to the moment of presentation. 

Contemporary viewers, too, must have faith in the object, or image, placed on display. 

This complicates Belting’s distinction between cult and art image. Both Koerner and De 

Duve use the term ‘immunity’ when discussing religious, particularly Christian images, 

in relation to other images. While De Duve’s claim is that doubt immunises against loss 

of faith in art and the “leveling of aesthetic hierarchies,”29 Koerner’s claim is that Chris-

tian images are immune to iconoclasm, because they have an iconoclastic moment 

built into them. Christian images are immune to iconoclasm insofar as they already rep-

resent a self-iconoclastic moment – the death of Christ as a “broken image” of God.

 The non-religious appropriation of religious images implies a significant change 

in their meaning, which resonates with the term ‘profanation’. It implies returning sa-

cred things previously excluded from the sphere of human law to the common use of 

men. There is a difference between profanation and secularisation: 

 Both are political operations: the first [secularization] guarantees the exercise of power by  

 carrying it back to a sacred model; the second [profanation] deactivates the apparatuses of  

 power and returns to common use the spaces that power had seized.30

Such a distinction captures an important moment. There is a difference between an 

implicit presence of religious meaning in a work of art as an outcome of transforma-

tion or secularisation of the religious concepts or practices, and its return for common 

use, or profanation. Profanation attacks precisely the power mechanisms at work in re-

ligion, the transcendence of God, which functions as “a paradigm of sovereign power.” 

 When contemporary artists use religious motifs, in many cases they have strong 

critical overtones. Stuff Religion and Christian England, 2008, by Gilbert and George in-

clude the Union Jack, crucifixes and the two artists themselves whose faces and fig-

ures are distorted in various ways. These elements are included in a collage to form 

fractal-like structures, which are placed in large-format grids reminiscent of the struc-

ture of stained glass windows (Figs. 20 and 21). The works use existing religious im-

ages and political symbol for critical ends. A central aspect of the power of the works 

can be attributed to the fact that they question both political and religious power by 

 29 “…just as the real act of faith only makes sense in a radically belief-free world. In the same way as his Dead 

Christ was, for Manet the vaccine for loss of faith in art, so, for Duchamp Fountain, a ready-made object that any-

body could have ‘made,’ was the vaccine against the leveling of aesthetic hierarchies.” Ibid., p. 27.

30 “And if to ‘consecrate’ (sacrare) was the term that indicated the removal of things from the sphere of hu-

man law, ‘to profane’ meant conversely to return them to the free use of men.” Giorgio Agamben, Profanations, 

Trans. Jeff Fort, (New York: Zone Books, 2007), p. 77. 
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Fig. 20 Gilbert and George, Christian England, 2008

Fig. 21 Gilbert and George, Stuff Religion, 2008
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returning its central symbols, re-inscribing them into the “sphere of common use” on 

two levels, by simply including them in the context of art, and by making them a prop 

supporting clownesque self-portraits of the two artists.

 This mode of reusing religious motifs is different from the critique of commodi-

ty culture or capitalism as is present in Haim Steinbach’s (1944) Untitled (Malevich Tea 

Set, Hallmark Ghosts), 1989, included in the exhibition The Return of Religion and Other 

Myths (Fig. 22). In the words of the curator, this work is commenting on “capitalism as 

a mystifying system” and on the work of art as a commodity, a line inherited from the 

monotheist critique of idols.31 Positioned in this way, this piece can be seen as a con-

tinuation of the monotheist critique of images, and not as a critique of religion. In con-

trast, when religious images are recycled by contemporary artists, they “vaccinate” 

the work against expressing religious meaning in the positive sense of the term. The 

“profaned” motif thus acquires a distinctly critical edge. 

31 Sven Lütticken, “The Art of Iconoclasm,” The Return of Religion and Other Myths, exhibition catalogue (Utrecht: 

BAK, 2008), p. 61.

Displaying Art and Religion

A number of exhibitions that put the issue of religion in different perspectives were or-

ganised between 1999 and 2010. In most cases their curators claim that they are em-

phatically not religious, nor trying to send a religious message. The renewed interest 

in the relationship between religion and contemporary art cannot be read as a resur-

gence of religious fervour or need for spirituality, and only part of the reason could be 

found in the increased role of religion as a social and largely political issue.  

 Two exhibitions focus on iconoclasm, understood broadly as a practice of crit-

icism of images, but also criticism through images. In their respective ways, they try 

to examine the influence of the religious definition of images and the legacy of mon-

otheism in different aspects of the present-day secular condition.  Iconoclash: Beyond 

the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art, 2002, was shown in the ZKM, Karlsruhe, a 

centre for research of art and contemporary media and information technologies in 

southwest Germany. Iconoclash was co-curated by an interdisciplinary team including 

art historians Dario Gamboni and Joseph Koerner, historian of science Peter Galison, 

philosopher and anthropologist Bruno Latour, painter Adam Lowe and curator Hans 

Ulrich Obrist. The central aim was to examine the status of images and their criticism 

in the domains of science and religion. The curators turned iconoclasm into a top-
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Fig. 22 Haim Steinbach, Untitled (Malevich Tea Set, Hallmark Ghosts), 1989
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ic and problematised image-breaking practices in different contexts. Central to the 

exhibition was the desire to expose to each other the respective iconoclasms within 

religion, science and art, in order to learn about the power of images through the sim-

ilarities and contrasts in the practices of their making and contestation. 

 The curators put together a wide variety of artefacts from different fields: icons, 

religious paintings, scientific images and models, a large selection of twentieth-centu-

ry art and a number of works commissioned for the occasion of the exhibition (among 

others, Daniel Buren, Lucas Cranach, Marcel Duchamp, Albrecht Dürer, Lucio Fontana, 

Francisco Goya, Martin Kippenberger, Gordon Matta-Clark and Nam June Paik). Cen-

tral to many works in this selection were a variety of gestures of image criticism and 

destruction. The main questions asked of Iconoclash were: “What else is being de-

stroyed when images are destroyed? What else is being made powerful when images 

are cherished? and What type of invisibility is produced by images?”32 In addition to 

the selection of existing works, contemporary artists were invited to contribute to the 

reflection by producing works in a dialogue with those central questions and offering 

alternative readings of iconoclasm. 

 The exhibition The Return of Religion and Other Myths, 2008, curated by art theo-

rist and critic Sven Lutticken, takes “the supposition of religion’s return as a ‘myth,’ a 

collective belief of sorts that is as fictitious as it is constitutive of the contemporary con-

dition.”33 There is an ambiguity, perhaps intentionally, maintained in the title: Is religion 

a myth, or is its return a myth? By recognising the double status of the return of reli-

gion, the exhibition acknowledges the complexity of the issue, but also differentiates 

itself from any idea that religion has returned and is present in art in a positive form. 

Lütticken points out that: “If both the narrative of secularization and that of the return 

of religion can be characterized as myths, this does not mean that they are simply un-

true.”34 The exhibition explored two parallel lines “From Idol to Artwork” and “Attack-

ing the Spectacle.” The first line in the exhibition addressed one of the “contemporary 

myths about religion” that portrays monotheism and its rejection of idols as leading to 

intolerance and violence. It is argued that secular modernity is the outcome of a ten-

dency within monotheism, and notions of critique, as they are articulated in the pres-

ent day visual culture and can be seen as evolving from the monotheist rejection of 

idols.35 In contrast to the strategy of Iconoclash, which was to examine the need of im-

32 Bruno Latour, “What is Iconoclash?”, p. 21-2. 33 Sven Lütticken, “The Art of Iconoclasm,” The Return of Re-

ligion and Other Myths, exhibition catalogue (Utrecht: BAK, 2008), p. 15. 34 Ibid., p. 30. 35 “…modern culture 

is profoundly indebted to religion; it sets free the secularizing impulse inherent in monotheism itself. The re-

jection of idolatry can be seen as a criticism of images that, while still dogmatic, was radicalized in modern 

thought and art.” Ibid., p. 29. 
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ages and their critique by comparing religion to other fields, The Return of Religion ar-

gued for, and examined, the continuity between religious culture, use of the image and 

the secular condition. The modern concept of the artwork was taken to be the outcome 

of the transformation of religious culture. “The critique of cult images as idols stimu-

lates their re-contextualization as art” when they enter the museum collection.36 

 Central to Lütticken’s argument is the claim that the work of art retains an ele-

ment of a cult value, which could be found in the act of fetishising commodities. This 

implies the continuous presence of a religious element in contemporary art related to 

the monotheist criticism of idols. A large part of the works in the exhibition includes 

critical statements toward commodity culture. This criticism, performed through im-

ages, framed art practices as performing a gesture strongly resonant with the mon-

otheist attack of fetishism. Lütticken’s central question was “is the modern artwork 

not just a barely secularized idol?”37 This suggests that there is a fetishistic, pagan, 

pre-monotheistic mechanism at work in art, and that art shares the critical predispo-

sition towards images with monotheism in order to criticise its own product – the art-

work. This self-critical moment is indeed central to a variety of contexts and moments 

in the twentieth century (from the ready-made as a critical object to institutional cri-

tique), as exemplified by a selection of works by Hans Haacke, Carl Andre and Haim 

Steinbach. Works as Rosemarie Trockel’s Ohne Titel (Doppelkreuz), 1993, according to 

the statement of the curator, point to the “mass production of devotional items and 

the proliferation of editions in contemporary art”,38 and are a critique of commodity 

culture and the commodification of religious objects. 

 The second line in the exhibition thematised critiques of the spectacle and ex-

amined the relationship between “the religious” and “the secular” in the context of 

global capitalism. The main claim was that there is continuity between them: “Mod-

ern theory and activism contain secularized traces of the Christian attack on Roman 

spectacles.”39 The majority of the artworks included a commentary on someone else’s 

image, which produces a double-layered structure consisting of the borrowed image 

and the strategy of construction of the artwork. The themes of spectacle and icono-

clasm were understood as derivative from monotheism, and religious images and mo-

tifs were not central. 

 One question that could be posed to the central theme of the exhibition is: Was 

the purpose of the exhibition to trace religious, monotheist elements into a secular 

contemporary world by showing artworks that reflect upon religion? Or it was to trace 

the presence of the themes of fetishism and spectacle in the artworks themselves? 

In other words, were the artworks the critical tools or the objects of research? The 

36 - 37 Ibid., p. 31. 38 Ibid., p. 63. 39 Ibid., p. 32. 
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works by Carl Andre, Arnoud Holleman, Hans Haacke, Carel Blotkamp and Gert Jan 

Kocken present a heterogeneous group in which the themes of monotheism, fetish-

ism and spectacle are loosely present, and in some cases it is only the text that frames 

the work to direct its meaning to support the narrative of secularised critique with its 

monotheist background. Carel Blotkamp’s nBN (Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue I) 

and nBN (Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue III), 2006, are reinterpretations of Bar-

nett Newman’s Who’s Afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue? made of small pieces of glitter 

on sheets of paper. In the words of the curator: “Offering profane illumination, their 

glued-on ‘pixels’ forming a matrix of dots suggest that Newman’s cherished sublime 

has become a digital reality.”40 The majority of the works themselves were present-

ed as the objects of research, whose open meaning can support the hypothesis of the 

implicit presence of monotheist traces in contemporary culture – from terrorism, to 

reading as a process of questioning, to a post-modern mode of citationality. The ex-

hibition succeeded only partially in bringing to visibility the monotheist or religious 

elements it claimed to focus on. The distinction between the image, the infrastructure 

and operations of display was, however, very productive, raising further questions. 

 Medium Religion in 2008, curated by philosopher Boris Groys and artist and the-

orist Peter Weibel, took place at the Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe. Its central 

line explored a set of questions around religion as belonging to the public sphere of 

visual communication. The increased presence and visibility of different religions, the 

curators argued, is a result of its vast and rapid circulation in contemporary media. 

The central theme was the media, in particular the Internet and electronic media, and 

their intrinsic property of being cohesive to religion’s need to spread its message. Me-

dium Religion, in the words of its curators “aims at demonstrating the medial aspect 

of religion based on current examples of religious propaganda and individual works 

by contemporary artists.”41 The exhibition consisted of two lines unfolding in paral-

lel: documentary material (religious TV programs, speeches of religiously inspired ter-

rorists and propaganda material) and a selection of artworks by artists from the same 

contexts as the selection of documentary fragments. This strategy simultaneously 

provided a view on the present role of religion in various public spaces (mainly elec-

tronic mass media) and the way artists deal with this issue by providing critical com-

mentary on religious images, texts and practices. Significantly, the curators’ selection 

reflected the claim that artists use symbolic language and images belonging to the re-

ligious contexts they chose to comment on: “They place religious symbolism in an un-

conventional context in order to provoke a different mode of perception. This enables 

a critical analysis of the respective religious iconography as well as its transfer to a cul-

40 Ibid., p. 39.
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tural modernity.”42 Such a choice implies that art is understood as a context that pro-

vides a critical commentary on the role of religion in the public sphere, but is itself a 

neutral, non-religious space.  

 Medium Religion was aimed at making visible the proximity between religious 

practice and media. Groys considered the repeatability of religious rituals as the foun-

dation of medial reproduction.43 His argument followed a somewhat circular structure 

– the media is the result of the transformation of religious ritual, its secularized ver-

sion, which returns in a new guise and flourishes in the media environment that quick-

ly and effectively mediates it to a wide audience. While the documentary videos give 

an idea of how religion uses contemporary media (messages by Osama Bin Laden and 

Gospel Aerobics with Paul Eugene), the contemporary artworks (many of them pro-

duced for the occasion of the exhibition) take religious images, symbols and practices 

to recycle them critically. Paul Chan’s 1st Light, 2005, is a computer animation project-

ed on the floor as shadow silhouettes of objects and bodies that fall to the ground and 

float upward to the sky. This imagery refers to the ascension to heaven but also to im-

ages of terror, utopia and apocalypse.  

 Wim Delvoye’s Tim, 2006-8 is an image of the Virgin Mary with scull floating 

above her. It is a drawing designed by Delvoye and tattooed on the back of Tim Steiner. 

The work is for sale and the buyer has the right to display the piece publicly and ac-

quire the piece after Steiner’s death. It is an ironic comment on the inseparability be-

tween image and medium, and artwork and commodity. The Slovenian group IRWIN 

presented an installation titled Corpse of Art, 2003-2004, which recreates the scene of 

Malevich laying in his coffin designed by his student Nikolai Suetin in the Suprematist 

style. The famous Black Square hangs above the coffin. The work is a comment on the 

death of the Suprematist utopia, and the painter who invented his own artistic theolo-

gy in the context of revolutionary Russia.

41 - 42 Medium Religion, Introduction, http://www02.zkm.de/mediumreligion, accessed  2 September 2011. 

43 “In fact, however, the modern age has not been the age in which the sacred has been abolished but rather 

the age of its dissemination in profane space, its democratization, its globalization. Ritual, repetition, and re-

production were hitherto matters of religion; they were practiced in isolated, sacred places. In the modern age 

ritual, repetition, and reproduction have become the fate of the entire world, of the entire culture. Everything 

reproduces itself – capital, commodities, technology, and art. Ultimately, even progress is reproductive; it con-

sists in a constantly repeated destruction of everything that cannot be reproduced quickly and effectively. Un-

der such conditions it should come as no surprise that religion – in all its various manifestations – has become 

increasingly successful. Religion operates through media channels that are, from the outset, products of the ex-

tension and secularization of traditional religious practices.” Boris Groys, “Religion in the Age of Digital Repro-

duction,” program text, Medium Religion, http://www02.zkm.de/mediumreligion.
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 God & Goods: Spirituality and Mass Confusion, Villa Manin Udine, 2008, was curat-

ed by Francesco Bonami and Sarah Canarutto. The exhibition addressed the relation-

ship between religion and consumerism, as reflected in the work of contemporary 

artists. Spirituality in art, a “search for an alternative dimension” and the word “con-

fusion” in the title were intended to recall “doubt in all its meanings.” In this case, sim-

ilarly to Medium Religion, art was defined as a medium providing the space for critical 

reflection on religion. The curators selected works that “more or less directly deal 

with the idea of God, of spirituality or of faith in its multiple interpretations.”44

 A selection of pieces by well-known artists exemplified a variety of ways in which 

religious imagery can be present in their work. Maurizio Cattelan’s Frau C, 2007, shows 

a realistic sculpture of a woman floating high above the trees. The work is a reference 

to Pier Paolo Pasolini’s character in Teorema, 1968, and a statement about faith and 

miracles. Sarah Lucas’ Christ You Know it Ain’t Easy, 2003, is a crucifix made of ciga-

rettes and is a comment on her personal suffering trying to quit smoking. She uses the 

iconic power of the religious symbol to comment on dependency and self-destruction. 

Thomas Struth’s photograph Duomo di Milano, interno, 1998, does not borrow a reli-

gious motif; it is a representation of the interior space of Milan Cathedral populated by 

a crowd of believers and tourists. The photograph is a reflection on viewing and par-

ticipation in the ritual as collective behaviours. Darren Almond’s Fullmoon, 2007, is a 

series of photographs of moonlit landscapes with fog and clouds  reminiscent of Frie-

drich’s landscapes celebrating nature and the divine creation. Artur Zmijewski’s Them, 

2007, video stills from a project on which he worked with four groups of Polish peo-

ple with radically different political and religious views (Catholics, left-wing students, 

nationalists and Israeli sympathizers) explores, in a very different vein, the clashes be-

tween religious fervour and both left and right wing ideas in present-day Poland. 

 God & Goods focused on consumerism, globalisation and the rise of religious fun-

damentalisms. Commodity was not conceptualised as a secularised idol as in the Me-

dium Religion or The Return of Religion, but spirituality and religion were understood as 

opposed to consumerism. The broad theme of the exhibition resulted in the grouping 

together of a variety of artworks without going into detail regarding their respective 

approaches to religion. 

 The Next Generation: Contemporary Expressions of Faith, New York, 2005, shown 

at the Museum of Biblical Art, assembled works by artists who deal with notions 

44 God & Goods. Spirituality and Mass Confusion, curated by Francesco Bonami and Sarah Canarutto, exhibition 

catalogue, (Udine: Villa Manin, 2008), p. 27. 45 The Next Generation. Contemporary Expressions of Faith, Patricia C. 

Pongracz and Wayne Roosa, Museum of Biblical Art New York (Cambridge UK: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing 

Company, 2005). 
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of faith in their work.45 In contrast to the aforementioned exhibitions, The Next Gen-

eration claimed to include works of contemporary religious art. In her foreword the 

museum director stated that the category of contemporary religious art is highly 

problematic, and art no longer serves a religious ritual. Yet, artists continue to express 

their faith by interpreting “the meanings and symbols in the Bible in powerful ways 

(albeit in admittedly small numbers).”46 The exhibition shows the works of 44 art-

ists “actively investigating Judeo-Christian themes within the terms of contemporary 

art.”47 The curators’ research purpose was to find out what contemporary Judeo-Chris-

tian art is, and who makes it. The curator acknowledges that the term “contempo-

rary Christian art” is incredibly broad and difficult to define, as it cannot be reduced 

simply to art that has a Christian subject matter. Ultimately, contemporary religious 

art might mean simply “art made by Christians.” The exhibition included artists who 

were indeed Christian, the majority of them members of CIVA (Christians in the Visual 

Arts). This strategy of selection and set up demonstrated that extra-visual issues to a 

very large extent determine “religious” meanings in an artwork. The stated personal 

faith of the artist, and the institutional context in which the exhibition was organised, 

were the main factors that framed the works as contemporary religious art. Only to a 

much lesser extent was the positive expression of religiosity a result of the religious 

subject matter in the artworks. This exhibition visualises an important aspect of the 

relationship between religion, contemporary visual culture and art. Artworks that re-

cycle religious symbols and motifs, even when intended to express a religious idea in a 

positive manner, are largely perceived as blasphemous by the religious establishment 

(as in the case of Serrano’s Piss Christ as discussed above). And when artists do bor-

row religious imagery, they usually have a critical comment to make. In The Next Gen-

eration, many artists chose to represent every-day scenes as expressing a moment of 

faith, while another group resorted to using the abstract language of symbols that ev-

idently prevents their work having offensive overtones. The curatorial intention was 

not to thematise religion as a topic to be researched or questioned; thus art was not 

considered a field, which would allow critical distance with regard to the subject. In-

stead, art was taken to be a possible medium of expression of religious faith belonging 

to a particular tradition. 

 Soul. Inspired Art, 2005, was shown in the Seminary in Bruges. Its curator, Wil-

ly Van den Bussche, used the site of the monastery as “a reminder of a spiritual life.” 

The exhibition assembled works of art by a variety of artists that do not necessarily ad-

dress or thematise religion.48 The human figure was central to all the works: “The body 

46 Ibid, p. 7. 47 Ibid, p. 9. 48 Soul. Inspired Art, exhibition catalogue, Willy Van den Bussche (Oostkamp: Sticht-

ing Kunstboek, 2005), p. 8.
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as a metaphor, a house, an icon, an ex voto, a relic, a place where spirit resides; it is ex-

amined in all these aspects.”49 And the central question was how notions of transcend-

ence are present in the work of contemporary artists. Themes pertaining to spiritual 

or immaterial worlds were addressed through the body. The duality between the soul 

and the body, material and spiritual, was a central motif in the exhibition. Important-

ly the curator decided not to include works that referred to religious symbols, as the 

danger was that audiences would associate them too easily with religious art.

 Instead the curator’s intention was to maintain the distinction between religion 

and art as fields of practice. While the former is regulated by doctrine, the latter is not 

bound by rules that should be followed. Such a statement indicates the desire to con-

sider art as a practice with a spiritual aspect, but precisely as an autonomous field in-

dependent from religion. The choice to remove very obvious religious symbols in fact 

did not allow the artworks to be seen as problematic or offensive, thus making it easy 

for audiences to project spiritual meanings or to read them as resonating with Chris-

tian iconography.50 Berlinde de Bruyckere’s Inge, 2001, a sculpture of a female figure in 

an embryonic position with very long hair, is a motif typical of her work, and relates, 

though openly, to Mary Magdalene. Thierry De Cordier’s The Great Nada, 2002, is a 

black monochrome canvas on which a cross-like shape is barely visible. The painting 

appears as an erased crucifixion. Jan Fabre’s Umbraculum, 2001, is a hollow sculpture 

made of thinly sliced bones, of which the figure resembles a monk. Antony Gormley’s 

Capacitor, 2001, is a sculpture of a human figure with metal rods protruding from it in 

every direction. The sculpture resembles a body emitting rays of light. Marie-Jo Lafon-

taine’s video installation Les larmes d’acier, 1987 consists of 27 screens showing a male 

body builder lifting weights in which the figure appears Christ-like, a sacrifice at the al-

tar of physical beauty. 

 Two other exhibitions are centred around the key word “god”: Seeing God at the 

Museum of Fine Art, Canton Thurgau, 2005, and 100 Artists See God shown in various 

locations in the United States, 2004. Both present contemporary non-religious art that 

deals with religious themes.51 In contrast to the spiritualising approach of Soul, Seeing 

God included recent art that referred to or thematised religion in a reflective or criti-

cal way. It was shown in a former Carthusian monastery. The curators invited artists 

to submit or produce works that responded to the question “What springs to mind 

49 Ibid., p. 10. 50 “Soul is not an exhibition of religious art but a temporary dialogue between art and a reli-

gious environment.” Ibid., p. 20. 51 It is difficult to claim that all of the artworks included were not religious 

because of the openness of the concept of religiosity when it comes to contemporary art. In Seeing God there 

are works that do claim to send a religious message, and how successful they are as art is another issue. Khudi-

akov’s Deisis is a hyper-real interpretation of the Orthodox icon in digital photography. 
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when you think of a higher authority?” and invited them to “share their associations 

with the divine.”52 The exhibition was conceived as a broad platform for various ap-

proaches and visions to the issue of the divine, and was intended as an invitation to 

the audience to consider and question their own ideas of faith. The curators claimed 

to assemble works that are not religious, thus using the location as a point of reso-

nance or encounter to further problematise the relationship between art and ideas of 

transcendence or divinity. In contrast to Soul, however, they recognised that   “Con-

temporary art therefore often alludes to religious iconography without conveying ex-

plicitly religious content.”53 The outcome was then not precisely a critical reflection on 

the status of religious motifs in contemporary art, but a   panorama of personal artistic 

visions of the divine, ranging from highly critical to pious or spiritual. Louise Bourgeois 

responded with The Cross, 2002, which consisted of a vertical beam crossed by a hori-

zontal one consisting of two hands pointing in different directions, with one thumb 

up, one down. Adel Abdessemed’s work, God is Design, 2005, is an animation film 

based on numerous drawings including the symbols of the three monotheistic tradi-

tions merged together to form a “symbolic quest for divinity.”54 The duo Usine de Bou-

tons’ work Plug’n’Pray, 2002, is a fictional label that offers software kits for “quick and 

easy religious conversion – to the Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim or Christian faiths” 

as a critical comment on the commercialisation of religion.  

 100 Artists See God was curated by artists Meg Cranston and John Baldessari in 

2004 at the Jewish Museum in San Francisco, and at the Institute for Contemporary 

Arts in London. They wanted to problematise the relationship between contempo-

rary visual art and religion, a line of inquiry that they considered rarely addressed.55 

Cranston and Baldessari were interested in two questions: how contemporary art crit-

ically rethinks the role of religion in society and how art deals with its own history, 

largely dominated by religious imagery. The curators invited artists to create a work, 

or submit an existing one, which deals with the notion of God. Cranston and Baldes-

sari viewed contemporary artists as “uncharacteristically silent” on present day issues 

related to the way religion and notions of God influence contemporary world events.56 

The central concept was left entirely open and unbound to a particular religious or 

cultural context. 

 The curators had one important starting point: they were not interested in the 

52 Dorothee Mesmer, “Art and the Supernal”, Seeing God, exhibition catalogue, Kunstmuseum des Kantons 

Thurgau, 2005, p. 118. 53 Ibid., p. 116. 54 Ibid., p. 134. 55 For a discussion of the public response to the exhi-

bition, see: David Morgan, “Visuality and the Question of God in Contemporary Art”, Material Religion, 2006:1.

56 100 Artists See God, exhibition catalogue, John Baldessari, and Meg Cranston, (New York: Independent Cura-

tors International, 2004).
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artists’ personal beliefs, but how they would render God in images, thus creating a 

show about representation and not necessarily belief:

We assumed that when we said “artists see God”, what we meant was “artists represent 

God” – that how they see is how they represent. It went without saying that the show would 

be about representation and not necessarily about belief. … We guessed that the majority 

of the works would be by artists creating an image of how they thought other people might 

see God.57 

 The works included in the exhibition expressed artists’ personal interpretations 

of spirituality, notions of God or religion. The various art objects (installations, video 

work, painting, photography) formed a heterogeneous group that was loosely divid-

ed thematically into 16 sub-groups with titles such as:  Artists See God as Architect, Art-

ists See the Annunciation of God, Artists See God Everywhere, Artists See God as Ineffable, 

Artists See God as Light and so on. In the exhibition catalogue each of these groups is 

introduced by a short text written by the curators. In addition, the artists were given 

the opportunity to introduce their own work, which some did by writing a short text, 

whereas others left their images to speak for themselves. 

 Many of the responses were quite humorous. Rob Pruitt and Jonathan Horow-

itz present God’s grave in their installation Study for Cemetery at Peacock Hill, 2003; Mi-

chael Craig-Martin appropriates Duchamp’s Fountain and presented a urinoir in pink 

under the title Untitled (God), 2002, Paul McCarthy’s Untitled, 1998, shows two men 

“Looking under every bush”, perhaps to find God. In some instances the artists em-

ployed images associated with religious motifs as the shafts of light in Ed Ruscha’s Mir-

acle #67, 1975, or Martin Kippenberger’s Fred the Frog Rings the Bell, 1990. The artists’ 

responses included in the exhibition are critical comments on the ways in which art 

invented God as an image, and present-day responses to the history of that invention. 

The variety of works indicates that God and religion left the work of contemporary art-

ists a long time ago. And, still, at the same time, they seem to have retained a ghost-

ly presence, but as a subject matter among many other possible ones, deposed from 

their traditionally high place.

  Heaven: An Exhibition That Will Break Your Heart, at the Tate Liverpool, 2000, ap-

proached the theme of religion from quite a different angle. The exhibition was an in-

quiry into the figures of “heaven” in popular culture images and contemporary high 

art. The central line of argument of the curator Doreet LeVitte Harten was that con-

56 100 Artists See God, exhibition catalogue, John Baldessari, and Meg Cranston, (New York: Independent Cura-

tors International, 2004). 57 Ibid., p. 9.
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temporary consumerist society inadvertently produces religious places and experi-

ences: tourist resorts are paradise, stadiums are “places of worship,” shopping offers 

ecstatic experiences, advertisements communicate the numinous and we worship 

pop icons. In the context of contemporary popular culture religion becomes “an artis-

tic project” and Heaven sought to explore how art comments on these quasi-religious 

phenomena. The artworks dealt with themes such as impossible beauty, the glamour 

of angelic and androgynous creatures, pop idols, the sublime, the absolute and many 

versions of the divine in popular culture. Religion and art were taken to be similar to 

the extent that they produce popular figures, which are circulated widely and have an 

enormous capacity to survive over time. The artworks shown either “use recognizable 

icons and words” or “bring the sublime, in all its transformations, to the surface.”58 

 Some of the artists in the exhibition used contemporary icons as fashion mod-

els and popstars to visualise their proximity to religious saintly figures. Olga Tobreluts’ 

Kate Moss from the series Sacred Figures, 1999, features the fashion model’s face 

mounted onto Antonello da Messina’s Virgin Annunciate in Pallermo, 1476. Jeffrey Val-

lance Elvis Sweathclothe I, II and III are three satin scarves that Elvis gave to fans dur-

ing concerts, allegedly with some of his sweat. This work is a comment on the status 

of the iconic popstar and the relic, and especially such a central one as the Veil of Ve-

ronica. Ed Rucha’s Eternal Amnesia, 1982, a four-metre-long painting, presenting an ab-

stract panoramic view that looks like a sunset, invokes the motif of the sublime as a 

grand scene of nature. The two words “eternal amnesia” inscribed in the centre of the 

painting provide the ironic counter-point to the grand scene. Yinka Shonibare Alien Ob-

sessives, Mum, Dad and the Kids, 1998 and Ron Mueck Big Baby 2 and 3 take the figure of 

the alien or the child as promising “redemptive possibilities.”59 The exhibition argued 

that there is a specific sacred moment in contemporary popular culture related to the 

cult of beauty and glamour. This non-religious sacred is to be found in commodity cul-

ture and not in religion.

 The nine exhibitions described address religion and spirituality from a broad 

variety of angles. The central themes, varying from iconoclasm, contemporary me-

dia, contemporary religious art, popular culture, notions of God and capitalism are 

evidence that the very broad and somewhat elusive topic of religion remains signif-

icant for both artists and curators. As Heavy as the Heavens was curated by Johannes 

Rauchenberger, Eleonora Louis, Alois in 2003 and shown at the Landesmuseum Joan-

neum, Graz in Austria.  In contrast to the other exhibitions, it focused not on religion 

as a theme, but on religious art and explored how the theme of gravity is mediated 

58 Heaven. An Exhibition that Will Break Your Heart, exhibition catalogue, Doreet LeVitte Harten, (Stuttgart: Hatje 

Cantz Verlag, 1999). 59 Ibid., p. 11. 
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in images of religious and contemporary art.60 In this case the central concern of the 

curators was with the pictorial motif associated with an abstract, but not overtly reli-

gious theme. Religious, specifically Christian art was explored as rich in pictorial inter-

pretations of gravity. In Christian painting the material weight of the body is usually 

contrasted with the weightlessness and the lightness of the divine or heavenly. Instead 

of choosing abstract notions of “God” or “faith” and their reinterpretation by contem-

porary artists, Gravity focused first on the existing figurations of gravity, that is, not on 

the invisible but on the image. 

 As Heavy as the Heavens explored baroque art and its focus on lightness, grav-

ity and the corporeal, but also painting from the Romantic period, and the early Re-

naissance and artworks from different periods of the twentieth century that explore 

themes of gravity, flying and floating. Christian art is rich in motifs of flying, floating 

as associated with resurrection and victory, and falling associated with sin, which 

set duality between heavy and light, physical and spiritual. Within the space of rep-

resentation the depiction of levitating bodies that break the physical laws of gravity, 

implies that the image is set free from compositional principles that depict the world. 

This compositional logic of pictorial space can be traced in its abstracted form in con-

temporary art. Abstract painting in its respective way also provides figures floating 

or falling, of weight, balance and rotation, of forces that balance each other. This can 

be seen as a sort of a secular interpretation of religious iconography, which demon-

strates artistic but not religious or spiritual continuity. Many of the contemporary 

works in a quite ironic mode focused on the impossibility of bodies to float and fly 

spontaneously, or on the fall and the weight of the body. 

 The works were grouped according to the themes of levitation, balance, rota-

tion and heaviness. The heaviness of the dead body of Christ, relaxed in curved po-

sition at the feet of Mary, is the central compositional line in Pietà by an anonymous 

seventeenth century sculptor, while the same material heaviness is at work in Robert 

Morris’ Untitled, 1967, in which the same curved shape is produced by the weight of 

the heavy fabric the sculpture is made of. Gravity is associated with pictorial motifs of 

falling as in Hendrik Goltzius’ Phaeton, 1588, and its contemporary counter-point Yves 

Klein’s photomontage Leap into the Void, 1960. Levitation is associated with the motif 

of Christ’s transfiguration. This motif allows for a composition that creates a pictori-

al space, which does not conform to the physical laws of gravity. The Resurrection by 

Domenico Cresti, 1600, shares the motif of walking on clouds with Sky Boots Geoffrey 

Hendricks, 1980. The theme of balance is expressed in the contrast between Christ 

60 Himmelschwer. Transformationen der Schwerkraft, Reinhard Hoeps, Alois Kölbl, Eleonora Louis (Verlag Wilhelm 

Fink, 2003).
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walking on water and Peter sinking in St Peter at Sea by Philipp Otto Runge, 1806-07. 

Balance is central to a number of sculptural works such as Richard Serra’s Spine, 1988, 

and constructivist works that emphasise dynamism through constructions based on 

complex balance as in Alexander Rodchenko’s Spatial Construction, 1920. 

 As Heavy as the Heavens did not claim to trace religious iconography in contem-

porary art; neither did it seek to trace how artists express spiritual issues through 

their art. Moreover, it did not invest existing artworks with spiritual meanings. In-

stead, this exhibition suggested a visual continuity between religious motifs and their 

pictorial interpretation, and contemporary art that does not cite or recycle religious 

images, or is not in any way concerned with religion as an issue. In contrast to all the 

cases discussed thus far, Gravity viewed religious art through the lens of contempo-

rary art and thus offered an aesthetic, and not religious, reading of masterpieces of 

Christian painting. Conversely, the other exhibitions examined or traced the role of 

monotheism in contemporary art. 

 One large exhibition that focused on spirituality as a central issue was Holy Inspi-

ration: Religion and Spirituality in Modern Art, shown in De Nieuwe Kerk, Amsterdam, 

2008. Its curator, art historian Marti Bax, a specialist on esotericism and art, present-

ed a selection of diverse artistic interpretations of the issues of religion, spirituality 

and belief from the collection of the Stedelijk Museum. Her main point of departure 

was that the process of secularisation produced a variety of forms in the way “reli-

gion expressed itself through imagery,” which she traced in works belonging to the 

collection and grouped according to several criteria.61 Works of Catholic artists such 

as James Ensor and Jan Toorop included Christian iconography of “crosses, Christ fig-

ures, church interiors, clergymen performing rituals, people in prayer prophets and 

pietàs.”62 Works that use religious iconography to comment critically on consumerist 

society formed another group. According to Bax, such artists aspired to spirituality, 

which they saw as waning in contemporary focuses on consumerism and material lux-

ury. The artists in this group such as Mike Kelley, Gilbert and George, Damien Hirst, 

Jeff Koons and Bill Viola were described by Bax as “conditioned by a (post-)secular at-

titude.”63 They created a surprising combination of vastly different works, some of 

which in fact had a very strong spiritual claim (such as Viola) while others had harshly 

critical, if not blasphemous, overtones (such as Gilbert and George and Damien Hirst). 

 The next group of works employs “Jewish iconography” by artists such as Marc 

Chagall, Chaim Soutine, Jacques Lipchitz, Kasimir Malevich, Piet Mondriaan and Vasi-

ly Kandinsky. Another cluster of works was formed by the later Joseph Beuys, Anselm 

Kiefer and Yves Klein, who found influence in western esotericism and includes works 

by artists inspired by alchemy, theosophy and spiritualism. Another group constitut-

ed Nam June Paik, Marina Abramovic and Rob Birza with their “meditative’ art that 
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usually expresses a personal and mystical experience of the world” and for whom Zen 

Buddhism was a source of inspiration.64 This exhibition presented a panorama of the 

different ways religion is present in art: from religious art and criticism of organised 

religion, to spiritually inspired art. A somewhat peculiar choice, which corresponds 

to the cataloguing approach of the exhibition, was to transform the interior of the 

church into a white cube, an insertion of a “secular space” of the gallery.

 Traces of the Sacred was a major exhibition curated by Jean de Loisy and Ange-

la Lampe in 2008 at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. The curators aimed to 

present an overview of the relationship between art and the sacred in the context 

of twentieth-century art.65 The exhibition included a huge selection of works by 200 

artists, distributed into thematic sections that focused loosely on periods and artistic 

groups (among others Traces of the Fugitive Gods, Eschatology, Sacred Dances, Offenc-

es, The Doors of Perception, The Shadow of God). The starting point, as the curators ar-

ticulated, was not religion, or its practices or traditions, or religious art as such, but 

the big questions that religion always claimed to answer: “What are we, where do we 

come from, and where are we going?” 

 This broad theme implied that within the exhibition art was taken as a spiritual 

practice, and its relationship to the sacred was traced by the way artists address phil-

osophical issues central to different periods in the twentieth century: the traumatic 

history of two wars and theme of the death of God as the end of morality; the mod-

ernist desire for utopias and constructing the new man; and the increased influence 

of esoteric ideas and the failure of those utopian visions with the historical raise of to-

talitarianism. The tragic condition of man as expressed in works by Francis Bacon and 

Antonin Artaud formed a thematic line, contrasted by the work of Matisse and Le Cor-

busier who created churches or art for church interiors, and tried to convey a spiritual 

message still within the institution of religion. The Beat generation’s quest to liberate 

the creativity of the individual through art formed another group. Finally, the contem-

porary mode of irony or melancholy was expressed in the works of Maurizio Cattelan 

and Pierre Huyghe who define art as a medium of metaphysical concerns. 

 While The Return of Religion and Gods & Goods claimed that there is an implicit 

connection between organised religion and contemporary consumerism, the claim of 

Traces of the Sacred was that personal artistic spirituality, and not religion, provides the 

counterpoint to consumerist society. The focus of the exhibition was not on artists’ 

critical stance towards religion (although it was present in many of the works), but the 

61 Marti Bax, “Art and Religion: An Established Relationship, Yet New Again” exhibition catalogue Holy Inspira-

tion, 2008, introduction, (no page numbers in the catalogue). 62 - 64 Ibid. (no page numbers in the catalogue).

65 Traces du sacré, exhibition catalogue (Paris: Éditions de Centre Pompidou, 2008).
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emphasis on the spiritual aspects of their work, the transformations of the sacred. Art, 

in the curators’ view, inherits from religion a spiritual mission to resist social, media 

and commercial influences. 

 The thematic group Traces of the Fugitive Gods focused on the idea that God is 

dead, and the fact that art inherits the task of being in a dialogue with a transcend-

ent, invisible world. Caspar David Friedrich expressed the presence of God in nature, 

and represented the death of God with the motif of the ruin.66 Next to Friedrich’s Ruins 

at Dusk, 1931, this group included Edward Munch’s portrait of Friedrich Nietzsche Frie-

drich Nietzsche, 1906, Bruce Nauman’s The True Artist Helps the World by Revealing Mys-

tic Truths, 1968, and Damien Hirst’s Forgive me Father for I Have Sinned, 2006, a triptych 

consisting of three large tableaus, the surface of which is covered with dead flies. The 

religious format borrowed by Hirst, the black monochrome surface, is an ironic com-

ment on the traditional association between abstract painting and the expression of 

spiritual ideas. Yet, in Traces of the Sacred it was presented as expressing the idea that 

God is dead without a possibility of resurrection, and conveying the idea of the mortal-

ity of the body. It is true that Hirst’s art is marked by these themes, but a much more 

prominent line in his art is the comment on the commercialism, and (in many cases 

cynical) comment on the status of art as a commodity. Placed together with works that 

claim to express spirituality in a positive way – such as that of Friedrich and Kandinsky 

– produced a stark contrast. This mode of display indicated a desire to look for positive 

expression of spirituality in the works, even in works that are strongly critical of religion. 

 Another part of the exhibition entitled Offences should be mentioned as it at-

tempts to be a counter-point or deviate from the narrative that art inherits an impulse 

towards the sacred or the spiritual. It includes works that employ religious iconogra-

phy to state a very critical position with regard to organised religion, Catholicism in 

particular. At the surface level such works as Max Ernst’s The Virgin Spanking the Infant 

Jesus, 1926, and Serrano’s Piss Christ might seem to be similar in their message, yet 

they are quite different in the way they offend. While the former is a comment on the 

Catholic hagiographic discourse to undermine and question the faith and religious fer-

vour, the latter criticises the commercialism of the Church. 

 The twelve exhibitions discussed form a very heterogeneous group and ap-

proach the theme of religion from a variety of perspectives: presenting non-religious 

art in a religious space; religious contemporary art that is not bound to the canonical 

interpretation of religious themes; contemporary non-religious art commenting on 

the notion of god; and focusing on religious art and its iconographic resonances with 

contemporary art. This multiplicity of curatorial approaches, and artworks, is indic-

66 Ibid., p. 57. 
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ative of the multifaceted relationship between religion and art in a secular context. 

However, a general tendency could be identified. Religious iconography becomes a 

tool to ask critical questions to the religious past of art, and issues related to the status 

of the image, the role of its maker (as in the case of the crucifixes twisted to form the 

double helix in Delvoye’s piece), or to organised religion as in the case of Gilbert and 

George. When absent from works of contemporary art, religious iconography opens 

a possibility for investing the work with spiritual meanings, either by its makers or the 

contexts in which it is shown. 

 All of the exhibitions share an interest in, and desire to re-examine the role of 

the religious past of art. The interest in religion, in its various traditions and guises, 

indicates a desire for self-understanding by “re-staging the past.”67 This present-day 

interest differs from the tendency, which has already lasted a  couple of centuries, of 

affirmation of art as a secular and autonomous field of practice.68 The interest in reli-

gion, and not only religious art, as expressed by curators and artists, suggests that art 

has already reached a sufficient level of autonomy from religion and its institution, yet 

it also suggests a remaining tension:

 that arises from the century-long conflict within the body of art between the tendency to 

 ward religion and the tendency toward science. It seems to many that art, in partially shak 

 ing off its ancient connection with religion, has begun at last to emerge from the Dark Ages.  

 It seems best to acknowledge only with irony, then, than the ancient connection still some 

 what hiddenly exists.69

 This tendency to re-examine the past, in contract to the desire to forge it, is, nev-

ertheless, very far from the return of religion in any positive sense. On the contrary, 

it entails interest in how images work, both art and those with a cultic function. All 

the aforementioned exhibitions, with the exception of one, share this research interest 

toward religion. Including such topics in the infrastructure of display associated with 

contemporary art creates a visibility of religion, in contrast to its transparent presence 

of societies. This makes religious motifs embedded in artworks into ready-mades, crit-

ical images, or tools to ask questions concerning visual practices as iconoclasm, to 

re-examine the construction of myths. 

 Present-day artworks that recycle religious motifs demonstrate that religious 

images still haunt our imagination and are still relevant. These motifs are both surviv-

67 Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics, p. 25. 68 In the introduction text to 100 Artists See God Thomas McEvilley 

states: “In the last couple of centuries much of Western art has supposedly been secular, but the religious aura 

still clung to it.”, p. 10. 69 Ibid., p. 12.
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als that allow artists to consider the “mechanism of representation” and a means of 

emancipation. But in this case this is not emancipation from religion; it is the liberation 

of the image of rules that prescribes how it should be created and circulated. Although 

there could not be a unified model of the way contemporary artists quote religious 

motifs, many of them problematise issues such as the public status of images, their 

veracity and image-making as a practice. All of these are issues that pertain to the dis-

tinction between different regimes of images. They convey a desire for emancipation, 

for opening up the issue of the image again, and not in terms of art and its institution-

al infrastructures, but of its plural life and public significance of images. 





Chapter 3 

Between Critical Displacements and 

Spiritual Affirmations
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Religious themes and motifs appear continuously in the work of artists from different 

periods of the twentieth century. Such presence can be traced on several levels. On 

the one hand, this is a process of secularisation of the religious image, and on the oth-

er, artists often take religion as a subject matter in its own terms. Such artworks inter-

pret religious motifs, but are produced in and for a secular context. Examining the role 

and the status of such references provides an entry point to consider the issue of reli-

gion on a deeper level, with regard to the very articulation of the regime of modernity 

and the self-understanding of art. The way religious motifs are employed in the art of 

the twentieth century fits into a twofold structure. Figurative motifs are largely used 

as tools of criticism of the institutions of art and religion, while abstract art becomes 

the medium for expression of a positive form of spirituality.

 There are many possible accounts of the relationship between religion and art in 

the last century. They can vary according to national contexts, central issues discussed 

and theoretical tools; they can also vary according to the perspective they adopt – reli-

gious or secular. The perspective adopted here traces the transformation of the status 

of religious motifs and their gradual detachment from a situation of religious worship 

and integration into the secular realm of art. Indeed, the focus of my study is not theo-

logical, i.e. considering art as a medium of expression of the divine.1

 This chapter focuses on central moments in nineteenth and twentieth-century 

art, which indicate the gradual re-articulation of the relationships between religion 

and art. To write such an overview is a challenge for many reasons. The immensity of 

material means that there will be as many versions of such an overview, and as many 

authors, each of whom will have their own reasons to highlight different moments and 

choose different artists. He or she will also make different theoretical choices. Such an 

overview might focus exclusively on religious art of the twentieth century. Or, it could 

focus only on popular religious images produced in large numbers, or on a practice 

such as iconoclasm. He or she might also choose to trace a national context, or a spe-

cific religious tradition and its presence in art. 

 The first tendency can be described as figurative. Artists choose to cite religious 

iconography in order to interpret and modify it. In the art of the twentieth century 

there is an inversion in the status of religious iconography. It is usually used as a critical 

tool, because making a critical statement is possible only through citing, reproducing 

Two Tendencies

1 For a theological discussion of twentieth-century art, see: Jérôme Cottin, La mystique de l’art. Art et Christian-

isme de 1900 à nos jours (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2007).
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or otherwise indicating the image or the idea that is being criticised.2 This tendency 

can be explained by the fact that art ceases to be religious in the proper sense of the 

word and affirms its autonomy from the institution of the church. When artists bor-

row religious iconography they are in fact placing it in a context that is autonomous 

and secular. Detached from its initial context the religious motif ceases to signify reli-

gious ideas or content, and acquires new meaning depending on its new context. Such 

motifs will always signify something borrowed.3 

 In general, such a strategy produces effects that are critical, and sometimes even 

perceived as blasphemous. The reference to existing and well-known masterpieces of 

religious art, or formats of religious painting such as the triptychs of Max Beckmann 

and much later the predellas and the triptychs of Bill Viola (1951), occupies the mode 

of criticism of organised religion, as is the case in Surrealism, or is used as a means of 

inventing a personal interpretation of religion, a line present in James Ensor (1860-

1949), and symbolist and expressionist painters. Next to that, the critical mode of ref-

erence to religion, especially in the second half of the twentieth century, articulates 

a self-reflexive moment that problematises the status of images and the mechanisms 

of their circulation and display. In this case, the criticism takes place on the surface of 

the image itself. Such a practice can be considered iconoclastic. Just as the iconoclast 

mutilates the image and, in doing so produces another image, artists borrow religious 

motifs and modify or distort them. Similar to earlier instances of religious iconoclasm, 

such a practice happens on the surface of the image and as a result produces more im-

ages – the result of the mutilation (in the case of religious iconoclasm) or modification 

(in the case of adopting iconoclasm as an artistic practice). 

 The reference to or reinterpretation of religious motifs in most of these cases is 

not associated with a positive expression of religiosity. Precisely when engaging with 

religious subject matter artists remained distant from the church. The clergy, too, 

found such interpretations of traditional iconography problematic. Discussing the in-

creasing complex condition of twentieth-century church art, Dario Gamboni mentions 

the remark of Etienne Fouilloux that the meaning of the term “iconoclasm” in the con-

text of church art in the twentieth century changed. It no longer referred exclusively to 

2 Appropriation and inversion of motifs and images are widely used critical strategies, reaching their summit 

with appropriation art. 3 As Hubert Damisch argues: “Thus it is not good enough to say that the figurative 

work signifies to the extent that it borrows its signs from an institutional level of reality and from preestab-

lished orders of signification (…)What is borrowed has a signifying function in itself, precisely as something 

borrowed: it constitutes a sign in its role of representation, and an image, in its turn, insofar as it represents a 

representation.” A Theory of Cloud. Toward a History of Painting, Trans. Janet Lloyd, (Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 2002), p. 71.
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the actual practice of destroying images, but to the very “manner of depiction” of tra-

ditional iconography, which in many cases was not acceptable as church decoration.4 

 In the different art movements in the twentieth century, such a practice of bor-

rowing has different results. What is criticised can vary from political circumstances 

of the day to more abstract concepts, which concern the very regime in which imag-

es are produced. There are more personal re-inventions of Christian motifs by expres-

sionists such as Alexej von Jawlensky (1864-1941) and Emil Nolde (1867-1956) – painters 

who were, in fact, religious, but whose art did not find its place in the church, or who 

were fiercely critical in their tone such as paintings by Francis Bacon (1909-1992) and 

the specific effects of appropriating masterpieces of religious art associated with the 

practice of Andy Warhol (1928-1987). The latter was associated not with criticising re-

ligion as such, but focused on issues such as originality and authorship; issues, which 

are not necessarily religious, but internal to the articulation of the regime of art itself. 

The figurative borrowing, or the displaced motif can be read as a “ready-made” image, 

which, similar to Duchamp’s ready-mades, is associated with critical effects that ques-

tion the institutional infrastructure that produces the status of the image. 

 A second tendency in twentieth-century art is found in the association between 

non-figurative art, or abstract art, and expressions of spirituality. Church art in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries became an increasingly problematic category, 

partly because churches could not accept being decorated with “unusual forms and 

images.”5 Gradually it became clear that abstract art was the only acceptable form that 

could decorate Churches, even in the Catholic context. As Gamboni  explains:

Moreover, the introduction of abstract art helped avoid the controversies provoked by ‘unu-

sual images’, and the monopolistic claims of modern architecture tended to reduce decora-

tion to non-objective stained glass that could satisfy Protestant as well as Catholic churches 

and audiences.6 

There are several possible reasons for such a connection. To a great extent they are 

interrelated. The association between abstract art and religiosity has an iconoclastic 

background in the more classical sense of the word – representations of the divine are 

unacceptable. After the Second World War, “...this stage of the reformation of church 

art tacitly resumed the tradition of iconomachy and aniconism that had played a role 

in many episodes of religious reform.”7 Considered from this perspective, abstract art 

appears as the only acceptable alternative precisely as opposed to other images, “un-

4 Dario Gamboni, The Destruction of Art. Iconoclasm and Vandalism since the French Revolution (London: Reaktion 

Books, 1997), p. 246. 5 Ibid., p. 240. 6 Ibid., p. 252. 7 Ibid., p. 253.
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usual” modernist interpretations of religious iconography. The absence of a figurative 

image removes all controversies as to how religious subjects should be interpreted. A 

substantial part of this controversy is a result of the fact that art, which at the time 

was affirming its autonomy, was invited back into the church precisely as art. This was 

a moment associated with the incompatibility between the institutions of (autono-

mous) art and religion.8 Abstract art, however, precisely as the outcome of a process of 

development that has its roots in Romanticism (itself a moment of reconfiguration of 

the relationship between religion and art), in other words as artistic and not religious 

invention, readily adopts vocabulary associated with purity and spirituality, and articu-

lates its central desire as the search and expression of transcendent meanings in its own 

aesthetic terms. In this sense, abstract art as a spiritual medium is not iconoclastic, but 

iconophile, as it seeks a visual presentation of transcendence.9 In contrast, the result of 

iconoclastic intervention is a broken image, which still remains a (figurative) image. 

 Another reason that abstract art lends itself easily to association with metaphys-

ical meanings is a result of its very condition. It suspended the mimetic relationship 

with the world “to evoke transcendental concepts – ‘feeling,’ ‘spirit’, or ‘purity’ thus 

replacing “one type of grounding, one form of authority with another.”10 This desire 

to find a transcendent guarantee gives some authors a reason to interpret abstract 

art as iconophile. However, in another sense, it betrays an anxiety that abstraction 

can be seen as either decorative or meaningless.11 In this sense, artists had to invent 

simultaneously a new mode of visuality and vocabulary that justifies it. Precisely this 

auto-foundational moment is symptomatic of a desire to ascribe value; and not only 

value, but also one that is absolute, outside of the world, and impossible to prove or 

contest. This in itself inscribes abstract art in the vocabulary of origin and authenticity 

of presence, and, ultimately, spirituality.

 Another aspect of abstract art that is particularly important is the articulation 

of the figure of the author-artist as expressed in the visible signs of the manual pro-

duction of the image. In the context of different discussions, respectively of the Holy 

Shroud and the vocabulary of originality associated with the early twentieth century 

8 As the head of the Orthodox Church phrased it: “art for art’s sake which only refers to its author, without 

establishing a relation to the divine, has no place in the Christian conception of the icon.”, Dimitrios I, “En-

cyclique sur la significaiton théologique de l’icône”, in La Documentation catholique, LIIIV 1988, pp. 323-8 quoted 

after Gamboni who quotes Daniele Menozzi, Les images. L’Eglse et les arts visuels, Paris, 1991 pp. 288-9. 9 Obser-

vation made by many authors, for example Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 356 and Marie-José Mondzain, Im-

age, Icon, Economy. The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imaginary, Trans. Riko Franses (Stanford University 

Press, 2005), p. 207.  10 Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois, Benjamin Buchloh, Art Since 1900s. Modern-

ism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism (New York: Thames and Hudson), p. 119. 11 Ibid., p. 119.
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avant-garde, Marie-Jose Mondzain and Rosalind Krauss make similar observations on 

the conditions of the early abstraction. While Mondzain links it to the fantasy of the 

spontaneous “birth” of a painting that is “pure, spiritual emanation”, “a manifestation 

of inherent truth” and all the signs of manual production by the painter, what she calls 

“gestural subjectivity”, are erased from its surface,12 a moment that is present, espe-

cially in geometric abstraction. Krauss observes that the vocabulary of originality that 

justifies the practice of avant-garde abstract painters is associated with the concepts 

of absolute novelty and spontaneous creation.13 

 The idea of spontaneous creation as detached from any external reference or 

tradition, together with the claims of authenticity, structurally repeats the condition 

of the group of the acheiropoietic image discussed by Mondzain, which is also at the 

centre of Belting’s definition of the cult image.14 The acheiropoietic image, similarly to 

abstract painting, is exempt from the requirements of mimesis. It is an image gener-

ated by the unique event of a contact, an imprint. By virtue of its very condition and 

the vocabulary that justifies it, abstract painting finds itself structurally close to this 

key group of religious images. A central element of this condition is precisely the con-

cealment, or masking, of the procedures of making the image that goes together with 

claims of truth (in the case of the acheiropoietos), authenticity or absolute novelty (in 

the case of abstract art). This condition is one of the reasons why abstract art becomes 

associated with positive expressions of spirituality. In contrast, the other figurative 

tendency outlined above, associated with the reuse and modification of religious ico-

nography, produces critical effects. 

 Different authors have argued that modernism cannot be simply equated with 

the notions of progress and rationality.15 Modernism incorporates a spiritual impulse 

as an integral part of itself. This form of spirituality, it is important to note, is dissoci-

12 Marie-José Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 207. 13 As Krauss points out: “The self as origin is the way 

an absolute distinction can be made between a present experienced de novo and a tradition-laden past. The 

claims of the avant-garde are precisely these claims to originality.” “The Originality of the Avant-Garde and 

Other Modernist Myths”, October, 18: 1981, pp. 53-4. 14 For a more extensive version of this discussion of the 

structural proximity between modernism, and modernist claim of autonomy, and specifically abstraction and 

the paradigm of the “true image” and in a broader sense the cult image, see my Chapter One. 15 Many authors 

have written on the issue of spirituality in twentieth-century art in their respective ways. Donald Kuspit’s The 

End of Art (2005) valorises the expression of spirituality in art. Alain Besançon’s approach in The Forbidden 

Image is focused on finding spiritual meanings and elements in all the movements of the historical avant-gar-

de. Donald Kuspit, “Reconsidering the Spiritual in Art”, in Blackbird Archive. An Online Journal of Literature and 

the Arts, 2003, 1:2. http://www.blackbird.vcu.edu/v2n1/gallery/kuspit_d/reconsidering_text.htm, accessed 12 No-

vember, 2009.
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ated from organised religion, or from a particular religious tradition. Art, the experi-

ence of making art is itself a private quasi-religious or spiritual experience, which is not 

associated with public aspects of religion. Modernism can be seen as accommodating 

in its construction of two interrelated moments related to spirituality and religion. On 

the one hand, that would be the vocabulary of originality, which structurally repeats 

some aspects of the cult image. On the other, that would be the personal expression 

of spirituality in the practice of artists. The cult element in the modernist work of art 

coincides with devising a personal religion of art. 

 There are many examples of twentieth-century artists who claim spirituality as a 

central element in their work but without being qualified as religious. These artists are 

interested in spirituality as a belief system or in the ritualistic texture of art. In the cases 

of Vasily Kandinsky (1866-1944) or Piet Mondriaan (1872-1944), who were influenced by 

esoteric ideas and theosophy, the experience of making art is conceived as a quasi-re-

ligious or spiritual experience.16 The articulation of a desire to invest their works with a 

positive expression of spirituality is present in their writings, statements and reflection 

on their own work. This spiritual experience forms a distinct tendency in twentieth-cen-

tury non-religious art and abstract painting becomes one of its privileged media.17

 Next to the spiritual element in modernism, a second and less visible point of 

correspondence between art and religion can be discerned within twentieth-century 

art. It is related to the social conditions of display of visual objects, and the ways they 

are invested with value, be it a sacred truth or artistic authenticity. Both the early reli-

gious or cult image and the modernist work of art resemble each other to the extent 

that they are both associated with a regime of authenticity and truth (in the religious 

case) and originality (in the modernist case). Mondzain makes another key observa-

tion. Next to abstract painting, she compares the group of the acheiropoitetic image 

to the art object as the ready-made and a modern medium as photography. The sta-

tus of such objects, however, is not a result of their de facto authenticity, but of con-

cealing (or, as in the case of the ready-made, inverting the concealment) the fact that 

they are indeed a result of a complex series of operations of making. In the case of the 

acheiropoietic image the concealing happens through a series of procedures of its pres-

entation to a public gaze that overpowers the image itself and makes it barely visible. 

An object as the ready-made, structurally similar to the shroud, subverts, or rather in-

16 Martine Bax’s study of Mondriaan demonstrates the theosophical influences of his work, Het web der schep-

ping: theosofie en kunst in Nederland van Lauweriks tot Mondriaan, dissertation, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, 

2004. 17 On the notion of grace and spiritual motifs in high modernism, and Fried’s theo-aesthetic language 

see “From the Form of Spirit to the Spirit of Form”, Randall K. Van Schepen in Re-Enchantment, Ed. By Elkins, 

James and David Morgan (New York: Routledge, 2009).
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verts, such procedures of presentation. It makes a critical statement with regard to the 

institution of art and the mechanisms that invest images with power and value. 

  In the course of the twentieth century, the ready-made taken as a strategy de-

velops into a line of work that engages precisely with the presentational procedures 

and the conditions of display of the artwork. Marcel Broodthaers’ (1924-1976) fic-

tional museum with its Department of Eagles, 1968, can be placed in this line insofar 

as it questions notions of authorship as the origin of the image. Religious motifs and 

themes are not necessarily explicitly present in the work of artists associated with this 

tendency. They critically address the conditions of production of the art-object as a 

public object. The construction of the public status of the object of art, especially in a 

post-Duchampian art context, in which the individual skill or virtuosity of the artist be-

comes less and less important, constitutes a political moment. It touches upon a cult 

aspect of the image, or the work of art, in strong resonance with the key aspect of the 

cult image, which is its public function. 

 Why is such a parallel between a religious object as the acheiropoietos (the rel-

ic belongs to this group) and the ready-made important? In fact the ready-made is 

precisely a critique of the relic, but a critique that imitates it structurally. Such a cri-

tique, through inversion of the criticised object, reveals the institutional infrastruc-

ture, which supports the status of the object.18 The strategy of critique embodied by 

the ready-made and in a larger sense by institutional critique and appropriation art, 

is similar to the cases when artists choose to appropriate and modify religious motifs. 

Such motifs function as “ready-made” images that are embedded in the new artwork 

and address the conditions of the regime of production and display of the image. It 

is important to sketch the main aspects of the process of recycling religious themes 

and motifs in the context of secular art and precisely from the perspective of the pres-

ent-day moment. The artwork itself could be understood as indicating important mo-

ments in the self-understanding and the internal structuring of the entire regime of 

the image. The artwork, however, can also intervene in the way such determinations 

are created and shared.

 The increasingly complex relationship between religion and art in a twenti-

eth-century context is examined from a particular angle: from the position of a “cold” 

definition of religion, as opposed to a positive expression of spirituality or religiosity 

in and through images. The analysis is not focused on a theological explanation and 

justification of the existence of the image and does not focus on the content of, say, 

gestures of expression of religiosity or spirituality. A central point of interest is the 

interaction between an image or an artwork and the institutional conditions of its 

display, and specifically the effects of placing religious motifs in a secular context. Re-

ligion, and, specifically, Christianity is historically the inventor and the main institu-
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18 For a discussion of the mechanism of inversion, see: Hal Foster, The Return of the Real. The Avant-Garde at the 

End of the End of the Century (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996), Chapter Four “The Art of Cynical 

Reason”, pp. 99-127. 19 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art, p. 232. 20 Ibid., p. 235. 21 Diane Apostolos-Cappado-

na. “Religion and art.” In Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online, http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/

grove/art/T071327 (accessed October 24, 2008) 

tion in which these mechanisms were formed and developed and it is not by chance 

that twentieth-century artists continuously feel the need to come back to it. As a case 

of contrast, some works that express spirituality in a positive way are discussed. The 

overview begins with a case that demonstrated the reconfiguration of the relationship 

between religion and art, as resulting in creating a hybrid, from an institutional per-

spective case – the art of Caspar David Friedrich.  

Religious Art and Church Art

As a background for the discussion of religious themes and motifs in the context of 

secular art, it is important to indicate briefly what is considered religious art proper, 

especially in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when this category becomes in-

creasingly difficult to define. In the nineteenth and especially in the twentieth centu-

ry, together with the changing of the relationships between the institutions of religion 

and art, religious art underwent a profound transformation: 

[...] the autonomization of art fostered in the long run by the Revolutionary transformations 

had a double impact on the further evolution of religious and especially of church art: on the 

one hand, it made it difficult for artists to accept the conditions of ecclesiastical commission 

and liturgical use, and for images produced under such conditions to be recognized as works 

of art; on the other hand, these very difficulties made of church art privileged field for at-

tempts at re-instrumentalizing and re-socializing art.19

 By the end of the nineteenth century, the mechanism of commissioning and the 

reception of church art were in contradiction with the very definition of artistic activity,20 

and by the mid-twentieth century this relationship became an increasingly difficult one. 

 What, then, is “religious art” proper? The popular definition includes the following 

central characteristics.21 Religious art is art that is associated with a particular religious 

tradition and has a clear function in the context of its institutions and ritual; in most 

cases it illustrates or represents the religious narrative associated with that tradition. 
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It can be non-figurative or abstract as Islamic art and it can be displayed in a non-reli-

gious context of the museum and still be religious art. Its content differs according to 

the historical period in which a particular artwork was produced. If power is used as a 

central element of the definition, art acquires the status of a political-religious tool, or 

even propaganda. In such a situation the artist usually has to follow a canonic interpre-

tation of the subject and there is little room for creative interpretation. The patronage 

or the commission by a religious institution can define a work of art as religious, as in 

the case of Henri Matisse who designed all the details of the decoration the Rosaire 

Chapel in Vence, between 1948 and 1951: stain glass windows, ceramics, stalls, stoup, 

cult objects and priestly ornaments. The images are either patterns, or a depiction of 

the religious ritual itself, congregation and priest, but not an iconography of the life 

of Christ; they are detached from the sacred subject proper. In this case the artist de-

signed the space for the communal ritual, and religion is taken as an institution as a 

frame for communal life. 

 Another version of this relationship is when art and religion are separated and 

function independently of each other – in the cases of societies that identify them-

selves as secular. In contrast to religious art, spiritual art usually detaches itself, or re-

sists being associated with organised religion and is characterised by one or another 

form of belief in spiritual issues by the artist,22 while there are many examples of re-

ligious art, or art produced for decoration of church interiors created by artists who 

openly proclaim that they are atheists. 

 In his book The End of Art Donald Kuspit addresses the issue of art and spiritual-

ity in a twentieth-century context. It is worth summarising his argument as he is one 

of the authors who articulates a positive notion of spirituality. He is one of the propo-

nents of the thesis that contemporary art has lost its spiritual impulse. In Reconsidering 

the Spiritual in Art he argues that spirituality in art means an emphasis on the inner feel-

ing and on a special mode of the subjectivity of the artist who is able to articulate the 

experience of transcendence of the material world and belonging to the cosmic.23 This 

“inner feeling” places art in a special position with regard to religion. On the one hand, 

the experience of creating art, and in a larger the sense of experiencing art, is defined 

as a religious experience. Kuspit ultimately defines art as an intrinsically religious medi-

um, insofar as it is associated with the “inner feeling” or the experience of transcend-

ence of the material world. On the other hand, this spirituality is decisively detached 

from a particular religious tradition, or from any concrete ritual basis. Furthermore, 

22 See: Donald Kuspit, The End of Art (Cambridge University Press, 2005). 23 Kuspit, “Reconsidering the 

Spiritual”, Part One, http://www.blackbird.vcu.edu/v2n1/gallery/kuspit_d/reconsidering_text.htm (accessed Oc-

tober 25, 2008).
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such an experience opposes any authority: “…transcendence means inner liberation 

from authority, divine or human.”24 Defined in this way spirituality is quite different (if 

not the opposite to) organised religion understood as a public and social phenomenon.

 For Kandinsky: “it was an artistic experience of religion and a religious experi-

ence of art – a sense of the easy and seamless merger of religious and artistic experi-

ence, their inevitable reciprocity.”25 Kandinsky’s Improvisations rebel against order or 

measure; they return to a “prelapsarian vision of reality—reality with which one is in 

spontaneous spiritual harmony”26 This state before the Fall, before the onset of knowl-

edge, is a return to a state of oneness with the cosmic. In that sense, his painting goes 

against the grain of the modernist program, because it rebels against the material, or 

the rational. An emblematic avant-garde figure as Kandinsky shows how to be modern 

in fact means “regressing” to a vision of creating art that is rejected by ideas of scien-

tific materialism or progress. In this sense, Kuspit concludes, Kandinsky can be consid-

ered an anti-modernist. 

 Alain Besançon’s The Forbidden Image: An Intellectual History of Iconoclasm pro-

vides a detailed analysis of the philosophical discussions around the issue of the figura-

tion of the divine, and their influence and relationship to art. Commenting extensively 

on the art of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, he points out that “Christian art” 

is “equivocal expression.”27 His discussion provides a broader definition than the strict-

ly institutional one. Besançon makes a distinction between paintings made for “reli-

gious ends” and paintings made by “religious souls” and non-Christian religious art.28 

There are several categories of religious art: art that was formally commissioned by the 

church, art made by artists who are religious themselves, and art that does not belong 

to either of those categories but refers to religious themes or is spiritually invested.29 

 The first group includes “works commissioned by religious establishments 

for the purpose of worship.”30 The large number of such commissions in France and 

Northern Europe was associated with the growth of cities, which generated the need 

for new Churches. This category includes art produced to illustrate Christian themes. 

Besançon points out that the Catholic Church did not require a personal commitment 

or belief as it did not impose any particular style or aesthetic doctrine, “but it liked the 

reconstitution of the spectacle, the emotive drama.”31 Gamboni, too, argues that the 

growing number of churches and their restoration created need for more church dec-

orations. That demand was met by “...the creation of industrial and semi-industrial 

workshops, which employed old and new means of reproduction” such as photogra-

24 Ibid., Part One. 25 Ibid., Part One. 26 Ibid., Part Two. 27 Alain Besançon, The Forbidden Image. An Intellectual 

History of Iconoclasm, Trans. Jane Marie Todd (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), p. 263. 28 Ibid., 

p. 258. 29 Ibid., p. 258. 30 Ibid., p. 258. 31 Ibid., p. 258. 
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phy and casting, and resulted in substituting art for the production of religious imag-

es on a mass scale. This in turn provoked the protest of both the clergy and the larger 

public.32 The main importance in this category is placed on the institutional commis-

sion and the spatial placement of the work in a church. This is what technically can be 

called “religious art” in the nineteenth century. Besançon points out that the individu-

al religious feelings of the artist did not matter. In a certain sense the art produced in 

such a context is again devoid of a positive expression of spirituality, but based itself 

on the excessive figuration of “illusionist techniques of modern painting” and served a 

“rhetorical program of storytelling and persuasion.”33 

 The second category outlined by Besançon places the emphasis on the sub-

jective involvement of the artist and his belief – a religious feeling that manifests it-

self in the work. Here he makes a further distinction between religious art produced 

by Christian artists and the Christian art produced by non-Christians. Artists such as 

Maurice Denis (1870-1943) expressed their religiosity through sacred subjects and 

enjoyed church commissions. In the cases where they chose profane subjects, their 

works still resonated strongly with a religious tone. The next group identified by Be-

sançon is that of “spontaneously religious art, substantially Christian in tone” creat-

ed by artists that did not “profess the Christian faith” and who, most importantly, 

might not have been fully aware of what they were expressing in their painting, or 

what their audience might see in it.34 Such works were not created in commission of 

the Church. For example “cosmic mysticism” as conveyed by Van Gogh in Starry Night, 

1889, through its raw and spontaneous symbolism, was removed from doctrines of 

his time, but expressed an intense personal religiosity. Finally, non-Christian religious 

art forms the largest category. Besançon places in it – Symbolism, Expressionism, Fu-

turism, Surrealism, and Abstractionism, and argues that their expression of religiosi-

ty was “more intense” than the Christian one. According to him, artists belonging to 

this category “were more Christian than they supposed” because their art expressed 

“pathos which goes far beyond the calm or lukewarm religiosity of sacred painting by 

professed Catholics.”35 

 Next to painting for “religious purposes” and painting by “religious souls” “pro-

fane painting” also has religious overtones. However, the meaning of the word religi-

osity remains very open and easily accommodates a rather large variety of artworks. 

According to Besançon a spiritual impulse determines most of the historical avant-gar-

des. His approach, especially in his analysis of the art of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, is, too, centred upon Christianity, which is the central tradition with regard 

32 Gamboni, The Destruction of Art pp. 235-6. 33 Besançon The Forbidden Image, p. 260. 

34 Ibid., p. 261. 35 Ibid., p. 262, 263.
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to which different types of art associated with religion are defined. This is partly a result 

of the fact that he is analysing a context in which it is the dominant tradition. However, 

there remains an implicit emphasis on Christianity (or even privileging of), which is per-

haps not fully justified when it comes to the categories of subjective religiosity. 

 The focus of this chapter is not religious art proper. It is an equivocal term es-

pecially in the context of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This is related to 

several processes: the changing institutional context and the creation of museum col-

lections, which caused displacement of religious art from its original context which 

was the church; the identification of art as an autonomous practice; and the related 

inherent contradiction between practicing art and creating art for church decoration. 

The discussion of religious motifs in a secular art context begins with the art of Caspar 

David Friedrich, whose art abandons the traditional religious iconography and antici-

pates both the redefinition of the status of church art, and abstract art as a medium of 

positive expression of spirituality. 

Caspar David Friedrich: Art as a Religious Practice 

Caspar David Friedrich’s art (1774-1840) personifies an important moment in the 

changing relationship between religion and art in the nineteenth century, when the 

private experience of art gradually replaced organised religion as the site of spiritual 

transcendence.36 His vacant landscapes, meticulous realism and attention to detail 

convey an idea of a divine that is interwoven with nature and create a possibility for a 

spiritual experience that is to be found not in religion or its ritual, but precisely in art. 

Friedrich’s painting revitalised the experience of the divine beyond “the sacred con-

fines of traditional Christian iconography.”37 His search for new symbolism that could 

convey experience of the transcendent “was so intense that it converted almost all ear-

lier categories of secular painting into a new kind of religious painting.”38 Friedrich’s 

art combined a strong spiritual impulse and a tendency towards abstraction evident 

in his vacant landscapes, a combination that was taken up later by abstract painters.39 

36 As Joseph-Leo Koerner observes in The Reformation of the Image (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

2008), p. 9. 37  Robert Rosenblum, Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition. Friedrich to Rothko.  (Lon-

don: Thames and Hudson, 1988), p. 14. . 38 Ibid. p. 32. 39 An issue studied in great detail by Robert Rosen-

blum, who places Friedrich in a line of development that culminates in abstract art. In particular, he explores 

how the gradual evacuation of landscape painting and stripping it to its minimal elements results in abstrac-

tion as in Mondriaan’s case. 
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 Despite the fact that Friedrich’s painting gradually leaves the “confines” of tra-

ditional religious iconography, it cannot be seen as fully detached from the context of 

Christianity. It articulates a sensitivity that can be seen as determined by evangelical 

faith and resonates strongly with the spirit of the Reformation, which emphasises the 

realm of inner faith.40 Friedrich is a painter with a distinct Protestant sensibility who 

claimed to redefine the moral and spiritual meaning of painting. Going beyond the 

limitations of traditional religious iconography is equal to a loss of the “sense of the 

incarnation.”41 His painting substitutes the representation of a “flesh-and-blood Christ 

on the Cross” with a crucifix, a “man made object a relic of Christian ritual.”42 As a re-

sult his painting transforms religion into a subject matter and becomes less and less 

its illustration. It is nature and the representation of its greatness that, as Friedrich saw 

it, has the task to convey a feeling of the divine. His shipwrecks, ice floes, ruins and 

huge mountains present the viewer with an overwhelming imagery that conveys an 

intensely spiritual experience. 

 Cross in the Mountains (1807-8) is a mixture between altarpiece and landscape 

painting and occupies an important place in Friedrich’s work. It depicts a crucifix in a 

mountain dramatically illuminated by sunrays. However, it is not simply a landscape 

painting; its format and frame suggest that it was designed to function in the Chris-

tian ritual as an altarpiece (Fig. 23).43 As Koerner observes, it is a hybrid between a “sa-

cred icon” and a “secular work” that signifies a significant moment in the process of 

the changing of the relationship between religion and art. Koerner writes: 

This was the situation greeting The Cross in the Mountains first public: a landscape paint-

ing enframed like an icon, an easel replaced by a makeshift altar table, an artist’s atelier 

reconsecrated as a church. Not surprisingly this simulacrum of the sacred elicited a mixed 

response. Some joined in as a congregation not merely of the religion of art, but of art as 

religion.44 

This painting articulates a double moment: of gaining independence from the tradi-

tion and, simultaneously, of reinventing art as the medium of a religious experience 

that does not need the church. Koerner concludes that the Hegelian idea of art as a 

secularised religion was rendered consciously as art for the first time in Cross in the 

Mountains. The image is no longer an object of devotional practice; it is an object that 

offers aesthetic experience, but one that is strongly spiritually coloured.

40 Koerner, The Reformation of the Image, p. 10. 41 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 293. 42 Rosenblum, Modern 

Painting, p. 25. 43 Joseph-Leo Koerner, Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape (Yale University Press, 

1995). 44 Ibid., p. 49. 
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Fig. 23 Caspar David Friedrich, Cross in the Mountains, 1807-8
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 The spirituality expressed in Friedrich’s paintings is related to the way he visual-

ly interpreted the Romantic category of the sublime. In the context of Romanticism, 

the sublime, as Kant articulated, provides the closest description of the sensible expe-

rience of transcendence. It also poses the question of representation in a new way. To 

experience the sublime means to experience the shattering of the possibility of rep-

resentation and of its rules. Koerner argues that Friedrich’s art situates itself precisely 

at the heart of this problematic. He did not produce landscapes according to the sys-

tem of classical aesthetics. As his contemporary, the art critic Ramdohr observed, Frie-

drich produced his own system of representation, in which the viewer is deprived of a 

standpoint and  given “neither a firm ground nor a stable horizon.”45 For Ramdohr that 

was a negative feature of Friedrich’s art. However, from the perspective of the Kantian 

aesthetics of the sublime “this indeterminacy can constitute the experience of tran-

scendence … sublimity in art occurs at the moment of representation’s collapse” and 

thus an experience of that, which is greater than representation, of God.46 Precisely 

this moment prefigures the moment embodied by abstract art.

 Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog (1818) provides a particularly interesting moment 

(Fig. 7). Friedrich builds an analogy between God’s creation of the world in fog and 

the painter’s production of the work of art through paint. God is shown only in his ab-

sence, in the image of the consequence of his creation – nature.47 Furthermore, the 

specific painterly manner of the depiction of fog conceals all signs of brushwork, of the 

making of the painting by an artist. This aspect of the image relates the work of the 

painter to the model of divine creation that happens instantaneously and “without 

hands” (acheiropoietos). Friedrich imitates the divine creation by making his painting 

appear as if it is not made by an artist’s hand.48 This is not a reproduction of a figura-

tive religious motif, but a reference to the very model of creation, and of the sacred 

truth of the acheiropoietic image (Veronica’s Veil).49 This logic of instantaneous crea-

tion, and of the concealing of the signs of manual production on the surface of the 

painting appears in the work of abstract painters and is usually associated with a pos-

itive expression of spirituality (in the work of Malevich and Kandinsky but also later 

45 Ibid., p. 100. 46 As Koerner puts it: “…our loss of a determinate relation between ourselves and the repre-

sented nature through the artist’s deliberate disruption of the conventional ‘system’ of landscape’, becomes a 

symbol of a relation to a transcendent order. In Cross in the Mountains, the religious origins of this aesthetic pro-

ject are self-consciously preservEd. The relation between man and God, expressed traditionally by crucifix and 

the Passion story, is transposed here to a relation between self and world, expressed now within the very struc-

ture of represented nature.”, p. 148. 47 Ibid., p. 191. 48 Ibid., p. 192. 49 Rosenblum observes that the visual 

motif of the divine creation is present in his interpretation of the sea horizon, strongly suggestive of the motif 

of Genesis. p. 23.
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Barnett and Newman who, in their respective ways, interpreted the idea of spontane-

ous and instantaneous creation and the sublime). Friedrich’s art can be seen as a pre-

cursor of the tendency in modernist art that binds abstract art and spirituality. 

 His work corresponds to the Hegelian interpretation of the Romantic genius who 

is “wholly individual” and creates his art independently from the tradition; at the same 

time, however, he creates in his art a “mythology valid and binding for the culture as a 

whole.”50 This talent of expressing the deeper tendencies, the essence of culture, finds 

its later re-articulation in the figure of the avant-garde artist who affirms his originality 

and claims to create starting from ground zero and to generate absolute novelty.

50. Ibid., p. 65. 51 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 278. 52 Ibid., p. 279. 53 Ibid., p. 281 (note 108, Hilton). 

Nazarenes and Pre-Raphaelites: 
The Quest for a New Sacred Art

Friedrich’s search for a religious experience of art was contrasted by several movements 

in France, England and other countries in Northern Europe that embodied a somewhat 

nostalgic return to the great examples of Renaissance art and a desire to create truly re-

ligious art. The artists in the Pre-Raphaelite brotherhood Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-

1882), John Everett Millais (1829-1896) and William Holman Hunt (1827-1910) strove to 

return through their art “to the pious and ‘natural’ approach that characterized the old 

masters.”51 Rossetti’s Childhood of the Virgin Mary, 1848-9, was a statement for a new 

Christian art with its Renaissance stylisation, multiplicity of symbols and naturalistic 

rendering (Fig. 24).52 Similarly, Millais’ Christ in the House of his Parents, 1850, is saturat-

ed by religious symbols and painted in a naturalistic way, which as Besançon points out, 

endows it with specific Englishness and (Fig. 25). Rosetti and Milais had an ambition to 

create truly religious art with a pronounced moralising message. Their reinterpretation 

of holy scenes in the framework of the everyday life and their saturation of religious 

symbols expressed their desire for “a democratization of holiness.”53

 The Nazarenes were an earlier group formed by painters from Germany, Swit-

zerland and Austria. Johann Friedrich Overbeck (1789-1869), Franz Pforr (1788-1812) 

and Peter Cornelius (1783-1867) studied in Vienna and later moved to Rome 1810. The 

group was initially called the Lucas Brotherhood, a reference to Saint Luke considered 

as the first icon painter and traditionally a patron saint of painters, and later Naza-

renes, a derived title that applied to Jesus of Nazareth, and lived in a convent belong-

ing to Irish Franciscans. They articulated a similar need for a new truly religious and 
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spiritually engaged art.54 All of them were pious Christians whose art was character-

ised by imitation of the older models of Jan van Eyck and Fra Angelico in order to rein-

vent Christianity as a “retrospective utopia” to which one has to return.55 

 In contrast to Friedrich’s painting, the Nazarenes and the Pre-Raphaelite Broth-

erhood were characterised by a desire to create a pious, truly spiritual art that oppos-

es itself to the art of their contemporaries. Their paintings were executed as a close 

imitation of old and highly valued models. This impulse of a return to the purity of an 

older model, and to the simplicity of the scenes of everyday life saturated by religious 

symbols, defined their art as one of a desire for a return to a true religious origin and 

resurrection of a national myth. Both movements were interested in the myths of their 

respective lands and in a definition of a national essence of painting. This aspect of 

their art situated them in a rather conservative position and exposed them to criticism 

related to the stiffness of their imitation of old painting or trivialising of sacred sub-

jects. In contrast, Friedrich’s art articulates a specifically modern moment through the 

empirical observation of nature and the definition of painting as a medium that can 

provide spiritual experience in its own terms. It signifies a movement towards its au-

tonomy, its liberation from the necessity to reproduce Christian iconography. 

54 Ibid., p. 268. 55 Ibid., p. 269.

Faith in Art: 
Edouard Manet’s Dead Christ and the Angels

The interpretation of religious subjects is rare in Édouard Manet’s (1832-1883) oeuvre. 

One painting, however, should be mentioned, as according to Thierry De Duve, it sig-

nifies a specifically modern moment with regard to the changing relationship between 

religion and art at the end of the nineteenth century. Dead Christ and the Angels, 1864, 

is an interpretation of a religious subject, which did not claim to be religious art; it was 

not meant to decorate a church interior and was shown in the secular context of the 

Salon (Fig. 19). It presented its audience with a conflation of several biblical scenes. In 

contrast to the Nazarenes who wanted to resurrect the great models of the Renais-

sance masters and were searching for purity and sacredness of their work, Manet in-

troduced an obvious deviation from older models.

 Christ is half seated and supported by two angels, and his eyes are half open; the 

spear-blow is placed on the left side of his chest, instead of the right. The two angels 

are a reference to John (20:12), the episode in which Mary discovers the empty tomb 



106

Fig. 24 Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Childhood of the Virgin Mary, 1848-9

Fig. 25 John Everett  Millais’ Christ in the House of his Parents, 1850
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and sees the two angels sitting where the body of Christ was.56 Manet conflated the 

two successive moments into one scene – the very moment of Christ’s resurrection 

with the scene of Mary and the two angels. De Duve points out that this combination 

of motifs is a reference to older paintings by Paolo Veronese and Francisco Ribalta who 

painted seated Christs and whom Manet allegedly referred to. 

 By consciously introducing an obvious mistake with the displacement of the 

spear blow, Manet “inoculated” the religious faith, which the audience of religious 

painting that time allegedly had, with a small dose of doubt. In this way he redefined 

the religious subject matter as aesthetic where it is under the jurisdiction of the art-

ist.57 Furthermore, the displaced detail invited the audience of the painting to become 

aware of the difference between seeing an image religiously, that is as a support of re-

ligious ritual and faith, and seeing it aesthetically as a work of art, as an image that is 

produced and displayed in a sphere that at this time was becoming increasingly auton-

omous from religion. 

 Manet’s painting is not about the resurrection of Christ, but about the fact that 

we give life to every image we gaze together at. In this sense the resurrection of Christ 

as interpreted by Manet is not a religious painting or a painting on a religious subject; 

it uses a religious motif to thematise the social condition of placing objects on display. 

Being exposed to public gaze they are also given life, in a sense resurrected.58 This is 

key with regard to understanding a specifically modern moment: “modernity is so 

typified by a waning of religion in every field, and art itself has not escaped the overall 

secularization of human relationships.”59 This painting invited its audience to separate 

religious faith from faith in art itself. In this way Manet “infected” the religious paint-

ing with an element of doubt. Precisely by means of manipulating a religious motif, he 

articulated an autonomous space for art. 

 This painting is important to the central claim of this chapter – that it is possible 

to discern two tendencies with regard to the role of religious motifs in twentieth-cen-

tury art. If Friedrich, by investing art with essentially religious faith, is the precursor 

of the association between abstract art and positive expression of spirituality, then 

Manet by investing a religious painting with a “dose of doubt”, is a precursor of the 

other tendency, outlined above. Critical and iconoclastic, it is characterised by appro-

priation and modification of religious motifs. It is here that a crucial moment of the 

movement of art towards its autonomy from religion can be located. 

56 Thierry de Duve, Look! 100 Years of Contemporary Art, Trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods, (Brussels: 

Ludion, 2000), p. 11-9. 57 Ibid., p. 16-7. 58 bid., p. 14-19. 59 Ibid., p. 10. 
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By the end of the nineteenth century, religious motifs were almost absent from the 

work of the most innovative artists. At the same time, religious themes kept coming 

back, but they were not expressed through traditional iconography.60 Vincent van 

Gogh (1853-1890) was one of the artists who tried to invent a form of personal reli-

gion through their art. As he explains in a letter to his brother: “That does not prevent 

me from having a terrible need of – shall I say the word? – of religion. Then I go out 

at night and paint the stars.”61 Through observation of nature and everyday life Van 

Gogh aspired to invent ways to convey his personal religious feelings in far more sin-

cere ways, than through religious iconography. Rosenblum defines his pursuit of “nat-

ural supernaturalism” and “divinity in nature” as a continuation of the Romantic line 

of Friedrich.62 Such a connection, however, is not based on a conscious relation to Frie-

drich’s painting. For: “…the chances of his ever having seen a work of Friedrich’s, ei-

ther in the original or reproduction, are almost nil.”63 As Friedrich, Van Gogh invests 

nature with an intense feeling of sacredness instead of adhering to Christian iconog-

raphy to covey religious or spiritual meaning (with few exceptions). He took the same 

path as the Romantics in re-inventing art and not organised religion as a medium of 

expression of a spiritual impulse. Both artists were masters in suggesting an intense 

religious feeling through depicting nature and “not the invention of a specific symbol-

ic code that may be deciphered like a Baroque allegory” or that could be stabilised by 

traditional iconography.64 For instance The Sower, 1888, offers a vision of harmony of 

man and nature and an idealization of the figure of the peasant with the sun as a “su-

pernatural power” and “omnipotent deity.”65 The night in Starry Night, 1889, is a pas-

sionate metaphor for the mysteries of the universe. The cypress trees in the shape of 

flames convey a cosmic mysticism (Fig. 26).66 

 This aspect of Van Gogh’s art indicates a reconfiguration of the relationship be-

tween art and religion in the direction of inventing art, or specifically of art as a cre-

ative practice, itself with the role of being a medium of searching and articulation of 

a personal form of religiosity that is detached from practicing religion. Significantly, 

Vincent van Gogh: Personal Religion

60 “Gradually, the most inventive and interesting art separated itself from religious themes. By the time of the 

impressionists, it did not seem there was any room left for religion… At the same time, religious themes kept 

rising to the surface as half-sunken boats. Van Gogh had very passionate, if confused thoughts how his art 

worked as religion.”, Elkins On the Strange Place of Religion, 2004, p. 12. 61 Van Gogh, Letter no. 543, (Septem-

ber, 1888), Quoted by Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 94. 62 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 71. 63  Ibid., p. 97 . 

64 Ibid., p. 97. 65 Ibid., p. 91. 66 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 262.
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Symbolism: Natural Spirituality

this tendency is associated with the gradual abandonment of traditional religious ico-

nography and a greater interest in nature as a subject matter. Van Gogh was able to 

convey a landscape with just several lines; to create an image laden with an intense 

presence. In contrast to this type of expression of a spiritual feeling, it is significant 

that Manet used religious motifs to pose questions pertaining not to religion but to 

the medium of art itself.

Symbolist artists rejected traditional iconography and models of religious art and re-

placed them with subjects that express ideas beyond the literal objects depicted. 

Symbolist painting is associated with the personal interpretation of religious subjects, 

which then opens up a possibility taken by later generations of artists for the devel-

opment of personal belief systems and of defining art as an intrinsically spiritual me-

dium. Painters belonging to this movement articulated a desire to create art that can 

immediately apprehend ultimate reality and that results in the invention of a form of 

“painting as coded and ‘abstract’ as a musical score.”67 The main feature of symbol-

ist art is the interest in spiritualism and the neo-Platonic notion that there is an ideal 

world beyond the one of appearances. Symbolism produced “many Christian motifs: 

the Nativity, the Passion, the Crucifix. But it seems that these motifs, with only a few 

exceptions such as Maurice Denis (1870-1943), did not represent the core of a symbol-

ist religiosity but simply a particular efflorescences sprouting against a religious back-

ground that was not stabilized by Christianity.”68

 In France, Paul Gauguin (1848-1903) played a central role in developing the aes-

thetics of the movement. He was fascinated by the religions of the indigenous peo-

ple and his style, characterised by simplified forms and pure colour, was a response 

to their ‘natural’ spirituality. For Gauguin, lines, shapes and colours as such commu-

nicated meaning. The notion of the expressive potential of simplified forms and pure 

colour became a stylistic mark of Symbolism. Gauguin’s message was taken up by a 

group of students: Paul Ranson, Maurice Denis, Edouard Vuillard and Pierre Bonnard, 

who became known as the Nabis (c.1880-1900). They copied Gauguin’s organisation 

of the picture surface and the use of colour fields. The name, Hebrew for ‘prophets’, 

signified their claim of clairvoyant status as artists. They were especially interested 

in the occult and the religious and influenced a number of other artists, perhaps the 

67 Ibid., p. 306. 68 Ibid., p. 308. 
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Fig. 26 Vincent van Gogh, Starry Night, 1889
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most well known case being Edward Munch (1863-1944).

 Symbolist painting is characterised by the evocation of myth, an interest in the 

“primitive” forms of spirituality and emphasising the importance of nature. Biblical 

motifs were increasingly mixed with mythological motifs, for example in the work 

of Arnold Böcklin (1827-1901). Symbolist painters were strongly interested in the reli-

gion of non-western people and in representing the “idols” or interpreting Christian 

themes in such settings (as in Gauguin’s painting). In many cases the Christian motifs 

were translated into highly individual interpretations of spirituality themes. If there is 

a unifying line or tendency characteristic for the symbolist painters, it is the move to-

wards abstraction expressed by large flat fields filled with bright colours. The religious 

element in its positive expression is to be found precisely in art as a practice and not in 

either making religious art or in the liturgical aspects of religion. 

 The symbolist deemphasising of reality by means of simplifications, lack of clari-

ty or exaggeration was taken by many artists. Gauguin and the Nabis were followed by 

such painters as Edward Munch and James Ensor who invested in their art strong per-

sonal meaning, and who became an inspirational source for Expressionism. Kandin-

sky and Mondriaan inherited the interest in spirituality and occultism and this resulted 

in non-objective styles as the best way to depict the spiritual as opposed to the real. 

Symbolist painting provided the platform for the development of a particular associ-

ation between spirituality in its positive expression and abstraction. It is characterised 

by emphasising surface and texture (also characteristic of impressionism and post-im-

pressionism) thus denying realistic space in painting.

Breaking the Religious Image: 
Re-Inventing Religion in Art

The first half of the twentieth century was characterised by a major shift in the mutu-

al positioning of art and religion both institutionally and aesthetically.  When artists 

were commissioned to create works for church interiors, in many cases they com-

pleted them in a manner similar to commissions by other public institutions. The 

personal religious beliefs of the artists in many cases were considered to be of little 

importance.69 On another level, however, religious iconography has a continued pres-

ence within the work of numerous artists in the different movements of the historical 

avant-gardes. These motifs have a very different status when compared to those in art 

69 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 260.
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that are officially commissioned and produced for church interiors. 

 Although the ways artists used and reinterpreted religious motifs varied to 

a great extent, a general tendency can be discerned – religious motifs embedded in 

avant-garde works become the medium of posing critical questions with regard to or-

ganised religion, and with regard to art as an institution; and in a larger sense of re-

flection on social issues. In this appropriation of religion by art, the reference to or 

the reinterpretation of religious motifs within the historical avant-gardes took a 

non-canonic form. Religious symbols or figures gradually became detached from their 

religious meaning. On the one hand, they were strongly modified or distorted and the 

church saw such artistic interpretations in many cases as scandalous. On the other 

hand, there was a tendency to mix Christian and other religious traditions. 

 Symbolist and Expressionist artists were particularly inspired by the encounter 

with “primitive” indigenous religions, while the Surrealists created a mixture of vari-

ous religious and esoteric symbols. While the figurative references to religious motifs 

in most of the cases were quite critical in their tone (whether this was intended by the 

artist or not), non-figurative art can be placed in the category of spiritually inspired 

art. Such a line of reinvention of religion through art can be clearly discerned in ab-

stract painting, which became a medium of positive expression of spirituality that is 

detached from a particular religious tradition. Rosenblum traces the development of 

early abstract painting as a successor of tendencies within Romanticism, in particular 

the desire to discover the divine in nature, and to define art as a spiritual or quasi-reli-

gious practice. On another level abstraction is particularly prone to choosing vocabu-

lary associated with conveying higher or transcendent ideas, as a means to stabilise or 

justify its apparent lack of representational meaning. 

 In the second half of the century, religious motifs embedded in secular works 

lost their more direct iconoclastic resonances, and were used increasingly as a critical 

tool directed towards the institution of art itself. Next to that they were used on many 

levels not all of them necessarily directed at religion. Some artists were directly criti-

cal of Catholic culture as the Viennese actionists whose performances in the fifties in-

volved debasing interpretations of Christian symbols. Others used Christian references 

to criticise the modes of spectatorship as in later performance art such as Chris Bur-

den’s Transfixed, 1974. On this level iconoclasm itself becomes an artistic motif and it 

was no longer an effect of artistic interpretations of religious motifs. In the second half 

of the century, religious motifs are present in art insofar as they are citations, or refer-

ences to other artworks. In these cases religious iconography is quoted precisely be-

cause it was interpreted by the old masters. These types of works fall into the category 

of art historical reference to a much greater extent than art that refers to religion in 

the first half of the century. Later art became much “cooler” in its mode of reference; 
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not directly related to religion, but precisely to religious art. Such references pose 

many more issues related to the medium of art, than to religion as such.

70 Cottin, La mystique, p. 136. 71 Ibid., p. 136. 

Expressionism: 
Critical Reflection and Apocalyptic Mysticism

The art of the Expressionists succeeds that of Van Gogh, Munch and Ensor, who trans-

lated religious motifs in the terms of their personal crises and whose paintings were 

laden with a mixture of spirituality and tragic feeling. This was exemplified in Van 

Gogh’s art through the expressive use of colours and dynamic brushstrokes and out-

lines; Munch’s work expressed dramatic tensions coming from the psyche; and Ensor’s 

personal reinterpretation of religious imagery and his hallucinatory world of masks. 

The foundation of the group Die Brücke in Dresden marks the founding of Expression-

ism in 1905 by Erich Heckel, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880-1938), Karl Schmidt-Rottluff 

(1884-1976) and Emil Nolde as a temporary member. Their central idea was that art 

had to communicate man’s spiritual condition and to make visible the motivating forc-

es of inner life. They used strong, violently distorted forms and saturated, symbolic 

colours. The other expressionist group, Der Blaue Reiter, was founded in Munich in 1911 

by its main members Vasily Kandinsky, Franz Marc (1880-1916), Paul Klee (1879-1940) 

and August Macke (1887-1914). Similarly to the Die Brücke members, they identified 

their art with the need to express the inner desires of artists in different forms. The 

name of the movement was inspired by the iconography of St. George defeating the 

dragon – a symbol of a spiritual figure who delivers the world of materialism, symbol-

ised by the dragon. The blue colour symbolised, particularly for Franz Marc, metaphys-

ical and spiritual truths.70 Other painters in the movement such as Kandinsky defined 

art as a spiritual practice. 

 Regardless of their similarities, the two groups articulated two different tenden-

cies: Die Brücke was materialist and maintained a realist mode, while Der Blaue Reiter 

tended towards abstraction. The human figure was at the centre of the first, framed 

by religious iconography employed in a critical way, while the second focused on the 

cosmic and the divine as expressions of a mystical union between the interiority of the 

subject and exteriority of cosmic life.71 

 Several expressionists drew inspiration from Christian motifs. The figure of 

Christ was a particularly popular motif, for example Schmidt-Rottluff’s Head of Christ, 
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1919, and in particular his Christ and Judas, 1918, and Alexej von Jawlensky The Young 

Christ, 1919 (Fig. 27).72 Their personal interpretations of the figure of Christ resonated 

with the ongoing process of making faith a personal issue. Similarly to Manet, expres-

sionists emphasised strongly Christ’s human aspect and mortality.73 Precisely at this 

point they touched upon a moment central for Christianity, a tradition that places at 

its heart the death of God. A great deal of expressionist paintings, especially those by 

Die Brücke members, presented a disenchanted and not mystical Christianity. 

 Expressionist art articulates an important moment in the relationship between 

art and religion at that time: art is a public phenomenon displaying a private, in the 

sense of being personal, reinvention of religion, where Christ becomes an allego-

ry of an ordinary man, or of the artist. The presence of religious motifs in the context 

of expressionist art in fact distances it from religion in the sense that expressionist 

paintings became the medium of a critical and precisely not spiritual moment. If it is 

religious in any sense, then the religiosity of expressionist art consists in the resonance 

with a moment deeply ingrained in the texture of the Christian tradition – the move-

ment of the Christian religion towards its own disenchantment. 

  While many expressionists used Christian motifs only for a period around the time 

of the First World War as an expression of their personal anxieties and despair of the 

war situation and the human condition, Emil Nolde drew inspiration from religious mo-

tifs throughout his entire career. He was born into a family of strict Protestants, and his 

art testifies to the need of spiritual expression, a personal reinvention of religion very 

similar to Van Gogh’s. Rosenblum points out that: “the threshold between a secular and 

sacred work is as blurred as it is in Friedrich or Van Gogh” and places his art in a line that 

continues the Romantics.74 Nolde invested nature with pantheistic sensitivity, his lumi-

nous landscapes and flowers were “saturated with the spirit of a supernatural deity.”75 

In his later work he strongly felt the need to interpret Christian subject matter, which 

he did in different paintings and tried to create art that is religious and also expression-

ist such as in Last Supper, Pentecost and Mocking of Christ, 1909.76 In The Family, 1931, the 

painting of a mother, child and a sunflower is strongly suggestive of the motif of the 

Holy Family albeit with the absence of a direct reference to Christian subject matter.77 

72 Ibid., p.142-7. 73  Gamboni observes that: “The figure of Christ remained a privileged object of dispute, 

because of its dual nature and of its association with beauty and eternity on the one hand, with suffering and 

death on the other hand. After the First World War it was it was often chosen by artists to symbolize the tor-

tures endured by humanity…”, The Destruction of Art, p. 241. 74 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 136. 

75 As he phrases: “…Nolde’s like Hodler’s, interpretation of landscape motifs is saturated with a sense of the 

transcendental that borders on the religious.”, Ibid., p. 135. 76 Dietmar Elger, Expressionism, (Taschen, 1998) p. 

116-7. 77 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 137. 
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 The Life of Christ, 1911-12, is a polyptych that depicts the biblical story – the cen-

tral panel depicts the crucifixion, and the side panels different scenes from the life of 

Christ (Fig. 28). Created in the context of a disenchanted world, the piece “realized a 

dream of a late medieval altarpiece” with a pictorial vocabulary consisting of dramatic 

bright colours and crude and simplified human figures with over-expressive faces and 

gestures. Despite its sincere spirituality, the use of bright colours, and the simplified 

and distorted bodies and faces of the characters made the painting controversial in 

the eyes of the Church. It was considered as “offensive to conventional standards of 

early twentieth century religious art.” The Catholic Church protested and it had to be 

removed from an international exhibition of religious art in Brussels.78 What is signifi-

cant in this episode was that Nolde was creating art that was genuinely inspired by re-

ligion and it was still considered as offensive by the religious establishment. His work 

was also included by Nazi officials in the exhibition Degenerate Art, no matter that No-

lde at an earlier moment had joined the Danish section of the party.

 When used by avant-garde artists, figurative religious motifs became the medi-

um of critical and iconoclastic statements, although they were not always intended as 

such. Art and religious institutions grew apart, as the high art of the time did not find 

its way into the church (or at least not easily). Thus, employing religious iconography 

with the stylistic means of expressionism in fact became a tool to separate art from the 

church. Personal faith expressed though art became an inadvertent iconoclasm. In con-

trast, artists who in many cases were not religious produced religious art in the proper 

sense of the word; they regarded commissions by the church as any other commission.

 In contrast to the more materialistic tone of Die Brücke and their critical use of 

religious motifs, Der Blaue Reiter’s cosmic mysticism ultimately resulted in abstrac-

tion. Kandinsky, Marc and Klee were interested, in the way Friedrich was, in reveal-

ing cosmic truths. What is significant for Der Blaue Reiter is that Christian iconography 

was not used at all, and this suspended the possibility for it to be read as offensive 

or scandalous. Kandinsky, Macke and Klee believed in spiritual and symbolic associ-

ations of colour, connections between art and music, and were open to and inspired 

by themes and motifs originating from other religious traditions and esotericism. The 

natural visual outcome of all these ideas was a dynamic abstraction – saturated col-

ours that emanated energy. 

 Franz Marc considered his art to be the means for a revolt against the spiritual 

stagnation of the middle-class and that of organised religion, and of reaching primal 

truths that were “quasi-religious.”79 Marc believed that the purpose of art was to “cre-

ate symbols for the altar of a new spiritual religion,” and to express mystical ideas as 

78 Ibid., p. 136. 79 Ibid., p. 139. 
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Fig. 27 Alexey von Jawlensky The Young Christ, 1919

Fig. 28 Emil Nolde, The Life of Christ, 1911-12
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the inseparability between all living beings, and spirit and matter.80 While for the ro-

mantic painter Friedrich, the central motif that expressed the divine was the vacant 

landscape, for Marc the animal was a mystical figure invested with pantheistic mean-

ing, which repaired man’s “lost contact with the forces of a God-given nature.”81 His 

animals expressed a mystical, and later apocalyptic mood that resonated with the im-

minent war.82 Marc articulated a vocabulary that is more and more detached from its 

material referents and became increasingly symbolic and signified general archetypi-

cal meanings. Although he invented his own spiritual iconography different from the 

Christian one his paintings created “…a convincing new image of supernatural forces 

that can nevertheless recall a Christian past.”83 

 Fate of the Animals, 1913, is a painting of animals in a forest – lions attack horses, 

boars agonise and a blue deer is dying in the centre (Fig. 29). The scene is rendered in a 

fragmented crystalline structure with a dynamic composition in bright colours of red, 

green and blue. The painting conveys the longing for an apocalypse and destruction of 

the world of corruption and its replacement by a world of goodness and purity. Rosen-

blum argues that Marc’s use of the sublime, as related to the depiction of apocalyptic 

scenes of fighting of worldly forces resonates with the Romantic sublime as a feeling of 

the overwhelming power of nature and recalls a “Christian past.”84 Although it is possi-

ble to trace back Marc’s sources of inspiration to Christian ideas and iconography, it is 

significant that he invented, as the other painters in the movement did, his own sym-

bolic vocabulary to express spiritual ideas. 

 Similar to Marc, Friedrich used nature as a central motif. If for Friedrich nature 

became the open temple where the altar is placed, a place of an omnipresent divine, 

for Marc it was the divine itself. Both Friedrich and Marc interpreted religious themes 

without resorting to religious iconography. The religious feeling was conveyed 

through images that resonate with Genesis or the apocalypse, defining a cosmic and 

not a human divine.  Their art gradually lost its visual connection to organised religion, 

and precisely because of this, it could become a religious medium itself. 

 While the interpretations of religious motifs are associated with a critical mode 

and are used as a tool to reflect upon political or social issues, the positive expres-

sion of spirituality is associated with the opposite tendency – a move to the mystical 

symbolism of colour abstraction and detachment of the particular religious tradition. 

Art and religion gradually separated at the beginning of the last century not only be-

cause artists rejected their dependence on the institution of religion, but because re-

80 Marc’s essay “Die Wilden ‘Deutschlands” In: Der Blaue Reiter, Kandinsky and Marc (Munich, 1912), p. 31, 

quoted by Rosenblum, p. 141. 

81 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 139. 82 Ibid., p. 141. 83 Ibid., p 146. 84 Ibid., p. 146.
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Fig. 29 Franz Marc, Fate of the Animals, 1913
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ligion could not accommodate avant-garde stylistic vocabulary and sensitivity. Der 

Blaue Reiter understood this impossibility and conveyed a broader notion of (pantheis-

tic) spirituality through landscapes finally reaching abstraction. They understood that 

art could be a means of expressing religious or rather spiritual feelings detached from 

the ritual and institutional infrastructure of a particular religion, but it was no longer 

a support for organised religion. Religious iconography survived in twentieth-centu-

ry art exclusively as a critical medium – and even if it was not intended as such by the 

artist, it was perceived as such by the (in most cases) conservative religious establish-

ment. On the other hand, art itself became the field of expression of spiritual impulse.

Abstract Icons: 
Vasily Kandinsky, Kazimir Malevich, Piet Mondriaan

While figurative references to religious subjects had critical overtones regardless of 

whether they were intended, abstract art simply could not be read as having a critical 

edge towards religion. On a primarily visual level the consequence of the absence of a 

figurative image was to eliminate any iconoclastic connotation. However, the reasons 

that early abstract art became strongly associated with spirituality are much deep-

er. It is a successor of the Romantic redefinition of art as a spiritual practice. Around 

1900, transcendental ambitions and dreams of spiritual and mystical realms prompt-

ed the development of art that could be freed from depicting the empirical world and 

“these dreams perpetuated the Romantic search for an art that could penetrate be-

neath the material surfaces of things and extract a religious essence.”85 Romantic defi-

nitions of the aesthetics of the sublime as exceeding representation and shattering 

its rules and dreams of mystical truths about art were located before that moment in 

Christian iconography. 

 To understand the negative visibility articulated by abstract painting as an icon-

oclastic position, because it abandons the figurative mode of the image, would be 

to misunderstand the condition and the ideas associated with its development. The 

monotheistic traditions prohibit the graven image and define the divine as inaccessi-

ble and invisible. Abstraction, however, transforms this fundamental invisibility of the 

divine into a non-figurative image. In other words, it is an iconophile art and to a large 

extent the outcome of seeking the most eloquent way to convey a transcendent or 

otherworldly meaning.86  

 85 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 173. 86 See: Besançon, 1994; Kuspit, 1993; Mondzain, 2004.
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 Another reason for the association between abstract painting and spiritual ideas 

is that abstract painters were anxious from the possible reduction of their medium to a 

sheer ornament and sought a transcendent justification of their medium. Many artists 

were discovering the possibility to move away from a mimetic relation to the world at 

the same time, and especially in contexts whose metaphysical imperatives and icono-

clastic impulses had made this path less alien. These developments were accompanied 

by evocation of transcendental concepts – “feeling” “spirit” “purity.”87 Such insistence 

on transcendental truths: “betrays an anxiety that abstraction might be arbitrary in 

two additional senses. First, arbitrary in the sense of decorative … and, second, ar-

bitrary in the sense of meaningless.” Such actual or anticipated criticisms were coun-

tered with “claims of absolute meanings – transcendental for Kandinsky, revelatory for 

Malevich, utopian for Mondriaan.”88 These three key figures in the early development 

of abstract painting were influenced by theosophy, which held that spiritual evolution 

of forms could be evoked by geometric forms. 

  Next to these reasons for the association between abstract painting and 

spiritual motifs, another line can be discerned. There is an aspect of abstraction that 

allows connecting it to the cult image – the alleged reduction or elimination of the 

work of an artist. As Mondzain points out, it offers a field of pure visibility that resem-

bles that of the Veronica: 

Linked to this fantasy of pure, divine productivity, luminous and without a body, is the si-

multaneous birth of a painting that is pure, spiritual emanation, liberated of all gestural sub-

jectivity, and which brings the question of the image back to the manifestation of inherent 

truth. I am speaking, of course, about abstraction such as Kandinsky, Malevich or Mondriaan 

thought about it. But if abstraction naturally follows the acheiropoietic fantasy of photogra-

phy, it turns its back on it in freeing itself from all specular and mimetic constraints. Paint-

ing’s ambitions were never more closely tied to the Veronica than in the abstraction of the 

beginning of the century […]89 

The acheiropoietic image can still be considered as figurative, but its most important 

aspect is that it is not made by the hand of an artist. It circumvents the religious pro-

hibition of artistic images and is associated with authenticity because it is an index-

ical image. Abstract painting retains an element of the cult image in the sense that 

non-figuration can mask what Mondzain calls “gestural subjectivity” – visible signs 

of the work of a hand of a maker. Abstraction, then, translates in terms of art the 

 86 See: Besançon, 1994; Kuspit, 1993; Mondzain, 2004. 87 Art Since 1900, p. 119. 

88  Ibid., p. 119. 89 Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 207
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very condition of the cult image. Similarly to the relic it shifts the focus from the rep-

resentational value of the image to valorising its presence. 

 Abstract paintings are, of course, painted, but symptomatically enough, as 

Krauss points out, that their creators employ the vocabulary of the origin, of creation 

ex nihilo, of starting from ground zero. In this sense, and on another level, they res-

onate with the sacred image, which is considered an unmediated creation by the di-

vine. As Koerner observes this condition is related to “the dream of an autonomous, 

self-created image, a picture produced instantly in its perfect totality, outside the bod-

ily conditions of human making.”90 In the case of avant-garde abstraction, the origin is 

replaced by a claim of originality associated with the unique creator-artist. In both cas-

es we have a fantasy of spontaneous, instantaneous creation without reference to any 

other model than of its creator. In the first case the image is not an imitation, but an 

indexical trace of the body of God incarnate, and in the second the image has no refer-

ence to any other model or image; it is a trace of the original idea of its creator: “More 

than a rejection or dissolution of the past, avant-garde originality is conceived as a lit-

eral origin, a beginning from ground zero, a birth.”91 If Friedrich defined art as a prac-

tice that depicts the divine creation of nature, abstract painters appropriated the very 

position of spontaneous, quasi-divine creation. 

  Aesthetically, and not theologically speaking, the claim of the image to be true 

or original is a fiction. First because every image is made, it is the outcome of, in many 

cases, a highly mediated situation of making. Second, because the ground zero of 

painting will always be inscribed in the economy of repetition.92 And avant-garde art-

ists not only repeat time after time that their paintings are absolutely new (or the last 

painting as Rodchenko did for instance), but by doing this, they unconsciously re-

peat the religious motif of original, spontaneous, creation. The promise of autono-

my inherent in such a claim, in fact ingrains a religious element in art’s very texture. 

It is precisely because of the fictional status of the claim of originality where religion 

and abstract art, and in a broader sense many artistic practices associated with the 

avant-garde, structurally resemble each other. This fact was well understood by artists 

who engage with institutional critique and deconstruct concepts of originality. 

90 Joseph Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art (Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1993), p. 84. 91 Krauss, “The Originality of the Avant-Garde”, October, p. 53 92 “Structurally, logically, axi-

omatically, the grid can only be repeatEd. And, with an act of repetition or replication as the “original” occasion 

of its usage within the experience of a given artist, the extended life of the grid in the unfolding progression 

of his work will be one of still more repetition, as the artist engages in repeated acts of self-imitation. That so 

many generations of twentieth-century artists should have maneuvered themselves into this particular position 

of paradox-where they are condemned to repeating.” Ibid., p. 57. 
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  On another level painters such as Kandinsky, Malevich and Mondriaan explicitly 

claimed religious and spiritual inspirations. Their art was saturated by cosmic mysti-

cism and claimed to express the inner beauty of the spiritual life of humankind. By its 

very condition abstract painting opens up a possibility to define the artist as a spiritual 

visionary who creates spiritual worlds ex nihilo: “it is the artist who extracts forms and 

color from nature and produces another world parallel to and different from the ordi-

nary world.”93 

 Central for Vasily Kandinsky’s practice was the internal spiritual necessity of 

making art. He grew up in an Orthodox context and turned to painting relatively late, 

after giving up a successful career as a lawyer. A founding member of Der Blaue Reit-

er, he defined art as a way of expressing man’s spiritual life. It is significant that both 

he and Franz Marc were inspired by, and related their work to, the tradition of the Or-

thodox icon. Such influences are not expressed on the level of figurative motifs, but 

on the level of colour composition – the placing of intensely saturated colours and 

against dark backgrounds. Kandinsky saw art as offering access to a higher spiritual 

world that contains a surplus of truth and beauty. The elimination of the object and of 

representational meaning was “a leap of faith; a salvation of the soul…an entryway to 

freedom, inseparably spiritual and artistic.”94 

 Kandinsky’s abstract compositions were in a sense an immediate consequence 

and were considered “proof” of his spiritually inspired ideas and continued the Ro-

mantic visions of primal cosmic harmony and chaos. But his painting went a step fur-

ther than the vacant landscapes of Friedrich, by presenting an image that suggested 

the very moment of creation, the moment of primal chaos gradually organising itself 

in oppositions between light and dark masses. The title of Composition VI, 1913, sus-

pends any reference to the empirical reality, and instead invokes the model of another 

abstract medium – music (Fig. 30). The colours convey energy and intensity, blue and 

yellow create a feeling of luminosity, and the light in the centre and the diagonal com-

position add to the dynamism expressed in the painting. The combination between 

light and dark areas, dynamically composed, resemble a crash of multiple planes and 

forms. It is visually close to the crystalline structures of Marc and has a similar energy 

and luminosity. If one has to find a referential or descriptive mode with regard to the 

painting it would be a storm in the sea or the sky; a vocabulary that strongly suggests 

the romantic category of the sublime – an overwhelming experience that shatters the 

possibility of representation. In this sense, Kandinsky’s compositions and improvisa-

tions cannot be seen as entirely non-representational. They do invoke biblical themes 

of the major cosmic events beyond the fate of a single human – genesis of Apocalypse 

93 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 353. 94 Ibid., p. 338.
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or the Garden of Eden, blazing sun as a symbol of omnipotent divinity or revelation.95 

These apocalyptic fantasies were inspired by the theosophist, Rudolf Steiner, whose 

new interpretations of the Book of Revelation presented a “picture of universal ca-

tastrophes” from which an “enlightened state of experience would emerge.”96

 What is important in Kandinsky’s case is that he continued the Romantic tradi-

tion of discovering the divine in nature. This eventually gave way to both articulating 

an entirely abstract vocabulary and on this basis the possibility of finding the spiritual 

resonances of forms and colours, and ultimately in art itself. If the Romantics redefined 

the relationship between art and religion, in the sense that for Friedrich religion itself 

became a subject matter (a major motif for him is ruined churches in nature) and not 

biblical subjects, Kandinsky and Marc defined art as an autonomous and spiritual prac-

tice that does not illustrate religion by creating art for church decoration. In this sense, 

the modernist tenet of the autonomy of art and spirituality do not exclude each oth-

er. As Besançon observes, Kandinsky’s art was: “in many respects similar to religion. 

Its evolution did not consist of new discoveries that canceled out old truths. It consist-

ed of ‘a sudden illumination, resembling a flash of lightning.”97 In this sense Kandin-

sky’s painting appears to be the opposite of iconoclasm. While iconoclasm renounces 

the depiction of the divine insofar as its figurative representation is considered to be 

an attack on its majesty, his art, by claiming to create an image of the “fundamental 

rhythms” and “the very pulse of the cosmos”, makes him  “a perfect iconodule” and 

“iconographer in the most rigorous sense.”98

 The other emblematic figure of early abstraction, Kasimir Malevich (1879-1935), 

was born to Polish parents of a Catholic background. Like Kandinsky he took his inspi-

ration from rural life and the Russian icon. Next to his painting he developed highly 

idiosyncratic writing heavily invested with theological ideas. Unlike Kandinsky he re-

mained in Russia and for a period he was a director of Inkhuk (Institute of Artistic Cul-

ture) whose specific task was to produce revolutionary art. His artistic path vividly 

demonstrates the inevitable association of abstract painting with both a spiritual and 

revolutionary agenda, both aspiring to the construction of a new reality. 

 Suprematism, the artistic method invented by Malevich, indicated a desire to 

create a new pictorial realism. It shared something with the cosmic realism of Kandin-

sky and is equally densely conceptualised with a quasi-theological vocabulary. Both 

artists, however, arrived at a rejection of representation through very different paths 

and their political views and destinies developed in very different ways. While Malevich 

95 Rosenblum points out that he turned to the Bible for “themes evoking eschatological ultimates as the Del-

uge, the Resurrection, the Last Judgment and the Horsemen of the Apocalypse.” Modern Painting, p. 146. 

96 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 146. 97 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 338. 98 Ibid., p. 356.  
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Fig. 30 Vasily Kandinsky, Composition VI, 1913
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was inspired by revolutionary ideas and technological progress, Kandinsky maintained 

elitist isolation and symbolist spiritualism.99 Central for Malevich’s work was the cate-

gory of “the universal”, a motif similar to The Blue Rider’s interest in the cosmic levels 

of reality. The square in Black Square, 1915, signified the “zero of form” that was a rejec-

tion of old pictorial convention and established new language on the basis of geomet-

ric forms that floated in an abstract space in increasingly complex constellations (Fig. 

31). It was hanged strategically in the corner of the exhibition 0.10, a place traditionally 

reserved for the icon. The iconographer in a similar way to the painter of Suprematist 

paintings, had to create an image according to a strict system of rules of composition 

and geometric vocabulary that prevented the icon from imitating reality, as that would 

be idolatrous. Such pure geometric language made Suprematist paintings resonate 

with the tradition of the icon also in the sense that it suspended or limited the role of 

the hand of the artist-maker and the visible signs of such work on the surface of the 

canvas, as the icon was traditionally a copy executed according to a strict set of rules of 

the acheiropoietic image whose creator was God himself.100 

 In Suprematism, 1921-27, the horizontal black rectangle and the vertical red one 

form a cross, which appears in many other Suprematist compositions (Fig. 32). Howev-

er, it is not to be read as the Christian cross, and any representational or even symbolic 

reading is inapplicable to Malevich’s paintings. Instead, it expresses the structure of 

the universal. In his painting any figure is reducible to its underlying horizontal verti-

cal structure. Its function is not representational but revelatory – it becomes the rev-

elation of the world’s underlying structure of “the universal.”101 Malevich held that to 

represent something is a limitation and the task of man is to wrest himself from the 

phenomenon or the figurative in order to fuse himself with the mystery of the uni-

verse. Malevich considered every figure or natural object as an indecipherable sign of 

the stimulus, the stuff of the universe.102

 The Black Square and White on White, 1918, articulate a mode, which Krauss puts 

under the sign of the avant-gardist ideology of originality, which claims the model of 

spontaneous, absolute creation that rejects any pre-existing model (Fig. 33). At this 

juncture religion and art resemble each other structurally – they both claim to convey 

through their images a super-reality, precisely not by depicting it, but by being its index-

ical trace. The Suprematist program associated with an idea of creation ex nihilo, aimed 

at the creation of a new absolute and supreme reality through painting, and postulat-

ed that only then the artist will attain his right, which comes from intuition. Malevich 

wrote: “I transformed myself in the zero of form and emerged from nothing to creation, 

99 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 356. 100 On this issue see, Mondzain, Image, Icon, Economy, p. 207. 

101 Yve-Alain Bois, Art in the 1900s, p. 148. 102 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 369.
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Fig. 33 Kasimir Malevich, White on White, 1918

Fig. 31 Kasimir Malevich, Black Square, 1915

Fig. 32 Kasimir Malevich, Suprematism, 1921-7
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that is to suprematizm, to the new realism in painting – to non objective creation.”103 

 Malevich’s texts, which generally have rather a theological flavour, specifical-

ly one of them – “God is not cast down” (1920), were associated with a context influ-

enced by the esoteric ideas of Gurdjieff.104 The text, written in 1920, was related to a 

semi-dissident current of bolshevism “Constructors of God” (Bogostroiteli). It postu-

lated that man created or invented God because he needed a religious ideal, and that 

what is needed is a new religion of humanity understood in its spiritual and material 

progress. Marxism was seen as the last religion. While religion sees God as being, Ma-

levich sees God as being’s beyond. Therefore he cannot be pictured even as his vestige 

is in nature, he is absolutely beyond – being is God and thus he cannot be cast down.105 

In Malevich’s interpretation man is not an incarnation of God, but God himself and by 

reaching toward absolute thought, man constructs god as the goal of life by means of 

religious but also by technological systems. Each of these two systems can be convert-

ed into the other – one seeks spiritual perfection, the other perfection of bodies.106 The 

evolution of art arrives at an endpoint, which is God who transcends all representation 

and can be approached only through the negative path of objectlessness and “all fig-

uration appears in this dark light as an idol.”107  Malevich’s program conflates theolo-

gy and art. Art is displaced from its illustrational position with regard to religion and 

becomes itself a quasi-religious practice. Another question is what is the status of the 

painting itself? Being no longer a figuration of the divine, it becomes very close, or in-

deed overlaps with the status of the cult image. 

 Piet Mondriaan’s art provided one of the most compelling links between the leg-

acy of the Romantic tradition and Friedrich.108 In this case, again, with the emptying 

of painting from religious iconography, religion gradually dissolved into art. The most 

symbolic element of the cross, which is present in Friedrich’s works as a ritual object, 

disappeared from Mondriaan’s art to reappear as a structure that is extracted from re-

duction of landscape, the last being the most favourite subject matter of Friedrich. Re-

ligious motifs are present in his painting and a more general, theosophically coloured 

spirituality is a central motif in his work. 

 Mondriaan was raised in a Protestant family and he had a difficult relationship 

with his father, a strict Calvinist who wanted him to become a priest. His religious up-

bringing made him look beyond conventional religion. Theosophy provided him with a 

comfortable religious framework that described a path toward spiritual perfection and 

access to the deep structures of the universe. He had read Blavatsky and Steiner, and 

in 1909 became a member of the Dutch Theosophic Society. More importantly, the-

103 Malevich, “Essays on Art”, cited in Besançon, p. 365. 104 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 367. 

105 Ibid., p. 370. 106 Ibid., p. 371. 107 Ibid., p. 372.  108 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 173. 
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Fig. 35 Piet Mondrian, Woods near Oele, 1908

Fig. 34 Piet Mondrian, Evolution, 1911
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osophy gave him the specific iconographical clues to describe this invisible domain.109 

Mondriaan articulated the aim of neoplasticism, the method he invented, as an equi-

librium that annihilated individuals as particular personalities and created a future so-

ciety as a real unity. 

 Evolution, 1911, a triptych clearly inspired by theosophical motifs, consists of 

three paintings that depict an enigmatic female figure in a meditative state, against 

a background of celestial blue (Fig. 34). The three figures symbolise the synthesis of 

earth and heaven, and nature and spirit. They are frontally oriented and constructed 

from geometrical patterns. Evolution shows three successive stages from a terrestrial 

one, to an occult one, and, finally, to the one of the spirit. The last stage is suggested in 

the third tableau by the theosophical symbol of the hexagram and a triangle inscribed 

in a circle. In this case the traditional Christian format of a triptych is transformed into 

an icon of theosophist worship.110

 Mondriaan’s pictorial interpretation of flowers, trees, religious architecture and 

the immensity of the sea places his art close to the Romantic tendency of finding the 

“ultimate clue to the structure of the universe” in nature. In such paintings as Chrysan-

themum, 1900, the flower is depicted in “an almost mystical scrutiny.” It is removed 

from other elements of the interior, and staged so as to allow its viewer a glimpse into 

the microcosm of nature. As Rosenblum puts it, the centrality and the magnification 

of these flowers gives them a “symbolic aura that far transcends only aesthetic con-

templation.”111 With Woods near Oele, 1908, Mondriaan sought in the real world a mo-

tif that can connect it to the spiritual one (Fig. 35). The painting shows a forest of trees 

with thin parallel trunks with a moon emanating a halo laden with energy. This scene 

could be a sunset or a summer night, and clearly has a symbolic rather than a realistic 

value – a simplified scene that has an otherworldly quality, evoking “elemental forc-

es and mysteries.”112 Such interest in nature according to Rosenblum “perpetuate and 

revitalize their first quasi-religious inflection in the art of Friedrich.”113 Another mo-

tif, which is also central for Friedrich, is the edge of the sea, the dune landscapes that 

provide a vision of the immensity of nature. Mondriaan gave these scenes a more and 

more simplified, schematic interpretation as in Dune Landscape, 1911. Such images con-

vey, in a manner very similar to the Romantics, the sublime feeling of the infinity in 

nature of a vast engulfing void. They have an intensity that goes beyond the realistic 

depiction of nature and instead convey another world. Such images of the sea and the 

horizon invoke, as in Friedrich’s work, the scene of Genesis, the primal separation be-

tween the heavens and the earth. 

109 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 374. 110 Rosenblum, Modern Painting, p. 177-8. 111 Ibid., p. 178. 

112 Ibid., p. 184. 113 Ibid., p. 182. 
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 Mondriaan’s landscapes were characterised by a simplification of the structural 

pattern of trees, and the vertical division of the canvas gradually became the true sub-

ject of the painting.114 In such a process the influence of theosophy remained present 

and justified the choice of certain master forms as the opposition between horizontal 

and vertical and as signifying the unity of universal principles of the spiritual and the 

material. The logical conclusion of this development is two paintings that finally reach 

a completely abstract vocabulary. The Sea, 1912, suggests its connection to empirical 

reality only through its title. Composition 10, 1915, is already completely detached from 

a mimetic relationship with the world. The horizontals present in the first one are fi-

nally translated into cris-crossing grids in Composition 10 (Fig. 36). 

 In its search of stabilising idea, abstraction actually invented almost by necessity 

the idea of super-reality, which then claimed as the only path. Mondriaan’s desire was 

no longer to translate the visible world into a geometric pattern, but rather to re-enact 

on the canvas the laws of dialectics that govern the world, visible or not. His art became 

an elaborate exploration of the materiality of the painting, itself an analysis of its signifi-

ers. Bois points out that the “dialectical jump from extreme idealism to extreme mate-

rialism is a common feature in the evolution of many early pioneers of abstraction.”115

114 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 375. 115 Bois, Art Since 1900, p. 150. 116 The writing, both philosoph-

ical and literary, of Georges Bataille is saturated by motifs related to religion. His attack on Catholicism still 

maintains something as “inverted” religion, which transposed the high and the low, the sacred and the profane, 

while maintaining the structural distinction. Even the non-concept of the formless, which could be read in a 

certain sense, as the counter-part of the concept of the image, and of the first resemblance, that between God 

and man, can be read as an anti-image, anti-sacred, thus as an inverted one. See: Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind 

Krauss, Formless: A Users Guide (Cambridge Mass.: The MIT Press, 2000). 

Surrealist artists produced works that articulated a modern version of the sacred, and 

at the same time they reworked the traumatic memories associated with the legacy 

of Catholicism. To a large extent the surrealist method involves working with already 

existing images and objects, displacing them from their original context and creating 

mixtures, collages with techniques that mirror the way the unconscious works.116 Max 

Ernst (1891-1976) created collages on the basis of juxtaposing banal objects and imag-

es, and Man Ray’s (1890-1976) photography reframed objects to blur the boundaries 

between real and unreal. In contrast to early abstract painting, which became associ-

Surrealism: Inverted Sacred 
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117 See: Susan Buck-Morss, Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (Cambridge, Mass: The 

MIT Press: 1991). 118 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 323. 119 Art in the 1900s, p. 250, 251. 

ated with spirituality because it developed an entirely non-figurative vocabulary, Sur-

realism could articulate a distinctly critical position towards religion precisely because 

it turned to religious painting as a source of images and ideas to be reworked.

  Surrealists’ interest in the outmoded – objects that lost their use value – opened 

up the possibility for a different use, which Walter Benjamin saw as a revolutionary po-

tential, a possibility to redeem the object by dissociating it from its status of a com-

modity fetish, part of the all-pervasive dream-images produced by capitalism.117 

Surrealists appropriated well-known motifs from painting, including religious motifs 

and created, in almost all cases, an interpretation that can be qualified as iconoclastic. 

In contrast to early abstract work, which harboured a strong element of spirituality, 

Surrealism used the possibility of a radical critique inherent in the gesture of appropri-

ating that which is being criticised and in turning its power against itself. 

  The blasphemous overtones of works by such painters as Salvador Dalí (1904-

1989) or Max Ernst co-existed with Surrealism’s own “piety” and quasi-religious rit-

uals and hierarchies.118 Next to the reference to Christian motifs, a significant part of 

the surrealist vocabulary was influenced by non-Western religious traditions. Special 

objects of interest were tribal artefacts and ritualistic objects. While the ritualistic ob-

ject was associated with a specific cultic power of its own, the surrealist object was its 

modern version – a found banal object that was deprived of its original context. The 

found object transformed the object from a commodity fetish into a fetish-object of 

an impossible desire by combining two incompatible elements or meanings. For in-

stance Man Ray’s Gift, 1921, combined an iron with metal tacks, reversing its function 

– instead of pressing clothes it could tear them. Its association with gender is ambigu-

ous; while most irons are associated with female labour, this one has “penile tacks.”119. 

With its artistic appropriation, the object was liberated from its status as a com-

modity and acquired another life beyond that. Surrealists commented on yet anoth-

er meaning of the fetish, inspired by psychoanalysis, where it is an object-substitute 

of the original object of (sexual) desire. In both senses the fetish always substitutes 

something, a lost object, and its materiality stands, or points to another meaning. 

The surrealist object places two contradictory meanings together creating an inher-

ently ambiguous object. Such strategy, also central to Surrealist painting, allowed 

for engaging, in a rather critical way, with the legacy of religion. In addition, different 

non-Western traditions, which provided surrealists with visual and symbolic material 

that was itself laden with ambiguity because of its long history, and which importantly 

so, was in touch with the otherworldly. 
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Fig. 36 Piet Mondrian, Composition 10 (Pier and Ocean), 1915
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 Max Ernst’s painting Virgin Mary Spanking the Christ Child before Three Witnesses: 

Andre Breton, Paul Eluard, and the Painter, 1926, depicts the virgin Mary punishing the 

infant Jesus whose halo is falling to the floor (Fig. 37). A small window to the left of 

the central scene frames the three witnesses. Breton is turned away from the scene, 

and Eluard is portrayed with closed eyes; only Ernst regards the scene. The monu-

mental format of the painting and the theatrical staging of the scene refer ironically 

to the large formats of Renaissance painting.120 The scene is at first shocking as it in-

volves a rather “paternal” Mary punishing the young Jesus. It is openly blasphemous 

in the sense that it reinterprets, or rather completely inverts the scenes of the Virgin 

and the Child, which are usually peaceful glorifications of maternity. For what Jesus is 

being punished, it is not entirely clear – perhaps an Oedipal desire.121 On the basis of 

the appropriation of religious motifs, many surrealists created images charged with 

contradictions depriving the source motifs of their proper meaning.122 Their paintings 

charged with apocalyptic presentiment maintained similar doses of ambiguity repro-

ducing catholic imagery in the paradoxical structure of dream constellations.

 A certain dose of mysticism was not foreign to surrealists who were inspired by 

and placed importance on automatic techniques of creation, which involved the un-

conscious. Dalí translated images from the unconscious “like the icon painter – he 

paints the motif but what he offers to view is not of this world.”123 The very notion of 

automatic writing, and in a larger sense automatic creation, makes the figure of the 

surrealist artist close to that of a spiritualist medium. However, this aspect remains 

quite different from the definition of art as a spiritual practice as in the case of Kan-

dinsky, for instance. The surrealist work of art is not simply a record of the artist’s con-

tact with her unconscious. It offers to its viewer the possibility to experience a sublime 

state of pure thought, unrestricted by the rationalising control of perception. 

 The Surrealist landscape evokes a vision of the next world – paradise or hell, but 

never of the present world. Dutch artist Melle Oldeboerrigter (1908-1976) painted sur-

real landscapes Veronica, 1959, Assisi II, 1962 and Mater Dolorosa, 1965, populated by 

strange hybrid animals, human faces and figures, with the recurring motif of exagger-

ated genitalia (Fig. 38). This allusion to Hieronymus Bosch, to whose painting Melle 

was comparing his, was a bizarre interpretation of the garden of Eden saturated by 

dream-like creatures and nightmarish events. His interpretation of the naked state be-

fore the Fall and the religious motif of creation was quite different from its theological 

interpretation. Genitalia here have been employed as a surrealist image; they have the 

ambivalent, double meaning of reproduction and creative potency.124 

120 Traces du sacré, Exhibition catalogue, Centre Pompidou (Paris: Éditions du Centre Pompidou: 2008), 

121 p. 238. 122 Traces du sacré, p. 238. 123 Ibid., p. 230. 124 Besançon, The Forbidden Image, p. 323.
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Fig. 38 Melle Oldeboerrigter, Veronica, 1959

Fig. 37 Max Ernst, Virgin Mary Spanking the Christ Child before Three Witnesses: 

Andre Breton, Paul Eluard, and the Painter, 1926
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 In Surrealism appears a spiritual moment that is co-present with a critical and 

iconoclastic moment. Surrealists’ revival of the occult and its use of pagan referenc-

es opposed the hegemony of Catholicism and the related bourgeois morality.125 

Tibetan Buddhism and Zen provided Surrealists with its philosophy of sudden en-

lightenment, later inspiring key notions as “the marvelous” central for Andre Breton. 

So this otherwise critically intended resurrection of the symbolic textures of other re-

ligious traditions in fact resulted in the reinvention of a Surrealist modern version of 

the sacred.126Andre Breton wished to transform everyday perception into unpredicta-

ble experiences – epiphanies of the marvellous by drawing on non-Western traditions 

and understood epiphany as a sudden spiritual manifestation resulting of chance and 

play.127 Such artistic strategy could be seen as remaining close to the Romantic ver-

sion of the mystical-like experience of art.128 By reusing outmoded objects, surreal-

ists demonstrated their potential ambiguity, and by appropriating visual motifs, they 

found their iconic powers to state that iconoclasm is a generative practice rather than 

a destructive one.

125 See: Bram Kempers, De schepping van Melle (Bussum: Uitgeverij THOTH, 2008). 126 Celia Rabinovitch, Sur-

realism and the Sacred: Power, Eros And The Occult In Modern Art (Westview Press, 2003) p. 201. See also the PhD 

dissertation of Tessel Bauduin, The Occultation of Surrealism: A Stuy of the Relationship between Bretonian Surrealism 

and Western Esotericism, (University of Amsterdam, 2012). 127 Ibid., p. 3-57. 128 Ibid., p. 29-33.

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, two tendencies concerning 

the relationship between the institutions of art and religion ran parallel to each other. 

The first is associated with the critical appropriation of religious motifs, and the sec-

ond with the reinvention of art as a spiritual practice. A third tendency that concerns 

this relationship could be discerned within twentieth-century art. It is related to the 

public significance and the conditions of display of images and objects. 

 The work of Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) is central to a type of art practice spe-

cifically concerned with the institutional infrastructure of the display of art. He was 

particularly interested in questions around the status of the art object: Who or what 

determines the status of the art object? What are the effects of using the name “art”? 

In 1913, Duchamp presented a bicycle wheel mounted on a chair – Bicycle Wheel. The 

readymade is an ambivalent object, very powerful in its implications. A device and a 

concept at the same time, it allowed Duchamp to pose questions concerning the au-

Readymade: A Fake Acheiropoieton?
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129 As Mondzain argues in “The Holy Shroud. How Invisible Hands Weave the Undecidable” In: Iconoclash 

(2002), Ed. by Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel, Karlsruhe: Center for Art and Media. 130 “But the instant the cri-

terion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art is reversEd. Instead 

of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on another practice – politics.” Walter Benjamin, “The Work of 

Art in the Age of Technical Reproduction” In: Illuminations, Trans. Hary Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 

p. 224. 131 De Duve, Kant after Duchamp, p. 103. 132 Ibid., p. 115. 133 Ibid., p. 118.

thorship of objects of art, and possibly to unveil their fetishistic aspect. What is impor-

tant and interesting about such objects is that they share a common feature with both 

the cult image and photography to the extent that they (allegedly) minimise the role 

of a skilled manual production by an artist.129 The technical reproducibility of the work 

of art created by the ‘acheiropoietic’ technology of photography destroys the aura of 

the image, the image as an object of contemplation, and art enters the realm of poli-

tics, the status of the object is a result of public agreement.130

 The most well-known readymade object was a urinal signed by Duchamp with 

the pseudonym R. Mutt. The object in question was set on a pedestal and submitted 

as an artwork to the first exhibition of the American Society of Independent Artists 

in New York in 1917. The exhibition did not have a jury so all the works offered by art-

ists were accepted, with the only exception of the one by R. Mutt. Duchamp himself 

was the chair of the hanging committee. After hearing about the rejection of Mutt’s 

piece, Duchamp resigned from his position of chair as a gesture of solidarity with the 

rejected artist.131 By refusing a single work, the Society of Independent Artists in fact 

contradicted its own principle and Duchamp’s response came out a few days after the 

opening of the show in a satirical journal The Blind Man. The article was entitled “The 

Richard Mutt Case” and was accompanied by a photographic reproduction of the uri-

nal with the caption: “The exhibit refused by the Independents.”132 The photograph 

was by Alfred Stieglitz who was unaware of the fact that Duchamp was the author of 

the piece. This was a crucial part of Duchamp’s statement with the Urinal. It had to be 

presented with a photograph authored by the “maker of the American avant-garde.”133

 On a visual level the urinal, an object of serial industrial production, is not relat-

ed to religion; it is not openly blasphemous in the sense of the painting by Ernst and 

it does not claim a spiritual gesture. Yet, it bears similarity with an object-image with 

great religious significance – the acheiropoietic image.  The significance of both of 

these objects is not visual; they are not particularly beautiful images, but public. They 

pose a similar question: Who, or what, has the power to determine the status of imag-

es, and by what means is such power maintained? In both cases the real authorship of 

the object is concealed. In the case of the Shroud it is claimed that it has a divine ori-

gin, which guarantees its status, and in the case of the Urinal the real author is hidden 
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by a pseudonym. But is there at all a question of authorship? For both objects are “not 

made.” In both cases there is an “author” who conceals his true identity and appro-

priates the object to present it publicly. In both cases there is a constellation of pres-

entational procedures and devices that emphasise, or rather produce the importance 

of the object. The Shroud is kept hidden and shown only on special occasions and en-

cased in heavy glass. Similarly, in the case of the Urinal we do not have access to the 

object itself; it was not even shown in the exhibition it was intended for. We have ac-

cess to it through a photograph presented on a pedestal and framed by captions. And 

photography is a medium that allegedly produces readymade images. 

 In a religious context the absence of an artist guarantees the power of the imag-

es. The ready-made is its structural reversal; it exposes precisely the fictional construc-

tion of the status of the object. While in the case of the cult object there is a fiction 

of the absence of the author, in the case of the ready-made there is a fictional author 

(Mutt) of an object that is not made by his hand. A “thing”, situated between being an 

artwork and an object, brought to visibility the “religious” nature of the conditions of 

the display of art-objects, was a line pursued by many artists in the different moments 

in the twentieth century. For instance institutional critique, as a critique of the invisi-

ble power of the art institution, found one of its inaugurating moments in the “inven-

tion” of the readymade. Of course, the story of the readymade, the object of industrial 

production, has to be read from a historical perspective. The relic or the acheiropoie-

tos and the object presented by Duchamp are quite different. The readymade is a crit-

ical gesture aimed at “cult” mechanisms in the institution of art, while the cult object 

incarnates positively a spiritual “truth.” Yet again, both situate themselves outside of 

their respective field, religious art or art, and precisely because of that, they have the 

potential to address or to make visible the very infrastructure of the institution that 

places them on display.

Marcel Broodthaers: Myths of Power

 One of the well-known works by Marcel Broodthaers (1924-1976), a Belgian poet 

and artist, is Musée d’Art Moderne, Département des Aigles, 1968, shown in the Kun-

sthalle in Dusseldorf in 1972. Broodthaers gave himself the status of museum direc-

tor of a fictitious museum, which brought together some three hundred objects in an 

exhibition entitled The Eagle from the Oligocene to the Present (Fig. 39). Some of them 

were works of art while some were things from the everyday and natural history mu-

seums. But all of them bore the image of an eagle and were accompanied by a sign 
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Fig.39 Marcel Broodthaers, Musee d’art moderne. Department des Aigles, 1968
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134 De Duve, Look!, p. 31-2. 135 As quoted by Sven Lutticken, “The Feathers of the Eagle”, New Left Review 36: 

2005, p. 115. Lutticken observes that next to the stern theoretical face of Broodthaers, there is the ironic poet-

ic one: “his amassment of eagles is also an absurd and hilarious exerciseof a Flaubertian type. Having absorbed 

Barthes’s ideology critique, Broodthaers tried to create a ‘true mythology’ that would use the exhibition space 

and catalogue as second-degree media in which the poetic becomes critical and vice versa.” 

136 De Duve, Look! p. 32. 137 Ibid, p. 31. 

saying: “this is not a work of art.”134 The eagle as a symbol of power and the self-pro-

claimed status of museum director addressed the way art institutions place objects 

on display. It can be argued that the strategy of Broodthaers has its historical prec-

edent in the birth of the museum collection, based on a similar operation of taking 

works of religious art out of their original contexts. Their placement in the homoge-

nising, and allegedly neutral space of the museum, transformed the way they were 

seen without changing them as images – they became art. Broodthaers’ “museum” 

occupies a particular place within the history or re-articulation of the relationships be-

tween art, religion and politics. 

 By becoming the museum director, the person who occupies the place of institu-

tional control and power, Broodthaers endowed the figure of the artist with the power 

of the institution, which consists in the “empty” gesture of consecrating this or that 

object as art. Next to being a comment on the Duchampian verdict “This is art!” the 

label stating: “This is not a work of art.” was a comment on Magritte’s “This is not a 

pipe.” thus making visible the inherent paradox in the relations between the image 

and its referent. With this Broodthaers engaged with the issue of how images work, 

with their specific, visual power, and not only with the power of the “empty” frame of 

the institution. As he states: “It can be easily ascertained that I wanted to neutralise 

the use-value of the eagle symbol, to reduce it to its zero degree in order to introduce 

a critical dimension into the history and use of this symbol.”135

 The choice of the figure of the eagle, a symbol of power throughout different 

cultures and contexts, adds up to a gesture with an implied paradox. If power was 

neutralised, then what remained was the image itself to a certain degree liberated 

from its signification. Broodthaers placed under the magnifying glass the relation-

ship between the power of the institution and the power of the image, where “power” 

means both “institutional authority” and “persuasive force of figurative images.”136 

However, he realised that for the artist it is impossible to break up institutions, as he 

or she operates in an environment ruled by a circular rule – “museum is a museum 

of art if it contains art; everything a museum of art contains is automatically art.”137 

The post-Duchampian museum incarnates a similar tautological condition of produc-

tion of the art object as that of the cult-image. The use of the name “art” is not only a 
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matter of consecration, seen as an arbitrary gesture, but this arbitrariness becomes a 

point of awareness for artists, curators and audiences. Broodthaers transforms the au-

thorless gesture of Duchamp into a visible marker of power, by using the very symbol 

of power as a ready-made image.

 If Duchamp’s object structurally resembles the cult-image in order to reveal the 

“consecrational” logic at work in art (Art=Cult), Broodthaers uses the eagle as an im-

age-allegory to address the very institution – museum, and to name the issue – pow-

er. If the art of the painters associated with abstract art continued the Romantic line 

of art practice seen as a spiritual practice, the ironic, critical figures of the pre-concep-

tualists could be seen as disenchanted, inadvertent priests. As Lutticken observes: “Is 

not the work of art the most theological of all commodities, an anachronistic reposi-

tory of cult value?”138

138 Sven Lutticken, Idols of the Market. Modern Iconoclasm and the Fundamentalist Spectacle, (Berlin: Sternberg 

Press, 2009), p. 93. 139 The counterpoint to this high-modernist moment in which painting offers an experi-

ence of pure visuality, in an instant, and verticality (as it addresses the vertical orientation of the human body), 

were different artists like Alberto Burri, Robert Rauschenberg or Lucio Fontana, who still painted abstract 

paintings, but were inspired by the opposite concepts, articulated initially by Bataille: formlessness base ma-

terialism, and horizontality. They tried to develop aesthetics of the low, opposing the idealist and spiritually 

charged high modernism. Yet, their art could be still seen as a pursuit of a low, inverted sacred, no matter how 

rigorously they wanted to exclude any conceptual, symbolic reading of their paintings, and to create with the 

operations of the formless. See: Bois and Krauss, Formless: A User’s Guide. 

The Instant, Sublime Presence: 
Barnett Newman and Mark Rothko

  In the painting of Mark Rothko (1903 -1970) and Barnett Newman (1905-1970), 

the negative definition of representation provided the medium for a positive expres-

sion of spirituality. Both artists were interested in the themes of origin and creation, 

and through their painting, in creating the conditions for the overwhelming expe-

rience of the sublime.139 Interestingly, both artists, in their respective ways, revived 

aspects of the image that characterise the cult-image: the emphasis on presence ver-

sus representation, and in a more complex way, the masking of the procedures of the 

making of the image. 

 The themes of creation and origin are the “only subject matter” Newman “ever 

conceived for his painting.”140 His desire to “paint as if painting never existed before” 
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connects these themes initially to the medium of painting and not to religion.141 Yet, as 

suggested by the titles of series of drawings Genesis – The Break, 1946, The Word, 1946, 

this desire is inseparable from the myth of Genesis and the Origin of the world as it is 

described in the Old Testament. Onement I, 1948, was his artistic breakthrough with 

the invention of the vertical line or “zip” dividing the canvas (Fig. 40). It was a visual 

symbol of the Creation story as Lyotard phrases this: “Like a flash of lightning in the 

darkness or a line on an empty surface, the Word separates, divides, institutes a dif-

ference.”142 Newman manipulated space and colour in order to destroy the chaos and 

the void that existed before the beginning of all things. The painting is concerned with 

the myth of Origin, but for the first time this myth is told in the present tense. The ver-

tical line of the “zip” resonates with the vertical axis of the human body, which is a key 

structuring factor of our visual perception addressing the spectator directly as “you.”143

 In Cathedra, 1951, Newman worked with a very large-scale canvas (243 x 543 cm). 

The excessive size was intended to exceed the visual field of the spectator who was 

forced to give up her mastery over the visual field. Such a strategy resonates strongly 

with the notion of the sublime in which Newman was especially interested.144 His art 

employs a very similar strategy as that of Friedrich, the shattering of the existing con-

ventions of representation and resonates with a specifically romantic sensibility. New-

man, however, had his own interpretation of the concept of the sublime. “The Sublime 

is Now,” 1948, one of his most famous texts discusses and dismisses the philosophical 

theories of the sublime. The excessive size of his large canvases gave the viewer a sense 

of place and of her own scale and presence in the space. For Newman the sublime is a 

feeling of being here and now, of confronting one’s faith without the props of memory 

or myth. In Newman’s painting the spiritual themes are undoubtedly present as an ex-

plicit point of reference. However, its pathos is an articulation of a secular, human tragic 

moment. Newman still invokes the notion of the origin and defines the artist as a trag-

ic figure very much like the Romantic genius. His art does not occupy the iconoclastic 

mode in the sense that it is critical of religion through re-appropriating its images. It is 

still invoked as a myth, as a framework that can inscribe the human experience. 

 An important moment in Newman’s work could be found in the function of the 

concept of the instant in his poetics. In a broader sense the instant is related to the 

temporality of the procedures involved in making images. If an image is produced in 

an instant, it is precisely the brief period of time that we believe does not allow manip-

ulation; it tends to endow the image with a greater claim of veracity (as in the case of 
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Fig. 40 Barnett Newman, Onement I, 1948
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the photographic image). The instant, however, is merely a screen that masks the op-

erations of production of an image and its complex mediated nature. This exclusion of 

the hand of an artist or a maker relates to the status of the religious image, the image 

with a miraculous origin. In the case of abstract painting, the instant is related not to 

the making of the image but to the situation of its perception – an instant revelation. 

The image does not lend itself to attentive perception that takes time, but instantly 

strikes the viewer as a religious experience. As Lyotard writes: 

A painting by Newman is an angel. It announces nothing; it is in itself the annunciation […]. 

But Newman is not representing a non-representable annunciation; he allows it to present 

itself. […] we are being held back from deciphering the painting itself; identifying it on the 

basis of line, color, rhythm, format, scale, materials (medium and pigment) […]It obviously 

hides no technical secrets, no cleverness that might delay the understanding of our gaze145

It appears as something that is not made, a miraculous image. While the message of 

Duchamp or Broodthaers is subversive, ironic, politically constructed and targets the 

conditions of display, in the case of Newman there is a desire to achieve that instan-

taneous revelation – the experience of the sublime, which is a religiously or spiritual-

ly coloured experience. The painting becomes a spiritual icon and the opposite of the 

ready-made as a critical object. Newman’s paintings should not be seen as abstract ver-

sions of religious images, but as a means to reflect upon a human feeling of the tragic. 

 Mark Rothko was raised as an orthodox Jew, but distanced himself from Judaism. 

His painting, similarly to Newman’s, articulated a desire to express profound human 

emotions. In the late 1940s and 1950s, he gradually developed his distinct style charac-

terised by masses of colour spread over the canvas and soft luminous rectangles with 

blurry edges that appear as shimmering, soft edges, and extraordinary colour combi-

nations. In an interview from 1957 he states:

 I’m not interested in relationships of color or form or anything else. […] I’m interested only 

in expressing basic human emotions—tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and so on—and the fact that 

lots of people break down and cry when confronted with my pictures shows that I commu-

nicate these basic human emotions.[…] The people who weep before my pictures are hav-

ing the same religious experience I had when I painted them, and if you say, you are moved 

only by their color relationships, then you miss the point.146 

He insisted on the way the paintings are shown; he meant them as objects of contem-

145 Lyotard, The Inhuman, p. 79, 83. 146 Rodman 1957, 93f.; cited by Barnes 1989, p. 22, emphasis mine.
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plation and was particularly sensitive to the light conditions in which they were exhib-

ited, as he believed that inadequate lighting would make the paintings decorative. 

 In 1964, Rothko was commissioned to produce a series of paintings for a chapel 

in Houston. He painted fourteen paintings: seven black rectangular paintings, two trip-

tychs and seven monochromes (Fig. 41). The chapel has the octagonal form of the ear-

ly Eastern Orthodox churches and Rothko chose triptych as a format. The arrangement 

and the monumental size of the painting make the viewer intensely aware of her size 

and presence in the space and invoke the feeling of an encounter with the cosmic. The 

two black triptychs on the long sidewalls suggest the shape of a cross, and similarly to 

Newman, point to the tragic condition of human existence. 

 Rothko’s work shares an affinity with Romantic such painters as Friedrich or 

Turner.147 Rothko recasts the notion of the sublime in the terms of his medium of ab-

stract painting; he remains very close to the Romantics in the sense that his paintings’ 

overwhelming, monumental size makes the viewer experience an encounter with 

something infinitely bigger. The Romantic painters sought to express religious tran-

scendence beyond the traditional iconographic themes and this new expression can 

be found in the sublime landscapes. The affinity between Rothko and Friedrich can be 

conceived also on the level of the hybridity of their medium. While Friedrich’s altar-

pieces are placed in a secular space, Rothko’s modernist painting finally finds its most 

adequate place in a chapel – the perfect contemplative space. Another detail pro-

vides a ground for an interesting comparison between the two painters. The manner 

in which Friedrich depicts fog and clouds resonates with Rothko’s way to create an ef-

fect of miraculous movement, and flickering and luminosity by blurring the edges of 

the rectangular areas of colour. In the case of Friedrich the soft edges of the clouds in 

their perfect execution conceal the visual trace of the gesture of their making and the 

picture appears as though miraculously created. In Rothko’s paintings the blurry edg-

es create a similar effect; they appear as if they were not painted by the artist’s hand.  

Rothko was very much concerned with issues of the presence of the paintings, and 

their auratic qualities. In this case the gesture of concealing the making and the desire 

147 As Rosenblum argues, Modern Painting. Along similar lines Stoker observes that “there is affinity between 

the Romantic sublime and the abstract sublime of Rothko’s chapel paintings. Both are concerned with the 

sublime as a contradictory concept of fascination and fear. However, there is a difference in nuance, in that the 

‘other’ that breaks through the ordinary in Rothko is the religious transcendent but is not specified any further 

in terms of a specific religious tradition, and in that abstraction causes the sublime to shift from the sublime 

representation to the painting itself as sublime for the viewer. The religious transcendent refers to the depth 

dimension of the world and the human being.” Wessel Stoker, “The Rothko Chapel Paintings and the ‘urgency 

of the transcendent experience”, 2008:68, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, p. 91.
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to create an image of miraculous presence goes together with the positive expression 

of spirituality in his work. 

  Newman’s and Rothko’s paintings refer to religious themes in a much more open 

way than the early abstract painting. Undoubtedly, this is an expression of spirituality in 

a positive form. Still, the reference to the Old Testament and Christian themes in their 

work try to articulate a notion of tragedy that is specifically human, a sort of secular 

rewriting of the religious tradition that emphasises the human existence in the world, 

without reading the religious tradition as a prescriptive set of texts. It is taken as an 

open source of texts, experiences and concepts interpretable in human terms, which 

are directly expressed in the situation of address that they build with the canvases. The 

emphasis is on the here and now, on the highly charged emptiness of the human pres-

ence and its drama. In this sense both painters are religious but they define art itself as a 

spiritual practice and place the artist in a position similar to the Romantic genius.  

Francis Bacon: Atheism in Painting

Francis Bacon (1909-1992) was fascinated by the images and symbols of Christianity, 

yet primarily to unveil their diabolical undercurrent. He was an atheist and his whole 

oeuvre was marked by a very critical stance towards religion.148 Precisely because it 

refers on an iconographic level to Christianity, Bacon’s painting situates itself very far 

from expressing any religious feeling. His interpretations or studies of the theme of 

the crucifixion with animal carcasses and portraits of the Pope emphasise the violent 

side of Christianity. The criticality of his art is conveyed by unleashing the critical pow-

er inherent in the images he appropriated.

 Bacon developed his visual vocabulary on the basis of his study of a variety of im-

ages, paintings, photographs, press images and the studies of figures in motion of Ea-

dweard Muybridge. He often combined elements extracted from this varied sources 

to invent the hybrid, monstrous figures that populate his painting. His Three Studies for 

Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion, 1944, is a triptych (Fig. 42). Each of its separate pan-

els has as its central figure a grey creature with no limbs, a bulbous body and an elon-

gated neck reminiscent of a phallic shape. The right panel shows the creature with a 

wide-open mouth, as if it is screaming. Bacon planned to place the triptych at the base 

148 Bacon states in an interview that “faith is a fantasy” and “religion is a way of disciplining people.” Rina 

Arya, “Painting the Pope: An Analysis of Francis Bacon’s Study After Velazquez Portrait of Innocent X”, Literature 

& Theology, Vol. 23. No. 1, March 2009 p. 33-50. 
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Fig. 41 Mark Rothko, view of Rothko Chapel, 1967

Fig. 42 Francis Bacon, Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion, 1944
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of a large Crucifixion. His interpretation of the Christian subject as suggested by the ti-

tle, features only the three monstrous, demonic figures (representing the Greek Furies) 

and not the crucifix itself. By amplifying the violence of this central Christian image Ba-

con touched upon a great ambiguity inherent in it. Each Christian image, especially 

those of the Crucifixion, has “iconoclasm built into it.”149 Bacon was aware of the para-

dox of an atheist choosing a subject laden with Christian significance. He was deeply in-

terested in the ritual of sacrifice and the instincts of brutality and fear. Crucifixion, 1933, 

is the first painting in this theme, followed by the Three Studies, 1944, which contains 

the visual vocabulary of the distortion of human figures in his later painting. 

 Bacon painted a series of studies on the basis of reproductions of Pope Innocent 

X (Rome, Gal. Doria-Pamphili) by Diego Velázquez. In 1953, he completed his Study af-

ter Velazquez’ Portrait of Pope Innocent X, and in 1965 the Study from Portrait of Pope 

Innocent X. In the earlier version, the portrait by Velazquez is recognisable; he is sur-

rounded by a cage-like structure consisting of what seems to be beams of fluid or light 

hitting the ground with great force. The Pope, surrounded by explosion-like struc-

tures, “emits a scream which shatters the surface of the painting and divests the papal 

image of its power and authority.”150 The screaming mouth and shattered pince-nez 

are based on a still from Sergey Eisenstein’s film Battleship Potemkin, in which an elder-

ly woman is shown in close-up just after being hit by a bullet. In Bacon’s painting we 

have an inverted, deconstructed image of the Pope who is divested from his authority 

and vulnerable.151 Bacon’s painting is an exemplary case of critical appropriation of re-

ligious images. He was well aware that the most efficient critique of religion could be 

articulated only through the medium of the religious motif. This modality, however, 

also implies an ambivalent relationship to religion – a love-hate tension of sorts.
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Body and Performance Art: Reinventing the Ritual 

 Performance art defines the body of the artist as its medium, and confronts its 

viewer with the ambiguity of its position between being “natural flesh” and a “cultur-

al artifact.”153 As a result it breaks with the traditional perception of the artwork as a 

material object and emphasises the theatrical aspect of the situation of perception, 

questioning the relation between the construction of private and collective identities. 

Many body artists explored how the body is signified and even modified by existing 

images and stereotypes, including addressing the long history of religious practices 

(strongly present in Catholicism) that regulate and assign bodily identities. 

 Body and performance art share an intrinsic similarity with a central aspect and 

motif in Christianity, which is the focus on the body. Catholicism provided an imagina-

tive structure, which artists have been able to examine.153 The incarnational formula is 

perhaps one of the central reasons that body art was employed as a medium of pow-

erful criticism of organised religion. Another element inherent in performance art is its 

intrinsic proximity to ritual. In contrast to attaching the conventional situation of pro-

duction and perception of the artwork, body art produces the gesture of the artist as a 

spectacular event.154  In doing so it resurrects a ritualistic mode and opens a possibility 

to re-sacralise art. It is not by accident that many performance artists choose to re-en-

act elements from various religious rituals and restage scenes from religious painting 

– crucifixion, pieta. 

 The Viennese Actionists, Marina Abramovich, Chris Burden, Gina Pane, Michel 

Journiac and Joseph Beuys created performances in which they often exposed them-

selves to physical danger. Such self-sacrificial gestures can be interpreted in most of 

these cases as a comment on the figure of the artist and her relationship to the au-

dience, and in broader sense to society to test the limits of art as a medium of social 

intervention. Christianity provided a legacy of symbols and rituals, what Heartney 

calls the “Catholic imaginary”,155 which were modified, and in many cases literalised 

and thus amplified by performance artists. Because of the nature of its medium, body 

art articulated critique of religious conservatism. The body became the site of the re-

volt against deeply carved traditional values and re-enactment of the tradition was a 

process of reworking of often very traumatic personal histories of the artists (as in the 

case of the Viennese Actionists related to their Catholic upbringing). 

 In their performances Günter Brus (1938), Oto Mühl (1925), Herman Nitsch (1938) 
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and Rudolf Schwarzkogler (1940-1969), active in the 1960s, returned to the theatrical-

ity of ritual and employed the body as a “critical” medium. They exposed themselves 

to danger, and openly referred to religious imagery and ritual. This version of body art 

can be seen as a logical follow on from Expressionism and its gesturality.156 Their per-

formances can be seen as a reaction to the hypocrisy of bourgeois mentality, and the 

repressive Catholic tradition, combined at the time with the heavy legacy of Nazism.156 

The opposition to these power structures was expressed by cult of the sexual body and 

its compulsions, excessive forms of human defilement and the theatrical debasement, 

which was seen as subversive for the bourgeois regime.157 The psychoanalyst Theo-

dor Reik had argued for a connection between masochism, desire for public exposure 

and Christianity. Whoever humiliates himself deeply wants to be exalted; the strive for 

publicity lay behind the early Christian longings to emulate Christ’s passion.158 In this 

sense, the performances of the Actionists preserved in a paradoxical way a religious el-

ement. They defined themselves as self-sacrificial figures that wanted to “redeem” the 

repressive bourgeois society.  

 In his performances Herman Nitsch poured blood-red paint directly onto empty 

canvases as a comment on sacrifice. The modernist flat canvas, the medium of expres-

sion of a positive form of spirituality, was attacked and redefined as a vessel for ritual-

istic gesture with rather critical overtones. His titles – Stations of the Cross, and Triptych 

of the Blood of the Cross – situate the works outside of modernist abstract painting and 

reclaim its access to the spheres of sacred and myth (Fig. 43).159 His series of perfor-

mances in the 1970s entitled Orgies Mysteries Theater attempted to reconstitute the in-

tensity of experience once offered by catharsis in the classical tragedies, Christian rituals 

and Baroque theatre. He employed Christian symbols as blood, wine and the cross, and 

enacted self-mutilation as a means of catharsis from the repressive context of the mo-

ment. By imitating in a pagan way the crucifixion and placing a dead lamb on the cross, 

Nitsch performed an iconoclastic de-Christianization of the blood, which aimed at anni-

hilating its symbolic value in the ritual of the Eucharist.160 The project of the Actionists 

was one of fierce criticism of the social context of the time, and this was possible only 

through using the images, and the rituals of the target of their criticism – Catholicism. 

 In his performances Joseph Beuys (1921-1986) made visible the inherent spiritual 

aspect of performance as a medium. He understood performance as a relapse into 

myth, a form of psychic healing and of exorcism, and created a cult of himself as sha-

man-artist. He invested his performances with a spiritual element keeping something 

of the sacred power of the symbols of different religious rituals that he borrowed. Still, 
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Fig. 43 Herman Nitsch, Station of the Cross, 2009
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his shamanism “under the conditions of the society of spectacle” was criticised as 

“aesthetically retrograde” and dishonest.161  

 With the performance Messe pour un corps, 1975, the French artist Michel Jour-

niac (1935-1995) addressed the fictions and the mythologies that sacralise the body. 

He restaged a liturgical ritual, in which he played the role of the priest, but he served 

a communion sacrament made from the contents of three syringes full of his own 

blood. He borrowed the ritual from Christianity to problematise the quasi-sacrifi-

cial aspects of the figure of the contemporary artist, who as a Christ-like figure has to 

give his own body to society. The American artist Chris Burden referred to, or rather 

restaged, a crucifixion with a performance entitled Transfixed, 1974 (Fig. 44). He was 

fixed to a Volkswagen car with two nails piercing his hands and then for a short time 

driven out of the garage where the car was parked. 

 This performance had a very strong ritualistic aspect and the remnants of his ac-

tion (as the nails) were called relics. Burden himself was from a Catholic background 

and created a number of other performances with Christian themes.162 Transfixed can 

be placed in the line of the sacrificial theatre of the Viennese actionists insofar as it, 

too, explores the ritualistic origins and ethical limits of art. It poses such questions 

as: What can the artist do to himself and the viewer, and when does the viewer in-

tervene?163 Burden addresses the vulnerability of the artist and the inherent violence 

of the public spectacle. Within the practice of these performances the body was re-

claimed from religion and flesh became the site of the revolt against traditional values. 

 By openly referring to religion, these performance works acquire an undoubted-

ly iconoclastic aspect; the artists themselves claim to be critical of bourgeois hypocri-

sy or oppressive context of religion. Yet, because of the very nature of their medium, 

which is the body, they consciously or unconsciously, preserve a religious element. 

If the figure of the artist is central, and especially when the performance involves an 

element of physical danger, the line between being critical towards religion and pro-

ducing effects that are religious is very thin. The self-sacrificial figure of the artist can 

implicate its audience into a sort of a sacred community based on fusion, where the 

individual is controlled instead of being offered a liberatory experience. This was in-

deed an aspect for which the Actionists were later criticised.

 In the 1980s, many artists in the United States, especially performance artists, 

worked with what Heartney calls Catholic imaginary – a result of influences of their 

Catholic upbringing. In some cases artists transformed the influences of their up-
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Fig. 45 Andy Warhol, The Last Supper Cycle, 1986

Fig. 44 Chris Burden, Transfixed, 1974
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bringing into a critical statement in their work (Burden, Linda Montano, Karen Finley), 

while in others the religious motif in their work claimed to be a positive expression of 

spirituality. Created and shown in an Anglo-American context, such works were often 

accused of blasphemy and perceived as offending religious, specifically Catholic sen-

sitivities. In fact some of the artists did not intend them as provocation, and in some 

cases they were even practicing Catholics themselves. For example, the scandalous 

photograph Piss Christ, 1987, by Andres Serrano was part of series of allegorical explo-

rations of the subject of the spiritual dimension of base subjects. Serrano himself states 

that he makes religious art.164 The shock value of these works is an effect of the appro-

priation of a religious motif and its insertion and interpretation in a context that is not 

only secular, but in which criticality is considered to be almost its normative aspect.

Andy Warhol: Pop-Icons, Pop-Relics

 The work of Andy Warhol articulates a shift from questions of the type posed by 

the ready-mades of Duchamp, to the borrowing of existing religious images, them-

selves defined as ready-mades, and reproducing them serially. The gesture of seri-

al repetition, through printing multiple versions of the same, marks an interesting 

moment in the (already troubled) relationship between religion and art. Warhol was 

raised as a Catholic and continued practicing. Later in his career he was interested in 

religion to the point of obsession with the Last Supper and produced multiple studies 

for a work on the basis of the well-known scene from the painting by Leonardo. He 

commented on the commodity fetishism and mass-production, which was compara-

ble to the popularity and mass-circulation of religious art and images. 

 His art and his figure remained ambiguous if not controversial, in their relation-

ship to religion. They certainly lack the abstract disembodied spirituality of Rothko or 

Newman, but they also cannot be seen as anti-religious. Even his “greatest critics have 

acknowledged the presence of some kind of Catholic sensibility in his work.”165 Heart-

ney sees Warhol’s art as its expression. Thus, if we follow her suggestion, similarly to 

the abstract expressionists, Warhol tried to articulate a personal religious moment 

in his work, although with a completely different visual vocabulary, which according 

to her, is related to Catholicism.166 However, it is difficult to make a religious artist of 

Warhol, no matter how personally charged with faith his works could be (and it is very 

difficult to determine that even from an interview of the artist), the result is in many 
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cases a rather critical comment on Catholicism and its use of the image. Yet, it is true 

that an upbringing in this tradition increases the likelihood of it becoming an inspira-

tional source, or an object of comment. Heartney suggests that Warhol is one of the 

key figures in the 1960s who expressed what she calls an incarnational consciousness, 

related to his obsession with the body, physical death and love.167

 The theme of death in Warhol’s car crash series resonates strongly with the 

Christian image focused on the spectacle of death. Death and Disaster is a series of silk-

screen paintings created in the 1960s. The central image is a photograph of an empty 

electric chair in variety of formats. In Heartney’s words:

In a flash a photograph was transformed into a secular crucifixion image, drawing […] a par-

allel between the condemned men for whom the chair was created and the criminalized 

Christ executed with equal righteousness by the court of his day.168

His portraits of glamorous film stars such as Marilyn Monroe, who was recently de-

ceased, transformed her masklike face into a modern-day version of a Byzantine icon. 

The gold background in some of the series as well as the seriality and the execution 

based on prints, eliminates the role of the artists’ execution in a similar way as in the 

practice of painting icons. 

 His last works included several hand-painted pictures of religious themes after 

Renaissance masters. One of them is a version in outline of Leonardo’s Last Supper, 

which is partly obliterated by grossly enlarged logos of brand names. Such borrowings 

can be read simply as recognition of their status as a species of designer label for the 

Catholic Church and cannot be distinguished from his general interest in brand names 

and logos (Fig. 45).169 Warhol’s strategy included allowing ordinary objects to take 

multiple meanings. His interpretation of the Last Supper or the Marilyn Monroe por-

trait sheds light on capitalist aspects of religion and the use of kitschified religious im-

agery to sell the church. Next to the reference to religious painting, on another level 

he commented on the condition of the production of religious images as the icon by 

an artist who remains anonymous, and the resonance with the condition of the mass 

produced image through printing and photography. Warhol’s method of screen-print-

ing photographs on coloured backgrounds amplified further the moment of technical 

reproduction, which suspends further the necessity of manual skill of the artist. This 

has a double effect; it repeats the condition of the ready-made, but brings its ques-

tion further through the serial repetition of the image. From the question of naming 

or consecrating the object as art, it becomes the question of the emptiness of endless 
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repetition, especially that incarnated by the capitalist commodity. Warhol challenged 

the concept of the unique artwork by endlessly repeating images, logos and religious 

paintings until their meaning appeared completely dissolved.170

 Warhol referred to and re-worked religious motifs on several levels. He ap-

proached religious painting as a popular medium and demonstrated that in the very 

definition of pop-art there is something that is intrinsically close to the religious use 

and definition of the image. For Warhol, religion became a source of ideas, symbolic 

texture and tools for a critical reflection on a contemporary reality. Still, his art is not 

a spiritual practice, or openly iconoclastic in its mode; its objects question the condi-

tions of the art-object, and aspects of religious images as their mass-circulation, which 

played a crucial role in supporting the institution of the church.

Re-Staging the Past: Postmodernism

 Postmodernity is the (contested) name that designates the period after moder-

nity, which began in the 1960s. The content of the term has been a subject of much de-

bate, and if there is a possibility to point out an important and central characteristic, it 

would be the renewed awareness of the past and the necessity of its revisiting. Foster 

observes: “There is no simple now: every present is non-synchronous, a mix of different 

times; thus there is no timely transition between the modern and the postmodern.”171 

Postmodern art, in the broad sense of the term, shows a particular sensitivity to the 

past, which is associated with borrowing, citation and appropriation of images of older 

art and of popular culture, as opposed to the modernist privileging of the purity of each 

art form. As Sandler puts it, appropriation is “the primary sign of postmodernist art.”172 

 If for some artists belonging to the early-avant gardes, art became a field of 

spiritual expression, their post-modern colleagues were busy re-examining an (often 

traumatic) religious upbringing and their artworks openly cited religious motifs. This 

disenchanted reworking of religious images and motifs places them in contrast with ab-

stract painters inspired by a broad understanding of spirituality. A central moment for 

the late 1960s and onwards were the theoretical debates around the status of such con-

cepts as author, authorship and originality and of theoretical discourse articulating the 

idea of the death of the author together with the mistrust in master narratives includ-
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ing religion. These ideas are associated with, on the one hand, the mushrooming of per-

sonal, individual forms of spirituality and their expression, and on the other, with rather 

critical revisiting of the role of religion. 

 Criticality was not necessarily a result of the intention of the individual artist; by 

the 1970s it was a normative aspect of art, something that good art had to demonstrate. 

This made it very difficult to interpret works that cite religious images as spiritual. In-

versely, when artists used in their works the figure of the marginalised, weak or fallen 

human, this was read as articulating some kind of positive reference to religion, precise-

ly without using any religious images.173 Another important moment within postmoder-

nity was the advanced condition of technical media, which allowed artists to (infinitely) 

borrow, sample and reproduce existing images including religious art. The image itself 

became a “readymade” and the plethora of copies extensively questioned notions of or-

igin, originality and, ultimately, the very structure of the practice of image-making as 

a religious story. At this moment, religion could become a matter of debate, and pre-

cisely not as an oppressive and conservative legacy, but as the regime that regulat-

ed the production and display of images and image-making. In the situation when the 

copy became a really important matter of debate, the original became a visible object of 

questioning; hence, all the questions of reproduction, transmission and the “true” im-

age, including who has right over the production and circulation of copies.174 

 The so-called “post-structuralist” version of postmodernism is critical as it exam-

ines such central issues as the originality of the artist and of the tradition. It situates it-

self not only in opposition to traditional values of bourgeois life, but also in opposition 

to the modernist narrative that affirms the purity of the medium, and the absoluteness 

of authorship supported by the myth of novelty and originality. “This version is ad-

vanced as a critique of representation in which it is held to construct more reality than 

to copy it and subject us to stereotypes than reveal the truth about us.”175 The postmod-

ernism strategy of “pastiche”, mixing citations of existing works from different periods 

and styles, cannot be seen as a return to any tradition, insofar as it integrates a variety 

of fragments. The fragmented text or image is an opposition to the unitary work, and in 

a larger sense to any totalising narrative that explains reality. One of the central effects 

of appropriation as a strategy is “the deconstruction of ideas of master works and mas-

ter artists.”176 Appropriation as an artistic strategy is associated with a moment of inde-
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cisiveness; it makes the result inherently ambiguous and resists one single reading. In 

this sense the appropriation practice, next to its critical result, poses questions pertain-

ing to the very medium, or a question regarding the status of representation. 

 The reinterpretation of religious motifs became distinctly present in the work of 

many artists in the 1980s and 1990s. They produced works in different media – pho-

tography, video, installation, sculpture and painting. Heartney argues that a variety of 

artists in the United States during this period shared what she calls “catholic imagina-

tion.” Although their works are perceived as provocative (and in some cases blasphe-

mous) some artists as Kiki Smith, Andres Serrano, Joel Peter Witkin or Robert Gober 

claim that this is way of expressing their connection to a religious tradition they were 

brought up in. Their works become a site of contestation not only of the role of religion, 

but of distinctions between high art and kitsch.

Video Art: “Techno-Sublime”

The environments of video installations in the late 1980s and 1990s defined a new 

situation of spectatorship. They invited their viewer to enter into a contemplative 

mode and to see a time-based work, or in a very saturated environment that offers 

an intense experience. Such media environments produced the “effect of spiritual 

immediacy through the means of intensive mediation.”177 This “techno-sublime,” an 

overwhelming or mesmeric experience “is very popular, in part because it aestheti-

cizes, or ‘artifies,’ an already-familiar experience – the mind-blowing intensities pro-

duced by media culture at large.”178 Advanced media environments are intrinsically 

inclined to produce some quasi-miraculous effects not only because of the saturated 

environments that they create, but also because of the possibility to manipulate imag-

es on different levels. They articulate a possibility of a hyper-visibility, which easily pro-

duces “miraculous” effects. 

 Martin Arnold’s (1959) work Jeanne, 2003, explores such effects in film. Through 

re-using Carl Dreyer’s The Passion of Jean of Arc, he creates a highly emotionally 

charged, uncanny image (Fig. 46). The work consists only of the close-ups of Jeanne’s 

face in the trial scene. Projected on a large screen her suffering and overwhelming 

emotions create a very intense image. This method of re-using film footage demon-

strates that quasi-religious intensity is an inherent part of the moving image and of 

technically complex media because of its capacity to create very saturated environ-

177 Hal Foster, Art Since 1900, p. 676. 178 Ibid., p. 676. 
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Fig. 46 Martin Arnold, Jeanne, 2003

Fig. 47 Granular Synthesis, Pole, 1998
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ments. Creating a total image-sound space that represents, but also has the power to 

invoke in the viewer, extreme mental conditions or spiritual experiences is a central 

line in the work of Granular Synthesis, Ulf Langheinrich (1960) and Kurt Hentschlager 

(1961). Their obsessive visual language derived from the performance art tradition of 

direct physical perception evolved towards constructing intense audio-visual live ex-

periences in immersive media environments. With Pole, 1998, they mixed live, looped 

and amplified short samples of image and sound of the singer Diamanda Galas (Fig. 

47). They were projected on five or seven parallel screens, with stroboscopic effects 

and rapidly repetitive hypnotic or numbing visual patterns and sound frequencies with 

low bass tones. This environment created an effect of perceptual overload, a sort of 

perceptual transcendence.179 

 This diffuse spirituality is an element of interest for Douglas Gordon (1966) who, 

in the early 1990s, produced a series of projected works using fragments of existing 

film footage. He manipulated these in order to draw the viewer’s attention to unseen 

details such as the very visual texture of highly charged emotional states. For instance, 

Confessions of a Justified Sinner, 1995, consists of several fragments from an early film 

version of Stevenson’s novel The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde when Jekyll trans-

formed into a monstrous Hyde (Fig. 48). The film is slowed down and projected onto 

two separate large screens, one in negative and one in positive. 

 The effects of such works on the viewer could be placed into two groups, both 

of them related to the experience of the sublime as described by Kant.180 While the 

first one is an awesome experience that overwhelms through immersion in an envi-

ronment constructed of projection of sight and sound, the second group, which in 

fact corresponds to a second moment of the sublime experience, is related to the in-

tellectual understanding of the strong emotional experience, resulting in a feeling of 

mastery of the experience.181 Different artists are interested in invoking in their viewer 

either the awesome or the redemptive experience. While Viola privileges the redemp-

tive aspect, Gordon is obsessed by the hysterical shattering moment, as is Martin Ar-

nold. 

 Another earlier line of development within video art is associated with the work 

of feminist artists who borrow existing religious images (in contrast to the tendency 

described above) to make a critical statement. The artists in this group use and inter-

pret identifiable religious images and motifs as an integral part of their work. The ef-

fect, as in the other instances of borrowing existing motifs, is critical. In Don’t Believe 

I’m an Amazon, 1975, by Urlike Rosenbach (1943), she projects an image of the head 
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Fig. 48 Douglas Gordon, Confessions of a Justified Sinner, 1996

Fig. 49 Ulrike Rosenbach, Don’t Believe I’m an Amazon, 1975
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of a medieval Madonna from a painting by Stefan Lochner and her own face (Fig. 49). 

She shoots fifteen arrows that hit the superimposed image of both faces.182 Her work 

is a reflection on the image of women in (art) history. The image of the powerful Ama-

zon, indicated through the title and the bow and arrows, is conflated with the images 

of the beautiful and frail Madonna, an incarnation of the stereotype of nurturing and 

powerless woman. The arrow hits both images and the artist’s face that is framed by 

them. The work is a comment on the implicit violence of superimposing on women 

the cultural clichés of womanhood. 

 Sylvie Blocher’s (1953) work L’annonce amoureuse, 1995, offers an interpretation 

that reveals the Christian traces in the structure of address, especially in an address 

that conveys unconditional trust.183 Thirteen young actors nominated for the Michel 

Simon prize were asked to look directly in the camera and make a declaration of love. 

The acting of the vulnerable moment of expressing one’s feelings “rewrite” annuncia-

tion as a secular, human and intimate event of address. Some of the more recent work 

by Pipilotti Rist (1962) can be situated along similar lines of offering an alternative in-

terpretation of a well-known religious motif or scene. Homo Sapiens Sapiens, 2005, 

is a feminist re-appropriation of religious motifs. The piece is an audio-video installa-

tion consisting of four projections on a ceiling panel; the viewer is invited to lie on the 

floor and watch the projection on the ceiling. The video is a twenty-one minute loop in 

which the main character Pepperminta finds herself with her sister in a world resem-

bling a paradise; they stroll and play together with the rich vegetation. The work pre-

sents a video re-interpretation of the image of paradise. Similarly to Rosenbach and 

Blocher, Rist appropriates the image of paradise to “give it back” to women. The piece, 

originally produced for the ceiling of a church in Venice, created a scandal and was re-

moved on accusations that it involved  (ironically) too much nudity. 

 In many video and installation works the medium of video enabled a re-media-

tion of older images – both film and culturally loaded iconic religious images, an aspect 

of the medium used in many cases by video artists to invoke or create a quasi-mystical 

experience; or to re-frame existing images and film footage in order to make a critical 

comment on traditional ideas as the feminist artists demonstrated in their work. 

 Perhaps the exhibition Sensation includes most of those who dealt with this is-

sue; they were young at the time and producing works at the edge of the scandal-

ous, Damien Hirst and Chris Offili being the most well-known cases and Gilbert and 

George, the Chapman Brothers, Sarah Lucas, Marc Quinn, Marc Wallinger, Sam-Taylor 
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Wood citing religious painting or motifs in various ways. In most of these cases the ci-

tations are employed as a tool to criticise traditional values or organised religion, but 

that, too, betrays interest to the sensitivity towards and the importance of the status 

of the body, especially in the Catholic tradition. Damien Hirst’s provocative and para-

doxical work, which appropriates and manipulates Christian imagery in quite a few in-

stances, brought him international fame.





Chapter 4 

The Video Veronicas of Bill Viola
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Miracles and Instants

 Religious themes and motifs are present throughout the different periods of the 

work of the American video artist Bill Viola and appear in a variety of ways.1 He himself 

states that he does not practice any particular form of religion, but is very interested in 

religious art and spiritual experiences related to different religious traditions, and mys-

ticism in its different versions: Islamic, Christian, Hindu and Buddhist.2 Usually his in-

stallations invite viewers into immersive environments of sound and image, charged 

with emotional intensity, centred upon such threshold moments of human existence 

as birth and death, or overwhelming emotions. Starting in the late 1990s, Viola creat-

ed a series of video installations that refer to or even closely restage well-known reli-

gious paintings. His work makes an interesting case as it seeks to define the conditions 

of spiritual experiences in the space of the contemporary museum or gallery. Next to 

being a means of reflecting on the human condition, and such themes as the impos-

sibility of transcendence, Viola’s engagement with religious art can be read as an at-

tempt to reflect on the history of the relatively young medium of video, which only has 

existed for a few decades and which is particularly suited to re-cycling other existing 

film footage or re-mediating other images.3 

 A number of Viola’s pieces re-work the motif of the acheiropoietic image. This 

motif is present not only on the level of a more direct visual reference to the veil of Ve-

ronica as in the installations Memoria, 2000, or Unspoken: Silver and Gold, 2001, but in 

the way Viola works with the possibilities of the medium of high-definition video (Figs. 

50 and 51). His usual strategy of using extreme slow motion, present throughout dif-

ferent periods in his work, culminates in the series of portraits of different emotional 

states in the exhibition The Passions, 2003, mostly showing flat-screen video-tableaus 

that closely restage known religious paintings.4 Contemporary looking personages 

go through a range of emotional states, and the image is in extremely slow motion. 

1 An earlier and shorter version of this chapter was presented at the conference Witness: Memory, Representa-

tion and the Media in Question, University of Copenhagen, August 2004 and published as “Limits in Suspension. 

On Memoria by Bill Viola” In: Witness: Memory, Representation, and the Media in Question, Ed. Ulrik Ekman and 

Frederik Tygstrurp (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2008) 2 David Morgan, “Spirit and Medium,” In: 

The Art of Bill Viola, Ed. Chris Townsend (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2004), p. 101. 3 Hans Belting, “The 

Temporality of Video Art,” In: Art History after Modernism, Trans: Caroline Saltzwedel and Mitch Cohen (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press: 2003), p. 87. 4 Bill Viola: the Passions, exhibition catalogue, Ed. John Walsh (Oxford 

University Press, 2003). A more recent and extensive exhibition of Viola’s work was Intimate Work, De Pont, Til-

burg, 12.09.2009 - 10.01.2010.
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Fig. 51 Bill Viola, Unspoken. Silver and Gold, 2001

Fig. 50 Bill Viola, Memoria, 2000
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These portraits claim to render truthfully and extremely exhaustively the detail of the 

fleeting emotional states thus building a spectacular situation of display, which invites 

its viewer to contemplate and identify with the image on an emotional level.

 Next to the iconic citations of the motif of Veronica’s veil, the “true image” be-

comes a motif related to the question of the inherent tension between the veracity of 

images and their artificial, mediated nature. The use of this motif by Viola is not acci-

dental; it is a way to reflect on the status of a technical medium of video and the imag-

es it produces. Viola returns to the issue of the truth that images can reveal, and the 

ways they can be considered as true, posing it as a historical question. His interpreta-

tion of the motif of Veronica’s veil is a symptom of his desire to reflect on the status of 

the image. But he also interprets this motif as related to a specifically human history of 

emotions; he insists on strongly emphasising the interpersonal moment by addressing 

the viewer on an emotional level. Visually the face becomes a plastic mask that pre-

tends to show the truth of emotions. Yet this is a highly constructed, mediated image, 

which contradicts the truth claim of the hyperrealism of the slowly moving video-im-

age. The miracle, or the spiritual moment, is constructed by Viola as a media effect.

 In the contemporary medium of video this question plays out in an intriguing 

way, as video is a technical medium that reduces the role of the hand of a maker, and 

produces an allegedly true picture of reality. With the high definition video and high-

speed cameras that Viola uses, this claim of a true picture of reality is enhanced. The 

outcome is a highly manipulated, constructed image. His work is closer to a painter 

whose images are creative inventions. Viola recognises this; in his words 

[…]the medium reflecting the face was capable of visually transforming that face into the 

extreme emotion that it was experiencing at that instant… it also connected me to painting 

in a new way, because it is exactly what painters do - manipulate and shape the fluid surface 

of the paint so it becomes the emotion.5 

 Yet he presents the image in such a way that it claims to show the invisible, the 

true way things are, thus inviting the viewer to believe and to identify with the image, 

to experience a spiritual moment. In this sense, for Viola, the motif of the true image is 

used not as a critical tool, but as a means to express a spiritual moment. He uses refer-

ences to formats and existing painting but re-enacted with contemporary characters. 

This strategy has two effects. It does not allow his works to be seen as blasphemous, 

or iconoclastic insofar as the religious motif or story is not directly present in the work. 

On the contrary, the use of contemporary looking characters imbues the present mo-

5 Ibid., p. 207.
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ment with a spiritual one that characterises the religious art Viola is quoting. Next to 

that the high-quality image claims to deliver a state of hyper-visibility, to reveal the in-

visible texture of emotions, addressing the viewer in a very direct manner.6 

 Many of Viola’s works refer to religious images, but his strategy is to substi-

tute the religious personages with anonymous contemporary ones, and to focus on 

the sense of human tragedy or emotion. In this sense, his work resonates with art-

ists whose work focuses on positive expressions of spirituality and the experience of 

the sublime. The paintings of Caspar David Friedrich or Barnett Newman articulated, 

in their respective times, the conditions of the overwhelming experiences conveyed 

by vast landscapes or overwhelming scales and saturated colour. What situates Viola 

close to those artists is most evidently his focus on the experience of tragedy and emo-

tional intensity, but also the extreme attention to detail, and his way of working with 

the temporality of the image. The viewer of a video-installation by Viola is literally im-

mersed in a saturated audio-visual environment that addresses more than one sense. 

Such experience of feeling overwhelmed yet at a safe distance is the contemporary 

definition of the experience of the sublime in the environment of works of media-art. 

Its main site and subject is the body. 7

 The Reflecting Pool, 1977-1979, explores the different aspects of the relationship 

between the highly mediated nature of video-images, and their capacity to create the 

conditions of spiritual experiences (Fig. 52). Video offers many possibilities for manip-

ulation of the image, creating a sense of wonder related to (special) effects. The sev-

en-minute video is a steady shot of a swimming pool, surrounded by forest; its calm 

surface reflects the trees. A man, Viola himself, walks out of the forest, stands by the 

pool and suddenly jumps up. His figure is reflected on the water’s surface. At this pre-

cise moment he is frozen in time, and suspended over the pool. The water surface still 

moves and we see a series of events, but only as reflections, while the suspended body is 

deprived of its reflection. The ambient light changes from light to dark and dark to light, 

while the image of the suspended body gradually disappears, blending with the trees 

behind it. This gradual disappearance is accompanied by the appearance of a reflec-

tion of the man on the water’s surface, while there is no one walking around the pool. 

6 “We know the ordinary-looking people on the screens to be actors, and we know their powerful emotions are 

feigned, or at least produced at will; yet their appeal is apt to be stronger than we imagine possible. We are see-

ing high emotions that we recognize from our own lives and from TV and the movies, nearly always produced 

by causes we cannot account for; here they are enacted without any explanation or incident or story. Viola’s 

pieces, in short, are charged with the peculiar energy of consistent contradiction.” John Walsh, “Emotions in Ex-

treme Time,” The Passions, p. 61. 7 Hal Foster, Art in the 1900s: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism, Ed. Hal 

Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois and Benjamin Buchloch (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2004) p. 656.
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Then a naked man appears from the water and walks back into the forest. The work 

refers to the pre-lapsarian naked state of man in nature. But its central point is to ad-

dress the condition of video as a technical medium that allows image-manipulation to 

achieve “miraculous” effects. This reflection on a technical capacity of the moving im-

age, or video, is done through an image that refers to religious motifs – the mythical 

state before the fall, but also to baptism. This defines two types of questions that Vio-

la engages with in a great length in his later works: the reflection on the technical and 

the spiritual capacity of the medium. 

 The installation Heaven and Earth, 1992, consists of two television screens on 

wooden pedestals attached to the floor and the ceiling (Fig. 53). The screens’ surfac-

es are very close to each other and the image shown on one screen is reflected on the 

other. The top screen shows a dying woman and the one below a very young baby, Vi-

ola’s newborn son and dying grandmother. The television screens used in a sculptural 

manner obstruct the conditions of viewing and make the physical reflection of the im-

age shown on one screen on the surface of the other a significant element of the piece. 

Viola addresses birth and death, the two defining events of human existence, and in-

scribes them in the technical environment of the medium.

 While The Reflecting Pool explores the possibility of video to stage as a “mirac-

ulous” event, his series of later works explores further the possibility of articulating a 

spiritual moment within the environment of video-installation. Room for St. John of the 

Cross, 1983, is a contemporary reflection on the poetic visions of the sixteenth-century 

Spanish poet; Nantes Triptych, 1992, is a piece consisting of three large panels showing 

scenes of birth, death and a body floating underwater. The City of Man, 1989, also uses 

the triptych format and shows scenes of contemporary life, peaceful cities, meetings 

in conference rooms and burning buildings, as allegories of paradise, life on earth and 

hell. The cycle Five Angels for the Millennium, 2002, consists of several works, all of them 

projections of a dark indefinite space under water, and a human figure lit by a different 

colour of light falls “upwards” accompanied by the sound of rushing water. Another 

group of works developed largely around the exhibition The Passions, 2003, but start-

ing earlier with The Greeting, 1997, uses well-known pieces of Renaissance painting to 

“frame” the characters and the situations in the works (Fig. 54). A number of Viola’s 

installations were shown in churches. The Ocean Without a Shore, 2007, is a group of 

works, of videos shown on flat plasma screens created for and installed in the altars 

of the Church of San Gallo in Venice during the Venice Bienniale. They show contem-

porary looking personages slowly moving in an endlessly repeating cycle from dark to 

light crossing a threshold or a “veil” of water and transforming from black and white 

into a colour image, and then withdrawing back behind an otherwise invisible and thin 

layer of water. The works, in Viola’s words, are “about the presence of the dead in our 
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Fig. 53 Bill Viola, Heaven and Earth, 1992 Fig. 54 Bill Viola, The Greeting, 1995

Fig. 52 Bill Viola, The Reflecting Pool, 1977-9
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lives”, the altars redefined as portals through which they pass crossing through into 

presence and then silently withdrawing.8 Many of Viola’s pieces borrow formats from 

religious art: Catherine’s Room, 2001, consists of five small screens placed next to each 

other like a predella; a number of pieces are structured as triptychs such as The City of 

Man, or a small folding altarpiece, as in Dolorosa, 2000. 

 This strategy, in Viola’s own words, is a way to reflect on the human condition as 

something that shares its main aspects throughout history. The main events of birth, 

death, suffering or ecstasy, the subject matter of many paintings, are something that 

human kind experiences universally. The use of the old image to frame the contem-

porary personages in Viola’s works, should remind us of that continuity throughout 

time.9 These images are borrowed as models of media that had a spiritual function, to 

be translated in a medium that is not only contemporary, but also usually perceived 

as offering an “objective view” of these central moments and experiences. All these 

works create visual environments charged with spiritual energy.10

 Viola reflects on the human condition through building a dense symbolic lan-

guage, drawing on different religious traditions. These symbols and motifs acquire 

new meaning, which can be understood only if the different elements are considered 

in the context of his whole work. Several lines can be identified within Viola’s symbolic 

vocabulary. In The Ancient of Days, 1979-81, time goes “backwards.” This reversal of the 

normal flow of events relates to the cyclical structure of creation stories outside of the 

Judeo-Christian tradition. Next to the inversion of the direction of time, another line 

of meaning is created by the use of extremely slow motion, which makes the viewer 

aware of her own act of viewing and its duration, as well as of the temporality of life, of 

the living body, and the ability to experience ourselves in time.11 The portrayal of tem-

poral cycles, both human and natural, allows Viola to inscribe human existence, and 

the main events of life – birth, death in a greater unity – nature. 

8 Interview with Bill Viola, http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/video/venice-biennale-new-work-bill-viola, 

accessed 13 June, 2012. 9 As he explains: “by viewing painted images, we are inclined to see them as subjective 

views…since ‘they have been depicted many times in history.’ By comparison, modern media ‘have a very high 

accepted truth factor in our society’ and can thus perform the same function as panel paintings in earlier cen-

turies.” Otto Newmaier, citing Viola, “Space, Time, Video, Viola” In: The Art of Bill Viola, p. 69. 

10 “If Viola wants us to revert to an older way of seeing and experiencing art, such a step backwards does not 

in itself bring a challenging way of thinking critically about the meaning and context of images. The auratic ef-

fect of the work may overwhelm any other response except awe.”, Ibid., p.14. 11 Ibid., p. 63-67.
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Painting Emotions in Video

The Passions is an exhibition that Viola developed at the Getty Museum starting in 

2000. It includes a series of works that explore human emotions. The exhibition was 

shown at the Getty Museum in 2003 and later travelled to several locations in Europe. 

Viola’s research at the archive of the Getty Institute resulted in creating works includ-

ing references or being inspired by images and texts belonging to such different re-

ligious traditions as Islam and Buddhism, besides the distinct presence of Christian 

imagery. The exhibition consists mainly of works on flat video screens, which borrow 

the format of the panel painting, compositional techniques characteristic of portrait 

and devotional painting.12 Religious works of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 

were a major source of inspiration. Viola chose the digital flat panel screen, not only 

because it gives a bright, sharp picture, but also because it is portable and thus suit-

able to be displayed on the wall of a gallery space like a painting, like the pieces of 

religious art from which he drew inspiration.13 He worked with actors who were giv-

en the task to perform different emotional states, and filmed them using high-speed 

35mm film, at 210 frames per second, almost seven times normal speed. This allowed 

the image to be rendered in extremely slow motion without fragmentation or loss of 

continuity. The chosen take was transferred to high-definition digital video and signif-

icantly stretched in time. 

 Viola’s desire is to isolate the “pure” texture of the main events in human life as ab-

stracted portraits of universal experiences. Such a strategy, however, can be viewed from 

a different perspective. The image that Viola creates is not a “true”, or objective view, 

but in fact a highly staged, spectacular image that presents itself as true. Viola’s video 

works retain distance to both narrative film and documentary mode of representation. 

They usually have very general, open narratives, or focus on the micro-texture of events, 

and are highly staged, with every element from the acting to the light conditions, care-

fully controlled. This creates a highly artificial image, whose mode of fiction is closer to 

painting, which is the central medium that Viola refers to. Such a strategy poses a dif-

ferent question compared to the media critique that makes visible and reflects upon 

the conditions of a new medium, through referring to, or re-using the conventions of an 

older medium. Viola’s approach builds an image that tries to convey general, ahistorical 

12 Hans Belting and Bill Viola, “A Conversation,” The Passions, p. 200. 13 John Walsh, “Emotions in Extreme Time,” 

The Passions, p. 37. 14 “Viola works to virtualize his space and to derealize his medium: so that his ahistorical vi-

sion of spiritual transcendence can be effected – that is, it can come across as an effect.” Art in the 1900s, p. 656.
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time, which is the condition or the backdrop of visions of spiritual transcendence.14

 Christ Mocked, ca. 1490-1500, by Hieronymous Bosch inspired in Viola a group of 

four works: The Quintet of the Astonished, The Quintet of Remembrance, The Quintet of 

the Unseen and The Quintet of the Silent, 2000 .15 All of them are colour video projec-

tions on a flat screen in a dark room. In The Quintet of the Astonished a group of five 

people stand together as a group (Fig. 55). At the beginning their expressions are neu-

tral and later slowly change into different emotions for each person in the group. Their 

intensity increases to overwhelming states. The characters are placed against a dark 

background and lit from a source in the upper left corner. Man of Sorrows and Doloro-

sa refer to small late medieval folding altarpieces, and in particular to Mater Dolorosa 

and Christ Crowned with Thorns by the Workshop of Dieric Bouts, ca. 1490. Doloro-

sa consists of two small flat screen panels showing on the left a woman and on the 

right a man, both crying. The two screens are attached to each other, like the pages 

of a book. The faces are illuminated from the right side and the image is of a very high 

quality rendering visible minute details. They are dressed in an ordinary, but contem-

porary way – the man in a blue shirt and the woman in a red dress with a black pattern 

and a scarf. The couple refers to portraits of Mary and Christ as a man of sorrows. With 

this work Viola drew a parallel between the small format privately owned devotional 

images, and such contemporary items as laptops, which can be taken travelling and 

provide the conditions for viewing images.16 

 Catherine’s Room consists of five video-panels displayed on the wall, and bor-

rows the format of a predella painting (Fig. 56). Five screens show separate moments 

of the daily routine in the life of a woman called Catherine. The work has evident par-

15 Viola explains his fascination with the painting: “This painting has always fascinated me. The idea of the calm 

center in the chaotic, threatening circle of the world is something that I have been preoccupied with for a long 

time. One way that you can look at religious practice is the sense of perfecting the individual so they can stand 

calmly and securely in whatever turbulent situation they might find themselves in …The extraordinary thing about 

that image is Christ staring right out of the picture. And who is he looking at? Us…he is looking right into our 

eyes.” http://www.getty.edu/art/exhibitions/viola/quintet.html, accessed 14 June, 2012 16 Viola “I’ve been looking at 

the transition from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, when making art drastically changed. You not only had the 

development of vantage-point perspective, but you also had a population that was becoming increasingly mobile 

thanks to the money generated by a rising merchant class. People were also hitting the roads, and all of a sudden 

there was a demand for private, devotional illustrated prayer books. So artists started making little panel paintings 

that were latched and hinged, that you could open and close and take with you. When you got to your inn, you 

could open it up and do your prayers; it was like everyone getting their own laptop, basically.” http://nga.gov.au/vio-

la, accessed June 14, 2012. 17 A predella is a small narrative painting below the main altarpiece, consisting of three 

to five small panels. When shown in museums, predellas are normally separated from the main body of the altar.
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Fig. 55 Bill Viola, The Quintet of the Astonished, 2000

Fig. 56 Bill Viola, Catherine’s Room, 2001

Fig. 57 Régnard, photograph of Au-

gustine (‘Attitudes passionelles: Ecstasy), 

Iconographie photographique de la Sal-

petriere, vol. II, 1879-1880
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allels with the predella Catherine of Siena Praying by Andrea di Bartolo, 1393-1394.17 

Catherine’s room has a small window, and the time of day is indicated by the light com-

ing through the window, while the way the tree branch changes, indicates the sea-

sons. The five scenes are set in the same room, but each with a different setting. In 

the morning “Catherine” does yoga, in the afternoon she mends clothes, in the early 

evening she sits at a desk and tries to write, while the fourth scene shows her light-

ing candles set at a table, and the fifth shows her sleeping. The scenes are serene and 

meditative and run in a loop in parallel, so the viewer can witness simultaneously 

these scenes of different moments in her day, year or life. 

 Viola substitutes the narrative aspect of religious painting, its story, with an am-

biguous micro-narrative. A significant part of the effect of those images emerges pre-

cisely from their anti-narrative nature, which is a result of the artist’s decision to show 

highly emotional states while leaving the sources of all these strong emotions unex-

plained. They represent passions without cause, beginning or end. Viola himself says 

that he was interested in the logic of the emotions as such: 

So I had the strong desire to get rid of the story, to discard the plot, the narrative, and just 

deal with the emotions. I suppose it’s similar, in a way, to a painter who wants to go into Red 

as the experience of pure colour, not as a part of the pictorial illusion of a rose.18 

The series of works included in the exhibition The Passions show illuminated faces, sus-

pended in slow motion and captured in the intimacy of moments when the strong 

feeling changes the surface of the face. Viola himself points out that this is an impor-

tant aspect of the concept of exhibition: 

The subject I was working with – the passage of an emotional wave through a human being 

– is fleeting and in a constant motion. I realized that theses pieces had to be shot as single 

takes with no editing, since the movement was created by the emotion itself, and the medi-

um for this emotion, its constant base, was the person.19 

Another important aspect of the way these images were created is the highly choreo-

graphed performance of the actors, who had to express highly emotional states. They 

were generally instructed to overact, in order to allow the video camera to register the 

minute details of the movement of their faces. The apparent spontaneity in the image 

was the outcome of a series of highly controlled situations. The face becomes a living 

mask, a medium for the emotion. As one actor explains: 

18 Viola, The Passions, p. 201.19 Viola, Ibid., p. 200, emphasis added. 20 Ibid., p 202.
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Bill’s effort was to achieve what he was calling ‘the arc of intensity. … Each of us, even 

though we were feeling different emotions – joy, sorrow, anger, fear – were following the 

same arc of intensity, so the piece had an emotional and physical shape.20 

The video panels, no matter how strongly they borrow the compositional techniques 

typical for the portrait painting, appeal to the eye in a different fashion. They invite the 

viewer to see a still and a moving image at the same time, where the surfaces of the 

screen, of the face, are simultaneously the still surface of the painted image and the 

fluid, expressive one of the face. The faces on the video screens are themselves fluid 

surfaces. As such they refer to, but do not coincide with the portrait as objectifying a 

representation of a person, or devotional painting in its characteristic expressiveness. 

Their anonymity reduces them to sensitive and expressive surfaces. The face is defined 

as a medium, a surface where the spontaneously created image of emotional state ap-

pears, one could say, created without the hand of an artist. 

 In contrast to artists who borrow religious motifs precisely as religious, and keep 

the identity of the image to modify it, usually to make a critical statement, Viola re-

stages known religious paintings but as anonymous present-day scenes. This imbues 

the anonymous contemporary personages with the spirituality of the gestures of their 

religious counterparts. Viola’s works do not create an environment that questions the 

viewer’s position and various positions and clichés of spectatorship. It leaves little to 

the viewer who is placed in the passive position of admiration of the miraculous image. 

 The materiality of video art is determined to some extent by the artist’s way of 

use of the medium to create a mirror for her body, experience, or self.21 Viewing a video 

is a bodily experience involving sight and hearing, and a heightened awareness of one’s 

position in space. Many works of video art often explore and problematise different as-

pects of embodied experience. One reason for that is the fact that video was initially 

used as a means of documentation of performance and body art works, in most cases 

involving the body of the artist; the second, more complex one is the “narcissistic” na-

ture of the medium. According to Rosalind Krauss’ well-known observation, video has 

a problematic relationship to materiality; its lack of object necessitates the transforma-

tion of the subject of making, or the artist, into an object of reflection, thus defining 

video art works in many cases as a narcissistic mirroring of the body of the artist.22 

 In the works included in The Passions, Viola himself does not feature; he uses ex-

isting images to frame the bodies of the actors who perform emotional states in an ex-

aggerated manner. His focus is on the spiritual power of the old image, quite precisely 

21 Belting, Art History After Modernism, p. 87. 

22 Rosalind Krauss, “Video: The Aesthetics of Narcissism,” October 1976:1, 50-64. 
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superimposed on the faces of the contemporary characters. He creates the image of 

an abstract, archetypal body usually exposed to various overwhelming forces, water, 

fire or emotions. It is not presented as a personage with a particular identity, not as 

this body, but as the body. In this sense it is removed from its role as a personalised 

presence, and becomes a medium, a sensitive canvas-like surface moulded by emo-

tions, or often extreme, mental experiences. The representation of emotional states is 

in fact the outcome of acting out an emotion, performing the event for the camera. 

 This aspect of Viola’s method of inventing ways to portray human emotions res-

onates with some of the observations of Georges Didi-Huberman, who analysed the 

invention of hysteria as a clinical category in the late nineteenth century.23 His Inven-

tion of Hysteria is a study of Jean-Martin Charcot, Freud’s early teacher, and the way he 

used photography to “record”, or in fact to systematically stage the female patients 

of the Salpêtrière hospital to perform a mental illness. Invention of Hysteria is a decon-

structive history of an invention of a particular type of body through fixing it accord-

ing to images, or forcing the dynamic and open entity of the symptom into an idea, 

the very idea of hysteria. For Charcot the symptom acted out by his female patients 

was a legible entity that could be recorded by the “objective eye” of the camera. This 

paradoxical episode of invention of madness was based on the assumption that the 

image is a transparently legible entity and that the body will display its symptoms in a 

clear manner, as if acting out of a vocabulary – the so-called tableau (Fig. 57).24 A pho-

tograph, however, is never a transparent and truthful registration of the world as it in-

volves a complex constellation of procedures of framing and manipulation that tend to 

stay in the background, in order to remain quasi-invisible. Its very apparatus supports 

the “fantasy that it has an objective access to knowledge,” which allows for using the 

photographic image as an instrument of power.25 As Didi-Huberman remarks: “pho-

tography was in an ideal position to crystallise the link between the fantasy of hysteria 

and the fantasy of knowledge.”26

 The video-tableaus in The Passions are far from being a direct registration of the 

event they claim to represent. They are staged according to well-known masterpiec-

es. Viola’s strategy bears resemblance to some aspects of the way Charcot produced 

and used the images of hysterical women. The video-tableaus, too, claim a level ob-

jectivity and make visible the imperceptible texture of emotions, or of transforming 

the symptom, the expressive surface of the face, into a symbol that can claim to rep-

resent an emotional state. While Charcot’s practice claimed to be scientific research, 

Viola’s work is art. Yet, in both instances, an apparatus of technical reproduction is 

23 Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic Iconography of the Salpêtrière, 

Trans. Alisa Hartz (Cambridge.Mass: The MIT Press, 2003). 24 Ibid., p 24. 25 Ibid., p. 63. 26 Ibid., p. xi.
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Fig. 58 Jacopo Pontormo, Visitation, 1528-9
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used that allegedly produces images close to reality in conjunction with existing ico-

nography of art-images, which are not invested with expectations of veracity. The re-

sult is a highly spectacular image that presents itself as true and immediate, but in 

fact involves a great degree of artifice. Viola, of course, is aware of the effects of the 

strategy he uses. He does not state that the works included in The Passions are objec-

tive. Yet one of their central claims is to reduce the open meaning of the symptom to 

a symbol, a transparent representation of a passion in a “pure state.” He uses paint-

ings as presentational devises, to borrow De Duve’s term, whose role it is to invent 

the truth of the presented subject.27 Viola believes that they express universal human 

truth. To use the cited painting critically would imply foregrounding the constructed-

ness of these “truths.” This highly mediated image that claims to be true then struc-

turally resembles the acheiropoietos.28 

 It is worth mentioning another installation that closely restages painting; in fact, 

it is one of Viola’s most famous works. The Greeting, takes Jacopo Pontormo’s Visita-

tion, 1528-29, as its visual model, but transforms the scene into a contemporary one 

with a “secular and ambiguous” storyline – the every-day situation of three wom-

en meeting (Fig. 58).29 The video was made from a single take of an event that lasted 

45 seconds with a fixed camera position. The high-speed camera allowed for a signif-

icant slowing down of the video without any loss of quality, so the length of the piece 

is ten minutes. The video, which runs in a loop, is projected onto a large screen and 

installed in a darkened space. It shows a meeting between three contemporary look-

ing women. Central to Pontormo’s painting is the effect of motion, with the intertwin-

ing garments and arms of Elizabeth and Mary who exchange greetings with delicacy 

and warmth. The two central figures are in stark contrast to the expressionless faces 

of the two onlookers, their servants. The painting is composed of contrasts between 

the dark background and the saturated colour of the clothes, the emotionless faces 

and the highly affectionate faces of the two women. The frozen motion in Visitation 

is translated into a very slow flow of time in The Greeting. The lighting and the colour 

combinations are also strongly reminiscent of the painting. The background is similar 

in terms of the city space, but in the video it is much darker. In the video there are only 

three women and two men talking in the background. The clothes of the women are 

contemporary, simple wide skirts and dresses and sandals. The sound accompanying 

the video is the slowed down sound track to the original scene; it becomes heavy and 

atmospheric and the words uttered by the characters are indiscernible. The younger 

woman who is pregnant, whispers something in the year of the older one. The third 

27 The role of presentational devices is discussed in detail in Chapter Two. 28 John Walsh, “Emotions in Ex-

treme Time: Bill Viola’s Passions Project,” In: The Passions, p. 61.29 Ibid., p. 30.
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one regards the scene without expressing much emotion. The image is carefully 

framed with the composition of the older image, which functions as an internal frame 

of the micro-texture of the meeting with its emotions and gestures, the exchange of 

looks and greetings. 

 The video translation of the motif of the visitation: “The breeze that flutters hair 

and clothing (for both Viola and Pontormo) is also a symbol of the Holy Spirit: it is pneu-

ma, the breath of God.”30 Translating this scene in contemporary and human terms 

spiritualises the present through building dramatic theatrical images. The separate el-

ements of the scene – the gesture, the colour, the motion of garment – take on a visual 

significance in a way separate and abstract from the scene. No matter that the image is 

over-realistic, the slow motion creates an uncanny effect. The elements of an otherwise 

narratively structured scene are disjointed, making it an almost abstract image. 

 By staging the contemporary scene as Pontormo’s painting, The Greeting places 

this situation as if into a trans-historical time, thus claiming that the simple truth of 

the event of this every-day scene is universally valid. Simultaneously, the events in the 

video unfold in a much more complex way than we would usually perceive the fleeting 

moment of a greeting. Time does not flow in a linear manner; it is the time of experi-

ence, flowing in different directions and depending on the experiential significance of 

events, slower or faster. This way of working with time indicates a desire to trace some 

continuity between media situated even in very distant moments in time.31 

 Different media construct their own version of temporality. The time of painting 

is that of a frozen moment or eternal fixed figure, within photography it is the instant, 

and in film there is the possibility of a montage in time. But in order to reveal the type 

of temporality specific to a particular medium, it has to be confronted with another 

one. The citation of painting, among other effects, reveals something about the spe-

cific temporality of video. If painting is a still-image medium, and has to convey the 

flow of time or the unfolding of an event in different ways, in this case an isolated “fro-

zen” moment, then it stands for the whole scene, a figure that compresses an entire 

sequence. Time-based media, evidently, can show the whole event by recording a se-

30 Jean Wainwright “Telling Times: Re-Visiting the Greeting,” In: The Art of Bill Viola, p. 121.

31 “For it seems to me that the work not only appeals to a pre-Enlightenment imagination of temporality, but 

through the deployment of that imagination in a reworking of an Old Master painting it makes a plea for a con-

tinuity between media, across time.” Ibid., p. 111. 32 “Modernity, it seems can only be critiqued and analyzed 

through an older medium. In the works of Balla (Dynamism of Dog on a Leash, 1912) or Boccioni (The City Rises, 

1910-11), we might say that painting aspires to the status of film by introducing a mobility that is, because of 

the limitations of the medium, wholly static. We might say of The Greeting that it is film that aspires to the sta-

tus of painting …in its attempt to restructure the temporality of the medium it appropriates.” Ibid., p. 119.
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quence. Viola’s strategy of slowing down the image of time, attempts to “implant” a 

temporality specific to painting in that of video.32 This is an attempt to articulate an-

other way of experiencing time closer to painting. The desire for truth here is a desire 

for transcendence within the very texture of the visible world achieved in the suspend-

ed now of the instant.

Visibility and Display

Viola’s luminous slow-motion video-tableaus claim to offer auratic experiences to 

their viewers. In the context of video installation the materiality of the image is sub-

stituted by a projection with a different mode of presence. In Walter Benjamin’s well-

known formulation, the aura is the “phenomenon of a distance, however close it may 

be”, directly related to the cult value of the work.33 The separation of the object from 

its original situation, that of a cult, or a ritual, and the process of “overcoming the 

uniqueness of every reality by accepting its reproduction” emancipates the image, but 

also transforms its status.34 Viola re-examines, and tries to redefine precisely the con-

ditions of viewing as an experience of an object with an aura that can offer a contem-

plative moment within the space of the museum or the contemporary art gallery. The 

aura becomes an effect of installation environments that invite the viewer to enter a 

darkened space with luminous projections in many cases referring to religious paint-

ing and portraying spiritual experiences inscribed in the rhythm of an endless loop. 

The film viewer according to Benjamin has lost touch with the contemplative experi-

ence of the cult object, which is substituted by the speed flow of images in film. 

 Viola’s agenda is to provide an individual contemplative space of viewing a mov-

ing image. While the still image leaves it up to the viewer to decide how to view it, 

the moving image demands that the viewer spends time with the artwork. In this case 

the aura is re-created by means of imitation or reference to a religious context of im-

age appreciation. The adherence to already canonic images, which in most cases are 

religious art, seeks to situate the contemporary image in a historical context. On an-

other level technology is used in such a way that it attempts to amplify the emotional 

33 In an important note to the essay Benjamin writes: “The definition of the aura as a ‘unique phenomenon of 

a distance however close it may be’ represents nothing but the formulation of the cult value of the work of art 

in categories of space and time perception. Distance is the opposite to closeness. The essentially distant object 

is the unapproachable one. Unapproachability is indeed a major quality of the cult image.” Walter Benjamin, Il-

luminations, Trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), note 5, p. 243. 34 Ibid., p. 222-3.
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35 “A painting’s value as representation is often wiped out as a result of the work being removed from its original 

context and presented in conditions that impart new functions to it. A work of art is not necessarily designed to 

be contemplatEd. […] Walter Benjamin has shown that the assignation of a ritual function to images implies that 

their presence is more important than their visibility, or even contradicts it […]quantities of Christian relics and 

treasures were kept locked away, except on the rare occasions when the faithful were permitted to glimpse them 

[…]” Hubert Damisch, A Theory of Cloud, Trans. Janet Lloyd (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), p. 64-5.

intensity of the image through use of extreme slow motion. “Aura” in this context is 

an effect produced precisely by complex technical reproduction, of creation within the 

context of the museum space, the conditions of a spiritual experience of contempla-

tion and compassion, or wonder.

 Placing a piece of religious art in the “neutral” space of the museum assigns to 

it new function, as well as a new way to be seen. Benjamin argues that the ritual func-

tion of the object is strongly tied to its presence, but not to its visibility. A cult object 

has a great public significance, but is not intended to be seen. Once it is placed in the 

museum collection, the artwork becomes an object of a different type of appreciation. 

It is an object that can be accessed and viewed by its audience in a way very different 

from the cult object. Placed in the public space of the museum it becomes an object of 

scholarly research and acquires an exhibition value. In the words of Hubert Damisch:

Once it is relegated to the status of an object of a collection, if not to that of an exchange 

commodity, the work provides material for an essentially nominal and scholarly knowledge, 

and makes no real theoretical or critical impact, subjected as it is to the imperatives of prop-

erty and speculation.35  

It would be simplistic to state that Viola had achieved repairing the lost aura of the 

image. He considers the possibility to carve a space of contemplation precisely with-

in the context and with the means of advanced visual technology. Yet, he adheres to 

highly spectacular and manipulative forms of imagery – intense emotional states and 

overwhelming forces. In this respect it is symptomatic that he refers to both religious 

formats and imagery as they traditionally mediate such experiences. Viola’s gesture 

consists in finding the place of a video work “back” in the museum space through the 

appropriation of types of framing and compositional techniques from painting. But 

next to rendering the video image in the frame of painting, he defines the video pro-

jection as an auratic image that exceeds the exhibition value of the image, and within 

the public space of the museum tries to return to a cult aspect of the shown image.
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Video Veronica

Memoria, 2000, and Unspoken, 2001, included in the The Passions, are two installations 

shown in dark, enclosed spaces. The video for both was shot with an old surveillance 

camera. Memoria consists of a black and white video played in  slow motion and pro-

jected onto a white cloth suspended from the ceiling. The projection is a grainy image 

of the face of a man who expresses anguish, suffering and sorrow. The image oscil-

lates between being clearly visible or becoming increasingly grainy and withdrawing 

into the white noise of the projection. The face expresses eternal suffering without a 

source, and without a beginning or end. The floating surface of the silk cloth gives the 

image an airy, ghostly quality. In a similar way to other video works by Viola, Memoria 

does not reveal the source of the emotion. The slow motion image played in a loop 

suggests eternal repetition. 

 Unspoken is exhibited in a dark room and consists of two plates of silver and gold 

used as screens on to which the black and white image of the faces of a man and a 

woman are projected. The images are blurry, at moments barely visible through the 

shiny silver and golden surfaces. The faces express suffering and anguish and in a sim-

ilar fashion to the other works in the exhibition their movement is suspended in slow 

motion, so that the changes and the development of the emotions are barely percep-

tible. The patterns of movement in the two projections correspond to each other, al-

though they are clearly two separate loops. At some point, the faces gradually fade 

away and dissolve into "visual noise," to appear a few moments later into what seems 

to be a repetition of the cycle of movement. The quality of the two black and white im-

ages is intentionally low. The faces appear as if they are coming, or pushing through a 

surface that they cannot break, and their dark background invokes associations with a 

deep, threatening space, so they resemble ghosts. 

 While Memoria literally uses a veil and clearly refers to the motif of Veroni-

ca’s Veil, the gold and silver screens of Unspoken allude to the gold and silver used in 

Christian icons. In this context the motif of the acheiropoietos indicates an awareness 

of the history of a religious image with a special status in the history of Christian art, 

but also of the conditions of the very medium. While the acheiropoietic image is a ma-

terial object and is associated with a material trace of divine origin, the video-image 

is its almost precise counter point – it is an immaterial projection. In Memoria the im-

age exists at the threshold of visibility; its blurriness makes it visually resemble an im-

print, a material trace on another level on which it refers to the veil of Veronica. Video 

works resist any form of successful reproduction, thus delegating a crucial part of their 

meaning to a live act of viewing, and even until the present moment there is no suffi-
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Fig. 59 Francsico de Zuhbarán, The Veil of Veronica, 1631
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ciently good form of documentation for works of video art.36 In that sense Viola’s piec-

es indicate a desire to regain the auratic experience of the image lost with the process 

of mechanical reproduction. 

 The motif of Veronica’s veil has a plethora of interpretations. Throughout the fif-

teenth century, artists reclaimed this motif, claiming the link between the spontane-

ously created image and their own art.37 Jan Van Eyck’s interpretation of The Holy Face, 

1438, transforms the surface of the cloth into a uniform background, making it much 

closer to a portrait (Fig. 3): 

[…]this space will join our world to the fictive domain of the portrait, assuring us that the 

laws of objects abiding with us will be followed also beyond the frame, and convincing us 

therefore that what we see is one specific body of one specific person: not the face, but this 

face.38 

This visual motif is used to legitimate the redefinition of the image as a fictional space, 

a result of the work of an artist, and as a portrait depicting a particular human face. 

The multiple interpretations of these motifs in the Renaissance painting redefine it as 

a portrait of God in art. In Van Eyck’s painting the use of various framing devices clear-

ly renders the image as a fictional space, “a self-contained totality” that constructs “an 

opposition between work and world … signified and signifier.”39 Yet, artistic autono-

my is affirmed precisely through the prototype of the acheiropoietos by claiming it as 

an artistic invention, and by transforming it into a portrait. In Francisco de Zurbarán’s 

The Holy Face, 1631, the face does not exactly coincide or sit on the surface of the cloth, 

but hovers above it (Fig. 59). Renaissance painters depicted the face of Christ floating 

above the cloth, transforming it into a miraculously alive one. In this way the painter 

created a miracle, but precisely with aesthetic means.40 In the hands of artists: “…the 

image not made by human hands has become an occasion for displaying the mythiciz-

ing power of the human hand to conceal altogether its means and its labor.”41 

 In Viola’s Memoria the projected image of the anonymous face expressing an-

guish and suffering appears as floating above, detached from the surface of the cloth. 

Undoubtedly, Memoria is a portrayal of the emotional state of anguish and suffering, 

and its effects are intentionally sentimental. On another level there is a desire to place 

the contemporary video-image into the context of a much longer history. This citation 

is a way to ask the kind of questions posed by the legend of Veronica’s veil and its inter-

pretation in painting, which pertain to the figure of the artist and the infrastructure of 

the medium. The title Memoria could be read as indicating not only personal memo-

ries, but also the memory of images themselves, the re-inscription of the video-image 

within the history of interpretation of the true image. The hyper-realistic slow motion 
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36 “Video installations dramatise the problem of time, since they exist only as long as they are actually on dis-

play. In contrast to videotape, which can be played anywhere, the video installation, like theatre is linked to 

performance situation. … It does not lend itself to be documented with photographs, nor does it offer itself 

to an easy description…there is as yet no satisfactory documentation of this genre.” Belting, Art History After 

Modernism, p. 85. 37 “In the course of the fifteenth century, however, painters made new claims about the au-

thenticity of their likenesses of Christ, forging analogies between the non manifactum of the icon and the mir-

acle of their art.” Ibid., p. 103. 38 Joseph Leo Koerner, The Moment of Self-Portraiture in German Renaissance Art 

(The University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 100. 39 Ibid., p. 106. 40  Belting, La vraie image (Paris: Gallimard, 

2007) p.115, and Koerner discuss a woodcut Holy Face (1528) attributed to Dürer’s student Hans Sebald Beham 

describing it as “an afterimage, in whose play of presence and absence the magic of the archeiropoietos is re-

stagEd.” The Moment of Self-Portraiture, p. 95 41 Koerner., p. 101.

video portraits included in the exhibition The Passions, together with Memoria, allow for 

a comparison with the moment of the transition from the Holy Face to the portrait as 

a genealogy of artistic autonomy. Could that indicate Viola’s desire to redefine the au-

tonomy or the status of his art? The power of these video-portraits of emotional states 

lies in producing emotional or spiritual effects in its viewer. The question of artistic au-

tonomy is reversed here. The religious image as a medium is “invited” into the space of 

video installation, a field of art practice. While Van Eyck’s insistence on various infra-

structural devices as the frame in his interpretation of the Holy Face makes visible the 

mechanics of representation, with Viola, there is the reverse moment – the infrastruc-

ture is hidden and the motif of image-origin is borrowed to create an emotive spectacle 

that leaves in the background the fact that image is a fictional, mediated entity. 

Suspended Instants

The video-portraits of passions give visual access to a micro-texture of emotions and 

open up a possibility to affect the viewer, inviting her not only to witness but also to 

share in experiencing the emotion portrayed. They are redemptive and spiritual – Vi-

ola compares their effect to the effect that a devotional image had on its viewer. Such 

artists as Douglas Gordon and Martin Arnold use existing film footage to manipulate 

it and slow it down significantly. They do so to intensify a traumatic moment leaving 

the viewer without any resolution. Viola uses a structurally similar strategy, but to a 

very different effect. 

 The saturated environment of the video installation has the power to invoke 

what Kant has defined as the experience of the sublime: “the viewer is overwhelmed, 
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even shattered by an awesome sight and/or sound, followed by a second moment in 

which he or she comprehends the experience … and feels a rush of power.”42 While 

Gordon and Arnold privilege the first shattering moment, Viola focuses on the second, 

redeeming one. He works with a specific dimension of the experience of the sublime.43 

The viewer is allowed to realise that she is at a safe distance, which creates a possibility 

to experience a release and a way to relate the dramatically slow motion, which con-

veys the pulse of the universal time of life with its main events. 

 The immersive environments of video installation can be called spiritual in two 

senses. Video installation directly engages the viewer through creating a contemplative 

space in which she has to step in and spend time viewing the work. Next to that, video 

installations offer an image that is “thoroughly mediated yet seemingly immediate,” a 

miraculous event.44 Viola’s pieces demonstrate a particular awareness of this capacity 

of video installation and invite the viewer to experience a mix between contemplation 

and being overwhelmed, a contemporary version of the experience of the sublime. 

 A central theme in Viola’s art is the portrayal of the epic moments in human 

existence. His work shares an affinity with the painting of Friedrich and much later 

Newman, who defined their art as a spiritual practice, centred upon conveying the ex-

perience of the sublime.45 The moment of the sublime is articulated through re-think-

ing and deviation from existing conventions of a genre. Friedrich deviated from the 

conventions of landscape painting and articulated a powerful, direct mode of ad-

dress depriving the viewer of a comfortable ground of viewing a scene.46 As Koerner 

observes this indeterminacy is the visual translation of the experience of the sublime, 

which according to Kant’s definition occurs in the moment of collapse of representa-

tion and allows the viewer to form an “intuition of a transcendent order.”46 Friedrich 

constructed the possibility of experiencing a feeling of the sublime not only with what 

his painting showed, but also with how it showed it. 

42 Art in the 1900s, p. 655. 43 Ibid., p. 655. 

44 This issue is thoroughly discussed by Robert Rosenblum, Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition. 

Friedrich to Rothko.  (London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), Chapters One and Eight. 45 As Koerner observes, in 

Friedrich’s painting: “With neither a firm ground on which to stand, nor a stable horizon on which to fix our 

gaze, we thus encounter Friedrich’s crucifix within an anxious state of visual disequilibrium….from another 

perspective, that of the aesthetics of the sublime, this indeterminacy can constitute the experience of tran-

scendence. For Immanuel Kant as for his Romantic heirs, sublimity in art occurs at the moment of representa-

tion’s collapse, when the mind, seeking to comprehend its object, fails and attains thereby an intuition of a 

transcendent order….the artist’s deliberate disruption of the conventional ‘system’ of landscape, becomes a 

symbol of our relation to a transcendent order.” Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of Landscape (London: 

Reaktion Books, 1995), p. 100. 46 Ibid., p. 100
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 The motif of the sublime is co-present with the motif of the acheiropoietic image 

in Friedrich’s painting. The work of the artist resonates with, or imitates, the divine 

creation and the spontaneously created “true image.” The artistic claim of theomime-

sis is expressed through erasing the traces of manual production of the surface of the 

painting as present in Friedrich’s manner of depiction of fog or clouds.47 The motif of 

theomimesis in the work of Friedrich, and in a different vein with Newman, implies an 

articulate understanding of, and a concern with, the conditions of representation and 

the status of artistic creation. In Friedrich’s painting the experience of the sublime is 

conveyed through the choice of vast landscapes, and is expressed precisely through 

working with and redefining two important aspects of the image, creating “visual dis-

equilibrium” through deviating from the conditions of the genre of landscape paint-

ing. In his works the religious image itself becomes a subject of artistic contemplation. 

 The painting of Newman reiterates some of these central elements in its own 

way. The sublime is associated with the collapse of representation in a more direct 

way and rendered as an abstract canvas of an overwhelming scale saturated with col-

our, thus creating the conditions of an overwhelming experience. Religious motifs 

reappear in Newman’s titles, yet they refer to specifically human and not religious ex-

perience or tragedy. In his painting the experience of the sublime is situated in the in-

stant of the now of viewing, and the presence of the viewer is mirrored and amplified 

by the structurally simple but powerful address of the vertical “zips.” Newman erased 

representation altogether as a means to create the conditions of the instantaneous 

experience of a profoundly tragic and spiritual “now.” The way in which he redefines 

the conditions of representation in order to achieve the expression of sublimity reso-

nates with Friedrich’s strategy. 

 A particular detail that can reveal a deeper relationship between the aesthetic 

programs of Newman and Viola’s work can be found in the concept of the instant. In 

Newman’s work the instant is related to presence and duration, but also to the very 

conditions of the making of the image. His approach in painting evidently does not re-

quire very elaborate technical skill in the way a painting by Friedrich does, and in this 

47 The emerging landscape of Friedrich’s Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, balanced between determinacy and in-

determinacy, chaos and particularity, evokes that primal moment and forges thus an analogy between God’s 

origination of the world through a fog and the painter’s production of the work of art through paint. More-

over in the specific painterly manner necessitated by the painting’s fog, which works to conceal all evidence 

of brushwork, the manipulation of paint, and the temporal process of manual labour, Friedrich assimilated his 

own act of making to the model of divine creation. For traditionally what marked off God’s work from man’s 

was that He created the universe instantaneously and ‘without hands’ – in Greek acheiropoietos – whereas we la-

bour manually, in time, and by the sweat of our brow.” Ibid., p. 192.
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sense the artist’s gesture of creation is not erased from the surface of the canvas to 

give way to a “true image.” Instead, the experience of the instant acquires much larg-

er experiential significance related to the very act of creation, which itself is a central 

motif for Newman.47

 The instant, in a broader sense, signifies a central dimension of the mode of im-

age production by media of technical reproduction as film and photography, which 

are traditionally defined as indexical media. The image is a result of a very brief expo-

sure, in an instant of time, of the sensitive surface of the negative to light, which reg-

isters a scene in the real world. Discussing the concept of cinematic time, Mary Ann 

Doane points out that Charles Peirce, the philosopher who articulated the concept of 

indexicality, was himself critical of the term instant. In his view there is no such thing 

as an absolute instant, because each unit of time can be subdivided further. The in-

stant itself is a flexible category. Yet the category of the index is the closest to the in-

stant.48 In photography the fact that an image is made instantaneously and is indexical 

is presumed to guarantee its veracity. Simultaneously, the instant could be under-

stood as playing the role of a screen that masks the fact that images are elaborately 

mediated entities and never spontaneously created ones. 

 In Newman’s poetics, the motif of the instant is not associated with manual 

work or its erasure, but with the question of creation, which is “not an act performed 

by someone, it is what happens (this) in the midst of the indeterminate.”49 It indicates 

the fact that there is; “the artist has a professional duty to bear witness that there is.”50 

His canvases are testimonies to this “now”; it is annunciation, but it announces noth-

ing but itself. His paintings address the presence of the viewer, thus signifying a large 

existential now. “The message is the presentation, but it presents nothing: it is, that 

is presence.”51 The realism in Friedrich’s painting is associated with the erasure of the 

manual trace of labour from the surface of the image. This establishes a connection 

between the divine acheiropoietic creation and the artistic one. This claim of realism 

resonates with photography as a medium, which claims to produce true images inso-

far as it eliminates the role of the hand of the image-maker. In Newman’s painting the 

instant signifies the operation of creation; in a similar way in Friedrich’s art, it invokes 

the model of spontaneous creation.

48 Mary Ann Doane, The Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Contingency, the Archive (London: Harvard Uni-

versity Press, 2002), p. 91. 49 I discuss the role of the instant in Newman’s work in Chapter Three, see also 

Jean-François Lyotard, “Newman: The Instant,” In: The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, Trans. Geoffrey Bennington 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992). 50 Ibid., p. 88. 51 “The message (the painting) is the messenger; it 

‘says’: ‘Here I am’, in other words,  ‘I am yours’ or ‘Be mine.’ Two non-substitutable agencies, which exist only in 

the urgency of here and now: me, you.” Ibid. p. 81. 
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 Such constellation of aspects of the image, related both to the feeling of sublim-

ity and the tragic, and to the very operation of making the image and using the capac-

ity of the medium of video, could be found in Viola’s installations. It is not by chance 

that in his work we can find a particular interpretation of the motif of the acheiropoi-

etic image as closely restaged on a visual level in works as Memoria. Viola articulates 

the conditions of the experience of the sublime by using the specific possibilities of 

his medium. Immersive environments host large-scale projections that show person-

ages who stand against a great pressure, and are exposed to water or fire, or over-

whelmed by emotions. This way to convey the experience of the sublime is supported 

by video as a time-based medium and its capacity to render images in extreme slow 

motion, a strategy consistently used by Viola. His use of extended instants constructs 

an over-saturated, hyper-realistic image with smooth uninterrupted details. This res-

onates with Friedrich’s painting in the way he renders detail of fluid entities as fog or 

clouds, and the luminous presence of his pictorial surfaces. It also resonates with the 

temporality of the instant as addressed by Newman, by creating an image that makes 

the viewer aware of the duration of her act of viewing. While Newman’s sublime is ar-

ticulated as the instant of presence, in Viola’s works the body itself is transformed into 

an image and placed in a suspended instant. His interest in highly charged emotional 

states places his work in line with Newman’s interest in expressing the tragic.

 With Viola the instant is stretched in time and the image acquires the visual 

quality of being a liquid-like, plastic entity. This aspect of his installations, besides 

building a very spectacular image that invites the viewer to experience the sublime, 

can arguably be seen as a comment on the operations of image-making and the ca-

pacities of the technical medium of video.52 In Viola’s work, in a similar vein, the sus-

pended instant is intricately related to both the veracity of the image, and to the 

miraculous, spontaneous nature of the image, two aspects that Viola is particularly in-

terested in. In his approach the manipulation of the instant of time does not have a re-

flexive intention. He is not concerned with revealing how the image is made, but with 

creating the conditions of a spiritual, auratic experience of the miraculous appearance 

of the invisible, hidden texture of events. 

 It is not a coincidence that Viola, among other references to religious art, cites 

Veronica and engages with the complex history of interpretation of this motif, and 

52 Françoise Frontisi-Ducroux has observed that the strategies of representing the instant of metamorphosis 

in ancient Greek art, besides the miraculous event, are intricately related to the operation of image-making. 

Insofar as depicting metamorphosis and hybrid animal-human bodies opens up a way to explore plastic possi-

bilities in painting it also indicates the skill of the image-maker. L’homme-cerf et la femme-araignée (Paris: Galli-

mard, 2003), pp. 78-93.
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combines it with a theatrical replay of states of extreme emotional tension. This makes 

his works “video-veronicas” presented as works of art to create an image that claims 

a cult moment. The motif of the “true image” as related to realism is translated in Vi-

ola’s video-installations into a desire for an extreme realism, of creating a true image 

that literally shows the invisible. But if the twentieth-century artists gradually under-

stood and located the desire for sublimity and transcendence in the abstract image, 

Viola works with imagery that is far from abstract. His works are excessively visual and 

offer a new mode of visibility made possible using advanced visual technology. While 

for Friedrich the landscape is the site of profound spiritual experience, and precisely 

not the religious motif as such (the only remainder of religion is the church ruin), in the 

work of a later painter such as Newman that overwhelming experience of nature trans-

forms itself into an experience of scale of the canvas. Instead of indicating the failure 

of representation in the experience of the sublime, Viola presents the body as the site 

of this experience. He employs the mode of presentation that conceals the gesture of 

the maker, draws attention to a spectacular, if not emotionally manipulative aspect, 

and draws its viewer into a mode of either losing herself in the landscape or co-expe-

riencing with the emotional states in Viola’s works. And the mechanism of identifica-

tion invites us into the image, and thus occludes the visibility of its infrastructure – the 

what or who places it on display. 

 The body in Viola’s work is not personalised, it becomes a medium used as a can-

vas of its emotions; it becomes abstract in a sense. Surrender, 2001, also part of The 

Passions, consists of two flat screens placed vertically in a symmetrical, mirror-like con-

figuration (Fig. 60). They show the upper part of the bodies of a man and a woman in 

simple cotton clothing. Their faces express overwhelming sorrow, and the image, in 

a similar way to the other works in the exhibition, occurs in very slow motion. At the 

moment that the two figures bend over as if wanting to embrace each other, the char-

acters encounter the surface of water. When the images start to break up into waver-

ing forms, the viewer realises that she was looking at the reflections of the characters 

on the water’s surface. The video image of the reflections of the two bodies becomes 

more and more dramatically distorted each time they enter the water, until the devel-

opment of the emotions reaches its climax and the surface of the water dissolves the 

two faces into abstract forms of light and colour. 

 Central for the piece is the use of the surface of water that is both a natural 

mirror, and as Viola phrases it: “a pool filled with the tears of everyone who has ever 

cried.”53 The three mediating surfaces – of the face, as a medium of the emotion and 

its movement, of the water as a mirror, and of the flat video screen framing the two 

53  Viola, The Passions, p. 207.
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Fig. 60 Bill Viola, Surrender, 2001
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bodies – coincide. The intensity of the emotion, which moulds the face, coincides with 

the movement of the water’s surface. There is no stable body of the image; instead it is 

presented only as rippled reflections, which, like the emotions, have their own power 

to distort and re-figure the surface. In that situation the water becomes an expressive 

surface similar to the expressive surface of the face. The passion is translated into an 

intensity of the surface. 

 In this installation the motif of the sublime is related to the body and the rep-

resentation of overwhelming emotional states indicate the (im)possibility to tran-

scend its limits. The video-panels show images without an exit, eternally suspended 

in the localised tension of the emotion. Viola’s version of the sublime and the way he 

constructs the temporality of the image share some proximity with those of Newman, 

yet they could also be understood as their mirror image. The body as the very site 

of the “negative pleasure” of the experience of the sublime is the main subject mat-

ter. The presence of the viewer is addressed insofar as the video invites identification 

with the characters’ emotional states. The instant, however, is not a moment but is 

stretched in time. Viola’s medium is a medium of duration. 

Viola’s works, especially in the exhibition The Passions, borrow from a variety of reli-

gious images, from the legend of Veronica’s veil to the important examples of Renais-

sance painting. This historical interest can be read as a symptom of the desire to reflect 

upon the conditions of his medium, which has a relatively short history. The choice of 

religious images is not accidental. There is an intrinsic capacity of the medium of video 

that can create overwhelming experiences and spiritual effects. In would be too easy to 

qualify Viola as a religious artist who has a desire to articulate spiritual experiences. His 

interest in spiritual motifs can be understood as a concern with the intrinsic capacity 

of the medium of video. As a whole Viola’s oeuvre of work cannot be seen as a critical 

commentary, as he borrows religious formats and iconic masterpieces of religious art 

in which the religious figures are substituted with anonymous contemporaries. The im-

ages function as an embedded frame, thus more as a device than as an image. 
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Chapter 5 

Images That Do Not Rest: 

The Installations of Lawrence Malstaf
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Warburg regarded works of art not as once-and-for-all, self-authenticating objects but as 

the select vehicles of cultural memory. Works of art were therefore fraught not only with 

untapped treasures of memory but also with misunderstandings and riddles. Warburg 

would never have been tempted to treat artworks as dream forms, but they share with 

dreams those initially inexplicable transformations, displacements, and reversals that puzzle 

us and cry out for interpretation.1 

Belgian artist Lawrence Malstaf creates installations that invite the viewer to enter in-

teractive environments and to become actor and spectator at the same time.2 Another 

group of his works deals with reworking images from the past – portraits, sculptures, 

which are often literally set in motion. Malstaf studied industrial design and, during 

the early stages of his career, he worked with choreographers creating scenographies 

for their pieces.3 Several of his installations borrow religious motifs: Sandbible, 1999, is 

a book with hollowed pages filled with sand and laid open on a vibrating surface (Fig. 

61).4 The vibrations gradually change the surface in the sand thus making the quiver-

ing book appear as if it was simultaneously writing and erasing itself. Madonna, 2000, 

is a life-size hollow sculpture made of semi-transparent adhesive tape and illuminated 

from within (Fig. 62). It releases air and collapses slowly then, in sudden darkness, it is 

noisily re-inflated. The translucent, semi-rigid material keeps the sculpture in a vertical 

position without any support, yet it is still flexible enough to allow the stream of air 

coming out of it to collapse it slowly. One of the hands points downwards, touching 

the belly and the other is raised in a greeting-like gesture. This “breathing” sculpture 

borrows a religious figure with a long history of depictions, and at the same time pre-

sents its re-interpretation. Shrink, 1995, alludes to religious meanings more indirectly 

1 Kurt Forster, “Introduction”, In: Aby Warburg, The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity: Contributions to the Cultural History 

of the European Renaissance, Ed. by Steven Lindberg, Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute for the History of 

Art and the Humanities, 1999), p. 36. 2 An earlier version of this chapter was published as “The Body Within. 

On Images and Ruptures” In Disturbing Bodies. Ed. Sylvia Miezskowsky and Christine Vogt-William (Berlin: Trafo, 

2008). 3 A version of his work Whirlpool, modified for the occasion of creating an exhibition around the issue of 

metamorphosis and inviting five contemporary artists to produce work in a dialogue with the collection of the 

Allard Pierson Museum Amsterdam, was included in Capturing Metamorphosis, curated by Alena Alexandrova and 

Vladimir Stissi, 2010. Capturing Metamorphosis, exhibition catalogue, UvA Heritage Lab #3, texts by Alena Alex-

androva, with Introduction by Vladimir Stissi, Ed. by Martine van Kampen.

4 Lawrence Malstaf, The Long Now. 1997-2008, catalogue, Galerie Fortlaan 17, (Gent: 2008).
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Fig. 61 Lawrence Malstaf, Sandbible, 1999 Fig. 62 Lawrence Malstaf, Madonna, 2000
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(Fig. 63). The installation consists of two large, transparent plastic sheets; the visitor is 

invited to enter between the sheets, and a device gradually sucks the air out from be-

tween them, leaving the body (in the illustration, the artist himself) vacuum-packed 

and vertically suspended. The transparent tube inserted between the two surfaces 

allows the person inside the installation to regulate the flow of air. As a result of the 

increasing pressure between the plastic sheets, the surface of the packed body grad-

ually freezes into multiple micro-folds. For the duration of the performance, shown 

on a video screen next to the empty installation, the person inside moves slowly and 

changes positions, which vary from an almost embryonic position to one resembling 

a crucified body.

 Malstaf’s pieces reside in the space between sculpture, installation and perfor-

mance, and set in motion a number of religious motifs. These artworks resist univocal 

iconographic interpretations that would refer them to a text or explanatory narrative. 

By setting flexible surfaces in motion and by using fluid elements such as light, sand 

and air, the three installations foreground the transformability of the body, and simul-

taneously illustrate a profound ambiguity about images. Precisely because an image is 

irreducible to one particular meaning, it has the power to fix or even invent the body. 

The three installations make for interesting cases that address the complex cultural 

history of representing the human body in images. This is a history that touches upon 

medicine and science, which traditionally claim visual mastery over the body. The in-

stallations problematise the body’s status in the visual world, in the sense that it can 

be, and often is, considered a medium in the artistic, as well as in the religious sense. 

Hans Belting argues that internal and external representations, or mental and physical 

images, are two sides of the same phenomenon, and that images exist and migrate 

between our bodies, the media of images as a mental construction, and their physical 

media as their support.5 Malstaf’s installation is a visual object itself, but also a screen 

where images seen in the past, or, in a broader sense, mental images, can be project-

ed. His installations transform the very condition of mediality, the capacity of a body 

or physical object to be a medium and to be the site of, and transmit images.6  

 Shrink presents not an image, but a living body that functions as a screen and 

invites the viewer to project interpretations, to see other images onto it. In this case 

the body becomes both an image of itself and a screen, a place where other images 

5 Hans Belting, An Anthropology of Images: Picture, Medium, Body, Trans. Thomas Dunlap (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2011), p. 36. 6 In Belting’s eloquent formulation: “The mediality of images is thus rooted in a 

body analogy. Our bodies function as media themselves, living media as opposed to fabricated media. Images 

rely on two symbolic acts which both involve our living body: the act of fabrication and the act of perception, the 

one being the purpose of the other.” Ibid., p. 3. 
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Fig. 63 Lawrence Malstaf, Shrink, 1995
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“happen.” Sandbible, Shrink and Madonna all resist a univocal reading, because they 

simultaneously present well-known motifs, their traditional association with certain 

meanings and their inversions. These counter-motifs are not scandalous or iconoclas-

tic in the traditional sense; the religious motif is used to ask questions pertaining to 

the very practice of image-making and the body as a medium of images. Malstaf re-

interprets the figure of the Virgin Mary to present a contemporary interpretation of 

the idea of the incarnation and the motif of Annunciation. Arguably in his installations 

he reclaims these motifs related both to divine, spontaneous creation and to the very 

practice of image making.

“Written on the sand of flesh…”

Sandbible transforms the Bible into a visual object. There are no signs, letters or sen-

tences on its pages, only the moving sand, which gradually transforms itself. As the 

artist himself points out, one of the associations invoked by Sandbible is the story of 

Jesus who, when asked whether a woman who sinned should be stoned to death, did 

not answer but wrote with his finger in the sand.7 The installation alludes to several 

other themes. The motif of writing in the sand is borrowed to comment on the capac-

ity of a medium to retain a trace, image or instance of writing and the extent to which 

the medium modifies the mediated content. In a broader sense, the gesture of writing 

in the sand suggests the resistance to interpretation, or the impossibility to attribute 

one fixed meaning, interpretation of a statement, or text. 

 On another level, by employing the instability of sand as a medium as its central 

element, the work almost literally restages one of Jacques Lacan’s definitions of the 

symptom as a “symbol written on the sand of flesh.”8 Lacan refers to the enigmatic 

outcome of writing on an instable medium in order to articulate the semantic ambi-

guity of the symptom. In the symptom the relationship between the signifier and the 

signified is much less stable than for instance in the symbol, which can be interpreted 

7 John 8:1-11, King James Bible. 8 “A symptom here is the signifier of a signified that has been repressed from 

the subject’s consciousness. A symbol written in the sand of flesh and on the veil of Maia, it partakes of lan-

guage by the semantic ambiguity that I have already highlighted in its constitution.” Jacques Lacan, Écrits. The 

First Complete Edition in English, Trans by Bruce Fink, (New York and London: W.W. Norton and Compant: 2006), 

p. 234. Georges Didi-Huberman refers to this definition in his article on the significance of the notion of symp-

tom for understanding of Aby Warburg’s project, “Dialektik des Monstrums: Aby Warburg and the symptom para-

digm”, Art History, 2001: 24-5
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unambiguously. In the Lacanian sense the symptom “speaks” the subject, whose very 

flesh, the matter of his or her body, is the medium of content previously repressed. In 

Lacan’s phrase the transformability of the sand stands for the transformability of the 

body. 

 Georges Didi-Huberman, who refers to this definition by Lacan, argues that 

the term “symptom” can capture a crucial aspect of the complex life of images when 

transposed from a clinical to a critical category.9 As he explains, following Freud, the 

symptom is “over-determined both synchronically (it means several things at the 

same time) and diachronically (it modifies itself over time).”10 It appears to interrupt 

the normal course of events and according to the logic of a law that resists a trivial 

type of observation. In that sense the symptom is the “return of the repressed”; it al-

lows for unconscious content to become visible, or to re-surface, to be dramatised at 

the surface of the body, which is the symptom’s location par excellence. Furthermore, 

the symptom has a “mutable and metamorphic character”, as it displaces itself on the 

body’s surface substituting one primary location for another.11 Then the image-symp-

tom would manifest itself as an anachronism, as an old problem that comes to trouble 

our present.12 In contrast to the symbol, the symptom does not have a univocal mean-

ing. In Didi-Huberman’s words: 

The symbol, ordinarily made to be understood, becomes symptom the moment it displaces 

itself and loses its primary identity, when its proliferation suffocates its signification, trans-

gressing the limits of its proper semiotic field.13 

The symptom as a critical category provides an alternative model to interpret the re-

lationship between body and image. It is a model that differs from representation (es-

pecially in its mimetic modality), in the sense that the correspondence between the 

signified and the signifier is much more open and flexible, acknowledging the body it-

self as a medium. 

 The category of the symptom opens up a possibility to read how the three instal-

lations by Malstaf work with time, both with the micro-time of the rhythms of the liv-

ing body, and the macro-time of the history of its representations. Sandbible presents 

a transformed and transformable Bible that distances itself from the religious text. The 

quivering sand-book places an emphasis on the act of reading, by actually making it 

impossible. Even if it were presenting a real text, the movement would blur it and diso-

9 Georges Didi-Huberman, “Dialektik des Monstrums”, p. 640. 10 Ibid., p. 636. 11 Ibid., p. 630. 12 Didi-Huber-

man, Devant le temps: Histoire de l’art et anachronisme des images, (Paris: Minuit, 2000), p. 40. 13 Didi-Huber-

man, “Dialektik des Monstrums,” p. 640. 
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rient the gaze that attempts to read. In Lacan’s definition sand is a metaphor for flesh. 

The body is a mediating surface of its own symptom; both sand and flesh resist writing 

in the sense of leaving a permanent trace. Sandbible opens up a possibility to compli-

cate the meaning of Lacan’s phrase. A central moment in the installation is that we can 

only see where we cannot read anymore. Seeing an image cannot be interpreted as 

reading, as an activity that fixes the image into a concept.14 Sandbible reminds us that 

the visual image is similar to a symptom; it brings together a variety of meanings that 

can contradict one another. It uses the Bible to demonstrate that the process of medi-

ation cannot be reduced to inscription of writing on a mediating surface. In this sense 

the installation suggests a way of looking at Shrink and Madonna as they articulate a 

similar question by focusing on the body in their respective ways. The mobile garment 

of Madonna transforms an absent body into a flaming surface; in Shrink the living body 

is defined as a screen, which resonates with different images-signifiers and simultane-

ously evades being “fixed” by any of them.

14 A central aspect of this position Didi-Huberman articulates in Confronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a 

Certain History of Art. Trans. John Goodman (Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), p. 8.

Self-Annunciation 

The “breathing” sculpture of Madonna, an empty shell sculpted out of tape is a neg-

ative cast out of an allegedly existing figure. The contrast between the darker hollow 

space of the absent face and the illuminated garment visually resembles a photoneg-

ative where the dark areas of the positive image appear as light. In addition to that 

inversion, Madonna conflates several iconographic motifs. The position of the hands 

suggests the scene of the Visitation in spite of the absence of Mary’s cousin Elisabeth, 

the second participant in the scene. The Annunciation is another popular scene from 

the Marian iconographic tradition. It typically depicts Mary reading, as the archangel 

Gabriel announces that she is to be the mother of the Saviour, and the Holy Ghost, 

usually represented as a beam of light. 

 Malstaf’s contemporary Madonna does not simply reproduce either the Visita-

tion or the Annunciation scene. Rather, it fragments the first, by cutting out Elisabeth, 

and inverts the second, by staging exhalation and containing the light within the fig-

ure. The inversions of those motifs suspend any possibility for an unambiguous reading 

that would refer Madonna to a particular biblical scene. Not only is it a visual conflation 

that, quite literally, sets in motion the figure of Mary, but it also intervenes in the way 

theological doctrine defines her body. According to the Christian doctrine of incarna-
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tion, Mary is considered an uncorrupted medium for the human manifestation of God. 

The issue of whether Christ passed through the Virgin’s body as through a canal with-

out being formed in her, or whether she indeed actively participated in the formation 

of that body-image with her own body, was important for early theologians.15 The em-

phasis on her human nature, as Hans Belting points out, prevents her from acquiring 

a fully divine status, which would subsequently cast doubt on Christ’s human aspect 

and, in another way, makes her resemble a pagan goddess-mother.16 Her human body 

was considered a medium for the visible image of the invisible God. Analogously, the 

icon, as Marie-José Mondzain argues, is an interpretation of the incarnation, and as a 

visual medium, was also defined as a virgin space for the sacred image: 

Thought about the Son is thought about the image, thought about the image is thought 

about place and space (the icon), thought about space is thought about the bodies of wom-

en under the double sign, already broached, of virginity and materiality.17 

A trace of the motif of the incarnation still plays out in twentieth-century art. Within a 

religion of incarnation, the central doctrine of which involves a miraculous conception, 

in De Duves’ words:

Women have been condemned to being the medium and the vehicle of incarnation […]. 

They are virgins and mothers, bereft of their own flesh, or else they are fallen women. It is on 

the place of woman in the economy of incarnation that the status of images – and hence of 

art – has depended in Christianity.18 

De Duve argues that even modernism did not break this pact, which is, to a great ex-

tent, negotiated between men, and translates incarnation through the formula “paint-

ing = woman.”19 Thus, the relationship between the artist genius and the canvas, or 

the medium as a virginal space for his ideas, is a trace of the Christian doctrine, which 

reduces women to muted media for the image of God. 

15 “Whoever claims that Christ passed through the Virgin as through a canal, without having been formed in 

her in a way that is both human and divine, divine because its was without the activity of a man, human be-

cause it was according to the normal process of pregnancy, he too is a complete stranger to God”, as quoted by 

Marie-José Mondzain “Iconic Space and the Rule of Lands”, Hypatia 15, 4:2002, p. 65-6. 16 Hans Belting Likeness 

and Presence. A History of the Image before the Era of Art (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), p. 33. 17 

Mondzain, “Iconic Space and the Rule of Lands”, p. 66 18 Thierry De Duve, “Come on, humans, one more effort 

if you want to be post-Christians!” in: Political Theologies. Public Religions in a Post-Secular World, Ed. by Hent de 

Vries and Lawrence Sullivan, (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006), p. 663.
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 Malstaf’s “breathing” Madonna deconstructs her religious counterpart from with-

in. It does not stand for, or represent the Virgin Mary in the proper sense of the word. In 

a double gesture, it makes itself similar to an image that belongs to the iconography of 

Mary, and simultaneously blurs that resemblance. By inverting the figure of Mary, Ma-

donna becomes an intervention in the history of her representations, as well as in the 

history that establishes the equation between women and media. In the case of Chris-

tian doctrine, the process of mediation happens as incarnation, which requires Annun-

ciation – the Word – speech that announces itself and affects the medium of flesh. The 

installation restages in reverse the moment of interaction between the materiality of 

the flesh and the intangibility of the spirit. In Madonna, however, there is no flesh to 

write on, and the spirit is no longer an exterior force as depicted in religious paintings, 

where the Holy Spirit descends on Mary at the Annunciation. In this version of the An-

nunciation, Madonna mirrors the impossible act of writing in the sand, presented in 

Sandbible. It is the Madonna’s body that radiates light and exhales; the Word does not 

come into her. Instead, her body announces itself by the light and air it emanates. Per-

haps it is one of the artworks that contains, in De Duve’s words, “incarnate images”, 

but one that is not born from the breath of a God and a virgin’s womb. In that sense 

Madonna destabilises the sign of equality between women and media by suggesting 

another definition of materiality, namely one where flesh is no longer affected by a 

master-signifier and has a voice, and a body: a power to present herself. 

 Next to being an inversion of the Annunciation scene, which problematises the 

notion of medium as associated with the idea of the incarnation, Madonna is a ma-

terial, or a technical inversion. It presents the Madonna in the negative, but not as an 

iconoclastic negation. The sculpture is a cast, an indexical image created by contact 

between an object and a mediating surface. The imprint is of one of the oldest tech-

niques of producing images; it is considered to be especially authentic, since it is the 

result of the direct contact between a mediating surface and the “represented” object. 

It is, however, not a mimetic representation. It is a negative image, or a counter-form.20 

The imprint is a paradoxical image in the sense that it signifies simultaneously the defi-

nite, but past presence of a body and its absence in the moment of seeing the image. 

 Madonna presents itself as a cast of a supposedly existing sculpture of the Vir-

gin Mary. She is a “positive” image as a form seen from outside, but at the same time, 

the light inside the sculpture renders her body in the negative; it visually resembles a 

19 Thierry De Duve, Look! 100 Years of Contemporary Art, Trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods, (Ghent-Am-

sterdam: Ludion, 2001), p. 249. 20 For extensive analysis of the paradigm of the image-imprint and an overview 

of its use in art medicine and science, see George Didi-Huberman, La resemblance par contact. Archéologie, anach-

ronisme et modernité de l’empreinte (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 2008). 
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photonegative. The negative figure filled with light corresponds to the photograph-

ic image, which is itself a result of “writing with light” thus pointing to the technical 

condition of a medium that is usually associated with truthful rendering of the world. 

Thus, the installation refers to two ways of producing images that eliminate, or at least 

minimise, the role of the hand of a maker. On this level the installation addresses the 

very practice of image-making; it resonates with the motif of the acheiropoietic image. 

The religious motif, or the image of the Madonna, further complicates this reference 

to the incarnation, which implies spontaneous creation. Madonna “thinks” what an 

image is, and contemplates its own conditions.21 The figure radiates light, which not 

only stands for the Holy Spirit as in religious images, but is also “the transcendental 

condition of all visibility, the invisible condition of all the visible.”22 According to Louis 

Marin, light in painting is a point of rupture in representation, since it does not repre-

sent nor stand for anything else but is the condition of both creation and perception of 

the image. The luminous Madonna that radiates, instead of being penetrated by divine 

light, is in that sense no longer a medium, a sensitive surface that receives the touch of 

God, but an image itself because it literally contains the condition of its own visibility 

– light. There is no external (in other words transcendent, divine) source of light, that 

source that is displaced and located in the body.

 The hollow figure of Madonna performs a technical and iconographic inversion, 

which can be described as a counter-motif, a visually identifiable motif and its inver-

sion. Madonna is not a sculpture of the Virgin Mary. Yet, at the same time it doubly 

repeats Mary in its title and shape. In this case it is impossible to separate the icono-

graphic, visual inversion from the material one. We see the Annunciation reversed, 

precisely because the figure is a three-dimensional negative of a Madonna. In analogy 

to the image-imprint, which is a counter-form, counter-motif is an inversion as well 

as a demonstration of the reversed object.23 This mobile sculpture does not convey a 

single meaning. 

21 Louis Marin, On Representation, Trans. Catherine Porter, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), p. 380. 22 

Ibid., p. 375. 23 Counter-form or a matrix is an object that can transmit form by impression. Georges Didi-Hu-

berman, L’Empreinte (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1997), p. 39.
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Symptom-Image

In a similar manner to the Renaissance art discussed by Aby Warburg, Malstaf’s instal-

lations take images and motifs from the past and out of their context to destabilise 

or even reverse their meaning. Warburg considered works of art not as “self-authenti-

cating objects” expressing some essence of art but as a “vehicles of cultural memory” 

that in their workings resemble dreams and share with them “inexplicable transforma-

tions, displacements, and reversals that puzzle us and cry out for interpretation.”24 He 

placed emphasis on the work of art not as a self-contained entity striving to ideal form, 

but as giving expression to contradictory cultural contents, and was interested not in 

works of art that were generated for art’s sake, but in images that were created for 

some external reason. Images then appear as translators of these cultural contents, as 

rendering them visual. Central to his understanding of the way images fulfil their me-

diating function was the concept of survival:  

Warburg recognized that there was more to the reuse of antique prototypes than the fact 

that the prototypes were usable; nor was it enough to say that Renaissance artists applied 

classical source images in keeping with their original meanings. These were mostly figures 

and gestures of exceptional significance: that was clear from the works of art themselves.25 

 For Warburg these surviving formulas, the figures and gestures with exception-

al significance, were sites of coexistence of contradictory meanings. As Kurt Forster 

explains: “In Renaissance hands, an antique formula expressive of fear and horror be-

comes an expression of youthful, conquering heroism.”26 One and the same element 

became an embodiment of contradictory contents, and ambiguity one of the central 

dimensions of the image. The notion of antithetical expression to a great extent coin-

cides with the category of the symptom not as a clinical, but as a critical category.27 

 Shrink and Madonna are unquestionably part of a very different period and con-

text compared to the visual survivals in Renaissance art. Re-using an existing motif 

points to the past and thus establishes continuity, referring to a tradition. Yet, the very 

same motif is used as a tool to claim discontinuity, a break with the tradition, insofar 

as it is invested with a new meaning and is not used as a religious image.28 Analogous-

24 Kurt Forster, “Introduction,” In: Aby Warburg The Renewal of Pagan Antiquity: Contributions to the Cultural Histo-

ry of the European Renaissance, Trans. David Britt (Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 1999), p. 36. 25 

Ibid., p. 36. 26 Ibid., p. 38. 27 As proposed by Didi-Huberman in his analysis of Warburg’s ideas. See: “Dialek-

tik des Monstrums: Aby Warburg and the symptom paradigm,” Trans. Vivian Rehberg, Art History, no. 5 (2001). 
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ly, the continued life of religious motifs is associated with the discontinuity in their use 

and meaning. The two installations can be seen in terms of the Warburgian concept of 

antithetical expression; as images they are similarly ambiguous and open for interpre-

tation. However, in these contemporary cases the ambiguity is a result of play of rever-

sals that produce negatives and counter-forms or images that complicate them. This 

new visual production proves that each borrowing is not simply a technical copy, but 

an active work with the past, as well as an active work of the past. Besides the notion of 

antithetical expression, a second important moment opens a up possibility to see the 

two pieces related to the type of analysis Warburg developed. His concept of pathos 

formula, articulated his interest in the human body and its powers of expression, and 

remains relevant to these two cases. 

 Being both a representation of a pregnant woman and allegedly a cast, Madonna 

points to two technologies for reproduction, one technical and one organic. Human, 

or, more generally, biological reproduction, allows one to formulate the problem of 

resemblance as related to the transmission of forms.29 Didi-Huberman argues that it 

is analogous to use the imprint as a means of transmission of form, involving physi-

cal contact between two agents necessary for the production of an image, or another 

body. The hollow sculpture destabilises the logic of the imprint by literalising the fig-

ure of the Virgin Mary who, according to Christian doctrine, is considered an uncor-

rupted vessel for the transmission of (the imprint of) God into human form. Malstaf’s 

hollow Madonna brings the moment of Annunciation to its illustrative extreme: it is 

the moment of contact between God and a human body, where the latter, however, is 

no longer a receptive and passive medium. It is a moving image-imprint itself, an im-

age with its own breath, rather than the result of a unique and original “touch” of a 

pre-existing divine entity. In other words, through the described counter-motif this in-

stallation problematises our implicit notions of medium as a receptive mediating sur-

face of a transcendent, original meaning. 

 Sandbible as an object-transformed-into-image is a site of co-presence of multi-

ple references: the Bible, the story of Jesus writing in the sand. The enigmatic Madonna 

conflates several motifs associated with representations of the life of Mary and, as a 

result, appears as a generalisation of her figure. Both are temporally complex, to use 

Didi-Huberman’s term – anachronic objects, sites where images and elements belong-

ing to different time periods co-exist – the Bible and the Madonna figure as past but 

also as contemporary objects are embedded in the contemporary context of the in-

28 Belting observes, following Aby Warburg, that “the use of pictorial motifs from Antiquity that could not 

claim any religious significance during the Renaissance actually may have been a means of emancipation from 

the icon images.” Likeness and Presence, p. 11.29 Didi-Huberman, L’empreinte, p. 38.
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stallation format.30 Next to this, they are anachronic in a more complex way, in that 

they resonate with the memory of their viewer. On this level  Madonna becomes open 

to associations with other female characters, turning it into a transformable image. 

 In his article “Dialektik des Monstrums: Aby Warburg and the symptom para-

digm,” Didi-Huberman argues that the symptom is at the heart of the temporal, bod-

ily and semiotic models in the work of Aby Warburg. Especially his notions of pathos 

formula (Pathosformel) and survival (Nachleben) seem to be surprisingly relevant to 

the contemporary works that re-cycle religious motifs. They were introduced by War-

burg as an attempt to adequately capture the polyvalence and plasticity of images and 

their “life”, or “force” or “impersonal power” in a history of images that consists of “di-

alectic of rhizomes, repetitions, symptoms.”31 Survival refers to the continuity, or af-

terlife, of images and motifs throughout different historical periods, and describes the 

metamorphosis of bodily gestures expressing strong emotions. Pathos formulas “are 

ways of representing moments of high passion – life in movement – in art (and life) 

as recognisable signs of those passions and emotions.”32 Survival and pathos formulas 

allow for the capturing of temporal and anthropomorphic over-determination of im-

ages in our culture. Pathos formulas are: “the visible symptoms – corporeal, gestural, 

presented, figured – of a psychic time irreducible to the simple thread of rhetorical, 

sentimental, or individual turns.”33 The notions of survival and pathos formula allow for 

articulation of the complex positioning of images in time, and foreground the fact that 

30 “Fatality of anachronism? That is what can separate even two perfect contemporaries such as Alberti and Fra 

Angelico, because they did not at all think ‘at the same time.’ Now this situation can only be qualified as ‘fatal’ 

– negative, destructive – from the point of view of an ideal, and therefore impoverished, conception of history 

itself. It is better to recognise the necessity of anachronism as something positive: it seems to be internal to the 

objects themselves – the images – whose history we are trying to reconstruct. In a first approximation, then, 

anachronism would be the temporal way of expressing the exuberance, complexity and overdetermination of 

images. ” Georges Didi-Huberman, “Before the Image, Before Time: The Sovereignty of Anachronism,” Trans, 

Peter Mason, In: Compelling Visuality, Ed. by Claire Farago and Robert Zwijnenberg (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2003), p. 37.31 Didi-Huberman, “The imaginary breeze: remarks on the air of the Quattrocen-

to”, Journal of Visual Culture, 2:2003, p. 284.32 Charlotte Schoell-Glas, “Serious Issues: The Last Plates of War-

burg’s Picture Atlas Mnemosyne”, in: Art History as Cultural History. Warburg’s Projects, Ed. by Richard Woodfield, 

(G+B Arts International, 2001), p. 187.33 Didi-Huberman “Dialektik des Monstrums,” p. 622.34 As Didi-Huberman 

puts it: “When Warburg rests his eyes on a pathetic Mary Magdalene by Niccolò dell’Arca, Donatello, or Bertol-

do di Giovanni, it becomes clear that gestural ‘expression’ is only symbolic in that it is first symptomatic. Here, 

the gestural formula ‘expresses’ solely to crystallize a moment of intensity for the female saint, which appears, 

above all, as a veritable rupture in the symbolic order of evangelical history. It is the moment of a contretemps 

in which the unbridled desire of Antique maenads is repeated in Mary Magdalene’s body.” Ibid., p. 624.
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corporeal representations – apart from having a specific meaning in a particular con-

text – always have an unreadable aspect that resists univocal interpretation.34 

 Madonna is indisputably situated in a different context than the one discussed by 

Warburg. However, the installation includes a representation of a female figure and in 

this sense repeats motifs related to the iconography of Mary and uses air and accesso-

ries in motion. The moving garment of Madonna cannot be considered as survival in 

Warburg’s sense, because the sculpture does not repeat a separate gesture express-

ing a strong emotion. Instead, the mobile sculpture appropriates the figure of Mary; 

the title is an additional indication that this figure represents, or in a broader sense re-

fers to the Christian saint. The literal presence of motion (caused by air-streams) does 

not repeat a pictorial formula, but rather points to the mediation of motion in still im-

ages (painting and sculpture). The literal presence of air in this case differs from rep-

resentation in painting where it functions as a tool to set garments or hair in motion, 

which in turn is associated with the expression of strong emotion. Seen in the context 

of the concept of survival, the element of air, which normally stands for the Holy Spir-

it, acquires another meaning – it is a force that passes through things and sets them in 

motion. The air in Madonna is impossible to pin down to one meaning; it is the breath 

of the divine, but in reverse and, simultaneously, it is the force of the figure, which ex-

hales, and thus “makes its own breath exterior.” Madonna’s quasi-rigid surface is a rep-

resentation of a garment, not a real one, but it is set in motion by a real stream of air. 

The combination of these two elements foregrounds the fact that the figure displaces 

a religious icon, placing it in the space of the contemporary art gallery, and turns itself 

into a comment on the history of representation of the female body experiencing and 

expressing strong emotion. 

 Perhaps one of the most iconic female figures that Madonna resonates with is Gi-

anlorenzo Bernini’s sculpture Ecstasy of Saint Theresa, 1645-52 (Fig. 64).35 The saint is 

reclining on a cloud and an angel is piercing her heart with an arrow; the scene is illu-

minated by beams of light. The ecstasy of Theresa is expressed by the complex land-

scape of the garment that is so dynamic that it resembles a flame.36 What makes these 

rather different female figures similar is the dynamic surface of their numerous fold-

ed garments. While in Bernini’s sculpture the emotion is conveyed by the expression 

of the face and the flaming garment, in Madonna it is both her flaming dress and the 

rhythm of respiration that points to ecstasy or overwhelming sadness. Her emotion, 

35 Bernini, Gian-Lorenzo (1598-1680), Ecstasy of Saint Theresa of Avila, Marble, 1645, Cornaro Chapel, S. Maria 

della Vittoria, Rome. 36 In Lacan’s interpretation the sculpture portrays a moment of sexual climax. Jacques 

Lacan On Feminine Sexuality: The Limits of Love and Knowledge. Book XX: Encore, 1972-1973, Trans. by Bruce Fink. 

New York: Norton 1998.
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which “happens” on and through the surface of her transformable body, cannot be 

clearly interpreted. Madonna also places a mobile, transformable version of a familiar 

image from the past in a contemporary art gallery. The figure is an image-symptom, 

as Didi-Huberman defines the term in the critical sense – a return of the repressed that 

troubles our present. But a symptom of what? Certainly not of the madness of the rep-

resented figure, but rather, of the ambiguity of images, or the impossibility to reduce 

them to a single, fixed meaning. 

 Apart from pointing to the history of representation of a female body in passion, 

Madonna can also be seen in the context of another, more recent moment in the histo-

ry of images. Some authors have argued that Charcot can be seen as Warburg’s prede-

cessor in terms of his interdisciplinary approach, by building iconographic inventories 

while using, and in fact manipulating, the medium of photography in the observation 

of the body during moments of pathos.37 The female patients of the Salpêtrière psy-

chiatric hospital were directed to fit to the iconography of the hysterical attack, and 

therefore “prove” the existence of the hysterical symptom.38 However, Warburg’s un-

derstanding of images of female bodies was essentially different from that of Charcot. 

As Didi-Huberman phrases it:

For Charcot, the hysteric is a master signifier to which everything – from the represented 

maenad to the present patient – must be reduced. For Warburg, on the contrary, Ninfa re-

mains a floating signifier traipsing from one incarnation to another without anything trying 

to draw her limits.39 

For Charcot, madness was a negative category, an illness. For Warburg, in contrast, it 

was a positive aspect of the image that is related to the impossibility to reduce it to 

37 Didi-Huberman indicates that Schade proposes this idea, Sigrid Schade, “Charcot and the Spectacle of the 

Hysterical Body. The pathos formula as an aesthetic staging of psychiatric discourse – A blind spot in the re-

ception of Warburg”, Art History, 18: 1995, pp. 499-517. Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention of Hysteria: Charcot 

and the Photographic Iconography of the Salpêtrière, Trans. Alisa Hartz (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 2003). 38 

“Whether by recourse to hypnosis, experimentation with electric-shock therapy or through the establishment 

of an ‘iconography,’ Charcot’s stake remained the same: he wanted to master the differences of the symptom. 

And this was only concretely possible by making the hysterics themselves more mad, making them conform to 

the images that preceded them in his artistic ‘iconography.’ Therefore, the symptom’s differences could only 

be mastered through the development of an historical sophism, to which was added an iconographic sophism 

in which real, suffering bodies were forced to create themselves in the image of figures collected in atlases as 

‘proofs’ of a definitively established clinical tableau” Didi-Huberman, “Dialektik des Monstrums”, p. 630. 39 Ibid., 

p. 631.
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Fig. 64 Gianlorenzo Bernini: Ecstasy of St Teresa, 1645–52
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one fixed meaning, and to the fact that as a living part of culture, the image always 

carries an unreadable surplus of meaning. 

 Madonna as a work of art situates itself at that crucial juncture between imag-

es and madness, where in one part of their shared history, images are used to invent 

the mad body and, in another part, they remain untameable, remaining complicit with 

the transformability of the body. If for Didi-Huberman “hysteria” is a term that stands 

for the terrible history of fixing the body to imaginary madness, in the case of Madon-

na it plays a role in a critical sense: as hysteria not of the body, but of the image itself. 

Madonna is a “mad” image, a mechanical object, performing its gesture in a reversed 

and repeated Annunciation. The moving sculpture conforms to its master-signifier – 

the Annunciation scene associated with an “economy incarnation” – but only to some 

extent. It also exceeds it because it repeats it negatively and points to the history that 

fixed the body of Mary as a medium of the divine. According to Warburg, this history is 

intertwined with another history of representation of the female body in passion. Ma-

donna simultaneously shows the Virgin of the visitation and that of the annunciation 

and, refusing to stop there, becomes a floating signifier with multiple incarnations. 

Madonna is a symptom-image that indicates a double history: a history of the image as 

a master-signifier of the female body, and a counter-history of the shared madness of 

bodies and images. 

Shrink

Shrink is designed to hold a person between two vertically hung plastic sheets and 

in some presentations of the installation the viewers are also invited to literally go in 

the artwork and experience being suspended between the two surfaces. Perhaps the 

central “theme”, what it first offers to the gaze, is not a particular object or even the 

living body suspended there, but the pressure, the radical contact that joins the two 

flexible and transparent surfaces of this “canvas.” The result is enigmatic; it transforms 

the suspended body into an image and leaves it open to many potential readings. Yet 

at the same time it seems to cancel any particular interpretation. Thus, Shrink sends 

the viewer’s gaze to visual models that, in this cultural context, one is currently accus-

tomed to seeing. In a certain sense, this installation is related to the paradigm of the 

image-imprint, or the image generated through contact. 

 Didi-Huberman observes that making an imprint means creating resemblance 

not through imitation, but through contact. That so simple, at-first-glance gesture, as 

Didi-Huberman shows, should be considered as a complex practice that proliferates 
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in different areas of cultural production that exceed what we identify as visual art. As 

such it occupies a central place in our (implicit) notions of medium, technicity and im-

age. The imprint suspends what we would call mimetic modality of the image; in most 

cases it consists of negatives, counter-forms and dissemblances, which require a spe-

cific type of seeing, a gaze that not only just sees, but has to search and actively inter-

pret. It is a fact that its conceptual correlate – the notion of trace strongly resonates 

with some philosophical vocabularies and in particular with projects concerned with 

critique of the notion of origin. The imprint embodies, as well as opens, different layers 

of time and never presents itself as a simple image. It oscillates between being in con-

tact with the origin or being its loss, between being the manifestation of authenticity 

of presence or the loss of that authenticity through technical reproduction, between 

producing the unique or the serial, between resemblance and dissemblance, between 

decision and accident, between the same and the other, between presence and loss, 

absence.40 The simple gesture of making an imprint is one of the oldest technical ges-

tures in the human history, or a “technical survival.” 

 Shrink is centred upon a technical inversion in a stronger sense than Madonna, 

since it reproduces the very constellation required to make an imprint. Considered in 

the context of the paradigm of the image-imprint, Shrink performs a double substitu-

tion, namely a temporal and a material one: temporal because it reproduces the mo-

ment of making the imprint, and material because it substitutes the opaque support 

with an entirely transparent and flexible surface. Instead of being presented with a 

trace, which is normally interpreted as evidence that “someone was here” or “some-

thing took place”, the viewer is confronted with the presence of a body transformed 

into a living, breathing image. It is no longer the loss of the body, its absence, that is 

relevant – as would be the case with a real imprint; but neither is it simply the pres-

ence of the body. The real imprint usually left on an opaque surface is substituted with 

the living body that is supposed to produce it.

 In Shrink the tension between the transparency of the plastic sheets and the 

opacity of the suspended body makes possible the exposure of the body as technol-

ogy, but it also builds this image as a living screen. In that sense it resonates with the 

pregnancy of Madonna, and points to two technologies for reproduction, or trans-

mission of forms: one technical (the imprint) and one organic (the pregnancy). That 

transparent screen, however, cannot possibly be part of a process that would form an-

other living body – just as Madonna is not pregnant; it is a hollow sculpture filled with 

a stream of air. At that point Shrink problematises resemblance as a fundamental as-

pect of visual objects. We are no longer looking at a negative resemblance, or a coun-

40 Ibid., p. 19.
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ter-form, or an imprint. Instead, the installation presents a self-forming body, an image 

that creates itself. 

 The artist’s vacuum-packed body is not presented simply as a “body.” If it were, 

nothing interesting, nothing of the order of the symptom would be visible. It is, in-

stead, transformed into a screen-image, and its frame is precisely the contact. The 

pressure of the air between the two surfaces is an invisible element that frames and 

embraces the body, pointing to motifs belonging to different cultural contexts: vac-

uum-packed food, a crucifix. Shrink reiterates the pneumatic pregnancy of Madonna 

to the extent that it, quite literally, contains a body. This reading is perhaps disputa-

ble, since a straightforward relationship to the mentioned visual models is difficult to 

establish. Shrink and Madonna refer to Christian iconography through inverted resem-

blances. Several inverted themes are simultaneously present on the surface of Shrink, 

thus creating a montage, a constellation of images seemingly removed from one an-

other. The installation is a place where all these themes overlap, yet it simultaneously 

cancels out every single one of them, resisting a univocal reading. 

 Sandbible is a self-deconstructing book that contains sand, the sand of flesh, as 

Lacan would have it. Madonna, then, suggests a virginal womb, the place where the 

Word becomes flesh. This virginal womb, in turn, is made transparent in Shrink, and 

thus functions as an “interruption” of one of the intriguing visual formulas in religious 

painting – the pregnancy of Mary as invisibility invested with a divine presence. In ad-

dition, Shrink exceeds the logic of the imprint because it is a moving image. The way 

air and breathing are used constitutes one of the major inversions or counter-motifs 

in the installation. The air, which is gradually sucked out of the space between the two 

plastic sheets, corresponds to the exhalation that gradually collapses the figure of Ma-

donna. The literal presence of air in the two installations points to its expressive po-

tential in painting and simultaneously reiterates the very old cultural constellation of 

meanings associated with breathing – most generally life, but also, soul and spirit.41 

Figures of air or wind in Italian Renaissance art became central for Warburg’s under-

standing of the pathos formula and survival.42 No matter how much later the installa-

tion followed Botticelli’s paintings, they have something in common: air. For Warburg, 

air or wind is the “fluid par excellence”; it not only “profoundly touches the things it 

41 Also, curiously enough, the entry on Aesthetics in Encyclopedia of Aesthetics (1998) states that: “Aisthesis de-

scends from a word meaning ‘to breathe’, an archaic metaphor or perception as pneumatic […] Things, as it were, 

breathe themselves out, we, as it were, breathe them in, and on this etymological view aesthesis is of a piece with 

life itself.” Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, Ed. Michael Kelly (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), vol. 1, p. 428.

42 Didi-Huberman, “The imaginary breeze: remarks on the air of the Quattrocento”, Journal of Visual Culture, 2: 

2003, pp. 275-289.
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passes over”, but constitutes a “means of figuration.”43 As Didi-Huberman phrases this: 

It is a particular movement or a trembling, a particular disturbance of surfaces, a symptom, 

an index of strangeness that affects a single body and, by the same token, signals itself as a 

spiritus, a bearer of thoughts and the movements of the affects.44 

The expressive potential of air as the fluid force that touches and moves surfac-

es makes Shrink and Botticelli’s Birth of Venus resemble each other. Venus’ fluid hair, 

painted and thus made to freeze in a still image resembles the artist’s hair locked be-

tween the two plastic sheets. The air that is gradually sucked out of the space between 

the two surfaces in Shrink functions as a means of figuration, and simultaneously as 

a sculpting force. The pressure of the air embraces the body not in floating folds of a 

garment but produces a quasi-rigid sculpture. It acts on the surface of the body, the 

symptomal location par excellence. But does the air in this case serve as an “index for 

the movements of the soul”? Perhaps all these frozen folds function as a symptom of 

the extreme tension between a frozen, sculpted image and the pulsating life of the 

body. In other words, they are a symptom of the tension between the still image, as 

the presence of an absence, as something that mortifies its object, and the image as a 

living object that presents, announces itself and no longer simply re-presents.45

 Sandbible, Madonna and Shrink are contemporary artworks in which the body re-

surfaces, once again, as an object-symptom. They show how religion or art try to gain 

mastery over the body by fixing it in images, and at the same time demonstrate that 

the body’s great transformability eludes master-signifiers. Shrink and Madonna are not 

representations of the body in the proper sense of the word; they do not show an im-

age of the body, nor do they define it as a medium of another image. The two works re-

interpret the idea of incarnation, which is still implicitly present in our notions of what 

a medium is. They present the body no longer as the medium of an external, invisible, 

divine master-signifier. In other words, the installations question the opposition be-

tween body and soul, flesh and spirit, which is so deeply carved into Western culture. 

By drawing upon the history of anthropomorphic representations, these installations 

call for another way of both imaging and imagining the body as medium of its own im-

age, in its power to create itself. 

43 Ibid., p. 275. 44 Ibid., p. 278-9. 

45 For an analysis of how the couple presence-representation functions in painting, see Louis Marin’s “The 

Frame of Representation and Some of its Figures,” in: On Representation, Trans. Catherine Porter (Stanford: Stan-

ford University Press, 2001).
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The Flesh Painting of Victoria Reynolds 
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 Victoria Reynolds (1962) is an American painter whose work interrogates the rich 

symbolism of flesh. She frames her paintings of raw flesh rendered in very precise de-

tail in ornamental rococo style frames, which she usually over-paints. Her works have 

a strong, almost visceral presence and many of them resonate with religious themes. 

The most evident reference is the Christian idea of the incarnation, the sacred and sac-

rificial meaning of flesh. She is an artist working with what Eleanor Heartney calls in-

carnational imagination, and arguably her works shares similar interests with that of 

Andres Serrano or Joel-Peter Witkin.1 

 For the Carnal in Dante’s Hell, 1999, is a painting of a slice of raw meat rendered 

very realistically and framed in an ornate rococo style frame (Fig. 65). The lush frame 

in different hues of red and white corresponds closely to the surface of the painting 

making the framed image difficult to recognise. The painted surface resembles a 

cloudy sky, a stormy sea, or a complex pattern on fabric stretched inside the frame. 

The rectangular frame is oval on the inner edge where it meets the painted surface. 

The white floral motifs on the frame stand in contrast to the darker background col-

our of the frame and correspond visually to the round shapes of the whitish fat on the 

painted surface. The image is strikingly dynamic with its diagonal structure and the 

cloud-like structures of the meat’s fat. The painting was shown in the context of the 

exhibition 100 Artists See God, 2004, curated by Meg Cranston and John Baldessari.2 

It was included in the group Artists see God in the Flesh, which was introduced with a 

short text on the issue of the body in different religious traditions. 

 The elaborate use of visual and textual frames that present the painting by Reyn-

olds have an opposite effect to the usual role of the frame to establish the identity of 

Seeing God in the Flesh

1 “…despite the wide variance in their attitudes toward Catholicism, all of these artists have acknowledged its 

considerable influence over their artistic imaginations. Significantly, the form that influence takes is remarkably 

consistent. Whether or not they use overtly Christian symbolism, they all create work, which focuses in some 

way on the physical body, its fluids, its processes and sexual behaviors. And when they run into political trou-

ble, it is almost invariably because the work expresses a carnal vision that is deemed offensive to the American 

majority….The preoccupation with flesh and sex in the work of artists who were raised as Catholics reflects an 

essential aspect of that religion’s world view…” Eleanor Heartney, Postmodern Heretics: The Catholic Imagination 

in Contemporary Art (New York: Midmarch Arts Press, 2004), p. 6. 2 100 Artists See God, exhibition catalogue, 

John Baldessari, and Meg Cranston, (New York: Independent Curators International, 2004). The exhibition is 

discussed in Chapter One.
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Fig. 65 Victoria Reynolds, For the Carnal in Dante’s Hell, 1999
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the object. In this sense For the Carnal poses questions concerning the issues of truth 

and point of view. The first sentence that introduces the painting by Reynolds is the ti-

tle of the subcategory in the exhibition – “Artists See God in the Flesh.” The second is 

the text written by Cranston and Baldessari:

Although a few religious traditions view the body as indivisible from spirit, most of the 

prominent ones diminish the importance of the mortal body in relation to an immortal, 

metaphysical soul. The soul is considered essential, the body merely physical. The idea that 

the body is worthless extends to a general suspicion of the material world, which is seen as 

inferior to the abstract realm of God. Islam, Judaism and Christianity all acknowledge the 

threat of the visible world. One reason they legislate against idols is the fear that the rep-

resentation might get confused with what it represents: the creation might be confused 

with the Creator. These theological notions have had a profound influence on artmaking. 

Artists have struggled with the idea their works are mere physical things. It is felt that art 

must be imbued with something extra – the flesh is not enough.3 

The key words in this fragment “God” and “flesh” point to the idea of the incarnation, 

and introduce the opposition between body and soul, the suspicion of the material 

world, the fear of representation and, finally, the way art positions itself with regard to 

these theological ideas. A key theme in the text is the tension between the intangible, 

irrepresentable divine and the body as something merely physical, material. This im-

material divine is seen as an indeterminate “extra” that the artwork will never achieve. 

Cranston and Baldessari refer to the fear of idolatry with a phrase by Gregory of Nazian-

zus (329-389), who warns against the danger of “transferral to the creature of the hon-

our of the creator.”4 The text points to the iconoclastic motive par excellence – the fear 

that images are false and impure.5 This logic of the pure, of a world purified of all me-

diations, is as well the logic of the “mono-“ and implies the affirmation of God’s invisi-

3 Ibid., p. 43. 4 “Properly speaking, ‘idol’ implies the representation of a false god whom one worships as only 

the true god should be worshipEd. That is what the church fathers mean by it. For Gregory of Nazianzus, it is a 

‘transferral to the creature of the honor of the creator.” Alain Besançon, The Forbidden Image. An Intellectual His-

tory of Iconoclasm. Trans. Jane Marie Todd (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000), p. 66. 5 In his classi-

fication of the different types of image destroyers, Bruno Latour classifies religious iconoclasts in the following 

way: “Type A is thus the form of “classical” iconoclasm … Purification is their goal. The world for A people, 

would be a much better place, much cleaner, much more enlightened, if only one could get rid of all media-

tions and if one could jump directly into contact with the original, the ideas, the true God.” Bruno Latour, “In-

troduction” Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art, Ed. by Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel. 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2002), p. 21. 



222

bility. Yet, invisibility is paradoxically a visual category; it is the negation of the visible.6

 Considered within the frames set by the key words “monotheism”, “idolatry” 

and “iconoclasm”, the visuality of the painting by Reynolds stands in striking contrast 

with the deep-rooted suspicion towards images in the monotheist religions, as relat-

ed to the fear “that representation might get confused with what it represents.”7 It 

takes as its subject matter the materiality of flesh. It is a boldly visual object and one 

of its central aspects is an effect of disorientation created by the realistic rendering 

of meat and its visual resemblance to the frame. In this sense, the painting addresses 

a key aspect of the desire to ban images, namely the fear of their power to disorient 

the gaze. Reynolds points to the ambiguous status of the flesh in the Christian tradi-

tion as something that is both a site of a sacred presence and a sexuality that has to 

be controlled. The text from Dante’s Divine Comedy: Inferno, Canto V, “Circle Two: The 

Carnal” with which the artist frames her piece introduces themes and concepts that 

foreground the sensuality of the flesh: 

I came to a place stripped bare of every light and roaring on the naked dark like seas 

wracked by a war of winds. Their hellish flight of storm and counterstorm through time fore-

gone, sweeps the souls of the damned before its charge. Whirling and battering it drives 

them on, and when they pass the ruined gap of Hell through which we had come, their 

shrieks begin anew. There they blaspheme the power of God eternal. And this, I learned, was 

the never ending flight of those who sinned in the flesh, the carnal and the lusty who be-

trayed reason to their appetite.8

The second text is written by the artist and juxtaposes two themes: that of Dante and 

Virgil who, upon entering the Second Circle of Hell, see the Carnal who had aban-

doned themselves to the storm of their passions, and the tradition of alluding to “the 

weak flesh”: 

Upon entering the Second Circle of Hell, Dante and Virgil are greeted by the bestial Minos. 

(In Greek mythology, Minos’ wife Pasiphae, crawled into a wooden cow in order to mate 

with a bull. Her son was the Minotaur.) Since the Carnal have abandoned themselves to the 

storm of their passions, they will whirl forever in this black hellish tempest, denied the light 

of God and reason. They scream and moan eternally blaspheming God. In sixteenth- and 

6  This impossibility of seeing is described in Exodus with terms that refer to visual experience: “And the peo-

ple stood afar off, while Moses drew near to the thick darkness where God was.” (Exodus 20: 21, emphasis 

mine). 7 John Baldessari, and Meg Cranston, 100 Artists See God, p. 43. 8 Quoted after Reynolds.



223

seventeenth-century painting, the body and sacrifice of Christ were often symbolised by 

meat. A slaughtered animal could represent the death of a Christian believer, and butchered 

meat also alluded to the “weak flesh.” “Behold, there be oxen for burnt sacrifice” (2 Samuel 

24:22): animal sacrifice in the Old Testament looks toward Christ as the sacrifice perfected.9 

Reynolds’ entire oeuvre situates itself in the context of the tradition of depicting flesh, 

which usually symbolises the sacrifice of Christ in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

painting. Pieter Aertsen’s Meat Stall, 1551, and Rembrandt’s The Slaughtered Ox, 1655, 

depict in detail the bloody materiality of flesh and are two of the most well-known 

examples of this premise (Figs. 66 and 67). This theme has its continuation in twen-

tieth-century art in the work of such painters as Chaim Soutine, who painted his ver-

sion of a slaughtered ox after Rembrandt in 1925, and Francis Bacon who portrayed 

carcass-like figures in his Three Studies for a Crucifixion, 1962. Flesh and the living body 

were also central for the performances by the Viennese Actionists in the 1960s, Gina 

Pane in the 1970s, and Marina Abramovich in the 1970s and 1980s. 

 Aertsen’s The Meat Stall,1551, is one of the first paintings depicting the material-

ity of raw meat in panel painting considered as an “elite medium devoted primarily to 

the human figure.”10 It renders in detail butchered meat at a market stall. In the back-

ground of the vivid display of meat can be seen a miniature scene of the Flight into 

Egypt where “the largest person in view is smaller than a sausage.” Charlotte Hought-

on points out that art historians have granted to this painting canonical status as ini-

tiating several genres: market paintings, “inverted” morality pictures, and ultimately 

the entire field of modern still-life.11 While some authors have argued that the subject 

is secular, others have read it as a sacred, Eucharistic message. Some maintain that it 

conveys a moralising message and others insist that it is unabashedly festive. The Meat 

Stall juxtaposes various objects ironically, “deliberately to frustrate unitary reading.”12 

Indeed, many interpretations of the painting treated its visual aspect as a “mere alle-

gorical veneer.”13 In contrast, Houghton argues that it is important to consider the pic-

ture on a sensory level as well, and gives a vivid description of The Meat Stall, which 

emphasises the strong sensorial effects invoked by the painting:

What first arrests attention in Aertsen’s image is the meat. Great bloody hunks of it press 

outward from the picture plane, impinging on audience space with carcass parts and drip-

ing viscera .... Just below, a freshly skinned ox head, looking chillingly alive, stares reproach-

fully at the viewer. …  Aertsen portrayed the properties of the animal flesh itself in exquisite 

9 100 Artists See God, p. 44. 10 Charlotte Houghton, “This Was Tomorrow: Pieter Aertsen’s Meat Stall as Con-

temporary Art,” The Art Bulletin 86: 2004, p. 282. 11 Ibid., p. 277. 12 Ibid., p. 280. 13 Ibid., p. 282. 
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Fig. 66 Pieter Aertsen, The Meat Stall, 1551

Fig. 67 Rembrandt van Rijn, The Slaughtered Ox, 1655
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sensory detail: the translucence of tripe extruding slime; the soft, bloody muscle of a sev-

ered joint; the silken shimmer of cooling, just congealing animal fat, contrasted with the 

chalkiness of rendered suet.14 

The Meat Stall can be seen as the sixteenth-century counterpoint of For the Carnal to 

the extent that it frustrates unitary readings and produces powerful sensorial effects. 

The two paintings are related to religious meanings but in a way that cannot be read 

simply as religious allegory. The painstaking detail of depicting flesh in The Meat Stall 

offers a synaesthetic experience to the beholder, which is similar to that invoked by For 

the Carnal: 

To keep one’s eyes on the picture is to feel one’s skin implicated in the process as well … 

These are sensations that are not normally aestheticized, or on which viewers would or-

dinarily linger. The longer one dwells on them, the more discomforts they evoke, moving 

beyond the physical to the psychological – from that unblinking oxen eye, which seems to 

accuse the viewer (me, you) of complicity in its dismemberment, into an anthropomorphic 

territory of disturbing identification.15 

Reynolds herself notes that the paintings of meat provoke a mixed response. They are 

visually pleasurable but they also have a visceral impact and are repulsive. For the Car-

nal addresses the gaze of its beholder in a similar manner as The Meat Stall, with a sim-

ilar effect of primary identification with the painted flesh. The painted surface of For 

the Carnal with its realistic detail then becomes a mirror of the beholder by showing 

what is underneath the skin, grounding the viewer into the “here and now” of the situ-

ation of viewing.16 According to Thierry de Duve mirrors are devices that facilitate the 

shifting between the first and the second person, the “I” and the “You.” They reflect 

the address of the beholder and give it back to her.17 For the Carnal, with its visceral ad-

dress of the viewer, and the sensorial effects it produces, becomes a painting whose 

subject matter is “the presence of the beholder in front of it.”18 

14 Ibid., p. 282. 15 Ibid., p. 282. 16 Victoria Reynolds, Artist Talk at the Hammer Museum, Los Angeles, 17 

March, 2009, http://hammer.ucla.edu/programs/detail/program_id/210 (accessed 29 June 2012). 17 “For a thing 

to be a work of art, it would have to escape from the third person and access the first. Hence the interest of 

approaching art via mirrors: they short-circuit the third person. We pay little attention to their thing-like exist-

ence because we don’t look at them, we look into them – as we might look into an Old Master painting to see 

the scene it represents. … In both cases, the surface is invisible, like a window behind which a duplicate of the 

world we live in unfolds before us.” Thierry de Duve, Look! 100 Years of Contemporary Art, Trans. Simon Pleas-

ance and Fronza Woods, (Brussels: Ludion, 2000) p. 120. 18 Ibid., p. 127. 
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 This element of mirroring addresses the beholder on a bodily level, but it also en-

dows the painting with an element of a Vanitas painting. The term Vanitas describes a 

type of seventeenth-century still-life painting and indicates the transient nature of hu-

man life. Vanitas images convey a moralising message that man should not be seduced 

by sensual experiences. They offer the possibility to enjoy or contemplate such beauti-

ful objects as flowers, simultaneously emphasising the transient nature of earthly pleas-

ures by skulls and bones. The objects usually depicted in Vanitas paintings are skulls and 

other human remains that symbolise mortality, a candle or a putto blowing bubbles 

that symbolise the shortness of life, they included such mundane objects as fruits, flow-

ers and other objects from daily life. Vanitas images contain an inherent paradox; they 

fix in an image the life of the same object that they affirm as beautiful but transient, and 

portray the conflict between “world rejection” and “worldly ensnarement.”19 

 In Reynolds’ painting the painted flesh is juxtaposed with the floral ornaments 

of the frame. It celebrates flesh as a beautiful object adorning it with the floral orna-

mentation of the frame, but it lacks the moralising message of a Vanitas painting. In-

stead of reminding its beholder of the inevitability of death through skulls and bones, 

it reminds her of the strange beauty of the flesh thus transferring the beauty of the 

inanimate objects in Vanitas painting to the painted flesh. This visual celebration is 

not present in The Meat Stall by Aertsen, where it is rendered realistically as butchered 

meat, nor in Vanitas paintings where the human remains are skulls and bones, which 

place the emphasis on remains of dead matter.

19 “…the vanitas is deliberately built on paradox, and that the conflict between world rejection and worldly 

ensnarement is in fact its governing principle.” Norman Bryson, Looking at the Overlooked: Four Essays on Still-Life 

Painting (London: Reaktion Books, 1990), p. 117.

Anachronic Elements

 For the Carnal is a contemporary artwork that is aware of the past. The painting 

makes its critical point through performing an intervention in the history of depicting 

flesh by juxtaposing textual and visual elements belonging to different moments in 

time: the rococo frame, the flat picture plane characteristic of still-life but also of ab-

stract painting, the realistic rendering of flesh. Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood 

suggest two models that explain anachronistic elements in Renaissance painting as 

“neither an aberration nor a mere rhetorical device”, but as “a structural condition of 

artifacts.”20 Within the first model, which they call performative, the visual artefact is 
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bound to an author and beholders that agree to see the artefacts cited in the paint-

ing as traces of a historical moment. Within the second model anachronistic artefacts, 

mainly in painting but also in architecture, are seen as a substitution of older ones. The 

principle of substitution means that images were perceived as “tokens of types asso-

ciated with mythical and dimly perceived origins” and one image or building was con-

sidered an effective substitution of a lost original.21 The visual similarity between the 

preceding and the later image situates the second as a substitution of the first, and 

thus implies that there is an original point or meaning that has to be rendered anew. 

The performative and the substitutive models can coexist in an artwork in a non-exclu-

sionary manner transforming it into “an anatomical model, revealing the inner workings 

of picture making at this historical moment” thus allowing for a more complex under-

standing of the way images reiterate, or invent their origins.22 

 For the Carnal becomes an open place where different past images are co-pres-

ent. These elements are neither substitution through imitation of a lost origin, nor 

traces of a specific historical moment seen both by its author and its beholders. Reyn-

olds does not borrow a visually similar motif as a substitution of an older one, but the 

presentational strategy associated with it, thus building a constellation of presenta-

tional strategies that bring to visibility the very infrastructure of representation. The 

painting is an image of a cut, slice of meat. It is precisely this cut that constitutes the 

visible surface, itself withdrawing from visibility. The cut functions as a quotation that 

makes the painting by Reynolds resonate with the work of an earlier abstract painter, 

Lucio Fontana, who transgressed the surface of the canvas by executing precise cuts in 

his Spatial Concept series (Fig. 68).23 

 To cut, among other things, means to claim visually what was previously invisi-

ble, what is normally inaccessible to the gaze. In Fontana’s case these cuts foreground 

20 Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood argue for a complex understanding of the implicit models of his-

toricity at work in visual artifacts in their article “Interventions: Toward a New Model of Renaissance Anachro-

nism,” Art Bulletin LXXVII, 3: 2005, p.407; and their book Anachronic Renaissance (New York: Zone Books, 2010).  

21 Ibid., p. 405. 22 “Carpaccio’s painting stages the statue’s substitution mode against a context of performa-

tivity, and in so doing diagrams a clash between two different versions of the time-artifact relation. From one 

point of view, the painted statue is the lost and absent original, the nonexistent original, that the modern Ital-

ian statue reinstantiates. From another point of view, the statue is simply an anachronism, a citation of a mod-

ern work. The painting thus becomes something like an anatomical model, revealing the inner workings of picture 

making at this historical moment. The painting proposes as the resolution of the predicament a new, or at least 

newly institutionalized, function for pictures: the staging operation itself. Pictures like Carpaccio’s become 

places where competitive models of the historicity of form can be juxtaposed, places of impossibility, of critical reflection 

and nonresolution.” p. 407, (emphasis added).
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Fig. 68 Lucio Fontana, Spatial Concept. Expectations, 1960
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the surface of the canvas, which usually remains transparent. Fontana’s cuts seem to 

question that transparency, by emphasising its materiality. In addition, cuts have a 

function to show, to function visually, since they offer visual access to what was be-

hind the canvas, something that remains not visible. Arguably the cuts in Fontana’s 

paintings function as devices that present the invisible as excess of representation. It 

is in that sense that For the Carnal resonates with Fontana’s Spatial Concept series. Both 

paintings embed cuts, in Fontana’s case a real cut, in Reynolds’ case showing the result 

of a cut – a slice of flesh, to perform an opening, to access the invisible. By employ-

ing a multiplicity of references, some of which are on the level of repetitions (like the 

frame), For the Carnal suspends the possibility of being placed univocally in the para-

digm of any artistic movement or tradition. The excessive use of presentational devic-

es results in showing the infrastructure of the very procedures of showing, those who 

make images what they are.24

23 Fontana used the title Concetto spaziale (spatial concept) for almost all of his later paintings, created after 

1949. These can be divided into broad categories: the Buchi (holes), beginning in 1949, and the Tagli (slashes), 

which he instituted in the mid-1950s. In both types of painting Fontana transgressed the surface of the canvas, 

either by making holes in it or by slashing it with sharp linear cuts. 24 Didi-Huberman discusses the operation 

of cutting as related to the concept of the detail in “The Detail and the Pan,” In: Confronting Images p. 230.

Illusionism. Mirror.

 Reynolds’ way of working with the infrastructure of representation – the use of 

frames and their integration in the space of the painted image and illusionism –poses 

questions related to pictorial artifice and illusion. Furthermore, the very choice of her 

subject – raw flesh, which usually evokes a visceral response – indicates her interest 

in the way paintings address their viewers. The rococo style frame simultaneously fo-

cuses and disorients the gaze because of its visual similarity to the painted surface. By 

employing a variety of devices of address, Reynolds destabilises the very procedure of 

re-presentation. 

 The very definition of visual representation implies resemblance. As Louis Marin 

formulates:

To ‘represent’ signifies first of all to substitute something present for something absent … 

This type of substitution is, as we know, governed by a mimetic economy: it is authorised by 

a postulated similarity between the present thing and the absent thing.25 
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Representational images show their referents in their absence. The object is some-

thing external, situated outside the image. In the painting by Reynolds, the reciprocal 

imitation of the painted surface and its frame invite the beholder to perceive them as 

extensions of each other – the painted flesh becomes part of the frame and the other 

way around. This destabilises the identity of the represented object, thus making the 

painted surface appear as an abstract image or pattern.

 Still, For the Carnal is a photo-realistically painted slice of meat. Marin argues 

that illusionism, as an excess of mimesis, exposes the procedures that make an im-

age a truthful representation. In his book To Destroy Painting he suggests that Cara-

vaggio’s work embodies a paradox that is at the very heart of mimetic representation. 

That paradox consists of “copying the truth of what appears in so slavish a man-

ner that the pictural representation becomes a mere effect. That its truth is an effect of 

painting and not its origin.”26 Because of that excess of imitation, Caravaggio’s paint-

ings cannot be a representation of the object appearing before one’s eyes; instead, 

they become a presentation of the object’s double or simulacrum. In that way, Marin 

argues, they expose the infrastructure of representation, which in the case of illusion-

ist painting, reveals and cancels it own law and “becomes a simulacrum and thus ceas-

es to be a re-presentation.”27  

 For the Carnal re-works elements from Vanitas and illusionist still-life painting by 

means of both repeating and reversing some of their aspects. Reynolds employs hy-

perrealism as a pictorial strategy that gives exhaustive access to reality in a similar 

fashion as the illusionist still-life as being deceptive, of distorting the truth of its ob-

ject. The similarity between the painted surface and the frame destabilises the rep-

resentational relationship between the image and its object or referent. This adds 

up to the operation of mimesis within the image – the frame imitates the central 

image and the other way around. The painted surface imitates its frame and ques-

tions the procedures of presentation by leaving the gaze in a brief moment of confu-

sion concerning the identity of the painted object. This similarity makes the realistic 

representation of flesh look unreal; it “severs” the link to the referent. Instead of pre-

senting or establishing the identity of the space of representation, the frame interferes 

with it. 

 The painted surface of For the Carnal has a near photographic quality; it repre-

sents meat in very precise detail, which amounts to mimetic transparency; it makes 

the material medium invisible and focuses the attention on the depicted object.28 

Flesh as it is depicted becomes not a representation, but a presentation of its double, 

25 Marin, “The Frame and its Figures,” p. 352. 26 Louis Marin, To Destroy Painting, Trans. Mette Hjort (Chicago: 

The University of Chicago Press, 1995), p. 100. 27 Ibid., p. 102.
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to use Marin’s term. According to Roland Barthes a photograph is never distinguished 

from its referent and therefore has something tautological about it: “a photograph is 

always invisible: it is not what we see.”29 The photographic image has an inherently 

deictic nature due to its inherent tautology: “the Photograph is never anything but an 

antiphon of ‘Look’, ‘See’, ‘Here it is’; it points a finger at a certain vis-à-vis, and cannot 

escape this pure deictic language.”30 Arguably, the photographic quality of the paint-

ing by Reynolds transforms the whole visible surface, including the frame into a deictic 

“Look!.”

28 This use of the frame as a presentational device destabilises representation itself and makes the painting by 

Reynolds paradoxically close to an abstract painting by Frank Stella (Gran Cairo, 1962), discussed by Marin: “If 

the frame is one of the means through which representation presents itself representing something, this paint-

ing by Stella represents its own presentation. The painting is entirely reflexive and its transitive dimension con-

sists in representing its reflexive dimension … we are witnessing an iconic mise en abyme of the opacity of the 

representational sign in its transparency, or else the inverse, an iconic regressus ad infinitum, through the frames 

of presentation to its representation and from the representation to its presentation,” Ibid., p. 372. 29 Roland 

Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, Trans. Richard Howard (New York: Hill and Wang, 2000), p. 6. 

30 Ibid., p. 5. 31 “Voici’ (literally, ‘see this’) is a verbal presentational device … Deictics are presentational words 

under guardianship; behind them hides the authority of the presenter who appropriates them ... Yet the word 

‘voici’ definitely does present. It is the supreme presentational word, for it means ‘see this; look; everything to 

be understood has first of all to be seen.” De Duve, Look!, p. 39-40. 

32 Ibid., p. 40. 33 Louis Marin “The Frame of Representation and Some of Its Figures,” In: On Representation, 

Trans. Catherine Porter (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001). 

 Presentational devices are often an invisible, yet crucial part of images. Titles, 

frames and stands are the elements that have the power to transform an object into 

a work of art. They are the location of power of an invisible presenter or the authori-

ty of the museum that determines which objects will be seen and in what way.30 Next 

to that, presentational devices are very similar to what linguists call deictic words, the 

medium of address in language.31 Frames and stands are the cause we often feel ad-

dressed – they have power to say “you!” in an irresistible way.32 As such they function 

as media of inter-subjectivity, because they enable an artwork to “look back” and ad-

dress its beholders. 

 Marin addresses the role that frames play in visual artefacts by making a distinc-

tion between reflexive and transitive aspects of the representational sign.33 While the 

Un-Framing
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34 Ibid., p. 352. 35 Ibid., p. 357. 36 Ibid., p. 356. 37 Ibid., p. 356. 38 Marin, “The Frame and its Figures,” p. 366. 

39 Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, Trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press: 1987), p. 61. 

transitive dimension is related to the fact that the iconic sign represents an object, 

what is termed as the transparency of the mimetic sign, the reflexive dimension is 

related to the fact that the sign also presents itself and thus “the very act of present-

ing constructs the identity of what is represented, identifies the thing represented as 

such.”34 Within that distinction Marin identifies the frame with the reflexive dimension 

of the representational sign. The operation usually performed by frames consists in 

displaying: “it is a deictic, an iconic ‘demonstrative’: ‘this.”35 The frame is never con-

fined to the material margin of a painting, or an image, and includes all the processes 

and procedures of framing, the dynamics of power and positioning that puts the ob-

ject in a state of exclusive presence.

The artifact of the frame thus displays a remarkable polysemy, between supplement and com-

plement, gratuitous ornament and necessary mechanism. … In a word, the frame is a neces-

sary parergon, a constitutive supplement. It autonomises the work within the visible space; it 

puts the representation in a state of exclusive presence; it gives the appropriate definition of 

the conditions for the visual reception and contemplation of the representation as such.36 

The frame, then, has a power over its object as well as the beholder. It fixes the ob-

ject whose main function is to be seen, and addresses the gaze. Marin also points out 

that the meaning of the word “frame” varies in different languages. While the French 

meaning of frame (cadre) emphasises the edge, the extreme limit of the geometrically 

cut-out surface of the canvas, the English frame designates “a stretcher that extends 

the canvas so it will be suited for receiving pigments.”37 It is not exactly a border, or 

ornament at the outer limits of the painting, but a substructure of the support mecha-

nism and also refers to the surface of representation. Marin points out that the painter 

is torn by a violent relation constituted by “the desire to enclose the visible within the 

frame of his picture and his fascination with what eludes that space, the reality of the 

visible.”38 In other words, the frame, especially in the case of figurative painting, es-

tablishes a double relationship between the inside and the outside. First, it makes the 

painting different from its immediate context, and second it draws a decisive line be-

tween visual representation and its referent situated in the world. 

 Jacques Derrida argues in his book The Truth in Painting that the frame stands out 

with regard to the two grounds that it separates – the context of the artwork and the 

space of the painting.39 It “stands out” from two grounds merging alternately with one 
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or the other: “With respect to the work which it can serve as a ground for, it merges 

into the wall…With respect to the background…it merges into the work which stands 

out of the general background.” Frames make the objects they present visible, them-

selves withdrawing from visibility and produce a necessary division between inside 

and outside. They have “a thickness which separates them not only (as Kant would 

have it) from the integral inside, from the body proper of the ergon, but also from 

the outside, from the wall on which the painting is hung.”40 The frame separates not 

only the visual object from its background; it also separates the reality of the referent 

from the reality of the representation. Parergons “augment the satisfaction of taste” – 

frames, draperies, colonnades of palaces, yet their function is secondary as they mere-

ly “recommend” the painting with their charm. In this sense the supplement of the 

frame can “injure” the genuine beauty of the artwork, which should be able to stand 

on its own. For Derrida the supplement of the frame simultaneously indicates and in-

stitutes the truth of the object it presents, itself withdrawing from visibility. Precisely 

at this moment it deploys its greatest power.41

 The frame of For the Carnal is visually similar to the central area of the image. 

This destabilises the opposition between centre and margin usually established by 

the frame. The striated fibres of the muscle and the whitish patterns can be seen as 

flowers and knots of lines, fantastic leaves, and the other way around, the floral orna-

ments of the frame can be seen as patterns of fat and muscles. The visual resemblance 

between the central and the marginal area of the image and the enlarged structure 

of painted flesh result in transforming the detail, that is the smallest unit of the im-

age that presumably has representational value, into an ornament, that is an object 

that does not have a representational function. This similarity then paradoxically re-

sults in a clash between a visual element that claims the objectivity of the detail and 

the frame as an element that introduces the fictional space of the image. The orna-

ment, that which is supposed to support the procedures showing, but not show itself, 

spreads over the represented object. This is to say, the frame un-frames the image and 

the image decentres itself. There is nothing inside or outside the frame. This painting 

becomes an image that is excessively visual but offers nothing to see; it employs many 

devices to show, to attract the gaze but becomes a nearly abstract image. The corre-

spondence between the real world, the material reality of the flesh and that of its pic-

torial representation, is severed. What remains is the near claustrophobic emphasis on 

the inside of the image. For the Carnal, then, juxtaposes two relationships between in-

side and outside: the inside-outside of the skin and the inside-outside of the frame. 

The frame becomes more and more an opening into an interiority that is not usually 

40 Ibid., p. 61 41 Ibid., p. 61.
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presented to be seen – the interiority of the body. The image loses it allegorical den-

sity; it does not represent or speak of another meaning external to the image and ac-

quires an opacity that is material, and similar to that of the empty frame.

 There is no showing without making, fashioning or framing – operations at the 

heart of the practice of making art. It is significant that the verb “to invent” is etymo-

logically related to some other terms that might seem unrelated as for instance “to 

figure”, “to fashion”, “to frame” or “to make.” With her paintings Reynolds takes the 

frame out of its position of quasi-invisible object to show how frames produce and fig-

ure the objects they frame, how they produce them as objects to be seen. For the Car-

nal, which quotes past images, can be considered as embodying visual genealogies, 

and by exposing the procedures of their making takes a critical stance with regard to 

the past images they quote, and thus destabilises their fixed meaning. Reynolds bor-

rows the frame, the picture plane, the title and the hyper-realistic detail as pictorial 

devices to show critically the techniques of staging and of presenting, or finally of in-

venting an origin.





Chapter 7 

Breaking Resemblance: 

The Sculptures of Berlinde de Bruyckere
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 A body of work by Belgian artist Berlinde de Bruyckere presents its viewers with 

a radical sculptural interpretation of the human figure.1 Recurring themes in her sculp-

tures, shown internationally, are the fragility of the human body, its mortality, suffer-

ing, and such states as loneliness and intimacy. She is known for her sculptures made 

out of taxidermied horse bodies, usually without heads and rendered into unnatural 

and deformed shapes. For her sculptures that reinterpret the human figure, she uses 

wax, wood and horsehair. She colours the wax in such a way that it resembles the natu-

ral colour of the human body including the structure, blood vessels and veins under the 

skin. In many of the figures the pale complexion stands in contrast with the bluish trac-

es and suggests a dead body. In her work she is inspired and influenced by a variety of 

visual sources from images circulated in contemporary mass media to religious art. 

 On several occasions de Bruyckere has shown sculptures together with a paint-

ing that has inspired her. In 2011, she was invited to make an intervention in the Vene-

tian and Flemish Masters collection at Bozar in Brussels. She responded with two 

pieces: Pieta, 2010, and Lingam, 2010, to paintings by Giovanni Bellini: Mother and 

Child, 1500, and Pieta: Dead Christ Supported by the Madonna and St John, 1455. Prior 

to this, her work was shown in a dialogue with two paintings, Saint Bartholomew and 

Prometheus Bound, ca. 1660, by Luca Giordano at Hauser and Wirth, London. Another 

time she was invited to create and show works in dialogue with the painting of Lucas 

Cranach and Pier Paolo Pasolini at the Kunstmuseum, Bern.2 

 In De Bruyckere’s work the human figure is rendered as a transformable, fluid en-

tity endowed with a great plasticity. She is particularly aware of the history of repre-

senting bodies in art, and much of her art refers to and problematises the practice of 

image making. The figurative power of morbid, vulnerable figures coexists with an in-

terest in making visible the very operations of producing the sculptures, and a particu-

lar awareness of the procedures of their presentation. Arguably, the focus of her work 

is not so much on the traumatic moment, but more on the constellation of elements 

that produce and support the image as an artifice, a work of art. 

Interrupted Resemblances

1 An earlier version of this chapter was published as “Death in the Image. The Post-Religious Life of Christian 

Images” In: Religion. Beyond a Concept. Ed. Hent de Vries (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008). 2 Berlinde 

de Bruyckere, Luca Giordano, We are All Flesh, Hauser and Wirth, London, 3 April – 3 May, 2009; Intervention 

by Berlinde de Bruyckere in Venetial and Flemish Masters, Bozar, February – May, 2011; The Mystery of the Body: 

Berlinde De Bruyckere in Dialogue with Lucas Cranach and Pier Paolo Pasolini, Kunstmuseum, Bern, 21 October, 

2011 – 12 February, 2012.
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Fig. 71 Berlinde de Bruyckere, San S., 2004Fig. 70 Berlinde de Bruyckere, Jelle Luipaard, 2004

Fig. 69 Berlinde de Bruyckere, La Femme sans tête, 2004
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In 2005, a group of sculptures she produced in 2002-2004, built of casts of body parts 

in coloured wax, were shown in De Pont, Tilburg. The sculptures are either assembled 

and form incomplete body figures or individual body parts such as feet, legs and hands 

shown as separate pieces. Such works as Aanéén-genaaid 2003; Aanéén, 2003-2004; 

Wezen, 2003-2004; La Femme sans Tête, 2004; Jelle Luipaard, 2004, are incomplete or 

distorted human figures, while 14 september, 2003; Limb, 2004, and San S., 2004, are 

casts of feet, legs or a hand shown separately.3 All of the works are made of materi-

al that renders the colour of human flesh very realistically. The traces of grey, green 

and blue in the wax suggest the structure of the blood vessels beneath the skin, and 

simultaneously make the flesh of the figures look as though it is decomposing. The 

constellations of casts of body parts, which De Bruyckere puts together to form the 

sculptures, do not reproduce the normal shape of a human body. Their shape is se-

verely distorted, and some of them appear as if they are melting. Most of the figures 

have openings on their surface, which reveal that they are hollow inside. As a result, 

they look like skin unsupported by a bone structure, which is normally inside the flesh. 

None of the sculptures have faces – they are either covered or there is no head at all. 

In addition, the figures lack any indication of gender, though the body structure and 

the proportions might suggest either a male or female body. The artist usually com-

bines her figures with different objects: pedestals, tables, showcases or stools, and old 

blankets. Some of the sculptures are displayed in glass showcases such as La Femme 

sans Tête, 2003, while others are placed on small pieces of furniture covered with fold-

ed blankets, or are hanging on supporting structures attached to the wall such as Jelle 

Luipaard, 2004 (Figs. 69 and 70).

 Jelle Luipaard is made of wax casts of body parts assembled to form a figure that 

hangs on an iron hook attached to the wall of the exhibition space. There is a wood-

en bar inserted in it in such a way that it looks as if the flesh of this disfigured body is 

melting over it. The separate parts out of which the sculpture is built do not follow the 

line of a normal body – there is no head, one of the arms is missing and only part of the 

other is attached to the torso. The body parts, which look sewn or welded together, 

and the texture of their skin are rendered very realistically. The figure is abnormally 

long and thin, and the traces of blue and grey in the wax material make its flesh look 

simultaneously alive and decaying. The disfigured body-wound stands in striking con-

trast with the coarse surface of the metal hook. 

 San S., 2004, is built of wax casts of the lowermost limbs of a human body (Fig. 

71). Two legs and feet are positioned on a small metal stand attached to the wall of 

3  Berlinde de Bruyckere, Eén 2002-2004, exhibition catalogue with texts by Barbara Baert and Harald Szeeman 

(Tilburg: De Pont, 2005).
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the exhibition space. The shape of the legs is slightly elongated and distorted which 

makes them look simultaneously torn and fluid, as if they are without any bones to 

support the flesh. The way in which the separate casts are joined looks, as in the oth-

er figures, like stitching or welding. The most realistically rendered parts are the feet 

with the toes and the nails. Hanne, 2003, represents a naked female figure with very 

long hair, almost reaching her feet (Fig. 72). For that sculpture De Bruyckere again 

used wax casts with traces of grey and green and horsehair. The head of the figure is 

bent downwards and her hair falls in front of her face covering it entirely. The shoul-

ders are lifted upwards and the knees are slightly bent, her feet are firmly set on the 

metal stand that is attached to a wall approximately a metre above the ground. An-

other version of Hanne is shown in a church where it actually forms part of the interi-

or.4 The sculpture refers to the iconography of Mary Magdalene with the combination 

of long hair and nudity and, when placed in a church interior, this reference becomes 

even stronger. In this case the feet are missing, the upper part of the torso is more dis-

torted, and the hair is longer than the body. The figure is attached to the middle of the 

church wall without any visible support, so she appears to be flying. 

 These sculptures present their audience with confrontational images of head-

less, contorted and disfigured bodies that hover between life and death. Most of them 

are set in positions that reveal their helplessness and vulnerability. But, the figures also 

appear to be absorbed and looking inwards, holding themselves in the warmth of their 

intimacy, or literally melting into each other as in Eén (Fig. 73). These figures share a 

similar mode of address in the sense that they make the viewer uncomfortably aware 

of her own presence in the exhibition space. The absence of faces combined with real-

istic rendering of the colour and the texture of their flesh makes the figures uncannily 

real and present.5 On another level the positions of the figures convey scenes of pain 

or intimacy and thus make the viewer feel uncomfortable in their presence, as if she is 

witnessing something that she should not. The distortions of the body parts make the 

sculptures appear as if melting or almost tearing, which further enhances their pres-

ence. They look as if there is enormous tension in their material, which can be read as 

an indicator of the intensity of the emotion or the pain these bodies supposedly expe-

rience. The objects that De Bruyckere includes in her pieces (blankets, stands, show-

4 The sculpture is installed in the Falls Church, Virginia, United States.  5 Other artists working with casts to 

produce life size human figures such as Antony Gormley, usually use other materials, such as bronze or bricks, 

which do not resemble the colour of flesh. They trigger a strong reflex of identifying with them, simply because 

they are human figures, and thus can be said to address in a more direct way the bodily presence of their be-

holders. In De Bruyckere’s work, however, this effect is enhanced even further by the uncanny presence of the 

fleshy colour of her sculptures.  
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cases, stools) increase the ambiguity of the wax figures even further. Blankets are 

usually associated with the safety of home or bed, but also with tragic images of ref-

ugee camps. Similarly, the showcases offer a protective shelter, but also refer to the 

morbid imagery of a morgue or a natural history museum. 

 De Bruyckere’s figures appear iconographically ambiguous in the sense that they 

resemble a variety of images from very different contexts, in terms of the moment of 

historical time, the media and the social context they are circulated in. Her sculptures 

resonate with Christian iconography, and with documentary photographs of con-

centration camps, images of trauma and of self-absorbed states.6 These antithetical 

meanings are simultaneously present and make her sculptures resistant to univocal in-

terpretation. Their broken symbolism defines them as carefully modelled ruins, open 

images, which embody archetypal imagery associated with life and death, imprison-

ment and sheltering, power and powerlessness. 

 De Bruyckere’s pieces pose a question concerning something religious and 

non-religious at the same time, by addressing a modality of our gaze that would rec-

ognise almost by mistake, involuntarily, images from the past. The figures are familiar, 

and yet this familiarity is not quite there, it is interrupted. The long hair and the na-

ked body of Hanne refer to the figure of Mary Magdalene, and to the particular episode 

in her life when she withdrew to an isolated place, where she lived for thirty years as 

a penitential hermit without clothing or food. San S. refers to another Christian saint, 

both with its title, which is a shortened version of the name of Saint Sebastian, and 

with the position of the legs, which resemble the way his legs are usually depicted in 

the scene of his torture. Finally, Jelle Luipaard hangs on the wall in a way that resembles 

a crucifix. However, the headless body does not represent Christ and the iron hook is 

6 As Barbara Baert points out: “Berlinde de Bruyckere has her own Bilderatlas. The walls of her studio are hung 

with miscellaneous cuttings from art magazines, books, newspapers, old photos, memories, pictures that ap-

pealed to her. I saw the excavation of a petrified body, a man who had hung himself from a tree, a straw roof, 

a dejected stream of refugees, a textile market in Turkey, a baby wrapped up against the cold, and Mary and 

Elizabeth embracing each other in the painting by Giotto. Images from classical art history and also of harsh 

present-day reality. This wall gives us a glimpse into the artist’s mind. The pictures that float around there, 

stored in old boxes, to be rediscovered, or forgotten forever. De Bruyckere’s Bilderatlas has little to do with 

Aby Warburg’s great wish, but she does share with him the belief in ‘prefiguration’. Every image has its advance 

sign. It may lie in that one Giotto in Padua or in that refugee camp seen on the news. It is the germ, the seed 

that carries a new image within it. No one knows when or how it will emerge, not even the artist. This is the 

mystery of the image: the cyclical power and intrinsic reproductive urge that transcends the creator herself.” 

(unpaginated text, last two paragraphs), http://www.mcaf.net/html/D-e-sept-dec-2005-Berlinde-text-Baert-Bear-

ers-and-the-bearable.htm, (accessed 23 June , 2012).



242Fig. 72 Berlinde de Bruyckere, Hanne, 2003

Fig. 73 Berlinde de Bruyckere, Eén, 2004
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not a cross. Besides that most obvious and general reference to a crucifixion scene, 

Jelle Luipaard reminds one of the figurative language of pain developed by late medie-

val and renaissance painters to depict the tortured bodies of the two thieves crucified 

next to Christ. The slim and disfigured body also resembles the figure of Death as in-

terpreted by sixteenth-century German painter Hans Baldung Grien (1484-1545) (Fig. 

74). These are just a few examples of figures associated with death and suffering with 

which this sculpture resonates. 

 The described references place Jelle Luipaard, Hanne and San S. in a dialogue with 

the tradition of Western religious art, but they cannot be qualified as religious art, as 

they neither treat a religious theme explicitly, nor refer to Christian iconography in any 

straightforward sense. This makes it impossible to read them as reproductions of par-

ticular religious figures. The absence of faces and their titles, which are contemporary 

names (perhaps with exception of San S.), detach them further from being religious 

representations. Could it be that precisely through that interrupted resemblances 

these works of contemporary art acquire power to critically address not only the role 

of representations of violence massively present throughout the history of the Chris-

tian image, but a set of deeper questions concerning the functioning of the image as 

a religious medium? The familiarity of these sculptural figures both invites their view-

er to identify the model that they resemble, and simultaneously suspend the resem-

blance to one single image. In this sense, De Bruyckere foregrounds the problem of 

resemblance itself, as a drama of resemblance between images, and not between an 

image and something that will guarantee its truth, be it God or a divine origin. In her 

pieces the artist substitutes the arch-resemblance, with a broken one – between her 

sculptures and religious iconography, but also between her sculptures and real bodies. 

 In the case of the acheiropoietic image a community deems a visual object to be 

true, but it has to simultaneously erase the procedures of inventing the truth of the 

object. Precisely this concealment guarantees its public status and importance.7 The 

subsequent interpretation of this motif of Veronica’s veil within art was associated in 

many cases with meticulous realism, which stands both for the erasure of the trace 

of the work of an artist’s hand from the surface of the painting so it can appear as a 

miraculous, spontaneous creation, a true image.8 In this sense realistic images are 

7 As Mondzain points out in the case of the shroud in the fourteenth century “…the bishop of Troyes denounc-

es the shroud as mystification and states that he knows the artist. The Vatican, however, demands that the 

bishop keep a perpetuum silentium on the subject, and henceforth, with this silence as security, the shroud is 

placed on exhibit.” Marie-José Mondzain Image, Icon, Economy. The Byzantine Origins of the Contemporary Imagi-

nary, Trans. Rico Frances (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005), p. 196. 8 For a detailed discussion of this 

issue, see Chapter Two.
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Fig. 74 Hans Baldung Grien, Death with an Inverted Banner, 1505-7
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associated with rendering the procedures of their making invisible, and illusionism 

as a strategy can be considered as a presentational device insofar as it supports the 

“truth” of the image.9 

 De Bruyckere makes her hand as an artist strongly present on the surface of her 

works – the traces of stitching and welding, deforming the bodies in her sculptures, 

rendering them fluid and endowing them with plasticity, highlights their artifice. They 

are very visibly a result of the work on an artist. But she also renders the texture and 

the colour of the bodies very realistically. The visible traces of the artist’s manual la-

bour co-exist with realism as a strategy that is usually associated with the erasure of 

the trace of making. De Bruyckere then re-works not only religious imagery on the lev-

el of iconography, but addresses a set of questions associated with the motif of achei-

ropoietos. Her works simultaneously maintain something of religion in themselves and 

are about religion; they articulate a way for artworks to critically appropriate religious 

motifs without being seen as scandalous, or inherently religious.

9 Louis Marin concludes that illusionism in painting is intricately related to presentation and not representa-

tion. To Destroy Paining, Trans. Mette Hjort (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,1995), p. 100. For a further 

discussion, see Chapter Six. 10 Georges Didi-Huberman, “Before the Image, Before Time: The Sovereignty of 

Anachronism,” Trans, Peter Mason, In: Compelling Visuality, Ed. by Claire Farago and Robert Zwijnenberg (Minne-

apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), p. 41. 11 Ibid., p. 36. 

Counter-Time

 With Jelle Luipaard, San S. and Hanne, De Bruyckere re-works images from the 

past, which indicates her desire to position her work with regard to art history. But her 

sculptures also strongly resonate with present-day images. In this sense, they become 

temporally complex objects, sites where past and present motifs co-exist. Generally 

speaking visual objects are temporally impure; in images there are multiple strata of 

time, which appear through resemblances between images belonging to distant his-

torical moments.10 Being temporally complex, images resist attempts to be inscribed in 

linear explanatory narratives of history, which seek the key for understanding of a past 

visual object in the moment in which the object, or the artwork, was made. This “ca-

nonical attitude of the historian,” what Didi-Huberman terms euchronic consonance, re-

duces the temporal complexity of the object, which itself makes reference to different 

moments in time.11 In their book on Renaissance art, Alexander Nagel and Christopher 

Wood make a distinction between the terms anachronism and anachronic. Anach-



246

ronism implies that “the work is best grasped not as art, but rather as witness to its 

times, or as an inalienable trace of history; it tries to tell us what the artwork really is.” 

To name a work anachronic implies the question of “what the artwork does, qua art.”12 

Works of art are anachronic entities that address the very mechanism of representation 

though re-working motifs and elements that belong to different moments in the past.13

 Jelle Luipaard, Hanne and San S. all embody a fold in time – they are works of con-

temporary art, object-bodies placed in the space of the present-day gallery, but on 

their surface they are simultaneously present images that we usually attribute to dif-

ferent moments in time. De Bruyckere goes “contra” her time, because she re-appro-

priates imagery that comes from the past and conflates images of religious art with 

contemporary imagery. The temporal complexity of Jelle Luipaard resulting from this 

strategy cannot be explained within a linear model of historical time. It is an image in 

counter-time. Crucial to this mode of co-presence of different images is the impossibil-

ity to entirely disentangle them. They are not isolated units that can be identified. As a 

musical term counter-time designates the simultaneity of two different tempi, in oth-

er words a unity build from two heterogeneous elements. In a similar manner, in Jelle 

Luipaard we see a crucifix and the figure of Death and a deformed body. Hanne is both 

a Magdalene and an anonymous female figure, while San S. both refers and suspends 

the reference to the Christian saint. But they never overlap fully with the religious im-

age they refer to. This juxtaposition, or rather overlaying, of different motifs, creates a 

dialogue between two different regimes of images – religious and aesthetic – centred 

upon different rules related to the procedures that invest a visual object with true sta-

tus.14 Seen in that perspective, by using past images Jelle Luipaard not only thematises 

suffering, mortality or vulnerability, but also foregrounds, and thus critically address-

es the complex relationship between contemporary art and religion by using religious 

images as the very media of that critical gesture. 

 Jelle Luipaard, Hanne and San S. can be placed in the internally heterogeneous 

group of contemporary artworks that deal with or refer to religious themes and mo-

tifs, but do not function in religious contexts, and cannot be described as religious 

art. De Bruyckere looks at the legacy of religious art and borrows from the past, but 

her works remain in the mode of indirect reference. As a result she articulates a pos-

sible space for non-religious art to address religious issues without being scandalous 

or iconoclastic, i.e. without sending an inherently religious message. De Bruyckere’s 

sculpture confronts with the shock of seeing a dead or deformed body, and by indi-

12 Alexander Nagel and Christopher Wood, Anachronic Renaissance (New York: Zone Books, 2010) p. 14. 13 

Philippe-Alain Michaud makes a similar claim in his book Aby Warburg and the Image in Motion, Trans. Sophie 

Hawkes (New York: Zone Books, 2004), p. 72. 14 For a discussion of this issue, see Chapter One.
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rectly referring to a central religious image, emphasises the violence that the Christian 

tradition placed at the heart of its images. The artist then addresses a very elusive and 

difficult space, where religious meanings can be present in contemporary art, as if she 

is aware that the return of the religious in the contemporary pieces has to be disturb-

ing and monstrous, and referring to religious image can be done, but only as demon-

stration of an act of loss of religious faith.

Faith Displaced

 Discussing Manet’s Dead Christ and the Angels, 1864, De Duve concludes that 

the painter problematised the distinction between faith in God and faith in painting.15 

By treating a Christian theme, but in a way that deviates from a canonical interpreta-

tion of a biblical scene, Manet invited his audience to see this painting not only as a 

religious representation, but also exclusively as art. His artistic strategy was success-

ful to the extent that it demonstrated that the separation between faith in God, faith 

in painting, and faith in man was not as self-evident for the nineteenth-century audi-

ence as it is for us in the present moment.16 De Bruyckere’s pieces, at a later moment 

in time, articulate a doubt similar to the one Manet touched upon. The resemblance 

to religious imagery is no longer an interpretation. The uncanny, disturbing realism of 

De Bruyckere’s sculptures makes their viewer uncomfortable on a somatic level. Their 

viewer then must “tame” their disturbing reality by seeing them as art, as images that 

belong to the history of art.17 Similarly to Manet’s painting, the fact that De Bruyck-

ere includes references to other images and artworks in her sculptures introduces a 

15 “Manet had certainly no knowledge of the theological bedrock of his practice, but, like all his colleagues, 

he was dependent on a long tradition which had assimilated its tenets, secularised them, and forgotten their 

origins, but in which they remained subterraneanly active. They would stay active throughout the history of 

modernist painting.” Thierry de Duve, Look! 100 Years of Contemporary Art, Trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza 

Woods, (Brussels: Ludion, 2000), p. 243. 16 Ibid., p. 18. 17 David Freedberg argues that by calling images and 

things art we “anesthetize their real strength and powers” The Power of Images. Studies in the History and Theory 

of Response (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1989), p. 425. Further, he refers to the eloquent formula-

tion of Roland Barthes concerning the photographic image: “Mad or tame? Photography can be one or the oth-

er: tame if realism remains relative, tempered by aesthetic or empirical habits; mad if this realism is absolute 

and so to speak original  The choice is mine: to subject its spectacle to the civilized code of perfect illusions, or 

to confront in it the wakening of intractable reality.” Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography, Trans. by R.How-

ard (New York, 1981), p. 76 as cited by Freedberg, p. 430.. 
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double moment, an aberration, that makes the image offer several possible interpre-

tations, and most importantly serves as an indication that her sculptures are art imag-

es. Without this Jelle Luipaard would confront its viewer with the frightening reality of 

a dead body, and Hanne would become a figure of a traumatised being that places its 

viewer in a voyeuristic position. De Bruyckere suggests many possible readings or her 

works, yet she does not leave an easy answer to the viewer, provoking questions in-

stead of producing certainties. 

 Objects of contemporary art retain something of “religion.” De Duve insists on 

the quotation marks and points out that they are imposed by a long history of grad-

ually abandoning the idea of many gods, than of a single God, which culminated in 

facing the empty place of God, the absence as such. Then, for artists to assume the 

task of presenting this Absence, it took a “spectacular secularization of minds.”18 Art’s 

struggle with this task, or the desire to present an absence, resulted in a permanent 

crisis in representation, which is “one of the names of a God-less world.”

[…] the greatest artists knew that the function of art was to fit Absence with a void at the 

heart of the social and to display the void to those willing to look. Yet this metaphysical void 

is not displayable as such. It cannot be put on a stand and presented. Nobody can say that 

he or she has seen death itself, which is its sign here on earth. It is only negatively displaya-

ble, which is an unfathomable paradox, given that, for us, death is only absolute negation.19 

Art has an irrepressible desire to show that void, and this is why it is “doomed” to resur-

rection, and artworks become focal points of acts of faith. They are deemed to be alive, 

venerated and placed in museums: “The artist’s task is to turn a thing into a living being 

so that it can be mortal.” Resurrection then becomes a matter of common belief that 

this or that is a work of art. It amounts to a thing presenting itself as “Here I am”, and 

as De Duve points out, is no more than that, nothing particularly religious or glorious.20 

 This line of argument at first glance is symmetrically opposite to that of David 

Freedberg, who claims that we “tame” or “anaesthetize,” and deprive images of their 

real powers by deeming them to be art. According to Freedberg images that disturb us 

deeply or invoke a powerful response, in other words images that have power, do not 

qualify unquestionably as art.21 He argues that in order “to install the shocking in the 

museum” it first has be deemed to be art in order to be able to cope with the impos-

sibly upsetting powers of those images.22 To call them “art” is a way of making them 

18 De Duve, Look! 100 Years of Contemporary Art, p. 50. 19 Ibid., p. 51. 20 Ibid., p. 53. 

21 David Freedberg, The Power of Images. Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press, 1989), p. 425
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safe, by way of stripping the image of all reference, or by saying that the sign, that is, 

the image, is the signified.23 In De Duve’s view central to displaying objects in an art 

context is a series of social pacts or agreements that invent their truth as an artwork, 

while in Freedberg’s analysis, the art context “disciplines” the power of the image, by 

separating its reality as representation, from the real world. Interpreting something as 

a representation, and, moreover, to be an artwork, an invention of an artist, makes it 

safer, tames its reality. But, as Freedberg argues: “However much we strive to do so, 

we can never entirely extract ourselves from our sense of the signified in the sign; and 

our responses are irrevocably informed by that.”24

 Jelle Luipaard addresses the power of images to elicit a response in its viewers. It 

oscillates between being an object that is made and shown as art, and the frightening 

reality of a dead body, present though the way the artist renders the flesh of the fig-

ure. This headless figure is an image-body deprived of its primary physical agency. It 

has an enormous physical presence, as if the absence of life makes it heavy and con-

fronts its viewer with the mere weight of a dead body. This is expressed through the 

way it drapes over the supporting structure. It is difficult to remain at a safe distance 

from the figure by assuming that it is just an object of art, because it confronts us with 

the reality of flesh as if it were before the sign, or before being a representation. It is 

unquestionably a fabricated or artificial object, and at the same time the realistically 

rendered skin mirrors our own, thus making us uncomfortably aware of our own pres-

ence. As a result, in the moment of looking, the sculpture acquires a striking actuality, 

a force of presence that other images do not have. In order to be able to deal with the 

compelling address of this image, to be able to bear its presence, its viewer must sus-

pend the reality of the mutilated body, to kill its death in a way, by looking at it as an 

object of art or a mere representation. The stands, the showcases and the folded blan-

kets on which De Bruyckere places the sculptural figures function as presentational de-

vices. The frame, the stand and the showcase are the devices that, besides referring to 

the display structure of a natural history museum, also present the object as art, i.e. 

as something that is made, thus taming its reality. By presenting the sculptures to the 

viewer, they “tame” their reality of being dead or dismembered bodies, thus making it 

possible to look at them.

22 Ibid., p. 425. 23 Ibid., p. 426. 24  Ibid., p. 436.
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 De Bruyckere is aware that a dead body cannot present itself without the help 

of a presentational device. In many of her pieces she uses stands and vitrines that si-

multaneously present and shelter the sculptural figures – faceless bodies hovering be-

tween life and death. By combining the traumatic materiality of a deformed body with 

a presentational device, De Bruyckere addresses the “void at the heart of the social” to 

use the formulation of De Duve. In her work the dead body, or its representation coin-

cides with its life as an artwork. With the iconic force of pieces she addresses an issue 

related to the very institution of art, the museum. With her use of presentational de-

vices she addresses power associated with the art institution is twofold. Her sculptures 

point to the cruelty of placing objects on display, and to the iconic force of images that 

triggers fear – scandals if they are not framed as art. 

 Jelle Luipaard is not framed or presented as an intact figure, but is cut by the 

metal hook and the wooden bar. With this the artist suggests that the procedures of 

putting things on display in the museum space do not always equal veneration, as De 

Duve argues, but can also be inherently violent. They are also procedures of objectifi-

cation that pin down the meaning of the object on display to a reading associated with 

the context in which it is shown. In De Bruyckere’ words:

There is a sort of aggression in the sculpture, which I would like to emphasize even more by 

the way I present it. It might be an indirect reference to the Crucifixion, but on closer consid-

eration you see that it is much more than just a religious subject. 25 

The stands and the showcases in her other works are taken out of their usual function 

as presentational devices and form an integral part of her pieces. This strategy takes 

the presentational device out of its usual invisibility and indicates a concern with its 

role and power to determine the identity of the objects they present.  

 De Bruyckere makes the work of her hand strongly visible on the surface of her 

sculptures. She closes what looks like wounds or openings in the flesh by stitching or 

welding surfaces together, or by joining body parts in a way that radically distorts the 

normal shape of the human body.  The distorted shape conveys the idea of plasticity of 

the material and suggests the operations of shaping and moulding. The use of welding 

and its visible traces, together with the hollow parts, suggest the stage of a sketch, a 

stage in the process of making of an image. The hands of one of the versions of Hanne 

Presentations

25 Berlinde De Bruyckere, “The male nude re-examined.” An interview with Isabelle Baets, Janus. 18:2005, p. 34.
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melt into each other; in another Hanne does not have feet. On the surface of the legs 

in San S. there are long scar-like lines that look like surgically closed wounds and the 

body of Jelle Luipaard appears as if melting over the wooden bar it is attached to. In 

other words, they all carry the trace of the gestural subjectivity of the artist. This indi-

cates that they are artworks, thus presenting them as art, and in a sense functions as 

a presentational device similar to the stands she uses. By distorting the wax casts De 

Bruyckere in fact makes plasticity the very subject matter of her sculptures. They be-

come anti-portraits; they are still identifiable as human figures, but are framed by the 

marks of the work of the artist. The facelessness of the figures removes them further 

from being an image of a body or a representation of a person. Although Jelle Luipaard 

invokes a religious figure, it does not convey any transcendence, any divine invisibility 

beyond the image. It is both a body, and not quite, a corpse and not quite, a non-body.

Death and Resemblance

 Contemporary artworks both retain something of religion in them, and acquire 

critical agencies through being about religion. In De Bruyckere’s work this modality 

of “being about” is related to the fact that she reworks and inverts religious imagery. 

By embedding a motif, specifically one of the central and most recognisable images 

in the Christian tradition, Jelle Luipaard turns the life of religious images into a topic. 

By being about religion, by embedding a visually recognisable motif, Jelle Luipaard ad-

dresses violence as a key aspect of Christian images on at least two planes – as vio-

lence against images and as a representation of violence in images. 

 Religious iconoclasm, specifically in the Christian case, and some of its internal 

dynamics, can shed more light on the way such artworks as Jelle Luipaard reposition 

themselves with regard to Christian iconography. The gesture of the religious icono-

clast involves a paradox. He believes that the image is everything for someone else and 

in fact attacks not the artefact itself, but the deception he thinks is attached to it. This 

makes him simply “another person with ‘a strong commitment to representation,’ in 

this case, that of naïve belief itself.”26 In other words, the act of breaking a religious 

image paradoxically means recognition of its power. Furthermore, Christian imag-

es are themselves inherently iconoclastic. By placing at its centre an image of “God’s 

only son, an image not made by a human hand (acheiropoetos)” that is already broken 

26 Joseph-Leo Koerner, “Icon as Iconoclash”, in Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion and Art, Ed. 

by Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2002), p. 183. 
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and transformed into “the ugliest of things”, the Christian image acquired power, and 

pre-emptively questioned its criticisms and rejections.27 That determined the Bible’s 

aesthetics as aesthetics of the ugly, and not of the beautiful; its ontology of the image 

was based as much on dissimilarity as on resemblance.28 This gesture of allowing death 

to insist in the religious image resulted in what Koerner calls infinite regression relat-

ed to the question of how it is possible to break an image that is already broken?29 He 

concludes that, by attacking the crucifix the iconoclasts: “at once negate and repeat 

the likeness cultivated in their target. Their blows are negations of a negation, ‘no’s’ 

canceled by an ultimate ‘no’. Religious imagery has iconoclasm built into it.”30

 Some appropriations of religious themes and motifs by contemporary artworks 

are inherently in danger, in a way similar to the iconoclasts, of affirming the power of 

that which they try to disempower. In contrast, artworks that are about religion are 

not iconoclastic or scandalous, because they are aware of the internal iconoclasm al-

ready embedded in the way Christianity thought of its images. The modality of being 

“about” is a way to be critical in precisely non-religious terms. The fragmented figure 

of Jelle Luipaard is already a broken, self-negating image. However, this work does not 

simply resemble the dissemblance that Christian images show, but the drama of resem-

blance between God and man that ends with the breaking of God’s true image. The 

body of Jelle Luipaard dissembles itself, apart from the fact that it resembles a cruci-

fix, in the sense that it is and is not a body. The absence of a head and arms, as well as 

the deformations of its torso, set it distant from being a truthful representation of a 

human body. Also, the resemblance to a crucifix is ambiguous, which leaves the im-

age open to other possible readings. It suggests it visually, but the title of the sculp-

ture detaches it further from the religious model. In other words, the sculpture does 

not embed a Christian motif in order to break it. Jelle Luipaard is not a scandalous or 

iconoclastic work in the narrow sense, but it uses the image as the very medium of its 

critical gesture without repeating, and thus bringing back, that which it criticises. Sim-

27 “At the center of the great machinery of Christian images stood the paradox of the cross: what to the rest 

of the world was the ultimate punishment – crucifixion as the most painful, public, and humiliating of deaths 

reserved for criminals, traitors and slaves, as the ‘most crude and horrendous torture’ (Cicero), the unspeakable 

‘sign of shame’ (Hebrews 12:2) – was for Christians the emblem of their God.” Koerner, “Icon as Iconoclash,” p. 

192. 28 Georges Didi-Hiberman discusses this extensively in “The Image as Rend and the Death of God Incar-

nate,” Chapter Four of Confronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain History of Art. Trans. John Goodman 

(Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005), pp. 139-219. 

29 As Koerner puts it: “Religion becomes negation in infinite regress: the chosen people scourged, their re-

deemer scourged by them, they scourged by his people, the Christians, who, from time to time, in order to re-

new their faith, will scourge his effigy.” Ibid., p. 190. 30 Ibid., p. 191.
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ilarly, San S. and Hanne both refer to and remain distant from religious iconography. 

They do not strike the image, or the material medium associated with it, but employ 

another strategy – they resemble it, but in a broken way. 

 By not breaking the image, but the resemblance, or by modifying the religious 

motif, Jelle Luipaard critically addresses the violence in Christian iconography, which 

placed at its centre an image of a body that dies and no longer resembles itself. This vi-

olent imagery, as Didi-Huberman argues in discussing the anthropological significance 

of the idea of the incarnation, was determined to a large extent by the communal de-

sire to kill death itself:

It is perhaps the fundamental dialectic of incarnational images to carry within themselves 

this double, contradictory movement […] to carry death within them, to proceed to some-

thing like perpetual ‘putting to death’ – a sacrifice, then – to the end of managing religiously 

the common desire for the death of death […]31 

Christians gave themselves “the central image of God who agrees to die for them”, but 

in order to do that it was necessary to “let death insist in the image. To open the im-

age to the symptom of death.” Thus the images of Christian art carried the double de-

sire to simultaneously “kill death” and to “imitate” it, in order to allow the believer to 

believe that “they have killed their own death, always in the image of their resurrect-

ed God.”32 The invention of the incarnational schema can be interpreted as an act with 

which Christian religion empowered itself, since coming to visibility of a transcendent 

and invisible god through a body implies power to constitute and manage a common 

gaze, or the desire to see together “the death of death.”33 Mondzain also points to the 

inherently political question that Christian images answered. She points out that the 

shared show of Christ’s passion “became the foundation of the solidarity of a Christian 

community freed from all anxiety of death.”34 

 Next to the more general iconographical reference to a crucifix, Jelle Luipaard is 

evidently influenced by late mediaeval painting, which represents the scene of Calva-

ry – the crucifixion of Christ and the two thieves in a particularly violent way. De Bruy-

ckere drew inspiration from Crucifixion, 1350-60, by a painter known as the Bohemian 

Master (Fig. 75): 

A detail of this scene appealed to me, that of the evil murderer next to the figure of Christ, 

31 Didi-Huberman, Confronting Images, p. 227. 32 Ibid., p. 227. 33 Ibid., p. 220. 34 Mondzain, “The Holy 

Shroud: How Invisible Hands Weave the Undecidable”, in Iconoclash. Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion 

and Art, Ed. Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2002), p. 333. 
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Fig. 75 Bohemian Master, Calvary, c.1360
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of which there was a full-page illustration in the book. The way the figure was bent and 

twisted around the cross particularly drew my attention and that is what led me to work 

with a male model, whom I had pose in the position shown in the book. Then I had casts 

made for Jelle Luipaard.35 

The position of the figure on the supporting structure and the contortions of its parts, 

as well as the openings on its surface, visually resemble the position of the bodies of 

the two thieves (Dysmas and Gestas) in Crucifixtion by Bohemian Master (c.1350-60), 

Robert Campin’s (1375-1444) Thief on a Cross, 1428-30, and Albrecht Altdorfer’s (1480-

1538) Crucifixtion, 1518 (Figs. 76 and 77). This resemblance functions as a visual index 

embedded in De Bruyckere’s sculpture pointing to a period in European history when 

spectacles of punitive violence had an important social function.36 Late medieval rep-

resentations of the scene of Calvary form one of the moments in the history of Euro-

pean art associated with the development of the confrontational visual vocabulary of 

pain and suffering. Late medieval realist painters presented the sacred scene of the 

Crucifixion relating to their own, and more importantly, to their audiences’ experience 

with criminal justice rituals.37 In this sense the spectacles of penal justice and art were 

interrelated. Painters were influenced by publicly performed executions, and the other 

way around: “the visual habit and modes of perception that were acted upon by the 

spectacle of bodily violation and pain have also been shaped by the experience of look-

ing at pictures.”38 In the later Middle Ages, rituals of punishment were played out be-

fore the collective gaze, and thus demonstrated publicly the power of the sovereign to 

monopolise violence.39 In addition, the spectacle of punishment shaped a kind of social 

relationship grounded in the shared religious imperative towards compassion. The act 

of seeing the suffering of the condemned had the function to actuate emphatic bonds 

between people: “Suffering as spectacle could become, under these mental conditions 

and religious imperatives, a form of what anthropologists call communitas.”40 

 Jelle Luipaard can be considered as a conflation of the figure of Christ with those 

of the two thieves, which makes the figure a generalized image of suffering, vulnera-

bility and death. This co-presence of different motifs is present in many of De Bruyck-

ere’s works and endows them with a temporal complexity. The sculpture becomes an 

instance of what Merback calls intervisuality because it is the place where different im-

ages associated with different media and modes of address of the community of their 

35 Berlinde De Bruyckere, “The male nude re-examined.” An interview with Isabelle Baets, Janus. 18:2005 p. 

34. 36 Mitchell B. Merback, The Thief, The Cross and the Wheel: Pain and the Spectacle of Punishment in Medieval and 

Renaissance Europe (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1999). 37 Ibid., p. 21. 38 Ibid., p. 32. 39 Ibid., p. 

18-9. 40 Ibid., p. 20.
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Fig. 77 Albrecht Altdorfer, Crucifixion, 1518

Fig. 76 Robert Campin, Thief on a Cross, c.1428-30
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viewers are co-present. The ambiguity of this image reclaims the vulnerability of the 

body from its appropriation by the religious spectacle of violence that will “kill” death 

for those who believe. De Bruyckere addresses a contemporary community, which, 

similarly to the medieval citizen, will be reminded of other spectacles of pain, as for in-

stance those seen in present-day media. But do the pervasive images of violence find a 

new communitas? A “small dose” of religious imagery reminds the viewer of religious 

painting. De Bruyckere uses a visual motif to comment on the status of the spectacle 

of violence. The message of Jelle Luipaard is that death cannot be killed, and the com-

munal desire to kill itself has a violent nature.

Death in the Image

 On a visual level the elongated and very thin appearance of the body of Jelle Lui-

paard, as well as the way it hangs on its supporting structure, resembles the figure of 

death with the rags of flesh hanging from its skeleton, next to the reference to a Christ-

like figure. In painting Death is a fantastic image. It does not represent an object; in-

stead its proper referent is an event. Koerner provides an extended analysis of the figure 

of Death in Hans Baldung Grien’s work. His central thesis is that the image of the corpse, 

especially considered in the context of the myth of the Fall, thematises “the very activ-

ity of seeing and interpreting that make the production of meaning possible.”41 In the 

myth of the Fall, Adam and Eve bring mortality into the world defining death not only as 

an event that ends each person’s life, but as “a punishment leveled against humanity for 

Adam’s sin.”42 Adam gains access to the true meaning of his punishment, or his mortal-

ity, only through seeing the dead body of his son Abel. The vision of his cadaver trans-

forms death into a spectacle, “an ostentatious message that God directs at the living to 

inspire terror in them.” In that religious context, according to Koerner:

[…] death transforms the body into a sign that is directed at the gaze of the living; and this 

spectacle, the cadaver, mediates certain fundamental knowledge about the nature of our 

postlapsarian existence that would otherwise be inaccessible. It is the sight of the corpse 

that enables us to regard life in its proper relation to death.43 

According to Koerner, in Baldung’s art death functions as a meta-image based on the 

41 Joseph Leo Koerner, “The Mortification of the Image: Death as a Hermeneutic in Hans Baldung Grien”, Rep-

resentations 1985:10, p. 54. 42 Ibid., p. 52. 43 Ibid., p. 53. 
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painter’s interpretation of the Fall; it is a mirror that interprets the living.44 This mode 

of signification implies a full overlap between the image and its referent – the dead 

body cannot be signified, but it is the very sign. 

 The figure of death is pictured in Baldung’s woodcuts and paintings as an ani-

mated corpse in several types of scenes – overtaking a knight, standing next to a 

young man, as an isolated figure, in a series of painting with Adam and Eve or with a 

young woman (Figs. 78 and 79). The figure is very thin, with rags of flesh hanging off 

its bones and it is usually represented as gazing intensely at the other figures in the im-

age. Koerner argues that the animation of the corpse renders death representable:

The effect of death returns to become death’s cause; the knight is killed by the very thing 

that he will become[…] The function of such a reversal of temporal of temporal contiguities 

(present, past and future) is to make death representable and therefore accessible to the 

experience of the living beholder. Death, that state which is by definition outside of human 

experience and which also defines the irreversibility of history, must be imagined as a dram-

atisation or an event […]45 

The animated figure of Death appears in different versions. In the drawing Death With 

an Inverted Banner (1505-7) it appears alone (Fig. 74). In Death Overtaking a Knight, 

where the corpse returns to cause death, the corpse overlaps with Adam, who is the 

cause of our own mortality. As a result he “becomes an emblem of his own effect.”46 

The gaze of Death can be seen as yet another mode of indication. A corpse or what will 

become of the body comes to get its younger version, thus indicating to the viewer 

the inevitable end.

 Koerner explains that, according to the theology of the Fall, God initially creat-

ed nature as a sign perfectly readable to man, who could reach the proper of end of 

mediation – his Creator. After the Fall the world became unreadable on its own and 

“between it and the man rose the sign of Scripture.”47 In that sense, the Fall implies a 

corruption in the very way man saw the world. Koerner argues that Baldung’s art it-

self attempts to articulate this fallen vision. The corpse in his art does not only serve to 

remind us of our mortality, to mortify our flesh, but it represents the mortification of 

the visual image itself that happens after the fall as a result of the corruption of man’s 

sight. As he puts it: “The figure of Death emblematizes the loss of a more direct ac-

cess to meaning by demonstrating this very loss in the way it mediates its “content” 

to us.”48 According to Koerner the allegorism of German art expressed this fallen state 

of knowledge, where any object or relationship can mean something absolutely else, 

44 Ibid., p. 63. 45 Ibid., p. 62. 46 Ibid., p. 72. 47 Ibid., p. 76. 48 Ibid., p. 77. 
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thus evacuating it from any stable, original and stable meaning.49 Koerner concludes 

that in Baldung’s art Death does not mean anything in particular; what is important 

is not what it means but how it means, death itself becomes a hermeneutic, “a mode 

of figuration that […] demands that images be regarded signs pointing beyond them-

selves […] Itself as empty of specific content as it is of life, the corpse signals the pres-

ence of meaning elsewhere.”50 The figure of Death is an empty sign that connection 

coincides with, and thus signifies the bodily presence of the beholder; in other words it 

is a device of address.

 Jelle Luipaard is a contemporary piece that does not function in a religious con-

text and it cannot be read as a religious allegory. In contrast to the depictions of Death 

in Baldung’s art, Jelle Luipaard mirrors or addresses itself to the viewer directly, with-

out the help of another mediating figure (knight, Eve, Adam). Yet, it is equally evacu-

ated of a stable meaning as the figure of Death because it does not simply represent a 

dead body. The figure is so severely distorted, that it becomes an equally unreal or fic-

tional image as the figure of Death. Both the figure of Death in Baldung’s art and Jelle 

Luipaard claim to represent a corpse, but they never fully overlap with it; they never 

fully signify a “corpse.” The corpse and its pictorial interpretation becomes a mode of 

figuration of breaking reference and not only of breaking resemblance. 

 In Baldung’s art his figure of Death functions as a visual sign that reminds us of 

the broken resemblance between God and man brought into the world by Adam. Jelle 

Luipaard is an image-ruin, which can always mean something else and suspends at-

tempts to be pinned down to a particular religious figure. The conflation of the multi-

ple iconographical references co-present on its surface produces an image than means 

only itself– it signifies only itself. Yet, it does not define Jelle Luipaard as a religious, or 

documentary image. On the contrary, this excess of references is a means of figura-

tion of the moment of breaking the resemblance with a particular figure. The sculp-

ture does not represent death as a reminder of our mortality, but addresses the very 

issue of its figuration in an art context. It presents the mortification of the art object 

itself. Jelle Luipaard is a critical image in a double sense. It critically addresses the vi-

olence in religious iconography because it displaces a central religious image we are 

used to seeing, and repeats its violence in order to confront us with its logic. In that 

way the work acquires a critical agency without being a scandalous image from a re-

ligious viewpoint. On the other hand, it critically addresses our “consistent folly,” as 

Freedberg puts it, “of making images safe by ranking them as art,”51 thus, addressing 

the power of religion or of Art with a capital A to tame images and direct gazes.

49 Ibid., p. 89. 50 Ibid., p. 93. 51 Freedberg, The Power of Images, p. 426.
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Fig. 78 Hans Baldung Grien, Death and the Woman, 1518-20

Fig. 79 Hans Baldung Grien, Death Overtaking a Knight, 1510-12
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Religion is an all-pervasive phenomenon; it is still present in many ways in the life of 

contemporary societies. Arguably, our secular condition is to some extent the out-

come of the transformation of the religious institutions and their structural role in 

public life. In this sense, there is a continuity that cannot be disrupted and the return 

of religion as a topic within contemporary art is a part of this story. However, this re-

turn has little to do with a continuation of religion, or return of religion in its positive 

form. Numerous exhibitions that dealt with the relationship between religion and art 

were organised in past two decades. They demonstrated the power of religious imag-

es to continue their lives in a present day context, and the variety of questions they 

can pose – from pertaining to theology, to political issues, and those related to art, 

and the very practice of image-making. 

 Religious images still haunt our contemporary imagination and influence artists. 

When artists take to reusing religious motifs, in many cases they do it as a means to 

reflect on our desire to believe in images, on the history of seeing them, and on their 

double power – iconic and political. The group of images, objects and practices that 

we call art in the contemporary sense of the word is a relatively recent phenome-

non, compared to the very long history of producing and circulating religious images, 

which only later became religious art. This was followed by a period of gradual waning 

of religious art, and then of religious themes within art. The twentieth century saw the 

detachment of spiritual expressions from organised religion and their reintegration 

within art. Religious iconography did not disappear, but changed its role within art. 

Artists gradually reused it, but in a very different way compared to those who chose 

or were commissioned to create art for religious purposes or with a religious function. 

This re-inscription of religious images and themes within art as a field of practice is 

related to a double moment observed and defined by Aby Warburg. Images survive 

through time but transform their meaning; they are means to claim identity belong-

ing to a tradition, but also a means to claim discontinuity and difference from it. 

 The continued life of religious images and their modification by contemporary 

artists has at least two important effects. The recycled motif refers to an existing tra-

dition and thus indicates continuity. Yet, the very same motif is used as a tool to claim 

discontinuity, a break with the tradition, insofar as it is invested with a new meaning 

and is not used as a religious image. The image divested from its previous meaning 

and power becomes a tool to address issues that are central to the infrastructure of the 

present-day regime of representation: the rules that regulate the status of images and 

their public significance; the conditions of their production and authorship; and their 

connection to an origin or tradition, a context or author that guarantees their value.

 Artists have always produced images, at times elevating them as “true” images 

of divine origin and erasing their authorship, and at times claiming their sovereign ges-



264

ture as authors. These are the two sides of the double motif of the image-origin. This is a 

motif of fiction that claims to be true and has a capacity to survive throughout time, as 

in the case of the acheiropoietic image, and later with photography that claims proxim-

ity to the “handless” making of an image, or in the case of the modernist claim of cre-

ation of absolutely novel image that postulates as its sole reference point the absolute 

authorship of the artist. All images are the result of human making. They are fictions. 

The way the conditions of these fictions are negotiated, or the way the role of the mak-

er is brought to visibility, or concealed, is a defining feature of the specific era or the re-

gime of the image. Authorship always involves two sides: one is never fully the origin of 

its creation, which always refers to, or is contaminated by, other images or texts; on the 

other hand, the author can never be fully erased as every image has a maker. 

 The motif of the acheiropoietic image can be understood as a visual one, as it is 

with the veil of Veronica. But it can also be understood on another level related to the 

conditions of making and presenting images. The very act of making visible the pro-

cedures of presentation of images and the process of making can be understood as a 

reference to the motif of the image that is not made by a human hand. It is in an ex-

tended sense that artists refer to it, consciously or not. 

 Artists differ in the way they reuse religious motifs, but two general strategies 

can be discerned. The first is used by such artists as Bill Viola who creates an image 

that offers a redemptive experience, articulating a spiritual moment for the viewer, 

drawing her in, but concealing its infrastructure or the traces that indicate its making. 

In contrast, the second strategy is used by artists who focus on making visible the very 

process of making their artworks. This usually invites the viewer to reflect critically on 

the status of images and their histories. The recycling of visual motifs highlights two 

things: the artifice of the work, and its contamination by other images – the fact that 

there is no origin, divine or artistic, only the shared fictions we look at as a community. 

Lawrence Malstaf, Victoria Reynolds and Berlinde de Bruyckere address, and bring to 

visibility in their own respective ways, the fact that images are always made by artists, 

and that their truth resides in their plasticity. 

 The complex relationship between art and religion in the present moment does 

not lend itself to an explanation within one single model. Art and religion interact in a 

variety of ways across different traditions and contexts. This study offers a reflection on 

several aspects of this relationship. It is one particular story. There are many possible. 
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Samenvatting

Dis-continuïteiten: religieuze motieven in hedendaagse kunst 

Dit proefschrift onderzoekt de relatie tussen hedendaagse kunst en religie. Gedurende 

de afgelopen twee decennia hebben zowel curatoren als kunstenaars een duidelijke in-

teresse getoond in religie en haar verschillende tradities, uitingen in het publieke lev-

en, gebaren en beelden. Veel kunstenaars refereren aan religieuze motieven, thema's 

en beelden in werken die niet als religieus worden gekwalificeerd. De kunstwerken die 

in dit proefschrift worden behandeld verwijzen naar, en gaan een dialoog aan met, de 

visuele nalatenschap van de Christelijke traditie. Normaal gesproken worden ze niet 

tentoongesteld in een religieuze context, en circuleren ze binnen het institutionele 

presentatie kader van de hedendaagse kunstwereld: musea, galeries en biënnales. 

Het merendeel van deze werken heeft duidelijk een kritische benadering tot religie. 

Ze stellen een serie vragen over belangrijke momenten in de transformerende relaties 

tussen religie en kunst, én vragen die betrekking hebben op de systematiek van iden-

tificatie van kunst. 

 Hoofdstuk Eén behandelt enkele centrale kwesties betreffende het begrip van 

de rol van religieuze motieven binnen hedendaagse kunst. In hedendaagse kunstwerk-

en verwerkte religieuze motieven zijn, behalve een herhaling van afbeeldingen uit het 

verleden niet alleen een middel om de manier waarop verschillende periodes in de 

kunstgeschiedenis zijn afgebakend te problematiseren, maar ook om grotere en ogen-

schijnlijk meer rigide onderscheiden aan de orde te stellen, zoals dat tussen beelden 

die wel en geen kunst zijn. Vroege religieuze beelden verschillen sterk van als kunst 

bedoelde beelden. De twee categorieën worden afgebakend en ingedeeld aan de 

hand van verschillende  regels die voortkomen uit de condities van hun productie, ten-

toonstelling, waardering en uit de manier waarop zij de status van ware of authentieke 

momenten van kunst of die van heilige beelden toebedeeld hebben gekregen. Hoofd-

stuk Eén biedt een discussie over het belangrijke motief van het niet door kunstenaar-

shanden gemaakte beeld, of acheiropoietos, en de overleving en transformatie ervan, 

inclusief sporen in de hedendaagse praktijk van beeld-productie.

 Alle beelden zijn het resultaat van de hand van de mens; het zijn ficties. De mani-

er waarop de voorwaarden voor het bestaan van deze ficties tot stand komen, of de 

manier waarop de rol van de maker zichtbaar wordt gemaakt, of wordt verhuld, vormt 

een definiërend aspect van het specifieke regime van representatie. Terwijl de maker 

van religieuze verbeeldingen van oudsher verhuld wordt om wille van hun maatschap-

pelijke belang, en recenter in de artistieke verbeelding de kunstenaar wordt bejubeld 
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als heruitvinder van het oude icoon, citeren hedendaagse kunstenaars religieuze 

beelden met het doel te reflecteren op de manieren waarop het maatschappelijke be-

lang en de publieke status van beelden tot stand komen. 

 Hoofdstuk Twee behandelt de verschillende manieren waarop hedendaagse 

kunstenaars religieuze motieven hergebruiken en de effecten van dergelijke citat-

en. Meestal functioneren hun kunstwerken als een context om religie aan de orde 

te stellen, en tot een object ter discussie te maken. Het kritische potentieel van zul-

ke hedendaagse kunstwerken die religieuze thema's behandelen hoort daarbij los te 

komen van het verwerpen of bespotten van religie, aangezien blasfemie juist onlos-

makelijk verbonden is met de specifiek religieuze macht van beelden. De veelzijdige 

relatie tussen hedendaagse kunst en religie wordt onderzocht via een gedetailleerde 

bespreking van twaalf exposities, georganiseerd tussen 1999 en 2010, die religie en re-

ligieuze kunst vanuit diverse perspectieven benaderen. Veel van de curatoren claimen 

nadrukkelijk dat zij niet religieus zijn, en ook geen religieuze boodschap proberen te 

geven. Het opnemen van religie in de infrastructuur van tentoonstellen die verbonden 

is met hedendaagse kunst creëert een andere zichtbaarheid in de publieke ruimte en 

stelt vragen over visuele praktijken als iconoclasme, de relatie tussen commercie, mas-

samedia en religie, en het voortleven van religieuze kunst.

 Hoofdstuk Drie behandelt de verschillen tussen kunst die religieuze motieven 

hergebruikt, spiritueel geïnspireerd is, en religieuze kunst als zodanig. Daarna volgt 

een historisch overzicht van de manieren waarop religieuze motieven zijn hergebruikt 

door kunstenaars, beginnend met het schilderij van Caspar David Friedrich en eindi-

gend met kunst geproduceerd in de jaren ‘90 van de twintigste eeuw. Het overzicht 

focust op twee benaderingen: de associatie van positieve expressie van spiritualiteit 

met abstracte kunst, en de transformatie van religieuze motieven en beelden tot kri-

tisch geladen entiteiten. Kerkelijke kunst werd een steeds problematischer categorie 

aan het eind van de negentiende en in de twintigste eeuw, deels doordat de gees-

telijkheid bezwaar maakte tegen het decoreren van kerken met ongewone interpre-

taties van religieuze iconografie die uit moderne esthetiek voortkwamen. Vanuit dit 

perspectief gezien scheen abstracte kunst een acceptabel alternatief juist in tegenstel-

ling tot andere beelden met ongewone modernistische interpretaties. De afwezigheid 

van figuratieve beelden voorkomt elke controverse over de interpretatie van religieuze 

thema’s. Waar kunstenaars wel religieuze iconografie lenen plaatsen ze deze mees-

tal in een autonome en seculiere context. Eenmaal uit hun oorspronkelijke context, 

duiden religieuze motieven geen godsdienstige ideeën of inhoud meer aan en krij-

gen ze nieuwe betekenissen. Daarnaast articuleert de kritische manier van verwijzen 

naar religie, met name in de tweede helft van de twintigste eeuw, een moment van 

zelfreflectie waarop de status van beelden en de mechanismen van hun circulatie en 
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tentoonstelling worden geproblematiseerd. Wat wordt bekritiseert kan variëren van 

actuele politieke omstandigheden, tot meer abstracte concepten met betrekking tot 

de context waarbinnen beelden worden geproduceerd en tentoongesteld. 

 De hoofdstukken Vier tot en met Zeven richten zich op het werk uit de periode 

tussen 1990 en 2010 van vier kunstenaars, die elk op hun eigen wijze religieuze motiev-

en en iconografie hergebruiken. Deze case studies completeren de theoretische reflec-

tie en de algemene discussie van de eerste drie hoofdstukken.

 Hoofdstuk Vier behandelt diverse videoinstallaties van Bill Viola. Vanaf eind 

jaren 1990 creëerde Viola een serie videoinstallaties die refereren naar, of zelfs zijn uit-

gewerkt tot een nauwkeurige heropvoering van het afgebeelde in bekende religieuze 

schilderijen. Zijn werk zorgt voor een interessante casus aangezien het beoogt de con-

dities van spirituele ervaringen in de ruimte van de hedendaagse musea of galeries te 

definiëren. Memoria, 2000, of Unspoken: Silver and Gold, 2001, zijn videoportretten 

van emotionele staten van smart en lijden, geprojecteerd op een sluier of een gouden 

oppervlak. Beide installaties citeren het motief van Veronica's Sluier en verbinden zich 

met de complexe interpretatiegeschiedenis van het acheiropoietische beeld door dit 

te combineren met een theatrale opvoering van staten van extreme emotionele span-

ning. Behalve als een manier om te reflecteren op de menselijke conditie, kan Viola's 

engagement met religieuze kunst gelezen worden als een poging te reflecteren op de 

geschiedenis van het relatief jonge medium video, dat slechts sinds enkele decennia 

bestaat en vooral geschikt is om ander bestaand filmmateriaal te recyclen of andere 

afbeeldingen te tonen. 

 Hoofdstuk Vijf behandelt diverse installaties van Lawrence Malstaf die openlijk-

er refereren naar religieuze motieven dan de werken van Viola. Sandbible, 1999; Ma-

donna, 2000; en Shrink, 1995, gebruiken religieuze motieven als middel om de status 

van het menselijk lichaam als een medium van beelden te problematiseren en bieden 

een intrigerende hedendaagse herinterpretatie van het idee van de reïncarnatie, dat 

impliciet nog steeds aanwezig is in onze ideeën over wat een medium is. Door het in 

beweging te zetten van flexibele oppervlakken en door fluïde elementen te gebruiken 

zoals licht, zand en lucht, zetten de drie installaties de transformatie van het lichaam 

op de voorgrond. Met Madonna bewerkt Malstaf de figuur van de Maagd Maria om 

een herinterpretatie van het motief van Annunciatie te presenteren. Sandbible trans-

formeert de Bijbel tot een visueel object, en maakt een zinspeling op Jezus die in het 

zand schreef. Daarnaast becommentarieert het werk de capaciteit van het medium 

om een spoor vast te houden, en stelt het de vraag tot op welke hoogte een medium 

inhoud modificeert. 

 Hoofdstuk Zes richt zich op een schilderij van Victoria Reynolds: For the Car-

nal in Dante's Hell, 1999, dat een complexe textuur van referenties naar schilderkunst 
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uit heel verschillende historische momenten opbouwt. De iconografische referenties 

worden niet als beelden met representatieve waarde ingezet, maar als presentatiem-

iddelen om de infrastructuur van de procedures van het tonen op de voorgrond te 

plaatsen. Reynolds ondervraagt het rijke symbolisme van het weergeven van vlees, 

en zijn heilige en rituele betekenis. Ze benadrukt de omlijsting op visuele wijze om die 

buiten haar normale positie van quasionzichtbaar object te plaatsen en te laten zien 

hoe lijsten een identiteit geven aan de objecten die ze presenteren. Het beeldvlak, de 

titel en de hyperrealistische weergave van het beeld spelen de rol van presentatiem-

iddelen, en verwijzen op kritische wijze naar de technieken van het in scène zetten en 

presenteren van een beeld aan de kijker.

 Hoofdstuk Zeven richt zich op diverse sculpturen van Berlinde de Bruyck-

ere: San S., 2004; Hanne, 2003; en Jelle Luipaard, 2004. Terugkerende thema's in de 

Bruyckeres sculpturen zijn de fragiliteit en sterfelijkheid van het menselijk lichaam. 

Jelle Luipaard en Hanne bevatten referenties naar religieuze iconografie, maar deze 

motieven zijn sterk gewijzigd. Deze onderbroken overeenkomsten met religieuze 

kunst verwijzen niet alleen naar de geschiedenis van Christelijke kunst, maar ook naar 

een reeks meer diepgaande vragen over het functioneren van beelden en de mani-

er waarop die in verschillende contexten getoond worden. De figuratieve kracht van 

morbide, kwetsbare figuren gaat samen met een interesse in het zichtbaar maken van 

het eigenlijke werk bij het maken van de sculpturen. Jelle Luipaard roept op kritische 

wijze het geweld in religieuze iconografie op, doordat het een essentieel religieus 

beeld dat we gewend zijn te zien (de kruisiging) verschuift en de gewelddadigheid 

ervan herhaalt om de kijker te confronteren met diens logica. Op deze manier verw-

erft het werk een kritische kracht zonder een schandalig beeld te worden vanuit een 

religieus perspectief. Aan de andere kant wijst het op ons verlangen om beelden veilig 

te maken door ze als kunst te beschouwen.



290

Summary

Dis-Continuities: Religious Motifs in Contemporary Art

This thesis examines the relationship between contemporary art and religion. During 

the past two decades, both curators and artists have shown a distinct interest in re-

ligion, and its different traditions, manifestations in public life, gestures and images. 

Many artists refer to religious motifs, themes and images to produce works that do 

not qualify as religious. The artworks discussed in this thesis refer to, and are in dia-

logue with, the visual legacy of the Christian tradition. Usually they are not displayed 

in a religious context, and are circulated within the institutional frame of display of 

the contemporary art world: museums, galleries and biennales. The majority of these 

works have a distinctly critical approach to religion. They pose a set of questions con-

cerning important moments in the transforming relationships between religion and 

art as well as questions related to the very regime of identification of art. 

 Chapter One deals with several central issues with regard to understanding the 

role of religious motifs in contemporary art. Besides being a repetition of imagery from 

the past, religious motifs embedded in contemporary artworks become a means to 

problematise not only the way different periods in the history of art are delimited, but 

larger and seemingly more rigid distinctions as those between art and non-art images. 

Early religious images differ significantly from art images. The two types are regulated 

according to different sets of rules related to the conditions of their production, display, 

appreciation and the way images are invested with the status of being true or authentic 

instances of art or sacred images. Chapter One provides a discussion of the important 

motif of the image not made by an artist’s hand, or acheiropoietos, and its survival and 

transformation, including its traces in contemporary image-making practices. 

 All images are the result of human making; they are fictions. The way the con-

ditions of these fictions are negotiated, or the way the role of the maker is brought to 

visibility, or concealed, is a defining feature of the specific regime of representation. 

While the cult image concealed its maker in order to maintain its public significance, 

and the later art image celebrated the artist as a re-inventor of the old image, contem-

porary artists cite religious images in order to reflect on the very procedures that pro-

duce the public significance and status of images. 

 Chapter Two discusses the different ways contemporary artists re-use religious 

motifs and the effects of such citations. In the majority of cases their artworks func-

tion as a context to turn that religion into a topic, and an object of discussion. The 

critical potential of contemporary artworks that deal with religious themes lies some-
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where apart from art’s rejection or mocking of religion, as blasphemy retains its prox-

imity to the specifically religious power of images. The multifaceted relationship 

between contemporary art and religion is examined through a detailed discussion of 

twelve exhibitions organised between 1999 and 2010, which approach religion and 

religious art from a variety of perspectives. Many of the curators claim that they are 

emphatically not religious, nor trying to send a religious message. Including religion in 

the infrastructure of display associated with contemporary art creates a different visi-

bility in the public space and asks questions concerning such visual practices as icon-

oclasm; the relationship between commercialism, mass media and religion, and the 

afterlife of religious art, among many others.

 Chapter Three discusses the differences between art that reuses religious mo-

tifs, spiritually invested, and religious art proper. This is followed by a historical over-

view of the ways religious motifs are re-used by artists, commencing with the painting 

of Caspar David Friedrich and finishing with art produced in the 1990s. The overview 

outlines two tendencies: the association of positive expression of spirituality with ab-

stract art, and the transformation of religious motifs and images into critically charged 

entities. Church art became an increasingly problematic category at the end of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, partly because the clergy objected to decorat-

ing churches with the unusual interpretation of religious iconography associated with 

modernist aesthetics. Considered from this perspective abstract art appeared as an 

acceptable alternative precisely as opposed to other images with unusual modernist 

interpretations. The absence of figurative images removes all controversies as to how 

religious subjects should be interpreted. In the majority of cases, when artists borrow 

religious iconography they are placing it in a context that is autonomous and secular. 

When detached from their initial contexts religious motifs cease to signify religious 

ideas or content, and acquire new meaning. Next to that, the critical mode of refer-

ence to religion, especially in the second half of the twentieth century, articulates a 

self-reflexive moment that problematises the status of images and the mechanisms of 

their circulation and display. What is criticised can vary from political circumstances of 

the day to more abstract concepts that concern the context in which images are pro-

duced and displayed. 

 Chapters Four through Seven focus on the work of four artists who produced 

works between 1990 and 2010, and who in their respective ways recycle religious mo-

tifs and iconography. These case studies complement the theoretical reflection and 

the general discussion in the first three chapters. Chapter Four focuses on several vid-

eo installations by Bill Viola. Starting in the late 1990s, Viola created a series of video 

installations that refer to or even closely restage well-known religious paintings. His 

work makes an interesting case as it seeks to define the conditions of spiritual expe-
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riences in the space of the contemporary museum or gallery. Memoria, 2000, or Un-

spoken: Silver and Gold, 2001, are video portraits of emotional states of anguish and 

suffering projected on a veil or gold surface. Both installations cite the motif of Veron-

ica’s Veil and engage with the complex history of interpretation of the acheiropoietic 

image by combining it with a theatrical replay of states of extreme emotional tension. 

Next to being a means of reflecting on the human condition, Viola’s engagement with 

religious art can be read as an attempt to comment on the history of the relatively 

young medium of video, which has only existed for several decades and which is par-

ticularly suited to recycling other existing film footage or remediating other images. 

 Chapter Five discusses several installation works by Lawrence Malstaf that refer 

to religious motifs more openly than those of Viola. Sandbible, 1999; Madonna, 2000; 

and Shrink, 1995, use religious motifs as a means to problematise the status of the hu-

man body as a medium of images. These installations offer an intriguing contempo-

rary reinterpretation of the idea of the incarnation, which is still implicitly present in 

our notions of what a medium is. By setting flexible surfaces in motion and by using 

fluid elements such as light, sand and air, the three installations foreground the trans-

formability of the body. With Madonna, Malstaf reworks the figure of the Virgin Mary 

to present a re-interpretation of the motif of Annunciation. Sandbible transforms the 

Bible into a visual object, and alludes to Jesus writing in the sand. The work also com-

ments on the capacity of the medium to retain a trace, and the extent to which the 

medium modifies the mediated content. 

 Chapter Six focuses on a painting by Victoria Reynolds: For the Carnal in Dante’s 

Hell, 1999, which builds a complex texture of references to painting belonging to dis-

parate historical moments. The iconographical references are employed not as images 

with representational value, but as presentational devices to foreground the infrastruc-

ture of the very procedures of showing. Reynolds interrogates the rich symbolism of 

depicting flesh, its sacred and sacrificial meaning. She visually emphasises the frame in 

order to take it out of its position of quasi-invisible object to show how frames produce 

the identity of the objects they present. The picture plane, the title and the hyper-real-

istic manner of rendering the image play the role of presentational devices, and criti-

cally address the techniques of staging and of presenting an image to its viewer. 

 Chapter Seven focuses on several sculptures by Berlinde de Bruyckere: San S., 

2004; Hanne, 2003; and Jelle Luipaard, 2004. Recurring themes in de Bruyckere’s sculp-

tures are the fragility and mortality of the human body. Jelle Luipaard and Hanne in-

clude references to religious iconography, but the motifs are strongly modified. These 

interrupted resemblances to religious art address not only the history of Christian art, 

but also a set of deeper questions concerning the functioning of the image and its 

presentation in different contexts. The figurative power of morbid, vulnerable figures 
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coexists with an interest in making visible the very operations of producing the sculp-

tures. Jelle Luipaard critically addresses the violence in religious iconography because it 

displaces a central religious image (the crucifixion) we are used to seeing and repeats 

its violence in order to confront its viewer with its logic. In this way the work acquires 

a critical agency without being a scandalous image from a religious viewpoint. On the 

other hand, it addresses our desire to make images safe by deeming them as art. 




