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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-
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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



257

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. 



258

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


