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Slide 1: Introduction

This PowerPoint will explore contrasting images of Jesus in art of the crucifixion, with pieces spanning from 960s CE to 1987. Examination of their distinctive features and the theological implications of such will be critiqued in the context of their time period of creation. The artworks discussed will be the Gero Cross, Chagall’s White Crucifixion, Sutherland’s Crucifixion, Dali’s Christ of St. John on the Cross, and Serrano’s Piss Christ. 

Slide 2: Gero Cross

The first depiction of the crucifixion to be examined here will be the Gero Cross, an oak sculpted crucifix dating from the Ottonian period (950s-990s CE) that was gifted to Cologne Cathedral by Archbishop Gero.[footnoteRef:1] The Gero Cross was unique at the time of its creation because of its representation of the physical consequences of Jesus’ execution.[footnoteRef:2] Contrasting with Byzantine art in its form and movement,[footnoteRef:3] the Gero Cross broke out of the confines of the Carolingian framework; while the positioning of the hands and hair follow tradition, they are positioned at different heights, which distorts the body’s axis.[footnoteRef:4] This creates an overwhelming sense of hanging and weight to the body.[footnoteRef:5] Furthermore, the slumped head, lifeless body and closed eyes of Christ are unusual, and this sculpture is the earliest known depiction of Christ on the cross while dead. In Byzantine art, even during the crucifixion the body of Christ remained undamaged in beauty,[footnoteRef:6] and thus this sculpture marks a split in Western art when portrayal of the suffering of Christ became more acceptable, with his suffering humanity being more obviously shown alongside the divinity of his redemption.  [1:  Gertrud Schiller, Iconography of Christian Art (London: Lund Humphreys, 1972), VOLUME II, p. 141.]  [2:  Ibid., 141. ]  [3:  Ibid., 141.]  [4:  Ibid., 142.]  [5:  Ibid., 142.]  [6:  Ibid., 142.] 


Slide 3: Chagall’s White Crucifixion

The next piece to be assessed will be Marc Chagall’s White Crucifixion, which he began working on in the later months of 1938 during the horrors of the Holocaust.[footnoteRef:7] Chagall used the agony of the crucifixion in an attempt to enlighten the Christian world to the suffering of Europe’s Jews,[footnoteRef:8] showing Jesus on a cross surrounded by images directly referencing the contemporary pogroms and violent persecution against Jewish communities organised by the Nazi party.[footnoteRef:9]  Several aspects of Chagall’s painting make this art piece an extremely unusual piece worthy of special examination within the subject of crucifixion portrayals.  [7:  Aaron Rosen, ‘The Jewish Jesus in Modern Art: Marc Chagall’s “White Crucifixion” (1938)’, Jewish/Non-Jewish Relations, 2014 <https://jnjr.div.ed.ac.uk/primary-sources/modern/the-jewish-jesus-in-modern-art-marc-chagalls-white-crucifixion-1938/>.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Institute Online Editors, ‘White Crucifixion | the Art Institute of Chicago’, The Art Institute of Chicago, 2018 <https://www.artic.edu/artworks/59426/white-crucifixion>.] 


Chagall specifically stresses Jesus’ religious identity by depicting him and the biblical figures above him in traditional Jewish attire.[footnoteRef:10] Jesus is shown with his head devoutly covered, and a prayer shawl is slung around his hips, in an act that could be interpreted as either a taunt by his executioners or a gesture to preserve his modesty.[footnoteRef:11] These inclusions serve to highlight Jesus’ identity as an observant Jew who is being persecuted for his faith.[footnoteRef:12] The ladder painted next to Jesus dissolves into smoke, meaning he is not removed from the cross, and the figures who could have taken him down are forced away from him as they are persecuted. This ladder is likely a reference to Jacob’s ladder, a symbol of God’s promise to Jacob when he said, “I am with you and will keep you wherever you go,” (Gen. 28:13).[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  Ibid.]  [11:  Rosen, ‘The Jewish Jesus in Modern Art: Marc Chagall’s “White Crucifixion” (1938)’. ]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Rosen, ‘The Jewish Jesus in Modern Art: Marc Chagall’s “White Crucifixion” (1938)’.] 


In the upper right corner, a Nazi Brownshirt is depicted stealing an arc from a flaming synagogue with lions of Judah above the door.[footnoteRef:14] This imagery was likely taken from the destruction of Munich and Nuremberg synagogues on the 9th and 10th of August 1938.[footnoteRef:15] Below in the left corner an elderly man is shown facing the viewer with a sign hung around his neck. While in the final version the text of the sign is blurred, earlier reproductions show that it once explicitly read “Ich bin Jude”, German for “I am a Jew”.[footnoteRef:16] It is clear from the text of the painting and Chagall’s explicit motivations that this man is supposed to be a victim of Nazi measures, designed to differentiate and humiliate Jewish people.[footnoteRef:17] In the centre left, refugees unsuccessfully attempt to escape by boat while a Jewish community is set ablaze in a pogrom.[footnoteRef:18]  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid. ]  [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Rosen. ] 


Rosen observes that by Jesus as a Jewish martyr, Chagall follows the established tradition of Jewish artists using the image of Jesus to indict Chrisitan persecutors to appeal to empathy.[footnoteRef:19] Chagall’s painting creates Jesus as a martyr for the Jewish faith, and compares the Nazis implicitly with Jesus’ tormentors,[footnoteRef:20] contrasting with traditional beliefs blaming the Jews for Jesus’ death in the setting of the Holocaust.  [19:  Ibid.]  [20:  Institute Online Editors, ‘White Crucifixion | the Art Institute of Chicago’. ] 


Slide 4: Sutherland’s Crucifixion

Next to be assessed will be Sutherland’s Crucifixion, which in contrast with popular depictions, does not emphasise Jesus’ identity and focuses instead on the agony of crucifixion as a method of execution. Like Chagall, Sutherland has acknowledged the influence of the holocaust on his depiction of Jesus, describing photographs of victims from Auschwitz and Buchenwald appeared to him “like figures deposed from crosses.”[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Rupert Toovey, ‘Artwork in Focus: Crucifixion by Graham Sutherland | Perspectives’, Pallant House Gallery, 2021 <https://pallant.org.uk/artwork-in-focus-crucifixion-by-graham-sutherland/> [accessed 26 April 2024].] 


Sutherland’s 1947 painting emphasises the agony of the crucifixion in the body’s posture, with the hanging weight visible in the angular shoulders and chest.[footnoteRef:22] The body is painted in stark white and grey, creating a stark contrast with the shocking red of Christ’s blood that is accentuated by the deep green.[footnoteRef:23] Usually blood is not shown so obviously to avoid Christ looking weak even on the cross, but in this piece streams of blood are painted from the hands and head reminding the viewer of Jesus’ humanity and mortality. Sutherland uses “thorns as metaphors for human cruelty”, and the jagged lines of thorns can be observed throughout the composition.[footnoteRef:24] Any regal notions of the cross standing above the people is subverted as Jesus dangles on the ground, and he is alone on the cross with no people surrounding him; instead he dangles in a humiliated position, not supported by the cross as he hangs helplessly from his hands.  [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  Ibid. ]  [24:  Toovey, ‘Artwork in Focus: Crucifixion by Graham Sutherland | Perspectives’.] 


Jesus’ face is obscured and depersonalised but still painfully human as he becomes just another faceless victim of torture, violence, and death. All aspects of his person that are considered distinctive in art, such as the long hair and beard or even facial features have been stripped away to create the image of a person characterised only by torture inflicted on his body. Sutherland’s depiction of Jesus is thus unique as it zeroes in on his suffering and humanises Jesus, subverting traditional emphases on his divinity. 

Slide 5: Dali’s Christ of St. John on the Cross

In contrast with Sutherland’s exaggerated depiction of Jesus’ suffering at the crucifixion, Dali’s ‘Christ of St. John the Cross’ is renowned for its focus on the spiritual aspect of Christ without depicting physical suffering.[footnoteRef:25] Painted in 1951, Dali was inspired by the 16th century Spanish friar John of the Cross who wrote about his contemplative visions of Christ on the cross,[footnoteRef:26]  and credits the distinctive format of the rendering to a dream he had in 1950 which left him with “an enduring image of Christ suspended in the heavens.”[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Isabella Meyer, ‘“Christ of Saint John of the Cross” by Salvador Dalí - an Analysis’, Art in Context, 2024 <https://artincontext.org/christ-of-saint-john-of-the-cross-by-salvador-dali/>.]  [26:  Ibid]  [27:  Ibid. ] 


Dali described his motivation to paint Christ without nails through his hands or thorns on his head to make him look beautiful.[footnoteRef:28] Meyer describes how the “absence of nails and blood conveys a clean, otherworldly appearance, detaching the subject from the expected brutal realities of crucifixion,”[footnoteRef:29]  and painting Jesus devoid of nails or blood means Dali avoided a traditional depiction of the crucifixion and instead emphasised Jesus’ divinity.[footnoteRef:30] Dali used a hyper-realistic style, with subdued use of colour and an emphasis on dark, cool tones that contribute to the painting’s solemn atmosphere, and the light source emanates the figure of Christ, giving him an aura of divine radiance.[footnoteRef:31] Dali presents Jesus on the cross in a unique overhead viewpoint, and the cross doesn’t intersect with the horizon to create an unearthly space around him. His positioning puts him in a position of visibility, where he can watch over the world and its beauty. His humanity is stripped away, with his cross not even anchored in the ground, and he is framed as a divine figure, hovering above the world, disconnected from it. Dali’s presentation of Jesus contrasts the majority of art of the crucifixion because it does not portray an execution, but instead turns the cross into a medium through which Jesus can be suspended above the world in a place of divine sovereignty.  [28:  Gill Davies, ‘Scotland’s Favourite Painting: Dali’s Christ of St John of the Cross’, BBC Scotland, 2011 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/scotland/arts/scotlands_favourite_painting_dalis_christ_of_st_john_of_the_cross.shtml#> [accessed 28 April 2024].]  [29:  Meyer, ‘“Christ of Saint John of the Cross” by Salvador Dalí - an Analysis’.]  [30:  Meyer, ‘“Christ of Saint John of the Cross” by Salvador Dalí - an Analysis’.]  [31:  Ibid. ] 


Slide 6: Serrano’s Piss Christ

Piss Christ is a Cibachrome print photograph created in 1987 by artist and photographer Andres Serrano as part of a larger series exploring immersions of classic iconography.[footnoteRef:32] As part of this series two years prior, Serrano had created Blood Cross, a similar photograph of a plexiglass cross filled with cow’s blood.[footnoteRef:33] Piss Christ depicts a small plastic crucifix submerged in a bright yellow-gold liquid, and without the title it would be impossible to discern the central medium of the photograph was urine.[footnoteRef:34] The photograph generated a great deal of backlash from Christian authorities and believers and was destroyed by vandals in 2011 while being exhibited in Avignon, France.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  Tori Campbell, ‘Immersion (Piss Christ): Stories of Iconic Artworks’, Artland Magazine, 2020 <https://magazine.artland.com/immersion-piss-christ-stories-of-iconic-artworks/>.]  [33:  Ibid.]  [34:  Ibid.]  [35:  Ibid. ] 


Piss Christ provoked scandal in Melbourne even before its exhibition there, with the Roman Catholic Archbishop of Melbourne condemning it as blasphemous and grossly sacrilegious.”[footnoteRef:36] The main critique of the artwork is that taking a picture of a crucifix immersed in urine and exhibiting it as art indicates complete disrespect both for Christ and those who believe in him.[footnoteRef:37] The act of urination has important connotations to do with power and can be viewed as a sign of domination or disrespect.[footnoteRef:38] This may suggest “an act of angry defiance aimed as a symbol which has come to represent ‘the church’”,[footnoteRef:39] but Serrano himself proclaimed that the work was not intended to be an overt political statement on religion, but instead that he preferred the work’s meaning remain ambiguous.[footnoteRef:40]  [36:  Naomi Cumming, ‘Playing with Transgressive Light: Serrano’s “Piss Christ”’, Literature & Aesthetics, 8 (1998), 55.]  [37:  Ilan Stavans and Jorge J. E. Gracia, ‘On Desecration: Andres Serrano, Piss Christ’, Michigan Quarterly Review, 52.4 (2013), 584.]  [38:  Stavans, 585]  [39:  Cumming, ‘Playing with Transgressive Light: Serrano’s “Piss Christ”, 55.]  [40:  Campbell, ‘Immersion (Piss Christ): Stories of Iconic Artworks’.] 


The title of the art piece is particularly interesting, as Serrano uses the colloquial term “piss”, transgressing polite language, but opposing this is the use of the term ‘Christ’, “a name that points to the figure of Jesus as sacred and revered.”[footnoteRef:41] Taken out of context the photo has a certain surreal quality that derives from the play of light through the translucent liquid.[footnoteRef:42] Using a colour close to gold, Serrano subverts the traditional colour of wealth and riches[footnoteRef:43] using a transmutation of a waste liquid into a vehicle for creating a colour of intrinsic worth.[footnoteRef:44]  [41:  Cumming, ‘Playing with Transgressive Light: Serrano’s “Piss Christ”, 50.]  [42:  Ibid, 46.]  [43:  Ibid., 47.]  [44:  Ibid., 48.] 


The motivation for the urination could be interpreted as an act of resentment towards the abuses done by the Catholic church,[footnoteRef:45] or drawing attention to how the symbol of the crucifixion has been overused as a symbol with commercial value, which Serrano has described being interested in.[footnoteRef:46] When observed through the lens of scandals by the Catholic hierarchy, Serrano’s photograph can be interpreted as a pious and righteous art piece, a criticism of the Catholic church for its anti-Christian behaviour.[footnoteRef:47] The use of urine, a substance usually hidden in shame, being displayed as worthy of being revered in association with a holy image, can be interpreted as a statement on marginalisation by Catholic authorities of persecuted groups. To conclude, Serrano’s work Piss Christ has drawn a great deal of controversy due to its subversive presentation of the figure of crucified Jesus with its distinctive use of bodily fluids as a medium.  [45:  Stavans and Gracia, ‘On Desecration: Andres Serrano, Piss Christ’, 585. ]  [46:  Campbell, ‘Immersion (Piss Christ): Stories of Iconic Artworks’.]  [47:  Stavans and Gracia, ‘On Desecration: Andres Serrano, Piss Christ’, 588.] 



Slide 7: Concluding Remarks

This PowerPoint has examined the work of several artists using various mediums and iconography to depict their own interpretation of the crucifixion of Jesus. These artists have emphasised different aspects of the event, such as blood and suffering like Sutherland, the commercial reverence of the crucifix image like Serrano and the regal divinity of the elevated position like Dali, as a vehicle for their own ideology and beliefs about Christ.
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