Contrasting images of Christ in depictions of the Man of Sorrows
The depiction of the suffering servant in Isaiah 53 is one of the most debated texts of the Old Testament. The poetic language of Isaiah, with the use of metaphors and symbols, adds to the mysterious nature of who the suffering figure is (Korpel, 1996).  This has led to many debates as to who this figure is, from a prophet, Moses, or even Israel. However, most prominently, from the earliest of New Testament times, this ‘man of suffering’ (Isa 53: 3) has become envisaged with the suffering of Christ in the passion narrative (O’Kane, 2005). Just like the array of interpretations of Isaiah, this has led to visually contrasting depictions of Christ as the Man of Sorrows, from early Byzantine icons to more modern expressionistic self-portrait paintings (O’Kane, 2005). This study is going to explore different images of Christ as the Man of Sorrows. It will reflect on how artists have interpreted the suffering of Christ within the context of Isaiah. 
A typical Man of Sorrows image (see figure 1) (or Imago Pietas) shows Christ suffering from his afflictions endured in the crucifixion. Usually, Christ is shown as a dead figure, wearing a thorn crown, visible bleeding and wounded in the tomb. Christ’s eyes are closed, head titled, body language lackluster and drooping. His passive nature is usually shown with his arms being crossed. However, Christ is also upright, and seemingly alive (O’Kane, 200). 
Within the context of Isaiah 53, Martin O’Kane notes how the Man of Sorrow image and the Isaiah poem lack any reasoning for the suffering (Isa 53:9). In Isaiah, the servant is alone, with the poem focusing on the relationship between the ‘he’ (suffering servant) and the ‘we’ group (53:1) (O’Kane, 2005). This ‘we’ audience in the poem is ambiguous, but most likely refers to a community for whom this suffering servant will bore its sins (53:12). This correlates with the Man of Sorrow image, which focusses on the relationship between Christ and the viewer. This is emphasized in the image, with Christ being alone, isolated from any context. This draws viewers to the human suffering Christ has endured (O’Kane, 2005). Portraying Christ this way challenges the viewer to engage and contemplate the suffering of Christ, who also bore the sins of many (Isa 53:12). This study will now look at different artist portrayals of the Man of Sorrows. 
Figure 2 -Giovanni Bellini, Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels, c. 1465. London, The National Gallery.
Bellini's Man of Sorrow depicts the typical half view of 	Christ, with two angels supporting him. Bellini's choice to depict Christ in half view zooms in on the body, most notably the torso. This invites viewers to admire the body of Christ, which has led to possible erotic connotations. However, as O'Kane notes, Bellini reverses the expectation of the Man of Sorrow by not depicting Christ as a wounded, unattractive figure as seen in Isaiah (Isa 5:2-3) (O’Kane, 2005). Instead, Christs body is physically attractive, with a chiseled torso. The usual physical afflictions that show Christ suffering, such as bloody wounds, have been tempered. Furthermore, Christs arms and shoulders are relaxed, and no pain is shown in his face. So why has Bellini depicted Christ this way? 
[bookmark: _Int_IozXo1yt]During the Italian Renaissance, artists often depicted male bodies as chiseled, Herculean figures, reminiscent of Greek sculptures (O’Kane, 2005). This sentiment prevailed into depictions of Christ as a heroic figure that encapsulated divine perfection (Imago Dei). In the Hebrew Bible, male beauty was seen as a part of hegemonic masculinity, with male figures such as David being associated with beauty (1 Sam 16:12) (O’Kane, 2005, Graybill, 2016). Interestingly, the rhetoric of Isaiah 53 seems to be reiterated in 2 Samuel (2 Sam 7:12-14), with God also referring to David as his servant (2 Sam 5:7). It could be plausible to suggest that Bellini saw the link between Isiah 53 and 2 Sam 7, so decided to portray Christ as a Davidic figure. 
[bookmark: _Int_lrrVFth4]However, it seems that Bellini depicted Christ this way to present Christ as being beyond human suffering due to his divine nature. This is unlike the suffering servant. It states that ‘he had no form or majesty that we should look at him’ (Isa 53:2). Robert Baldwin notes how the Man of Sorrows reflected this classical triumphal Christian aesthetic. He is not emancipated by his suffering, but instead seems to resist it. The youthfulness of the androgynous angels that support Christ enhance the divine, heroic masculine status of Chris (O’Kane, 2005). In summary, unlike the unattractive, suffering figure of Isaiah, Bellini reverts expectations by showing Christ as a hyper-masculine symbolic figure of triumph.
Figure 3- Meister Francke, Man of Sorrows, C. 1430, Museum der bildenden Künste. 
In contrast to Bellini's heroic male Man of Sorrows, Francke's Man of Sorrows depicts a weak, emancipated figure. In the image, Christs arms are visibly thin, he is presented as being seriously weak, with the angels having to support him. The angel’s eyes are looking at Christ, which draws the attention to the eyes of Christ, sorrowfully gazing out at the viewer. There is a sense that Christ is pleading with the viewer to help him, which heightens the anguish of Christs’ suffering. However, the extreme suffering Christ has endured has rendered him helpless, unable to ask for help, ‘yet he did not open his mouth (Isa 53:7). Christ is shown as a passive feminine figure (O’Kane, 2005). 
By not depicting Christ as male, Francke challenges the male identity of Christ and Isaiah 53. However, feminine allegorical language has become associated with Christ, such as Wisdom (Sophia). Interestingly, in the Middle Ages, artists often depicted bodies that crossed between both genders. This dichotomy between the male and female is shown in Isaiah 54, with the husband and wife. Artists emphasized the femineity of Christ to avert any sexual connotations of Christs body. Instead, the feminine portrayal alludes to the humanization of Christ. Most strikingly, Christ is shown as pointing to his side-wound, almost cupping it with his hands. This possible alludes to the Eucharist, with Christ’s blood reiterating the sacrificial lamb in Isaiah (Isa 53:7). Interestingly, in the Middle Ages, Christ's wound, being a vertical cut, was seen as making a direct comparison to the vagina (Soriano, 2023).This suggests that Christ has a womb. This interestingly correlates to how Jesus was seen as being in some way a mother in medieval devotion (Meyer, 1988). For instance, as blood and milk were seen as interchangeable, Christ is presented as a mother who will nourish his believers in the Eucharistic rite, pouring out in his death (Isa 53:12), just like a mother would nourish her child through breast milk (Meyer, 1988). n summary, Francke’s portrayal of the Man of Sorrows reverses expectations of Isaiah 53 by showing Christ as an emancipated, female figure who reconfigures the Eucharistic rite. 
Figure 4- Geertgen tot Sint Jans’ Man of Sorrows, ca 1470-1490. Utrecht, Museum 
Geertgens’ painting of Christ gives a more complex interpretation of the ‘Man of Sorrows.’ In the painting, Jesus is depicted nearly in full-length, kneeling on a sarcophagus. Whilst kneeling, Jesus is shown as slouching, and leaning against the cross. Geertgen situates this scene against a plain gold background, making it hard to decipher what point of the Passion narrative he is inferring to. It has been argued that Geertgen is referring to Christ carrying the cross (Jn 19:16-19). However, Geertgen’s composition includes other individuals who surround Jesus, and is unlike the isolated, servant in Isaiah 53, ‘he was despised and rejected by others’ (Isa 53: 3). These figures include Mary Magdalene, the Virgin Mary and John the evangelist who are all crying. This composition alludes to a typical lamentation scene, most notably with the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene, mourning the death of Christ (Deinema, 2015). However, Geertgen’s depiction of Christ has his eyes wide open, revealing that this Jesus is the living Christ. This signifies that this image is not a scene of lamentation but an interpretation of the Man of Sorrows (Deinema, 2015). 
However, Geertgen’s choice to depict Christs eyes gazing at the viewer is unlike conventional Man of Sorrow images (O’Kane, 2005). This way draws in the viewer, as well as draws the focus from other individuals in the image, and places Christ at the center. O’Kane notes how Geertgen would have purposely done did this to restore the intimate relationship between the viewer and Christ. By doing this, Geertgen is challenging the viewer to contemplate their own contribution and responsibility for the suffering of Jesus (Decker, 2008). Geertgen seems to reiterate the sentiment in Isaiah, ‘But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities’ (Isa 53:5).
Furthermore, the suffering of Jesus is amplified with angels who surround Jesus holding the Armi Christi (Latin, Jesus’ weapons) which would have been used in Jesus’ crucifixion. Furhermore, blood is splattered all over the body of Christ. Interestingly, John R. Decker notes that in 15th century Europe, passion meditation was a fashionable way to show personal piety and compassion to Christ (Decker, 2008). This is because passion imagery allowed worshipers to resonate with Jesus’ suffering on a human level, enabling them to revalue the importance of Jesus for their salvation. Like the suffering servant, viewers should pour themselves into the suffering of Christ, ‘because he poured out himself to death’ (Isa 53:12). This was particularly importance in Catholicism, with acts of contrition towards the suffering Christ being seen to save the soul (Decker, 2008). Moreover, in the Middle Ages, it was believed that Christs side-wound had punctured his heart (Decker, 2008). Once again, this amplified portrayal of Christs bloody wounds, draws viewers not only to his suffering, but to his human nature. In summary, unlike the isolated Isaiah servant, Geertegen portrays the Man of Sorrows as being surrounded by mourning figures, to express the need for personal piety. 
Figure 5-James Ensor, Man of Sorrow, oil painting, Royal Museum of Fine Arts in Antwerp, Jesus Christ, and horror, 1891
Belgian artist Ensors Man of Sorrows is an expressive portrait of the crucified Christ. The use of vibrant red paint, and expressive brushstrokes gives the portrait a visceral quality. Ensor clearly stresses the grotesque suffering of Christ. However, Christs face is a mask. Ensor took inspiration from Japanese masks (Moron, 2017). These masks usually are depicted as having big eyes, horns, tusks, and lots of teeth. The large eyes and mouth full of teeth are clearly shown in Ensors Man of Sorrows. However, most significantly, Ensors presentation of the man of sorrows is also a self-portrait, with his eyes and beard signifying separation from the mask (Moron, 2017). Contemporary expressionist art is used by artists to portray inner human values and emotions that are universal (Kathy, 1985). Christs face is Ensor identifies himself with the suffering Christ as he suffered from depression. In depicting the Man of Sorrows in this unique way, Ensor shows how the Man of Sorrows has become a symbol of universal suffering, which artists and viewers can identify with. This self-identification is once again seen through the lens of Isaiah 53, which itself became identified with Christ.  
In conclusion, Christ as the Man of Sorrows has been varyingly portrayed by artists, as seen through the lens of Isaiah 53. For instance, Bellini’s Man of Sorrows reverts expectations of Isaiah 53 by portraying Christ as a heroic, beyond suffering figure to fit the sensibilities of Italian Renaissance masculinity. However, Francke presented Christ as an emancipated figure, suggesting a resemblance to the feminine servant in Isaiah 54, and the sacrificial lamb in the Eucharist. Moreover, Geertgen enhances Christs suffering, through the lens of Isaiah 53, by incorporating mourning figures. This evokes the personal piety of the Middle Ages. Finally, Man of Sorrow images have been used by artists, such as Ensor, to show a self-identification with Christs suffering, just as Isaiah 53 has become self-identified with Christ.
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