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Carlo Crivelli, the Dead Christ supported by Two Angels, c.1494,

Isaiah chapter 53 is a poem that celebrates a mysterious and unknown servant from the Hebrew Bible who suffers on behalf of the sins of others, and he has been the subject of much scholarly debate over many decades that has focussed on questions relating to his identity, the reasons for and nature of his suffering, and whether his eventual martyrdom is envisaged. The fact that he quickly became associated with Christ from earliest New Testament times accounts for the enormous attention given to the poem and has assured him iconic status not only literally, in his depiction on scores of early Byzantine icons, but also through the later incarnations of his chiselled, Herculean, naked and frequently erotic body of the Italian Renaissance. His image adorns scores and scores of galleries around the world –here in the Barber Institute – and he looks down at us in churches everywhere in Europe from medieval times to the present day. So, this, I feel is the most iconic and representative figurative Christian interpretation of a theme from the Hebrew Bible.  It sums up what is distinctive about how Christian art interprets Old Testament themes – as opposed to the other two visual interpretations of the same Old Testament traditions:  Judaism and Islam – although of course by and large they are not at all figurative....but none the less they do exist, as the next project I’m working on will amply demonstrate.
But today I want to explore some of the Christian visual afterlives and specifically to show how they can enrich our understanding of the poem’s literary dynamic. I would argue that in several instances an appreciation of the iconography of the image allows us to interact directly with the Hebrew poem itself, and so facilitate more unexpected and insightful interpretations of the dynamics of this intensely enigmatic and very uniquely beautiful text. 
 What is fundamental to an understanding of this Hebrew poem is not the ‘factual’ information it can provide, but rather the reader’s response and reaction to the figure of the servant. The poem is full if intentional ambiguities, and its most striking aspect is the way it conceals as much as it reveals:

David Clines says about it:

The force of the poem  lies in its very unforthcomingness, its refusal to be precise and to give information, its stubborn concealment of the kind of data that critical scholarship likes to get its hands on.

All that can be said with any certainty, is that the poem revolves around four key personae, identified only by the pronouns ‘I’, ‘he’, ‘we’ and ‘they’; the movement of the poem is wholly occupied by them and by the various connections that exist between them. In particular the ‘he’ (the servant) stands in the centre of the nexus of relationships and the poem is almost entirely taken up with the relationships in which ‘he’ figures.  At the start, the ‘we’ express an attitude of disgust towards the servant but as the poem proceeds, however, their attitude changes very markedly from rejection to acceptance and recognition.  The change of attitude provides the only clear temporal before and after in the poem since there is nothing else that entitles us to structure a temporal sequence of past, present and future. As matters of time and place are absent and questions of identity are out of focus, Clines argues that the poem lends itself easily to multiple interpretations; its very intention and purpose is to act in a timeless a-temporal manner - we only come to appreciate it fully through the situations to which we apply it. 

The poem exists to create another world, a world that is recognizably our own, with brutality and suffering and God, and a coming-to see on the part of some but not a world that simply existed and is gone for good.  The poem’s very lack of specificity refuses to let it be tied down to one spot on the globe or frozen in history: it opens up the possibility that the poem can become true in a variety of circumstances – that is its work. 

There are clearly two key aspects to this poem: the first relates to the use of highly visual language and the second to the complete absence of affective terminology that might evokes feelings of sympathy or compassion on the part of the reader.  The absence of speech in Isaiah 53 and the silence of its characters tell us that the poem is about seeing, not hearing; it is about vision rather than verbal communication and how the servant should and should not be seen. The initial word (hnh)    ‘look! behold!’ introduces the servant to the reader while his visual appearance is described in some detail in subsequent verses.  The reaction of the ‘we’ is expressed in visual language: he had no ‘form or splendour to make us look at him and no appearance that we should desire him’.  

With regard to the lack of affective terminology: God does not say how he feels about the servant and, of the servant himself, not a single emotion is expressed. The language is entirely free of emotion: the servant appears to move in silence so as not to divert the reader from what goes on in the poem by the use of adjectives or emotive speech.

In comparison to the following chapter, Isaiah 54 that describes  a female servant,  in a description that simply brims over with vocabulary expressing emotion, the lack of affective language in ch. 53 becomes even more striking: another striking difference is  the masculine imagery of ch. 53 and the distinctively feminine imagery in ch. 54, in particular the ‘gendered’ rewards given to the two servants: while the male servant shares the spoils of war with the strong, the female servant story ends ultimately in a description of childbirth and the joy of contentment of a mother with her children. The way God acts in the two servant stories is different: in the first, he is like a judge or a king eager to demonstrate his power, while in the second he empties himself of exalted status and, almost on bended knee, expresses his love as a man for a woman and speaks intimate words of affection. 

However, while the language of Isaiah 53 avoids pity or compassion, in stark contrast, a visit to any museum or art gallery shows that the most striking aspect of any painting or image with the title Man of Sorrows is not the reticence or detachment of the servant – it is in fact opposite, we are struck by the image’s highly emotive quality, its ability to transfix the viewer and evoke an immediate and empathetic response.  How can we reconcile the deliberate and noticeable absence of affective language in the poem with the intensely emotional content that characterizes its visual representations?  A question we will return to.
The caption given to images depicting the Servant of Isaiah 53 is generally the Man of Sorrows .  The phrase, though applied to Christ, does not, however, spring from any specific incident or episode in the Gospels but stems directly from the Latin Vulgate translation of Isaiah 53:3, the vir dolorum.  The image’s most essential characteristic is its removal from any narrative context in the gospels; unmoored from specific incidents associated with the passion of Christ, it becomes free to express the sentiments of Isaiah 53 more ambiguously. 
Traditionally, the function of any devotional image was to inspire the viewer to contemplation and empathetic involvement with those depicted and so artists, following the pattern of icon makers, often removed the biblical figure from the distraction of a narrative context, in order to promote a more intense interaction with the viewer. By focussing on the figure of the Man of Sorrows alone, isolated from any identifiable narrative context, the artist could concentrate on evoking an atmosphere of intimacy and immediacy. The iconography of the image becomes very restricted and there are few, if any, symbols that refer to Christ’s divinity, thus encouraging the viewer to engage with the human suffering of this pitiful figure. 
Several examples show how the image could be interpreted quite flexibly, especially in the late Middle Ages when the popularity of the image was at its height and the viewer could impose different identities on the figure: the art historian Michael Camille notes the artistic practice of depicting a uniform facial format on which the pious beholder could impose his or her personal detail, and with regard to gender, the medievalist Caroline Bynum Walker has shown how medieval mystics and devotional viewers generally were ‘always mixing up their genders and associating Christ’s fleshiness in this image with the feminine’. The image could also be associated with motifs from classical literature that resembled those of Isaiah 53, for example, Giovanni Bellini’s  Man of Sorrows  (c.1470, Brera Gallery, Milan).  An inscription below the painting

2. BELLINI

As these swollen [from weeping] eyes produce sighing, the work of Giovanni Bellini was able to weep

based on a quotation from an elegy of Propertius, suggests  that  the painting has the same rhetorical power as ancient classical poetry.   It claims that Bellini’s painting of the Man of Sorrows can evoke the same empathy and compassion from the viewer as Propertius’ elegy, that relates a story of suffering and self–sacrifce similar to Isaiah 53, can evoke from the reader. There was, then, considerable scope for the imagination when viewers contemplated the image since they were expected to identify personally and imaginatively with the Man of Sorrows so that the power of the image could effect a change and  transformation in their lives. 
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Fig. 2. Follower of Simon Bening, Mass of St. Gregory the Great, c. 1500,

In Medieval times the image of the Man of Sorrows generally went by the name of  imago pietatis (image of pity).  It depicted Christ as the Man of Sorrows and became one of the most popular of all devotional images throughout medieval and early Renaissance Europe. (as I say, you can spot this image everywhere throughout Europe in the most obscure and unlikely of places...in villages in Italy, you can see it on the corners of old buildings, faded frescoes on Medieval buildings etc  ).  It depicts Christ wounded, bleeding and dead in the tomb, yet paradoxically alive, upright and suffering, animated by a mysterious life force. The widespread popularity of the image is explained in part by the account given of its origins; it is said that as Pope Gregory the Great in the late 6th century, celebrated Mass in the church of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme in Rome, he had a vision of the Man of Sorrows appear suddenly and dramatically from his tomb on the altar before him, surrounded by the instruments of his torture. 

The vision was recorded in a painting which was revered as the original imago pietatis, now in the church of Santa Croce.  In effect, this image was not a sixth century painting but rather an icon that had found its way from Constantinople to Rome in around 1380, a ‘passion portrait’ developed in conjunction with the Good Friday liturgy of the Eastern Church; its function was liturgical – to draw the worshipper into an affective relationship with Christ in his suffering.  An indulgence of 20,000 years was available to those who prayed before the icon of Santa Croce and this was extended by Pope Urban IV (1328-59) to apply equally to licensed copies, so that in time the indulgence increased to 45,000 years The ‘discovery’ of the icon also coincided with the gradual institution of the feast of Corpus Christi that re-affirmed the presence of the physical body of Christ in the eucharist. 
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Israel van Meckenem, Vera Icon, c.1490,

 [The Latin inscription reads: ‘This image was made after the model and likeness of the well known image of the first imago pietatis in the Church of Santa Croce, Rome,  which the holy Pope Gregory the Great ordered to be painted according to the vision he had had from above.]

 Thus, a combination of circumstances catapulted the imago pietatis into widespread popularity, and in particular, allowed artists the scope to stage a range of devotional responses to the suffering of the Man of Sorrows as well as the opportunity to include a wide range of eucharistic allusions. The imago pietatis had an immense variety of manifestations: while paintings of the image were restricted to wealthy households, crude woodcuts of the image were affordable to all.  Prints were hawked at pilgrimage shrines and fairs or sold by itinerant peddlers travelling around the countryside and so were widely disseminated. Once purchased, they could be attached to chimney-mantels for all the members of a family to see, or pasted into Books of Hours or private prayer books.  We cannot, therefore, overestimate the influence of the image as a cultural icon nor its flexibility in offering a range of different ways of seeing the servant described in Isaiah 53. In effect, of course, the most common medium for engaging with the Hebrew poem was visual and not textual. 
It was the art historian Erwin Panofsky who first stressed that the power of the imago pietatis lay in its isolation from any biblical narrative associated with Christ’s passion, or any other reference to time and place.  In the imago pietatis, Christ is usually shown alone, an isolated and rejected human figure lacking any divine attributes, sometimes upheld by two angels who present him to the viewer. Detached and frozen in time, the image transfixes the beholder in what Caroline Bynum Walker describes as a ‘simultaneity of opposites’: on the one hand, the figure’s pathetic state appeals directly to our sense of pity and compassion but on  the other denounces the viewer as a perpetrator of crimes against this just and innocent man. The imago pietatis with its pitiful yet reproving gaze was frequently inscribed with the text of Lam. 1:2 ‘Look and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow which was brought upon me which the Lord inflicted on the day of his fierce anger’.  An exchange of gazes establishes an atmosphere of intimacy between the Man of Sorrows and the viewer whose sympathy for the rejected figure is aroused by the vivid and often lurid depiction of  physical suffering and wounds.
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. Unknown Umbrian Master, The Man of Sorrows, c.1260,

We can draw several parallels between the literary dynamic within Isaiah 53 and its affect on the reader and the way in which the Man of Sorrows is presented to the viewer through the imago pietatis; the parallels can be illustrated with reference to an early version from c.1250 by the unknown Umbrian Master. This painting derives its style from types of Byzantine icon which show Christ, the Man of Sorrows, as a suffering human victim with eyes closed, furrowed brow and drooping head. The figure is emaciated with spine and ribs visible and his imminent death is suggested by the sombre and shadowy outline of his flesh.  In both the image and the poem, there is a deliberate lack of spatial and temporal detail and no context that explains the reasons for the suffering. Just as the presentation of the servant in Isaiah 53 is seen in terms of his relationships with others (particularly the relationship between ‘he,’ and ‘we’), so too, the focus of the image centres on the relationship  between the figure and its viewer, the ‘he’ and ‘we’ of the poem.  The viewer becomes the ‘we’ of the poem. Like the servant in the poem, the Man of Sorrows in the image is passive, indicated by the crossing of his arms, there is no indication of his inner state or attitude, and he is deathly silent.  

The notion of a transfer of suffering in the image is expanded upon from the poem.  The viewer is drawn into the image by the pitiful gaze of the Man of Sorrows who stares out at us; but  his demeanour of innocence and suffering becomes a reproach to the viewer, and his distressed state  engenders a sense of guilt; it is the sins of the viewer that have caused his suffering.  Medieval scholars have argued that it is precisely this notion of the transfer of suffering from the ‘we’ to the innocent servant that made the imago pietatis in effect an image of violence. They claim that, as an archetype image of sacrifice and suffering, it stakes its rhetorical power on several basic stereotypes of visual violence, a violence that lay at the heart of medieval religiosity.  Caroline Bynum Walker notes that the graphically violent art evidenced in the popularity of the ubiquitous figure of the Man of Sorrows is central to medieval scholars’ understanding of the ‘violent tenor of life’ in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Detached from any narrative, the image transfixes the viewer with a spectacular surplus of blood, wounds and pain as objects for contemplative immersion, unbearable to behold, yet somehow salvific. It suggests a religiosity of blame and self-reproach, as well as ecstasy and love, and calls for vindication of, as well as empathy with, the Man of Sorrows: the figure was an aching revelation of one’s own guilt and encouraged a blaming of oneself and a call to repentance. Contemplation of these images unleashed a violence of guilt and self-accusation, ultimately of condemnation. The excess of guilt engendered by the gaze of the Man of Sorrows cried out for transfer and turned from the blaming of self to the blaming of others: the unbelievers, the damned, the Jews, in a spiral of scapegoating and self castigating. She uses the phrase  ‘a simultaneity of opposites’:  the Man of Sorrows became a ‘living god of reconciliation but at the same time an icon of bloody persecution’, an ambiguity and tension that remained unresolved, as is evident from the literature of medieval hagiography.
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Style of Jan Mostaert, Christ as the Man of Sorrows, c. 1520,

In a painting by the school of Jan Mostaert (fig. 5) entitled Christ as the Man of Sorrows, the accusatory nature of the figure is clearly seen.  The artist includes the arma Christi, the instruments of Christ’s suffering, the crown of thorns, the reed thrust on him by the Roman soldiers and the birch with which he was flogged, to encourage the viewer to reflect more intensely on the sufferings of the passion of Christ. The painting illustrates how, in this context too, his gaze engenders a sense of guilt in the viewer: tears stream from his face in large crystal beads as he looks directly at us, lips slightly parted as if about to speak words of reproach and disappointment. The artist has used every means to induce feelings of compassion and contrition in the viewer, from the small scale of the image which already assumes intimacy to the catchlights in the tear-filled eyes. The drooping of the figure’s shoulders reflects the plaintive character of the painting. This was undoubtedly an image for private contemplation and in the privacy of prayer it was intended to elicit tears.  Not only does the painting present us with graphic detail of the servant’s suffering but it also allows the servant to see us:  the servant interpret us as much as we interpret him. 

The Hebrew poem describes the servant as physically unattractive, even repulsive. ‘He had no beauty, no splendour to attract us, no grace to charm us …like one who must hide his face from us, he was despised’ (53:2-3).  In this aspect, he is a complete contrast to other handsome biblical heroes such Joseph (Gen. 39:6) and David (1 Sam. 16:18) and Absalom where a prerequisite of their story –and their importance - is their good looks which of course is associated with blessing. ...but of the servant in Isaiah,  it is said that there was nothing beautiful about him and so he is a man without a blessing. However, in the Italian Renaissance the Man of Sorrows is physically attractive, indeed often erotic. Michael Camille refers to ‘the Renaissance chiselled, Herculean, neo-classical body, triumphant in its homo-erotic masculinism’. 
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.Giovanni Bellini, Dead Christ Supported by Two Angels, c. 1465,

For example, in Bellini’s Dead Christ supported by Angels (fig. 6) where the dead Christ is held up to the viewer by two androgynous angels whose looks insinuate the viewer into the scene. 
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Andrea Mantegna, The Man of Sorrows with Two Angels, c. 1470,

Eroticizing the Man of Sorrows was not restricted to Renaissance Italy. Although sixteenth century Calvinist literature recoils from the visual and affective piety of southern Europe, the pathetic iconography re-enters Calvinist representations in the next century when Hall and Heinsius, as well as several English preachers, dwell on the horrific agony of Christ’s tortured body.  They tend, however, to betray a certain discomfort with the figure of abject vulnerability and so in passages describing the Man of Sorrows they intersperse two radically different images: the lover of the Song of Songs and the youthful knight.  The bruised and deformed figure of the Man of Sorrows is suddenly reconfigured and becomes beautiful and virile. The images of the grotesque and erotic bodies are very closely juxtaposed: Heinsius exclaims ‘Behold the Man of Sorrows… behold him that was the fayrest among men, being both white and ruddie …his cheekes as a bed of spices, as sweet flowers…he lyeth now disfigured with wounds, weltring and panting in a crimson river of his own bloode’. The juxtaposition maps the erotic body of the young lover onto the disfigured figure of the Man of Sorrows evoking erotic overtones of a body in pain. In an early theological dialogue, Erasmus observes that the agonies of the Man of Sorrows makes him desirable (amabilis, with sexual overtones). From the detailed diary of the mystic Dominican nun Margaret Ebner, she relates in detail how she went through so many unbearable paroxysms of pain and somatic transformations while contemplating the image that she lost all bodily control and had to be supported by others.
Two unusual distinctive images were painted by the Dominican artist Meister Francke in the Netherlands and testify to the creative ways it could be appropriated.  
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Meister Francke, Man of Sorrows, c.1420s,

The first version depicts a muscular and active figure against a background containing iconographical references to the Last Judgement when flesh will reclothe the body (the red inner lining suggests the notion of being reclothed in flesh) and depicts Christ at the end of time as a ‘paternalistic, judging and male God’. The angel to the left carries a branch of lilies and to the right a second angel carries a sword suggesting a judgement tempered by mercy. 
Camille argues that in Francke’s  second version now in Leipzig which he  calls ‘the female Man of Sorrows’,  Francke deliberately re-engendered the image to suggest a figure that was more open to projection and less self-contained and triumphalist  than the first.   
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. Meister Francke, Man of Sorrows, c.1430,

The Leipzig Man of Sorrows  is a tiny panel painting (16 by 12 inches); the space depicted in the panel is claustrophobic, so shallow in fact that the figure’s flesh, pressed out by the great dark wings of the angel, seems about to spill over into our world. He seems paralysed and his limp arms so weak that they have to be manipulated by two tiny angel puppeteers who thrust the (ridiculously inadequate) instruments of his torture between his feeble fingers. Unlike other instances of the imago pietatis there is no tomb:  the Man of Sorrows is not on the other side of death but is suffering in our presence as a living exemplar -  his eyes are not closed, he is not dead, he is not a corpse. The angel’s eyes lead our own to the figure and his languid look meets ours. The fact that his eyes are open and that he is alive gives the image a timeless quality; it becomes, according to Camille,  ‘a never-ending and continually repeated spectacularization of suffering’. The remaining two nails on the cross have not been removed, and so emphasise the idea of an extended agony and disrupt any notion of narrative temporality and specific location in order to make his suffering ever present as a fact. Francke’s Man of Sorrows receives no divine approval for his suffering within the image itself and must look to us for validation of his ongoing agony.

Francke’s Man of Sorrows asks that we return his gaze, that we look at him as piteously as he looks at us; the painting thus produces a viewing subject in a highly interactive and imaginative dynamic.  Camille highlights three aspects that affect the way the viewer responds to this image: its size and the infantile and feminine attributes of the figure, making him appear weak, childlike and female. He argues that these aspects are intentional in order to encourage new responses, to reconstruct its devotional viewers, and to broaden its appeal. The effect, he argues, is to create a more empathetic Man of Sorrows, weaker and more sexually ambiguous, more open to projection than the ubiquitous closed, self-contained and masculine image of the Italian Renaissance.  In the shallow space in which this body is squeezed out to us, the figure’s wounded hand can make only the tiniest of movements. The figures seem to press right up against our retina and seem too close to our bodies. The bodily proportions of the figure, its smoothness and weightlessness, just a head and a tube with no backbone, contrast with other instances of the imago pietatis and suggests a body too flimsy to have been broken or crucified. With regard to the child-like proportions of the body, Camille argues that these are evident in the facial features where the eyes, with their socket pushed almost vertical and meeting at the centre, carry much of the movement and empathetic effect. It is a hairless body, a baby body. In the late Middle Ages, the infantilization of the body crossed gender boundaries and gave both men and women access to a body that could be contemplated, since it appeared neutral and asexual and ‘outside gender.’ Camille argues that Francke has also staged a feminine presence in this painting, that the Man of Sorrows is given the delicate outline of the ideal female type in early 15th century culture, the same spidery arms and long tube-like torso can be found in court art of the same period and suggests that the wound on the figure’s side, to which he himself draws attention with his fingers, should be seen as symbolizing the vagina.  Infantilization and feminization of Christ in late medieval imagery were modes of avoiding explicit sexual suggestiveness; the image plays with gender but it does not do so in order to exclude one gender or the other but to emphasise the lack of boundaries between them.

Centuries later and for different reasons, Vincent van Gogh was to conceive of a female Man of Sorrows too, by bringing together the male and female servants of Isaiah 53 and 54 in a way that reflects contemporary biblical scholarship....which encourages holistic readings, as opposed to lifting passages out of their contexts. 

Vincent van Gogh’s  Still Life with Open Bible  and Sorrow 
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Vincent van Gogh throughout his life identified with the servant in Isaiah 53 both personally and artistically and referred to ‘the man of sorrows and acquainted with grief’ (usually writing this quotation in English) many times in his letters. The notions of earthly suffering and self-sacrifice in the service of others, to be followed by eventual recognition, made the Man of Sorrows from Isaiah 53 a powerful and attractive symbol to van Gogh both as a person and as an artist and he regarded his own sufferings, and suffering in general, as something that should not just be endured but celebrated.  But while he depicted several lonely, isolated and vulnerable men and women, these did not include figurative representations either of the servant of Isaiah 53 or Christ as the Man of Sorrows and, apart from his two versions of the Pietà, he did not paint explicit images of biblical figures, preferring instead to incorporate them through allusion.
 In his painting of the text of Isaiah 53, Still Life with Open Bible van Gogh consciously imitated the still life and vanitas genre of the seventeenth-century. The painting portrays a large Bible open at Isaiah 53 set on a table with a burnt-down candle in the background. In the foreground to the side of the open Bible, is a copy of a novel, La Joie de Vivre (1884), by the contemporary French author Emile Zola. The pages of the Bible are clean and well cared for whereas those of the novel are torn and tattered. Reminiscent of Rembrandt's style, van Gogh has given the painting a dark background, with pale yellow highlighting the foreground while the cover of the novel is deep yellow, a colour that for him signified life.  The protagonist of Zola’s novel, Pauline Quenu, orphaned at the age of ten, leaves Paris to live with her aunt, uncle and cousin in an impoverished fishing village. The small fortune she arrives with is squandered by her dishonest aunt who increasingly turns against the girl making her life miserable. In the face of her problems, however, Pauline Quenu remains devoted to loving and serving those around her, including the village children. She is clearly presented as an example of self-sacrifice and service to others; Zola describes her as the ‘incarnation of renunciation, of love for others and kindly charity for erring humanity.’ 

Van Gogh positions the open text of Isaiah 53 directly in front of the viewer so that we become both reader and interpreter. But the presence of Zola’s novel La Joie de Vivre, placed strategically between text and reader, ensures that we interpret the poem through the novel and, in particular, through the character of the selfless Pauline Quenu. A deliberate association is established between the servant and the young girl in that both experience personal anguish, yet assume the sufferings of others. The irony of the novel’s title La Joie de Vivre is that she should find joy and satisfaction in her suffering and selflessness in the same way as the servant does (Isa. 53:11).  The painting suggests that Zola, through his heroine, can convey the significance of the servant to a contemporary audience much more meaningfully than the institutional Church structures in which the same biblical text is preached – the yellow cover of  the novel suggests life and fulfilment while the sombre dark colours of the bible and the snuffed out candle convey the sense of  empty ritual and death. 

Unlike the various instances of the imago pietatis with their evocations of pity and sorrow, this largely symbolic painting does not evoke an immediate affective reaction on the part of the viewer except through the human and touching character of Pauline Quenu. That the heroine of the book is female and that she should be closely identified with the male servant of the poem is most significant; the identification of the Man of Sorrows as a young teenage girl concealed in the pages of a contemporary novel contrasts sharply with his ubiquitous ‘maleness’ from the Renaissance.  
Indeed the image of God preferred by van Gogh in his letters (and in his art as well) was not male but more often that of an idealized, compassionate, maternal figure who, through devoted care, brought joy to humanity; much of his imagery came from Isaiah, for example 49:15 where God is compared to a nursing mother ‘Can a woman forget her nursing child or show compassion for the child in her womb? Even these may forget, yet I will not forget you’.  It was also to the image of woman that he turned to explore notions of sorrow and suffering and to one woman in particular, Sien Hoornik.  Sien was a prostitute and alcoholic who was pregnant and already had a small daughter and been abandoned by her husband when van Gogh began to live with her. He described her, in language reminiscent of Isaiah, ‘withered – literally like a tree which had been blasted by a cold dry wind, its young green shoots withering’. 
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Vincent van Gogh, Sorrow, 1882,

The New Art Gallery, Walsall 

Sien was his model for the dejected and abandoned woman depicted in Sorrow (Walsall gallery) where the image of the young withering shoots form the background. The theme of the abandoned woman is highlighted at the bottom of the drawing in the reference to  the novel La Femme by the contemporary writer Michelet:

Comment se fait-il qu’il y ait sur la terre une femme seule-delaissé?

How can there be on earth a woman so alone and so abandoned?

Van Gogh intended that the drawing should express more than the plight of Sien and stated that it refers to ‘the struggle of life’ in general. I would propose that the figure in Sorrow should be associated with the unidentified and abandoned woman at the start of Isaiah 54 whose future happiness God, in language of compassion and affection,  re-affirms. In supporting and caring for Sien, Van Gogh frequently used the image of God as a compassionate husband from Isa. 54:5. The image of Sien, symbolising the ‘struggle of life’ in general, is intended to evoke a reaction of pity and compassion from the viewer and to address situations of sorrow and suffering in society; it is the figure of Sien with her sad demeanour, sorrowful posture and look of dejection that evokes the response one might have expected had van Gogh produced a figurative portrayal of the Man of Sorrows, considering his close identification with that text. 
Joan Greer suggests, in the light of the depiction of  Pauline Quenu as a modern day Man of Sorrows in Still Life with Open Bible and  Sien as an image of sorrow, that we look at the two images together to get a better appreciation of the artist’s work. Juxtaposing these images also corresponds to contemporary ways of reading Isaiah 53 and 54 where comparisons are drawn between the roles and fates of the two servants. Van Gogh in Still Life with Open Bible, depicts a female ‘Man’ of Sorrows concealed in Zola’s closed novel; on the other hand, in Sorrow we have a figure that speaks to us powerfully and eloquently of rejection, abandonment and suffering and that visualizes the plight of the male servant of Isaiah 53 as much as the female figure of  Isaiah 54. 

Patrick Hall, The Tale is Told that Shall be Told 
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Patrick Hall, The Tale is Told that Shall be Told, 1989,

A final painting, from the late twentieth century, that offers the viewer an opportunity to engage with the dynamic of Isaiah 53 is by the contemporary Irish artist, Patrick Hall, The Tale is Told that Shall be Told .The title of this highly symbolic and enigmatic work makes no reference to the bible and the artist did not have the biblical poem particularly in mind when painting it. 

Patrick Hall has said that ‘art is about human weakness, in fact increasingly so today when man is weakened by social and personal alienation’. Acknowledging weakness basically affirms the truth about oneself, it is the raw material of one’s life; neither the great prophets nor mystics nor Jesus were perfect, ‘they worked with what they had’. Hall admired Grünwald’s syphilitic Christ as filling one with wonder and admiration and not disgust. With regard to the Bible, he sees biblical stories as archetypal, as touching something primitive, ‘the Bible speaks about the simplest things, it’s about feeling, it’s about saying the truth about something…it’s so simple that its stories become universal’. Like van Gogh, Hall stresses the social and ethical obligations of the artist, ‘It’s taking on a responsibility to question humanness, meaning and meaninglessness.  Painting must serve the interests of human beings…it must contribute to the harmony and the peace of the universe and to the energy of the universe.’ 
The title of this painting is the slightly altered first line of Bartok’s opera Bluebird’s Castle ‘the tale is old that shall be told’ and for the artist, its meaning implies ‘dealing with fate and fatalism’. The painting presents the viewer with an open book in bright red; the spine of the book, reminiscent of the spine and rib cage of a human, dominates the painting.  The red of the open book contrasts sharply with its grey–black background and is partly surrounded by a circle that resembles a halo.  A candelabrum is placed on either side of the book with lit candles while little red strokes resembling blood or fire emerge from the book. The bottom of the painting is decorated by a nervous zigzag line (the same red as the writing in the book) that creates an unsettling effect, particularly if the zigzag effect is seen as joining up with the swirling circle that surrounds the book; the same red in this line and in the lines of the book invites us to read something disturbing into the book’s contents.  The open book, the prayer shawl and the candelabra provide a ‘consciously Jewish’ aspect that Hall was keen to give the work, probably symbolizing the Hebrew Scriptures, the shawl with which the Torah is held in synagogue worship and the Jewish menorah (notwithstanding the two candles instead of seven). The red dabs on the fringes of the shawl (above the book) convey the idea of blood, an allusion to the blood sacrifices of animals carried out to effect atonement for the offerer (for example in Lev. 1-7). Hall explained that the blood refers to ‘all the people who died of the law’ and Thiessen suggests he had capital punishment in mind, particularly capital punishment as expressed in the Hebrew Bible (for example, Exod. 21:12-14; Num. 35:29-34). The lit candles at the side and the halo suggest reverence for and contemplation of the written word and the red dabs below the book may symbolize blood that drops from the book (or human rib cage) or fire from below that threatens to destroy the book, its thoughts or its author. 

Despite its title, a single narrative or a simple tale is not offered in this painting. The book or human rib cage, a living yet bleeding intellect or body, enhances this feeling of ambivalence or even darkness. What is the tale that the painting tells? 

When I first saw this painting, it brought to mind some striking aspects of the images I’ve discussed here. the figure of the Man of Sorrows of the imago pietatis with its visible spine and rib cage often saturated with blood, and van Gogh’s Still Life with Open Bible . However, unlike the latter, there is no indication of a scriptural reference, no clue (such as Zola’s novel) as to how we should interpret the significance of the open book; here, we encounter a more intensified and abstract symbolism. As viewers, we are invited to project a text, a narrative, on to the blank pages of the book; the Jewish symbols of the painting, together with the subjective concerns of the artist suggest, to me, the text of Isaiah 53. It represents a contemporary and symbolic expression of the visual tradition associated with the Man (or Person) of Sorrows; the servant, symbolized by the spine, tries to emerge, to struggle free from the book, blood signifying his/her atonement for the sins and wrongdoings of others. We witness the destruction of the servant as he, or she, is sacrificed before our eyes, the halo that encompasses the book suggesting the innocence of the just person who suffers for others. The contents of the book become more enigmatic and unsettling and we can almost feel the dripping blood as we are drawn into the painting’s symbolism.  If we look at Hall’s painting with the Imago Pietatis and Still Life with Open Bible in mind, it offers a contemporary visual reading of the biblical poem which merges the text and servant as one: the figure of the servant is the text, conveyed by the spine that symbolizes both the rib-cage of a human person as well as the binding or spine of the book. 

Conclusion

The artists who depicted the Man of Sorrows in these images I’ve shown today, succeeded in addressing the discursive nature of Isaiah 53 and engaging the viewer in the subject matter of the painting.  The images draw the viewer into the alternative world of the servant in a very direct and striking way either through the eyes of the figure that transfix the viewer, or by placing the servant’s story on the pages of an open book for the viewer to read. In engaging us empathetically with the servant, each image creates a unique meaning for the biblical poem, or in the words of the philosopher Hans Georg Gadamer, each visual instance of the Man of Sorrows extends and expands the world of the servant, it facilitates a coming forth, an epiphany of the poem and its concerns in our lives.  This is more than a philosophical reflection:  in today’s world, we can probably assume that the majority of people who are introduced to, and engage with the poem,  do so through one of its hundreds of visual expressions in galleries and churches around the world rather than through a liturgical reading or explicitly religious reading of this text and, since as many will choose to interpret the image form outside the Christian tradition as within it, it will continue to create ever new, unexpected and challenging meanings for its viewers.  It also challenges the professional biblical commentator to ‘read’ the Bible through its visual expressions, just as the artist van Gogh challenged his father, who was an ordained pastor and so, if you like, a professional interpreter of the Bible: He said 
I too read the Bible just as I read Michelet, Balzac or Eliot but I see quite different things in the Bible from what Father does, and what Father in his little academic way gleans from it I cannot find at all.
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