
-

 

The whole project, which was obviously inspired by Day´s experience of 

assumed the role of the main protagonist in this biblical drama. His ec-
centric life style as an aesthete and his conception of himself as an out-

At the same time, Day acted as the stage and art director of this enterprise, a 
double function that at times caused problems. Closer inspection of the photos 
of Jesus on the cross would reveal the carefully hidden camera delay timer in the 

the most tragic facial expression, Day worked with a mirror attached to his cam-

mounted, which outraged some of his spectators as blatant blasphemy. (Fig. 1)
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grow long. Accordingly, the photographs show an emaciated main protagonist 
-

thentic as possible and to achieve utmost veracity extended to all matters. Cloth-
ing and footwear like sandals were taken into consideration. The wooden cross 
was produced by carpenters in Syria. Day insisted that the crown of thorns be 

to details and a strong tribute to art historical sources were intended to authenticate 
and legitimize this endeavor of a photographic reconstruction of biblical narratives. 

Paradoxically, F. Holland Day´s adaptation of the Jesus story for the camera was 
less about an exploration of a photographically generated narrative than entirely 

-
cally enhanced imitatio of the life of Christ there was no room for photograph-

-
tempts to establish photography as high art, Pictorialists like Day were trying to 
prove that the camera was not just a banal recording machine of everyday real-

-
sion of the subject. Day, alias Jesus, assumed the same outstretched position on 
a kind of sarcophagus. The protagonist´s head was equally inscribed in a semi-

-

Day took up this mode of using objects to refer to what happened earlier. All 

they turned into disposable things. At the same time, they remained indispensable 

a few markers that were indisputably connected with the familiar narrative. The 

namely the stigma, was perfectly accentuated against the dark space of the open 
tomb in the background. The dark square became a framing device for the open 

representation.  The platinum print gave the photograph a soft tone and seemed 
to remove it even more into a painterly realm. Only the grass in the foreground 
was strangely reminiscent of the camera´s predilection for mundane reality. 
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© Royal Photographic Society / National Media Museum / 
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Lejaren à Hiller

(born John Arthur Hiller) turned his attention to dramatically staged photo-

-
graph depicts a group of people engaged in taking Christ down from the cross. 
The huge canvas in the background behind the cross evokes the apocalyptic 

-
ranged in a triangular composition. The gestures are highly expressive and Hiller´s 

-
eryone seems to be properly dressed for the occasion and even the stones at the 
bottom of the cross are clad in some kind of cloth to cover their naked nature. 
The actor representing Christ is well chosen, but, for some reason, G.B. Shaw´s 

the acting model was certainly less disquieting than for Shaw. Staging dramatic 
scenarios for the camera represented a challenging task for him and as the director 
of such endeavors he took full charge. People should be moved and entertained 
by these photographs created in the tradition of the tableaux vivantes. With his 
background in advertising and his position as an eminent photographic illustrator, 

-

playing and theatrical conceptions of the grand narrative prevailing at the time. 

-

and ties his judgment to modernist aesthetic standards and matters of taste. For 
him, Hiller´s photograph is poor and unconvincing. From a postmodern, decon-
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©Adi Nes. Courtesy of the Artist and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York
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intriguing image. All kinds of pictorial slips reveal the constructed nature of the 
picture. There is a lot of drapery which covers up bodies and various inconsisten-
cies. Some of the seams and sutures are clearly visible. The white drapery that falls 
down from the cross simultaneously conceals and reveals the structural engineer-
ing intended to give stability to the cross and the fabricated biblical narrative alike. 

the right edge of the painted canvas backdrop. This line is a borderline in that it 

Contemporary Appropriations of Biblical Motifs and Narratives

have happened unintentionally, as in the case of the `borderline´ in the photo by 

-

arranged a scenario that explicitly refers to Christian themes. There are two young 
soldiers in a barren type of environment, one of them obviously a victim of the war. 
The soldier nestling the body of his dead comrade in his arms surprisingly holds a 
makeup brush in his left hand. An open paint box suggests cosmetic improvements 

the earnest-looking paramedic in full rig-out seems to be preparing his fallen com-

But there are additional layers of a reception of Adi Nes´work. He is an artist known 

Art History and Western Civilization combined with personal experiences based 

on an additional meaning. As a representation of a tender and caring masculinity, 
it stands in strong contrast to the belligerent and aggressive pictures of empowered 

-
sivity of the scene is striking, the caring gesture of holding a dead comrade on one´s 
lap and treating him with utensils tied to femininity is telling. On a less explicit level, 
the image also refers to the homoeroticism informing many of the religious images.   
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“Ecce Homo” – Exposing and Framing the Subject

-

of the humiliated Jesus with his crown of thorns and all the traces of violence on 

-
perative to look at this man and consider his further destiny. As the title has it, 

perfectly familiar with the mechanisms of ensuring visibility. His professional per-

makes him arguably a (fashion) model. With his heavy makeup, he is obviously 

whole upper body. There are signs of maltreatment and his tantalizers obviously 
left traces of their dirty or blood-stained hands on his body. On closer inspection 
though, one realizes that the imprints of these hands on this body can also be read 
as tender explorations of the muscular male body or materializations of the libidinal 
gazes scanning the body of the male protagonist in this story. Bramly & Rhe-

also makes one think of the homoerotic appropriation of such religious imagery. 

-

of the theme seems to call for an equally open type of reading. The image, also a 

-
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Serge Bramly & Bettina Rheims, 
 

© Rheims & Bramly
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Raymond Voinquel, Christ in Cross,  

© Raymond Voinquel, Ministre de la Culture-France

6

Andres Serrano, 
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Texas, provides haunting and disconcerting images of an under-represented popu-

workers etc., none of them resembling the prim frontier families of common de-
pictions.  Avedon presented his protagonists as stigmatized by the dirt and coal dust 
growing on their skins, and monumentalized them by photographing them against 
a white background.  Some of these miners, as for instance James Story or Hansel 
Nicholas Burum, seem to assume poses known from art historical renditions of bib-

willfully exposes his body carrying all the marks of alienating working conditions. 

   

The Piétà Motif

-

motif when it comes to photographic reenactments of biblical themes. From 

Voinquel started out as a fashion photographer and later became one of the most 

collaborated with Jean Cocteau, Max Ophuls, Sacha Guitry and others. His image 
-

the core group of the grieving mother and her dead son. As in Quarton´s painting, 
the body of Christ assumes an elegantly curved line with his arm falling to the right 
side. This perfect line of beauty, innocence and grace described by Jesus´ body calls 

-
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Bramly & Rheims – Negotiating Motherhood

obviously be based on reenactments of art historical images familiar to the French 

-
plicitly wanted to provide an update of the stories of the Gospel and translate these 

-

began by visiting museums and churches, by reading and re-reading the Scriptures 

-

the cards they indicated which symbolic aspects had to be taken into account and 

-

and artistic innovation take precedence over sanctioned modes of representation. 
The resulting images caused a considerable scandal in France and spurred a de-

that with some of these photographic reenactments of the holy story, Bramly & 
Rheims indeed managed to invest enduring stories with a sense of actuality. For 

into a familiar position with its right arm hanging down and the particular curved 
shape that the deceased body assumes, which ring all the bells and resonates with 
our pictorial archives. By these self-evident features the viewer gets assured of his/
her pictorial expertise and can comfortably identify the motif. On the other hand, 

a mannequin radically striped of any beautifying layers. This abstraction of a human 
-
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a young girl. She seems strangely disconnected from the giant corpse that besieges 
her and apparently has not come to terms with the maternal attribute of female-
ness. She looks directly at the viewer, but her facial expression does not mimic the 

-
tion gaze that appears on her face and that turns her into a young girl burdened 
with something dead, with a huge weight clinging to her. She is not mothering 
this body and it is quite obvious that she has never enjoyed any maternal plea-

takes on a new meaning. The rag doll turns into an emanation of societal pres-

motherhood, overpowering and alienating at the same time. Bramly & Rheims 

Mary assists in the drama of the death of the redeemer and the scandal of his death 
clearly exceeds her personal feelings of loss and despair.  Bramly & Rheims´ up-
dated version zooms in on the young female. They twist the motif in a way that 

Stage Sets That Matter

very unusual setting with no precedent in classical art history. They placed the 

unfocused background with its dramatic play of light and shadow is bathed in blue 
light with light streaming in through the invisible window openings on the left 
side of the room. The uniform blue color tone of the space creates the impression 

-
mation in photographically appropriated biblical stories is particularly interesting. 

-
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photographic storytelling because he believes an equal focus on foreground 
and background is not possible. Unlike in painting, there is no equal render-
ing of details and certain areas of the picture will always be given dominance 

-
-

strong perspectival order clearly reference Anselm Kiefer´s attic paintings from 

The whole scene happens in an attic comparable to the space in which Bramly 

-

protagonists whose existence has to be conjured up by the viewer. Kiefer´s highly 

areas, spaces of repressed history or of stories awaiting their revision and refor-
mulation. Here, things can temporarily go undercover in order to one day re-
emerge and acquire new importance and form. As already mentioned, Bramly 
& Rheims did a lot of research for their joint project. Their choice of an attic-

with a meta-commentary on how the reception of collective stories works. Our 
picture archives are sites of latent meaning. The protagonists, the narratives are 

-
nary stools, or a carelessly manufactured puppet that assumes the right position. 

“Protect Me from What I Want”

-
nating, but also most puzzling re-writing of a scene from the New Testament. 
The work is arranged as a triptych with all the action going on in the middle 
part. Again, the main scene takes place in an attic-like space. The illuminated pink 
window generates an atmosphere of erotic expectations and desires. Jesus is im-
mediately recognizable. He is shown from behind. The light falls onto his right 
shoulder and reveals a devil tattoo there. Another tattoo at the end of his back is 
partly covered by his loose trousers, a fashionable adaptation of a full length loin 
cloth. The trousers in combination with the muscular body, the particular hair 
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Anselm Kiefer, 
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protagonist in this temptation plot. The confrontational setting is another impor-
tant marker that directs the reception of the narrative displayed. According to the 
Gospel, Jesus´ temptation by the devil went on over a period of 40 days. During 

exclusive, yet irreconcilable relationship. Bramly & Rheims´ photograph takes up 

are two young women, playful and crazy in the middle part, but monumental-
ized and enigmatic in the two side panels of the photographic triptych. (Fig. 10)

the picture frame and correspondingly, the threat of erotic appeal they pose to the 

mind, or his famous red- haired females that test and challenge the male viewer 

sense, the two of them together represent the whole specter of femininity and 

-
or codes. The stern and iconic rendering of the two women in the side panels 

represent two temperaments and two female types from the mail-order catalogue 
of male desire. The painted red dot on the dark haired lady´s chest, though, speaks 
another language. Since Claude Cahun´s pictorial investigations into a possible 
third gender beyond the traditional male/female distinction, the painted nipple has 
been an alarming and disconcerting sign of gender role negotiations. The ques-
tion is, is the person signed by such a marker in fact a woman or is she just act-

ladies have left their static pose behind and fully engage in the temptation and 
-

sires or by gender roles. For their satisfaction they obviously do not necessarily 
-

Jesus seems to be the addressee of an invitation he cannot handle.  He dreads it 
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because the rules of the proposed game are deeply confusing and unclear. As a 

played by the two temptresses. Bramly & Rheims´ pictorial strategy forces the 
viewers to position themselves in this temptation scenario and cope with ques-

-
ed towards the two females and their frivolous interaction. As a kind of repous-

viewpoint and position. Consequently, they are torn between their fascination 
with the erotic game of the young women and the resistance residing in the 

seems to call for a type of negotiation which extends beyond the picture frame. 

Concluding Remarks

All the presented photographic reenactments are informed by a desire for the miss-
ing original. Some of the photographers mentioned try to do justice to the motif 

the biblical story depicted, the viewer has to be hooked by strong, recognizable 
features. As long as these indispensable and indisputable traits are there, deviations 

to reconnect with the missing original. As we all know, in this state of imaginary 
-

ims trade the comfort and appeal of the classical version for sensational images of an 
-

rial evidence and still open up a perspective on pressing issues of the present time. 
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