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This concept was inspired by an
anecdote: last year, as we were preparing
for Issue 7, we edited an interview that
had been transcribed by digital software.
In the transcription, the artist referred
to her love of “abstract panties,” which we
immediately knew was a mistranslation
of “abstract paintings.” After we laughed
about 1t, we knew this kind of error would
be a good starting point for our next issue,
as 1t encapsulates the humor and prob-
lematics of trying to communicate with
software that knows what words are, but
perhaps not what the meaning is.
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1 As reported in “Flashback-Buchanan”
by Igor Volsky, Think Progress, May 24, 2011

HY DO S O MANY
L D C H R I S T I A N P A I N T I N G S 2 See “The rise and fall of Jerry Falwell,”
O O K S O Q U E E B ? 3 See “The sideshow at a conservatives’

J ON ATH AN International, March 1, 1985.
VANDYKE

by Clarence Page, The Chicago Tribune,
May 20, 2007

aleP=

Why do so many old Christian

paintings look so queer?

1.

I was raised in art museums, and in church- . _
es. I was wakened prematurely to visit these '
institutions, and among my first memories _ @

are scenes of narrative drama and lavish | k; z
spectacle observed through bleary eyes. The
earliest departures from our small Pennsyl- #
vania town were reserved (with church) for §
high holidays, so that we might secure a seat; |
and (with the museum) for visits to The Na- | =+
tional Gallery in Washington, DC, where my .
father—who was raised on a farm, headed to |
college to study theology, and pivoted in the

mid-1960’s to study art—insisted we arrive well before it opened so that we |an I‘(’Z%crv‘;st;fg;i é jgiits on raw canvas,
could secure street parking. I remember eating cold sandwiches for breakfast 50 x 40.75 in. Private collection, New York
while bundled into the car’s backseat, the classical shape of the museum’s West

Wing looming out the window.

Jonathan VanDyke

The Reverend at our church—referred to as Father—conducted services with
great theatricality. He had a thing for lavish arrangements of fresh flowers, as did
my actual father, who volunteered to make these displays. Eventually my labor
was also enlisted, and I became skilled enough at making floral compositions
that I was given some creative independence. On Sunday mornings, as my mind
wandered from the sermonizing, I could study the composition of the bouquets,
which I now think of as my first public art installations.

40 JONATHAN VANDKYE M

Church never stuck with me; meanwhile, art museums did. The early Renaissance
galleries of the European painting section, which were quieter and less crowded
than any gallery presenting Impressionism, or mummies, would evolve into my
surrogate spiritual home. I came to understand that dramatic scenes of wounded
figures, their skin blooming with stains of blood, were meant to flesh out the
stories I heard at church. Moving chronologically through time, depictions gained
verisimilitude, and I would study the musculature of the male figures, hoping I
might grow into such a body.

As I came of age in churches and museum, I also came of age as a boy who was
sensitive to a key difference in himself. Where I wasn’t yet able to articulate it
in words, I recognized it in images. The male figures in so-called “Christian”
painting—with their thick thighs emerging from short tunics—were turning me
on. Outside of art museums and churches, I was a boy in the 1980s who picked
up on talk of a gay plague. Firebrand evangelicals—far more strident than our
“Father”—spoke of a deadly disease that was punishment for the men who, 1
understood even then, were once boys like me. On the other hand, the American
President, who was intertwining himself with these firebrands, failed to mention
this disease at all. In fear and in self-protection, I built a defensive perimeter
around my desire. But I’d crack open the art books in my father’s library to
gaze at depictions of the male nude. On the one hand, contemporary Christian
rhetoric told me I was a problem; on the other hand, old Christian painting of-
fered up images that suited my affect. I tried to erase from my mind the painful
news photographs I saw of emaciated gay men. But at least I could find echoes
of their suffering in religious paintings, where cold, wounded figures died with
pageantry, accompanied by those who loved and mourned them.

While the AIDS crisis was met with near silence from Ronald Reagan, the

emerging movement of Christian conservatism barely left room for those suf-
fering from its effects to get a word in. When I try to understand why it took
me so long to come out, I wonder if I internalized their awful rhetoric, or if that

rhetoric trickled into the mouths of the boys who bullied me in school. It’s hard,
even now, to read the pronouncements made at the time. In 1984 Pat Buchanan

wrote in a New York Post Op-Ed that “nature is exacting an awful retribution” for
gay men’s “unnatural” behavior."! A year later he was appointed Reagan’s Com-
munications Director. Jerry Falwell, who founded a proto-Christian Nationalist

organization with the stupidly useful name Moral Majority, declared that “AIDS

is the wrath of a just God against homosexuals.”? At the Conservative Political

Action Conference in 1985, psychologist Paul Cameron advocated for a policy

that “involves quarantining gays, closing all gay bars and baths, criminalizing

homosexual acts that involve exchange of bodily products and closing the bor-
ders to homosexual travel.”® Gleefully obsessed with homosexuality, Cameron

went on to found the Family Research Institute, which calls itself a “scientific”
organization, and features articles on its website with clickbait titles like “Are

Gay Parents More Apt to Commit Incest?”

Thank God, really, for the long arc of context found in the exhaustively-
researched Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality by the late scholar

WHY DO SO MANY OLD CHRISTIAN PAINTINGS LOOK SO QUEER?



4 John Boswell, Christianity, Social
Tolerance, and Homosexuality. Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1980. p. 38.

5 Simon Watney, Policing Desire:
Pornography, AIDS, and the Media.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1987.p. 9.

6 “AIDS and the Heterosexual,” by
Marc Short. The Washington & Lee Spectator,
March 1990. Short was a co-founder of

the magazine.

7 “Marriage amendment deserves
strong support,” by Mike Johnson. The
Shreveport Times, LA. September 12, 2005,
page 113.

8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 “Justices take swipe at American

values,” by Mike Johnson. The Shreveport
Times, LA. July 8, 20083, page 7.

John Boswell (who died from AIDS-related complications at the age of 47), a book
passed down to me by other queer artists like an alt-Bible. Describing the Middle
Ages, Boswell writes, “The preferences of a majority of the people came to be
equated with God’s preferences, and if a majority of people disliked gay people,
then so did God.” While this was not the “official teaching” of the church, these
ideas were “exploited by propagandists of various causes, including intolerances
of several minorities, and came to seem self-evident in many contexts.’

In 1987 art historian and scholar Simon Watney wrote of the AIDS era that,
“it involves a crisis of representation itself, a crisis over the entire framing of knowl-
edge about the human body and its capacities for sexual pleasure.” Anti-LGBTQ
ideologues packaged their fear as if it was evidence, taking it upon themselves to
represent acts and lives about which, presumably, they had no first-hand experience.
In the language we use to describe art, we also speak of representation: a paint-
ing is “representational” when it portrays a scene that appears somehow or
somewhat like life. But even as a child, I understood that scenes in old paintings
act as metaphors rather than as evidence. In viewing a painting in a museum,

I encountered an imaginative—and not a literal—space.

The language of Buchanan et al. spread among young conservatives. In 1990,
Washington and Lee University student Marc Short wrote in the campus’s
conservative magazine The Spectator of HIV-positive alumnus Edwin Wright.
“Naturally, we feel sympathy for Mr. Wright and all AIDS victims, but that does
not mean that we glorify homosexuals’ repugnant practices of frequent anal
intercourse nor should we consider them brave for coming out of the closet.”

These viewpoints were not monolithic—we could, and still can, find examples
of Christian-aligned organizations providing support and services to those
with HIV/AIDS. Moreover, the characterization of AIDS as exclusive to the
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Justices take swipe at American values

domain of gay men shadowed the needs of other groups upon which the virus
had an inordinate effect, including Black women. Right-wing
i tomer s el thetoric in this case was not “just talk,” and it was wielded

" " = to amass power by further maligning already marginalized
groups, creating a long tail of prejudice, stereotyping, and,
: “~ moreover, policy decisions—or the lack thereof—that caused
S 00 suffering and death.

o .| Dig deep into the archives of right-wing ideologues, and you
~ = 20 find a vehement obsession with gay and trans issues. In edi-
| torials that appeared in The Shreveport Times in 2003, 2004,
and 2005, then Alliance Defense Fund attorney Mike Johnson
ST | wrote: “Simply put, sex of any kind outside of the marriage of
g | one man and one woman is ultimately destructive.”” He ties
the granting of protections based on sexuality and gender to a

The Shreveport Times, 2003
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slippery-slope of deviance as contagion: “Polygamists, polyamorists, pedophiles,
and others will be next in line to claim equal protection,” and this might even-
tually lead to “a person marrying his pet.”” In another article, he aligns sodomy
with “drugs, prostitution, and counterfeiting.”"°

JONATHAN VANDKYE

1 John Boswell, Same-Sex Unions in
Premodern Europe. New York: Villard Books,
1994, p. xxVi.

12 “Senate Votes to Bar U.S. Support
of ‘Obscene or Indecent’ Artwork,” by Michael
Oreskes. The New York Times, July 27, 1989.

Reading Johnson’s 2005 statement that, “No successful civilization prior to the
21st century has ever provided legal preferences for same-sex relationships,”
I head to another John Boswell tome, Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe.
Boswell provides detailed evidence of millennia of same-sex partnerships,
including those occurring in various Christian sects during the church’s dynamic
early centuries. In premodern documents he finds that “same-sex unions in
the Western tradition are by no means a bizarre aberration,” and that “[m]any

cultures other than Western ones have recognized and institutionalized same-
sex unions.”"!

Where the MAGA movement of today wishes to wholly disassemble the federal
government, it was in the ’80s that the progenitors of this movement began to
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The New York Times, 1989

13 White artist Mapplethorpe's
eroticized portrayals of Black male bodies
have been the subject of critique from
both sides. For Helms, a virulent segrega-
tionist, his possession of such images might
also be read, by extension, as playing out
his fantasies of possession and domination.

14 Richard Meyer, “The Jesse Helms
Theory of Art,” October (MIT Press), Spring
2003, Vol. 104. pp. 137-138.

43

which denigrates the objects or beliefs of the adherents

of a particular religion or nonreligion.” As with Johnson’s slippery slope argu-
ment around the decriminalization of sodomy, here “homoeroticism” is placed
aside “the exploitation of children.”

Like Mike Johnson, Helms possessed an “I can’t quit you” obsession with
homosexuality. Not long after artist Robert Mapplethorpe (Whose 1989 survey
exhibition was supported by a grant from the NEA) died from AIDS complica-
tions at age 42, Helms was known to carry around a copy of a Mapplethorpe work
that pictured a Black man’s penis."* Helms continually described Mapplethorpe’s
artistic work as “sick,” conflating homoerotic content with illness itself. In an
analysis of Helms’ actions in the 1980’s and 90’s—which included “a call for a
federal quarantine of people with AIDS”—art historian Richard Meyer notes
that for Helms, “HIV infection is thus displaced from Mapplethorpe’s body to

the body of his work as his photographs are said to contaminate an otherwise
clean American culture.”**

WHY DO SO MANY OLD CHRISTIAN PAINTINGS LOOK SO QUEER?



15 “Absolutely Gross, Degenerate Stuff:
Trump and the Arts,” by M. H. Miller, Art News,
April 4, 2016. In 2018 the Ofili painting was
gifted to The Museum of Modern Art by hedge
funder Steven Cohen, who is also on record for
donating $1 million to Trump’s inauguration
events a year earlier.

16 Movement Advance Project,
lgbtmap.org
17 “CPAC Speaker Michael Knowles

Says ‘Transgenderism Must be Eradicated, ”
by Mathew Rodriguez, them.us, March 6, 2023.
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The confounding of artistic depictions with contagion was used to manufacture
another crisis a decade later. In 1999, 21 years before he stood in front of Four
Seasons Total Landscaping in Philadelphia to lie that an election was stolen, then
New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani described British artist Chris Ofili’s
painting Holy Virgin Mary, which he had not viewed in person, as “sick.” The
painting includes collaged images from pornographic magazines—buttocks
arranged to look like butterflies or angels—and is adorned with spheres of ele-
phant dung, coated in clear resin and ornamented like a fetish-object. Giuliani
described Ofili as “throwing elephant dung at a picture of the Virgin Mary.” And
in what feels like an echo of statements about Jackson Pollock’s drip technique
as puerile, he stated the painting was “splattered” with dung. That Ofili is also
Black lines up with the racist dog-whistling that is as much Giuliani’s habit as it
was Helms’ (note the former Mayor’s 2020 fabrication that Black poll workers
in Georgia tampered with votes). Giuliani pal Donald Trump also sounded off
in The Daily News, with language that echoes the Nazi’s organizing of a 1937
Munich exhibition of what they labeled “Entertete” (degenerate) art: “It’s not art.
It’s absolutely gross, degenerate stuff. It shouldn’t be funded by government.”">

These hyped-up, contrived dramas divert attention from the less photogenic,
everyday work of policies and efforts that treat actual illness and that support
a more just and open world. Moreover, for the individuals placed under fire,
these controversies hurt and scar. LGBTQ+ persons internalize a notion that
they are outsiders and un-American. Artists internalize the notion that their
work is not worthy of public support. Queers and people of color are portrayed
as hyper-sexed, demonic, un-Christian. The sermonizing continues today in the
movement to censor drag performance and to remove books with queer, sexual,
and trans-related content from library shelves. To date, 23 states have enacted
laws and policies limiting youth access to gender-affirming care, and these
policies are part of a much larger wave of proposals that would limit LGBTQ+
rights and expressions.'® These antics are not without effects; some families find
themselves with few choices except to relocate to other states, and children, to
say the least, are traumatized.

At the 2023 Conservative Political Action Conference, Daily Wire host Michael
Knowles was met with applause when he said, in an echo of the language used
around AIDS, “for the good of society, ‘transgenderism’ must be eradicated
from public life entirely.”"” Every major political figure aligned with the right
prioritizes a visit to this conference, and this sort of rhetoric is echoed by in-
creasingly-powerful members of Congress like Trumpist Marjorie Taylor Greene,
who recently reintroduced a bill, the 2022 “Protect Children’s Innocence Act,”
that would make it a felony to provide gender-affirming care to minors. Openly
describing herself as a Christian Nationalist, she claims that gender-affirming
care is designed to “chemically castrate” kids.

The aforementioned Mike Johnson and Marc Short both built careers on top of
their homophobic bullying. In 2023 Johnson was elected the U.S. Speaker of the
House; Marc Short went on to become Chief of Staff for former Vice President
Mike Pence. Like Marc Short, I attended Washington & Lee University. I knew

JONATHAN VANDKYE

18 Jonathan VanDyke, The Long Glance,
40-hour performance, The Buffalo AKG Art
Museum, 2011.

only one out gay student while I was there, and he transferred to another college.
As for Giuliani, I once saw him in person, in 2015, wandering through the galleries
of The Parrish Art Museum with his then-wife Judith Giuliani. He was looking
at the paintings lightly and as if he seemed to enjoy them, like a frat brother who
wandered into a drag show and imagined all the queens were real.

KK

During my pre-teen and teenage years, church teachings suggested that the
sexual desire I was feeling in my body was, at best, a problem to be solved,
at worst, a trip to hell. But at the art museum, in imagery depicting Christian
magic and, presumably, encouraging Christian conversion, I found my desire,
and I found friends. In painting after painting, I encountered bodies in tight
proximity, making contact, some even exchanging cruisey looks and glances.
In the wider world I encountered the force of macho bluster, but here, I found
scenes of vulnerability and an erotics of pain. Christs lay fallen, wounded, their
eyes closed, touched by multiple hands at once, close enough to the edge of the
picture that we, too, might reach for their skin. Other figures were wrapped in
an abundance of gorgeous fabrics: what color, what thread counts, billowing in
invisible winds! And how were so many neither arduously male nor female? In
pretty but awkward poses, they mirrored the effete gestures that had found their
way into my pre-adolescent non-swagger.
I
; Sitting through church services as a child, I knew that I
was meant to be moved by recitations of Bible stories. But
I could never keep track of the names or follow the shifts
in context in what seemed like the barest of reportage. |
was too absorbed in my own sleepy daydreams, too busy
"W observing relationships among the very real people seated
& around me, or too fixated on wondering whether my outfit
“/ A looked okay. I was emerging into an awareness that I was too
) “different” for this place to be for me. As a result, at the museum
% I couldn’t ever seem to connect painted depictions with Biblical
passages, and this left my gaze unencumbered. But it was not that

7 o e 113 s >
/| I saw these paintings as somehow “representative” of truth—not

kin | | * least of which because Jesus is imagined to be white and his fol-

| lowers are shown in luxurious, upper-class garments, a projection
] of the tastes and habits of the painters’ patrons.

-

I am neither an art historian nor a scholar, but I am an artist who

Jonathan VanDyke working in the studio with
dancers Bradley Teal Ellis and David Rafael Botana.
Photos: Daniel Carroll
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looks deeply, repeatedly (at one painting, even, for 40 hours)."”® I've worked in
museums, watching as objects interface with publics, and I “read” art for plea-
sure and mentorship. The solace I find in looking at old art has comforted me
and lifted me out of despair. Affection for something, in and of itself, does not
replace the significance of learning context and backstory. My affection surely
makes me selective, attending to some images while walking past others. I know
that many paintings and painters were funded by individuals and institutions

WHY DO SO MANY OLD CHRISTIAN PAINTINGS LOOK SO QUEER?


https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/house-bill/8731

who subjugated and excluded and shamed many of those subjected to their rule.

At some point along the way of coming out, I told my parents I was done with

church (although that phrasing glosses over a long period of contention). There’s

a way in which old paintings have also “strayed” from their origins: removed

from their first homes, some sliced from a greater whole, and bounded by frames;

damaged, faded, retouched, restored, sold, traded, stored, shipped, and handled;

mounted on unadorned walls in unadorned space, lit evenly with electric lights,
humidified, given to us at eye level, labeled, and photographed; audio-guided,
hashtagged, made a background for a portrait, made a backdrop for a selfie;
reproduced in an ocean of images, search terms, browsers, algorithms, and data-
bases; digested and retooled by AI. What, now, do these paintings want from us?
Is holding still, standing with them in person, more than enough?

Giovanni Baronzio

(Italian, active c. 1320-1350)

The Baptism of Christ, c. 1335

46.3 x 49 cm (18% X 19%6 in)
National Gallery of Art, Washington
Samuel H. Kress Collection

How is it that I find so many queer friends in these paintings? I make an annual
pilgrimage to The National Gallery, and on my last visit I was admiring the
: blatant sensuality of an early Renaissance scene, painted by Giovanni
; Baronzio, c. 1335. At its center is a naked Christ submerged waist-
. deep in water. The water is painted to appear transparent, with
RN “alayered effect that must have been novel at the time. Christ
. has full hips; there is a sort of shadow and recess between
“the legs, with no visible penis. It is a baptism scene,
\ ., and Christ’s head is being touched softly, tenderly, by
3 _John the Baptist. As I am studying this, a woman,
o RS . \ child in hand, strolls past and points over my shoul-
"" k.- Ve Bl WA A der, quizzing the kid about which Bible story the
oy : ' % scene portrays. And then she moves on. Part of
| me wants to pull the woman aside and point out
| the painting’s radical homosociality and Christ’s
lack of male signifiers; part of me is glad to keep
that to myself. My mixed feelings might be the
palnter s point: there’s enough surface to keep
' the faithful satisfied. And for those of us shaking
1 { loose from dogma, for those of us queer enough
{ to “have a social and personal commitment to
living in an oblique world,” in the words of queer
theorist Sara Ahmed,' there’s something else.

Agnolo Gaddi

(Florentine, c. 1350-1396)
The Coronation of the Virgin
with Six Angels, ¢.1390
Tempera on panel

161X 79 cm (63% X 31% in) .
National Gallery of Art, Washington
Samuel H. Kress Collection f

4! “Phallocentrism,” notes scholar Leo Bersani, is

|“above all the denial of the value of powerless-
ness in both men and women.” Bersani doesn’t
mean powerlessness here in a conventional
sense, such as the loss of one’s rights, but in an
© almost spiritual sense: the “losing of the self,” as
“our primary hygienic practice of non-violence.”*
I take Bersani as embracing receptivity as a
queer practice that has the radical potential to
heal the world. At the core of the moralizing I
* 1 described in Part 1—which Bersani also writes
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19 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: ~ against—is an unbearable fear of being the recipient (and not the patriarchal
Orientations, Objects, Others. Chapel Hill wielder) of the phallus. The Baronzio scene shows a receptive Christ, immersed
Duke University Press, 2006. . . . N

20 Leo Bersant, s the Reotum a Graver N4 channel of liquid: transformation by way of a gentle touch.

And Other Essays. Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 2009. p. 80. In Agnolo Gaddi’s The Coronation of the Virgin, 1370, Christ and his mother

appear the same age. They wear identical outfits: soft tunics in a hue that matches
99 I assume these titles are descriptive the pink blush of their cheeks, sashes in a shade of soft emerald. Their robes
and added on, rather than given by the artists ~ are fabulous concoctions, adorned in a neat repetition of gold insignias. And
themselves. they literally levitate, their garments voluminous clouds, underneath which
one can imagine their bodies merging into one body. The crown he places on

her head matches his own, and she receives it with her hands crossed over her

torso. There is no sign of breasts underneath the fabric, and her arms make an X

shape, placed as if to cover the womb. Christ has a soft beard, and his hair falls

in gentle waves to his shoulders. Beneath the two of them, angels are gathered

in two groups. They have the self-possession of a group of teenagers hanging

out, with some whispering to one another, as if gossiping; each group includes

a figure who strums a musical instrument. The genders of these angels, like

the many others I see depicted in paintings near Gaddi’s, can best be described

as non- blnary Scholar of the early church Leah DeVun notes in a recent in-

e ' terview that, “Christian tradition is not

always rejecting... this kind of trans or
gender-queer story or person,” but rather,
“there is a lot more comfort with gender
fluidity and divinity than we might ex-
pect.” The non-binary Jesus was written
about “in the guise of a feminine form”
by Christian writers who were once “at

the center of the canon.””!

21 Interview with Leah DeVun, Queer
Lit podcast, January 22, 2024.

In The Meeting of Saint Anthony and
Saint Paul* attributed to the Master
of the Osservanza, c. 1430/1435, time
passes in the same picture plane: a robed
man with a long gray beard and halo ap-
pears in the painting more than once. At
- | the top left he enters a wooded scene
alone, carrying two Wooden staffs and traversing a rocky pathway through an
uninhabited, shadowy forest. At center right, he encounters a muscular centaur,
with a bearded human face and muscular torso that transitions, at the place of
his groin, into the lower body of a horse. Through my contemporary eyes, it ap-
pears as if the centaur is tweaking one of his nipples. In the bottom third of the
painting, we see the older man embrace another bearded figure. So deep is this
embrace that both staffs lie abandoned on the path below, and their respective
halos overlap, like an eclipse. In a detail that I return to again and again, their
two bare feet cross and touch.

Master of the Osservanza (Sano di Pietro)
(Master of the Osservanza: Sienese,
active late 1420s-early 1440s)

(Sano di Pietro: Sienese, 1405 - 1481)

The Meeting of Saint Anthony and Saint Paul,
c.1430/1435

Tempera on poplar panel

46.5x 33.4 cm (18%6 X 13%in.)

National Gallery of Art, Washington

Samuel H. Kress Collection

In Benvenuto di Giovanni’s Adoration of the Magi, c. 1470/75, a young-ish
Magus is the central actor presenting a golden casket to Mary, who, like Joseph
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by Peter Schjehldahl, The New Yorker, January
26, 2022.

Benvenuto di Giovanni

(Sienese, 1436-before 1517)

The Adoration of the Magi, c. 1470/1475
Tempera on poplar panel

182 X137 cm (71% X 53'%6 in)

“Pontormo: Miraculous Encounters,” ~ and the baby in her lap, appears worn out. This Magi wears a pretty blue tunic,
embroidered fancily, and has some type of (ornamental?) knife or dagger
strapped to their waste. The dagger is sculpted, raised from the surface of the
painting, and it dangles like a phallus. Beneath the tunic, the Magi wears violet
tights, and one foot, in a red slipper, kicks up its heel. One hand is raised in a
position of surprise, and when I attempt to mimic this pose in my own body, I
feel wonderfully like a teen sissy. I cannot tell you the gender of this Magi, with
%, their full lips and coiffed blonde hair. Beneath the Jesus, another Magi rests,

» this one older and male with a long white beard, positioned nearly on all
% fours, with both knees and a hand on the ground. Crouched intimately
under the baby Jesus, this figure kisses the sole of the baby’s
foot. His rear is up and facing out, in a position of reception and
submission.

The painting I’ve returned to most often is
Bacchiacca’s The Flagellation of Christ, 1512/15.
Bacchiacca is classified as a Mannerist, and
according to The Getty, in 1523 collaborated with the
painter Pontormo on “painted bedroom decorations.’
Pontormo, famously eccentric, once painted a
Visitation that includes, as described by the late
critic Peter Schjeldahl, what “looks very much like
a gay cruising scene.”* I can’t find much about
Bacchiacca’s flagellation, except for a history of
varying attributions, including to Raphael in 1839
and Perugino in 1902. Search results mostly try to
sell me a version of the painting reproduced “as wall
art,” which seems hilarious as a choice. The painting,
| an oil on panel, is small enough that it fits what The
National Gallery of Scotland describes as the artist’s
specialization in works “for domestic settings.”

b

In the center of Bacchiacca’s Flagellation, a Christ
looks to his left—with an expression best described
as acceptance, or even languor—at what appears to be a nude male. The figure
is athletic, his back to us, his ass tight and clenched, and his arm raised to whip
the Christ. On the other side of the Christ, a third figure also raises a whip. Like
Jesus, this figure wears a sort of loincloth: pinkish fabric falling loosely around
the waist and curling floridly between his legs as if it will soon fall. Both of the
whippers wear elaborate feathered hats with plumes and gilded edges. Except for
these hats, the loincloths, and some meager golden strands “restraining” Christ’s
arms, they all are naked, barefoot on a tiled expanse. Jesus leans, just barely,
against a truncated, phallic column, centered beneath an archway. The three men
are alone in this portico with hills and blue sky in the distance.

National Gallery of Art, Washington
Andrew W. Mellon Collection
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What strikes me here is not so much the BDSM fantasy (though surely that is
striking), but that this trio is isolated in their homoerotic romp. No cause for
tying up the central figure is evident, no other figures wait nearby in horror,
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24 George Ferguson, Signs & Symbols no angels descend to rescue, no symbols in clouds point to future salvation. No
é’igﬁf;’gi”pgg New York: Oxford University figure, that is, instructs us with whom or how we, as audience, are to identify.
o5 This is not to discredit the very There is a cruelty to the aggressors, and though the Christ does not seem to be
real violence associated with actualactsof ~ enjoying himself, he seems merely bemused. The space is tidy and ordered, with
flagellation employed as abuse and torture. 5 9o metric pattern on the floor rendered in one-point perspective. The setting
is not decadent: the main bit of extravagance is the flagellators’ hats. There is
a flourish of ornamentation at the tip of the column that Christ leans upon, and
at the edges of the archways, where four medallion-like reliefs are organized in
pairs that flank vertical columns. What symbolism was Bacchiacca wielding by
depicting a rider on a bucking horse in each medallion? George Ferguson’s Signs
& Symbols in Christian Art claims that the horse in Renaissance painting is a
“symbol of lust.”** The composition, at least, is so well balanced and organized,
that, by contrast, the action at hand feels both normalized and more perverse in
its incongruity with the setting. The action is a queer matter of fact.

I first saw this painting in 2012. At the time I was working very actively in
my studio with two male dancers who were also a romantic couple. For six
' = . years, together we devised methods
for marking canvas and other fabrics
laid out on the floor. I would sketch
out a type of mark, imagine a move-
ment for making it, and fashion a tool;
they would utilize their expertise in
movement to bring depth and nuance
to the mark-making process, open-
ing up all sorts of other painterly
possibilities along the way. Seeing
the Bacchiacca, I felt an oblique mir-
roring of my studio process: three
male figures working in a mostly
unornamented space, with two do-
ing the action while one observes
the action (I realize, of course, that
| 'm placing myself in the Jesus role
| here). The whips in the painting,
akin to paintbrushes with their long
dangling strands of some type of
fiber, reminded me of the types of
tools I had been making; the act of

I Sy 7 - T | flagellating, too, is an act of making
Bacchiacca a mark.” I returned to the studio and began devising various “whips” that,

The Flagellation of Christ, c.1512/1515
Oil on panel

55.9 x 48.1cm (22 X 18'%s in)
National Gallery of Art, Washington
Samuel H. Kress Collection

soaked with paint, we would use to strike canvas.

This painting method produces marks that carry a spectacular sense of im-
mediacy and movement. Getting there required months of adjustment: the
length of a whip’s handle, the material of its grip, the fluidity of the paint and
the preparation of the canvas all had to be calibrated. The long fibers or straps
used to make a mark—I made some 30 different whips using all sorts of stringy
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26 Audre Lorde, “Uses of the Erotic:
the Erotic as Power,” delivered at Mt. Holyoke
College, August 25, 1978.

stuff—constantly dislodged themselves from the whip’s handle. The force of
action requires a high degree of precision, a back and forth between order and
release that mimics the main qualities of the painting itself. One of the dancers,
Bradley, became especially skilled at the process. David, his then-partner, would
hold Bradley from behind, carefully, just enough to support Bradley’s balance.
The process worked best with a sort of extreme focus, and eventually we came
to work in near silence, making hand gestures to one another. The experience
3 was extraordinarily intimate,
even ecstatic. Over our life-
times we had each been the
recipient of homophobic
aggression; as we together
struck the canvas, it felt as if
the rejection we had internal-
ized flew from the room.

§ e R e

Anyone who has practiced
painting long enough will
realize the eroticism and
sensuality of using a brush
to make marks with fluid
color. One paints best when
they realize the full variance
of pressure and touch, when
they learn to adapt to differ-
ent surfaces and to work in
reciprocity with the tools
of painting, rather than just
wielding power over these
tools. If we are to invent
new methods for painting,
we must, inevitably, begin to
stray from the line of what
we’ve learned and employ
our fully weird, sensorially-
" charged, queerest selves.
: Audre Lorde speaks of the
- erotic as “creative energy
empowered,” a life force

embraced in opposition to patriarchy, misogyny, and systems of profit. This is
f;j::tgi'i?fheel A\/,/:;ﬁjelg]711551§1)9 the connective tissue between internal understanding and external action: “as

Oil on panel we begin to realize our deepest feelings, we begin to give up, of necessity, being
Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte, Naples satisfied with suffering...”26

Cesare da Sesto

What did Bacchiacca feel in bringing this homoerotic trio to life, in rendering
muscle and movement? (Did he paint from live models? Were they hired hands?
Lovers?) I do not view this scene as some prescription for how we should act:
depicting is not the same as advocating for what is being depicted. Bacchiacca’s
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27 Leo Steinberg, The Sexuality of
Christ in Renaissance Art and in Modern
Oblivion. [New York: Pantheon Books], 1983.
p. 45.
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Flagellation might even be a weird parable of mark-making: the Christ is, as
of yet, free from marks, not yet “created” or innervated by the action at hand.

I’ve been clocking queerness in Renaissance painting for years. On a visit to
Naples last month, I paused in a gallery empty of visitors to study a sexy figure
in the lower margins of Cesare da Sesto’s Adoration of the Magi, 1516-1519.
Wearing pink tights and with his muscled arms exposed, this figure takes on
the role of care-taker as he kneels, just at the edge of the picture plane, to attend
to the sandal of a standing figure. I don’t assume the queer intentions of this or
any artist, but I'm relieved that, try as the Christian right may, these paintings
continue to slip from fundamentalist edicts. It feels like a bit of a miracle that so
many of these old paintings still exist at all, even more so given their sensuality
and warmth. Leo Steinberg writes of how modern Christianity “distanced itself
from its mythic roots,” but that the Renaissance interlude “passed through a
phase of exceptional daring,” not even recoiling “from the God-man’s assump-
tion of sexuality.”?’

What remains remarkable about the Bacchiacca painting and others is their home.
The National Gallery of Art is just a short walk from the U.S. Capitol, and these
paintings are accessed at no cost. A message of queer liberation unfolds before
our very eyes in federally-funded art galleries that are open to all. In defiance of
what the right wing wishes upon us, we might share these depictions among our
sympathetic selves, receiving images of complex eroticism, of vulnerable bodies,
of sexuality unbounded, of genders less restricted by presumptions of faith.

WHY DO SO MANY OLD CHRISTIAN PAINTINGS LOOK SO QUEER?



