
FURTHER SUGGESTIONS for Discussion /  "The Power of Imagery"  /  updated 2/12 
 
SEVERAL CHANGES in this year’s images – (had to cut 5 minutes after all, so nothing 
added, but the following were removed (of possible interest only to veterans):  William 
Hogarth’s Gin Lane, Käthe Kollwitz’s Death Claims a Woman, Piero Manzoni’s Merda 
d’Artista, Botticelli’s Adoration of the Magi,, Faith Ringgold’s The Flag is Bleeding, several 
photos by Robert Mapplethorpe, Haeberles’ “And Babies?”, a couple of extra Goyas, one extra 
Salgado, and an image of Lenin. 
 
I retained Bourke-White for the Wiesel connection (although sadly, she is no longer in Sayre), 
and I retained Goya despite the fact that Sayre took away his Third of May, 1808,   
 
========================== 
As usual the questions in the lecture handout may be sufficient to sustain your discussion, but 
what follows will flesh out the possibilities somewhat with further commentary and other 
questions.  No doubt you will get some lively discussion from parts III and IV of the lecture 
(indeed some of you may feel inclined to focus on III & IV from the outset), but there are some 
things in parts I and II you may wish to touch upon as well. 
 
Recurring questions could be, as in the first question on the lecture handout: 
1.  How do artists achieve the effects of power?  Look analytically at any of the works cited 
above as being included in the Sayre text, and consider the aspects of power within the 
image as well as the means by which the artists achieved a significant impact. 
 
Don't forget the standard "What do you see?," as you encourage your students to extract the 
essence and meaning of the art at hand. (and "why do you think the artist made that choice..?."and 
"compare _____  with  ______"  etc) 
 
Note the ancient stone figure of the Buddha destroyed by the Taliban in Afghanistan.  Why did 
the Taliban destroy it?  (They thought it was idolatrous).  Were Buddhists worldwide outraged?  
(I don't recall hearing any of any expressions of outrage, but if any of you did, I'd be very 
interested to learn about it.)   If I'm correct in believing that there were no expressions of 
Buddhist outrage over this otherwise needless destruction, why might this be the case?  (perhaps 
the attitude of non-attachment?)   Ask your students what they think of this; can they first 
understand the Taliban (conservative Islamic) point of view that regards idols as corrupt?  To 
provide some perspective you might recall that Stonehenge itself was quarried for many years 
without apology, because local inhabitants viewed the site as pagan.   
 
PART  I   ART & the STATE 
I regret that in this section there are relatively few reproductions in Sayre to refer to, although you 
can find the She-Wolf (fig. 576), part of the "Elgin Marbles" (from the pediment of the 
Parthenon, (fig. 373), as well as a portion of the Parthenon found in the Louvre (fig 364)), and 
examples of Roman copies of Greek works (figs. 35, 572, 574) 
 
re: Czar Alexander's statue toppled.  Can you think of other examples in which political statuary 
(or other politically significant imagery) has been symbolically destroyed?   (Saddam an obvious 
case) 
 
Should Britain return the "Elgin Marbles" to Greece?  Why/why not? Do museums have 
rights? (Most major museums have acquired some works by one or another dubious means). 



Consider the theft of art as cultural rape:  if you have insights on recent efforts at reclaiming art 
stolen during the Nazi era in Germany, you might offer questions in this regard. 
 
Discuss the impact of Nazi propaganda art, as well as efforts by the Nazi government to label 
20th century modern / expressionist art as "degenerate".   
 
The lecture begins with the Arch of Titus in the Roman Forum, depicting the destruction of the 
temple in Jerusalem, and ends with images of the concentration camps.  Comment. 
 
Given the ease with which photography can be digitally altered, can we trust our eyes anymore?  
 
 
PART  II    ART & RELIGION 
for this section the most useful reproductions in Sayre are of Tiziano's Assumption of the Virgin 
(figs 67 and 68), Bernini's Santa Teresa (figs. 644 and 645), Caravaggio's The Calling of St. 
Matthew (fig. 646), and Masaccio's The Tribute Money (fig. 617),  
 
Why would the imagery of the Catholic church be offensive to Protestants?   What was the 
response of the Catholic church during the Counter Reformation?    
 
How are/were the frescoes in the Brancacci Chapel in Florence both religious and political?  (for 
political purposes consider both the issue of taxation as well as the exile and "erasure" of the 
Brancacci family) 
 
On page 453 Sayre cites Matthew 22:21 as providing the source of The Tribute Money (this is 
where Christ says "Render unto Caesar...." or, in the NRSV: "Give therefore to the emperor the 
things that are the emperors...") but you'll actually find the story of Peter and the coin inside the 
fish's mouth in Matthew 17:24-26, where the tax collector is not imperial but rather from the 
temple at Capernaum.  In this short story Christ seems to say that while they should not be 
obliged to pay the tax, they should not give offense by refusing.  Then he gives the instructions to 
Peter as to where he might find a coin to pay.   Because the tax collector in the fresco doesn't 
seem to be at a temple, it is conceivable that Masaccio was merging the two passages. 
 
From Giotto's first efforts at portraying real human emotion (especially grief), to the ecstasy of 
Santa Teresa by Bernini, and the paintings of Caravaggio, discuss how religious art in the 
Catholic church became more vividly expressed in human and earthly terms.   How was this 
achieved, and what do you think the effect of this would be?   Consider for example the 
Caravaggio and Bernini in Sayre.  What makes them so dramatic?   (Compare the tiny 
reproduction of an image of St. Matthew from the Lindisfarne Gospels (see fig. 598) with the 
Caravaggio painting of some 900 years later.  In the Caravaggio we see Christ finding Matthew in 
a Roman tavern.  All at table are dressed in contemporary clothing.  See the dramatic light, and 
the scarcely visible halo over Christ's head (Christ himself becoming more earthly and human). 
Note how Christ's hand seems almost like the hand of Adam in Michangelo's Sistine (figs. 141 & 
142).  Sayre says Matthew is "pointing to himself," suggesting that the illuminated bearded fellow 
is Matthew, and this seems to be true given the fact that in at least two other paintings of the life 
of St. Matthew it appears Caravaggio used the same model, depicting him at different ages. 
(Using the same model would seem to underscore the aspect of realism in Caravaggio's work). 
As for "how all this was achieved" one can consider: 
•  the passionate study of anatomy during the Renaissance,  
•  careful observation from the natural world (including the effects of light and shadow, varied 
human expressions, natural vegetation, the Renaissance development of the depiction of optical 



depth by linear perspective (seeking to know the world), all of these parallel with the emerging 
interest in science),  
•  the subsequent evolution of realism in painting and sculpture, use of live (and dead) models 
from among the common people, development of chiaroscuro, etc;  some of these ideas will be 
revisited in the next lecture "Art & Nature") 
 
It would be very worthwhile to call to your students' attention Artemisia Gentileschi (fig. 124), 
whose work here depicts a scene from the story of Judith and Holofernes.  (The book of Judith 
can be found in the Apocrypha).  In the lecture I show Caravaggio's 1598 version of Judith slicing 
off the head of Holofernes.  Gentileschi also painted her interpretation of this same scene nearly 
30 years later.  Of special note is the fact that Gentileschi is of course a woman painter working at 
a time in which women weren't supposed to be painting.  For more on Gentileschi (pronounced 
somewhere between JEN teel ESS kee and JAYN teel AYS kee) see p. 221.   I thought to include 
Gentileschi's image in the lecture but chose to stick with Caravaggio simply because I think he is 
the better painter, and also for the sake of simplicity.    
 
Bernini's Santa Teresa also troubled some viewers in his own time (can your students see 
why?), and opinion has been divided over the years.  Some have felt that Bernini took the erotic 
element of "Divine Love" a bit far (and I think we can all see how they might have come to that 
conclusion).  It seems the real Santa Teresa was a hard-working convent-founding sort who once 
said "God also walks among the pots and pans."   Bernini also did works with a mythological 
content, and as with all his marble Bernini gives them a remarkably life-like quality. (e.g.: 
Persephone's fleshy marble thigh seems to be pressed hard by Pluto's strong hands and marble 
tears stream from her eyes.  Daphne's feet and hands grow delicately carved marble leaves and 
roots at the moment she is transformed into a tree.) 
 
PART  III   THE  POWER TO OFFEND 
From the lecture, images which you can find in Sayre would include Manet (fig. 47), Ofili (fig. 
46), Duchamp (fig. 694), Whistler (fig. 678), 
 
The reading David (and Brian) and I do is a translation of the actual transcript from the 
Inquisition (July, 1573, an exchange between Veronese and the Holy Tribunal of Verona). 
Parallels between the Inquisition and the current debate on art and censorship are very interesting 
to contemplate. 
 
These questions from the handout may be useful:  
2.  Were you offended by any particular image(s) in this lecture?  Please feel at liberty to 
discuss any negative reactions with your classmates.   Where should the line be drawn 
between what is appropriate and inappropriate?  Are there images that should not be made 
or seen?   Is "common decency" a thing of the past?  Why do we seem compelled to demand 
that each new film be more explicit (e.g., more horrific, more bloody, more explosive, more 
of a spectacle) than the previous? 
 
4.  Does our over-familiarity with images of violence encourage a greater tolerance for 
violence?   (Might a child engrossed in single-shooter internet games for hours on end become 
desensitized to violence?  We once fretted over how much violence children saw on tv.  Now they 
themselves can kill routinely in very artfully conceived cyberspace.)   
 
Add to these:  Where does art stop and pornography begin?  (Remember the sample photo in 
the lecture by Sally Mann of her children in what some would say are provocative poses in the 
nude.) 



 
The context and range of Serrano's work is striking and at times very disturbing.  On the one hand 
he has made striking full color studio portraits of homeless people (which seem to give them an 
extraordinary dignity usually reserved for the fashionable) as well as close color head shot 
portraits of KKK members in full dress, peering ominously out the holes in their masks.  There 
are other "straight" portraits as well:  a portrait of a nun, for example.  The Piss Christ is not an 
isolated work in Serrano's urinary series, as he has placed other figurines in a similar bath, among 
them a classical Venus and a bishop.   
 
Then... on the far extreme on the decency/indecency scale he also has (even to me) truly shocking 
close-up full-color shots of corpses in a morgue, among them a victim of a police bullet (a ghastly 
wound in the temple), a suicide by rat poison, and a death by drowning, to name a few.  These 
were evidently obtained surreptitiously (without permission).  He also has a close abstract view 
(looking something like a specimen slide) of blood and semen mixed, as well as blurry photos 
that depict the trajectory of his own ejaculation.   His intent is clearly to juxtapose or contrast 
matters of the spirit with those of the flesh in its most elemental state, hence the title of the book. 
   
I think the key to a discussable understanding of the Piss Christ can begin with the question 
posed in the slides:  Does the title suggest an unbridgeable gulf between the most physical and the 
most spiritual aspects of our humanity?  Note that this dilemma is in essence the same issue 
Caravaggio was dealing with in his Death of the Virgin;  linking the physical and the spiritual in 
an unexpected way, and too closely for comfort.   Caravaggio's Virgin was too convincingly dead, 
and she was barefoot.   Serrano clearly pushes an extreme case. 
 
Ask your students what their honest first impression of the image was before they knew the 
title.  Whether or not a title change would make a difference is perhaps moot.  Serrano will not 
change the title.  But the effect of the title is undeniable.  (What other titles can your students 
imagine?   What effect does each have, if any?)    And what if Serrano was not telling the truth? 
What if it really wasn't urine, and he just said it was?  (After all we cannot smell it or sense it in 
any other way; it's just a thought, a suggestion.)  Finally, what was the effect of hearing Vivaldi's 
"Qui tollis peccata mundi" from the Gloria while seeing the Serrano?   
 
What do your students think of Duchamp's urinal?   I find that Duchamp's urinal (fig. 694) is 
still aesthetically offensive to most students, even though what he was doing was questioning 
authority, an idea they should feel comfortable with!    Duchamp was one of the great geniuses of 
the 20th century.  Have students read what Sayre says there on page 504.   See also the Duchamp 
"defacement" of a reproduction of the Mona Lisa (fig. 693) and read what Sayre says Duchamp's 
title means, and what Duchamp's intent was.  THEN take into account the 2006 vandalism 
perpetrated against The Fountain by neo-Dadaist Pierre Pinoncelli.   One of eight existing 
versions of the urinal was attacked by Pinoncelli, who was wielding a hammer, and claiming to 
be acting in the true spirit of Dadaism itself (in other words, that the offense itself was art).  He 
was fined 214,000 euros and given a 3-month suspended jail term.  This was the second such 
offense perpetrated by the artist-criminal, Pierre Pinoncelli, who some years ago (1993) not only 
hammered but also urinated in The Fountain.   Is Pinoncelli's act in any way justifiable?    
NB: A 2004 survey of 500 British art historians revealed the opinion among them that The 
Fountain is/was the most influential artwork of the 20th century.  (Second was Picasso's 
Les Demoiselles D'Avignon.  3rd was Warhol's Marilyn Diptych, and 4th Picasso's Guernica.) 
 
AND in addition, the more recently infamous painting by Chris Ofili of The Holy Virgin Mary 
(fig. 46), in which elephant dung plays a significant role.   (The two balls of dung which support 
the work in the bottom are barely visible in the darkness of this image, and one at her breast.) 



Sayre offers some analysis on p. 42.   (If you have the opportunity to reflect on this work bear in 
mind that although Ofili is British-born, he was raised Catholic by parents who were born in 
Nigeria, where of course Things Fall Apart was conceived.)  Is elephant dung considered sacred? 
Some sources claim that it is, at least in some parts of Africa.  Ofili offers a comment in Sayre 
that seems to deny any sacred association with the dung, at least as far as he is concerned.  What 
of all the floating "bottoms"?   How can they be justified in context?  (are they really, Sayre 
suggests, like Renaissance putti?....perhaps they serve to sharply contrast with the more 
symbolically rendered and modestly clothed Holy Virgin? or perhaps they serve as overt symbols 
of fertility?   you might get some interesting hypotheses from your class.).  Clearly there is some 
imaginative playfulness going on at the edge of what western audiences find acceptable.  But it is 
also clear that Giuliani literally stepped in it when he threatened to cut off funding to the 
Brooklyn Museum where it was displayed in 1999, because it offended his Catholic sensibilities. 
As it seems to always, censorship only served to increase the demand and popularity.  And here 
of course, is the added interest of cultures merging to create a new image, a new synthesis. Things 
may fall apart, but here they come together in what Ofili and Sayre term a "twilight zone," in a 
most unusual and provocative way.    
 
See the Whistler in fig. 678.  Sayre briefly recaps the issue between the artist and the critic 
Ruskin beginning at the bottom of 493-494.   Students may have difficulty seeing why Ruskin 
had a problem with Whistler, or why Whistler was upset.  But this was a very important turning 
point in the history of western art, and makes for an interesting investigation.   
 
In the name of free expression, should anything "go"?   Should any lines be drawn in art 
between what should and shouldn't be shown?   Where should the lines be drawn?  (What would 
Plato say?)   Is it just a matter of public funding?  Should any film be allowed to be shown on 
television at any hour?  If a work of art is offensive to any ethnic group or religious group (etc.) 
should its public display be prevented?   What role should government play in deciding?  etc. 
 
And of course, the recent controversy about the infamous Danish cartoons depicting the 
Prophet Mohammed is a prime example of the question of whether there should ever be limits 
placed upon freedom of expression.   Friendly warning: this topic could easily consume the entire 
discussion.  If you venture into this territory make sure you allow sufficient time to discuss the 
art.   These images are easily accessible on the web if you want to go there.   
 
Finally, a local example:  you may know about the painting at St. Petersburg City Hall which 
was ripped off the wall in 1966 by Uhuru spokesman Omali Yeshitela.  The mural in question 
was a mid-century-vintage caricature of life and entertainment on the beaches painted by George 
Snow Hill, a well-respected painter of genre scenes.  Omali (his name was Joe Waller at the time) 
was incensed at the stereotypical "black-face" way in which African-American musicians were 
portrayed in the painting, and when city officials did not act upon his repeated requests to remove 
the offending mural, he went to city hall, and on impulse tore the mural out of its frame and 
dragged it out of city hall and down the street.  For destroying and taking away the mural 
Joe/Omali was convicted of grand larceny and sentenced to 18 months in prison.  Omali's civil 
rights were not restored for many years.  Should a plaque be placed where the painting had been 
installed acknowledging what happened?   (The place where it once hung has simply remained 
empty to this day).  Were Omali’s actions praiseworthy and courageous, or destructive and 
criminal?  Or… all of the above?   (I only wish I had a good photograph of it to share with you).   
 
If I find a work of art offensive, do I have a right to destroy it?  (if so, under what 
circumstances?  if not, why not?) 
 



PART  IV   THE  POWER TO RAISE  SOCIAL CONSCIOUSNESS 
convenient available images in Sayre:   Shirin Neshat (fig. 25 and 357), Puryear (fig. 449), 
Daumier (fig. 271), Salgado (fig. 327), and Picasso (fig. 699)  
 
The questions from the handout:   3.  Have we possibly become numbed to global suffering by 
seeing it so often depicted in news broadcasts and in broad appeals for financial help?  Does 
over-familiarity with images of suffering "up the ante" in terms of increasing the graphic 
nature of imagery, in order to have an impact?   
 
I have noted that some students in past years have been disturbed by Goya's The Disasters of 
War. They should know that Goya was depicting these atrocities to protest the horrors of war, not 
to encourage that we should become fascinated by barbarism. 
 
Picasso's Guernica (fig. 699):  Over a century after Goya painted his Third of May, his 
compatriot Picasso expressed his outrage over the bombing of a village in northern Spain during 
the Spanish Civil War (event described, page 508).  Sayre takes us through several stages in the 
design of the work.  Probably the most useful thing to do with your students regarding this work 
would be to examine these changes and discuss them.  (The painting is large: over 25' wide). 
Like Goya's Third of May, 1808, Picasso's Guernica is still relevant for us today, and 
AMAZINGLY so (Feb. 2003) due to the effort by UN officials to cover up a tapestry 
reproduction of the Guernica lest it be seen in the background while Colin Powell delivered a talk 
to reporters about our Iraq adventure.  Many pounced on this as amounting to a confession of 
guilt.    
 
The photographer of the famine in the Sudan is Sebastiao Salgado.  He was also the photographer 
of the fine Workers series shown in 1995 at the Ringling Museum, photographs which tell us how 
most of the world makes its living.  I considered showing these in the lecture, but opted for his 
Sudan images (to make the point of the risk of over-familiarity with images of suffering).  The 
Workers book (Aperture Press) is available in the EC library.    
 
Make sure that students note how Bourke-White's images are clearly an echo of Goya's 
Disasters of War. There were other photographers in the concentration camps of course besides 
Bourke-White.  I focus on Bourke-White since she is represented in Sayre with another image. 
Bourke-White's quotation in the lecture (which was not necessarily specifically made in reference 
to the concentration camp photos):  "Sometimes I come away from what I am photographing sick 
at heart, with the faces of people etched as sharply in my mind as on my negatives.  But I go back 
because I feel it is my place to make such pictures. Utter truth is essential, and that is what stirs 
me when I look through the camera..."  She said of her Buchenwald experience, "Sometimes I 
have to work with a veil over my mind.  When I photographed the murder camps the veil was so 
tightly drawn that I hardly knew what I had taken until I saw the prints of my own photographs." 
 
The other side of the coin (ethics):  is the question of when photography (or any journalistic 
medium) becomes intrusive.  (Who among us would want cameras in our faces should we 
experience a tragedy?)   Consider the case some years ago of the photographer who won a 
Pulitzer for his photo of a starving baby in Africa being shadowed by a vulture.  The 
photographer was criticized by some for not intervening and helping; (the photographer later 
committed suicide).   
 
Moreover:  others question whether the proliferation of images of those who starve or who are 
victims of conflict or injustice or disease does not actually risk "aestheticizing" such suffering. 
Might some photographers perhaps be more concerned with gaining recognition for the power of 



their work, or might museums or galleries be more concerned with the worth of their collections? 
   
And finally, do we as the audience look at such images and say "what can I do?" or do we say 
instead "oh my, what a powerful image," and then nod, and go on with our lives unchanged?   
 --------------------------- 
In this lecture the larger notion of "imagery" includes a couple of things which are not art;  the 
Virgin of US-19 for example (vandalized and destroyed, alas, on March 1, 2004).   
 
  


