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I. Press release 
 

Opening of the exhibition “Andres Serrano. Uncensored Photographs”  

 

On 18 March 2016, the exhibtion “Andres Serrano. Uncensored Photographs” 

opens its doors at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium. 

Through his photography, Andres Serrano unveils an often disturbing reality. 

Relgion, death, sex or violence are omnipresent in the retrospective 

exhibition – the largest one ever organized. But beyond these powerful 

topics and past the “Piss Christ” controversy, the exhibition reveals Serrano 

as an attentive witness to the world and mankind. Five works which were 

judged as scandalous and destroyed during previous exhibitions will also be 

on display, thus questioning the limits of censorship. 

Simultaneously, the Museums will – in the streets of Brussels – present 

Serrano’s brand new series “Denizens of Brussels”, striking portraits of the 

capital’s homeless.  

 

 
 

Andres Serrano, a controversial artist  
 

Born in 1950 in New York, Andres Serrano studied painting and sculpture at the Brooklyn 

Museum in New York. Although he takes photographs, the artist does not consider himself a 

photographer, but more a visual artist who uses photography as a medium. The work of 

Serrano, like that of Mapplethorpe, was at the center of cultural wars in 1989, when his 

photography “Piss Christ” ignited a national debate on the freedom of artistic expression and 

the public financing of controversial artworks. 

 

A complete retrospective 
 

The exhibition offers a comprehensive overview of the artist’s series by placing them in their 

historical and social context: provocation and iconoclasm, blasphemy and critical testimony 

of a world in dereliction, a human story of the individual in its singularity. This way, it takes us 

into the world and mind of the artist. 
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The series: 

• “Immersions” and “Bodily Fluids” unveil both the pictorial – almost abstract – 

dimension of his work and the importance of Christian religion in it. 

• The portrait, another capital and recurring dimension, is especially present through, 

among others, “Nomads”, “The Klan” and “America”, testimonies of a suffering 

humanity. 

• “The Church” and “Holy Works” question his Christian faith. 

• Emblematic works like “The Morgue”, “Objects of Desire” and “The Interpretation of 

Dreams” allow the viewer to go beyond the picture to reach the conscience of 

humanity itself. 

• With “Cuba” and “Jerusalem”, he introduces the place as a subject in itself. Both 

projects significantly transformed his way of looking at things. 

• Finally, with the “Residents of New York” and the “Denizens of Brussels”, the 

experience of the place transforms the art of the portrait by creating a work that both 

sadly topical and timeless. 

• His latest series “Torture” closes the course. 

 

Provocation or realism? 
 

Beyond the provocation that his work is often too quickly reduced to, Andres Serrano has a 

desire to show the world we have created. The latent exhibitionism at the basis of his 

research is only the expression of a deep inner need: to reveal the reality of human 

processes with strong imagery. With work that focuses on the form - framing, cutting, 

composition, treatment of light, articulation of plastic masses - the picture is a reference to 

great art and the tradition of classical painting, beautifying the photographic moment in a 

monumental way. The work of Serrano takes a useful look at our troubled society in which 

mankind becomes a stranger to itself. By showing Serrano, the RMFAB show the values that 

shape us. Against barbarism and intolerance. Against obscurantism and inhumanity. 
 

Five vandalized works exhibited 
 

Three acts of vandalism against works by Serrano (Melbourne in 1997, Sweden in 2007 and 

Avignon in 2011) have been committed.  

Five vandalized works – mainly form the series “History of Sex” – are on display in the 

retrospective exhibition. A lot of didactic material (exhibition texts, audio-guide, video) 

contextualize the work of Serrano and explain the circumstances of the attacks on his art. 

Further, a richly illustrated educational file (see appendix) is available online and invites 

visitors to reflect on provocation, artistic iconoclasm, and censorship. 

 

In order to protect our audiences, the RMFAB have decided to warn the visitors with clear 

labelling as “not suitable for under 16” Only the parents will decide whether to take or not 

their teenage children behind the scenes of human society… Scenes recreated on site: the 
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most sensitive photographs are exhibited in a separate room, barred by a curtain repeating 

the same warning sign. 
 

Serrano in the Streets of Brussels 
 

Simultaneously, the Museums will – in the streets of Brussels – present Serrano’s brand new 

series “Denizens of Brussels”, striking portraits of Brussels’ homeless. (18 March to 30 April 

2016) 

 

During the preparations for their last major exhibition, "2050. A Brief History of the Future," 

which extensively discussed the issue of poverty, the Royal Museums of Fine Arts asked 

Andres Serrano to create a work in Brussels. Just like with the series on New York’s homeless 

“Residents of New York", the artist traveled the streets of our capital in February and March 

2015 to meet Brussels’ poorest. 

 

The result of this immersion in the shadows of Brussels is a series of strong and touching 

portraits. Alongside the retrospective at the Museums, photographs will be on display for a 

month in different parts of the capital (bus shelters, posters, etc.). These displays, accessible 

to everyone, have been set up by the City of Brussels. It echoes the display of "Residents of 

New York" in the halls of the local metro in 2014. 
 

The Maison européenne de la photographie (MEP) in Paris will be showing the whole series 

of Denizens of Brussels from 9 November 2016 to 8 january 2017. 

 

« These monumental portraits, with their troubling beauty, recall “the fallen angels” of 

Géricault or Caravaggio, and they prove particularly meaningful today in a Europe faced with 

the refugee crisis, where fear of the “Other” is on the rise.» 

Jean-Luc Monterosso (Director of the MEP) 

 

The exhibition in a few numbers 

• over 150 photographs 

• complete panorama of all the series of the artist 

• more than 35 years of career (since 1985) 

• the largest retrospective exhibition ever dedicated to the artist 

• 3 acts of vandalism on his works: in Melbourne (1997), Lund in Sweden (2007) and 

Avignon (2011) 

• 5 vandalised works (as well as the video of their destruction) will be on display at the 

exhibition 

• 1 audioguide with explanations by the artist himself  

 

VERBATIMS 

 

“It’s the most amazing, the fullest and the most definitive show dedicated to my work.” 
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“I like to believe that rather than destroy icons, I make new ones. Andres Serrano.” 

 

« Through images, I give something to look at. I do not judge, I do not state something. I give 

something to look at. It’s my job, it’s what I do for a living. I am not a social works. I do not plan 

to revolutionize the world. I give something to look at. » 

Andres Serrano 

 

 

PRACTICAL INFORMATION 
18.03 > 21.08.2016 

fine-arts-museum.be 
 

Opening Hours 

Tuesday > Friday  |  10:00-17:00 

Saturday > Sunday  |  11:00-18:00 

 

Entrance fees 

€ 14,50 adult € 12,50 senior (+ 65 y.o.) 

€ 8 youth (16>25 y.o.), Belgian teacher, person with a physical or mental disability + assisting 

person 

€ 0 Friends of the RMFAB, ICOM member 

Online ticketing: https://onlineticketing.fine-arts-museum.be 

 

Publications 

Catalogue of the exhibition « Andres Serrano. Uncensored photographs » (€ 39)  

Catalogue including the « Residents of New-York » & « Denizens of Brussels » series (€ 30) 

Silvana Editoriale, 2016 

 

Curator of the exhibition 

Michel DRAGUET, general director of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium 

 

This exhibition enjoyed the support of Gallery Nathalie Obadia Paris/Brussels 

 

II. Introduction 
 

Dismissing Andres Serrano’s work all too hastily as merely provocative means failing 

to see his desire to show the world as we have made it. The latent exhibitionism of his 

art is nothing other than the expression of a deeper need to reveal through images 

the human processes that underlie a reality whose social value justifies criticism. 

Serrano bears acute witness to the world in which he operates after exploring its 

outer edges.  
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What the photographer captures through the optical mechanism is not his creation 

but simply something he reveals. Above and beyond this basic choice, his work 

concentrates on form: framing, cutting, composition, the handling of light and 

arrangement of volume. The image takes shape methodically in an interplay of 

references to great art and the tradition of classical painting to endow the 

photographic instant with monumentality. Serrano’s “pictures” are to be seen as the 

survival of a tradition that strives for the “calm grandeur” and “noble simplicity” of 

revealed truths, whose self-evidence underpins their presence independently of 

the  raw character of the subject. Whatever it may be, it speaks only of us. Hence the 

photographer’s ability to focus on what leads us to our choices: what we are in 

ourselves as captured in a portrait; what we do in the theatre of actions that we 

inhabit; what we think, starting from the social or political views we adopt. It is 

therefore not unreasonable to suggest that if Serrano’s images disturb us so much, it is 

precisely because they show what we do not want to see. Our identity. Both what 

we are willing to recognize about ourselves and what some violently reject. 

Unconsciously or deliberately, Serrano arouses this rejection. 

 

The collective unconscious that filters through into the photographic image affects it 

in depth, both within the individual series and in complex relationship between them. 

Hence Serrano’s passion for earlier photographers, like Edward Sheriff Curtis and 

August Sander, who conceived the portrait in the extension of the series, inventory 

and adventure, panorama and catalogue, duration and accumulation all at the same 

time. Each photograph is thus a sort of group portrait, the group being nothing other 

than the “human family.”  

 

With his beliefs deeply rooted in Christianity, Andres Serrano displays acute interest 

in suffering humanity. While The Americans may appear the most optimistic of his 

series at first sight, it should be remembered that it was born as a reaction to the 

trauma of 11 September 2001. Behind the mask of a blood-spattered America, Serrano 

felt the need to link up with the great tradition of recording America’s diversity. This 

multiculturalism rings out as a call to fraternity and renews the biblical message from 

which the photographer has never strayed. 

With Cuba and then Jerusalem, Andres Serrano introduced place as the matrix of a 

relationship in his least monumental and most bookish series. These two works 

altered his vision radically. The pictorial dimension aspiring to monumentality gives 

way here to a more fragmentary approach that takes shape over the length of a 

narrative stretching from the bare place to the people dwelling there, from a form of 

silent topography to portraiture in which the individuality of every experience 

regains all its rights. This fertile dialogue has never ceased to inform Andres Serrano’s 

work. From Residents of New York to Denizens of Brussels, the experience of place 
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transforms the portrait so that the individual transcends his or her limits to encompass 

in the same dynamics what underpins the spirit of the time, the beloved Zeitgeist of 

cultural history of which we are the actors and the witnesses, the authors and the 

victims, all at the same time. 

 

The Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium are delighted to present the first major 

overall retrospective of the artist’s series embedded in their historical and social 

settings. I wish to express my personal gratitude to Andres Serrano and his wife Irina 

for their enthusiasm, cooperation and friendship. Thanks also to all of our partners 

mentioned at the end of the work and in particular to Nathalie Obadia and her entire 

team, above all Constance Dumas. The gallery’s commitment at the service of 

Serrano’s work provided invaluable support. This takes a useful look at our troubled 

societies, where man becomes a stranger to man. By exhibiting Serrano’s work, we 

assert our own basic values and our place in a humanistic tradition that our collections 

mirror, a heritage that is further extended by the photographs gathered together 

here. Against barbarity and intolerance. Against obscurantism and inhumanity. For 

freedom of expression. 

 

Michel Draguet 

(extract from the catalogue’s preface) 

III. Andres Serrano, a controversial artist  
 

“I am known in America as a controversial artist but in Europe I am known simply as 

‘Andres Serrano.’” No one is a prophet in his own land and Andres Serrano’s work has 

not received the attention it deserves in the United States. Or rather, to be more 

precise, it has received a disproportionate amount of attention, simultaneously 

excessive in its extremism and condemnation, and insufficient, confined to a single 

work and a very precise moment in the artist’s career. In short, the controversy of 1989 

has overshadowed the rest of his work. The tree of Piss Christ makes it impossible to 

see the wood of the extensive and complex work now developed for over thirty 

years. 

 

Provocative? Undoubtedly, to some extent. Even though Serrano has sometimes 

defended himself, there has been in his work an assumed dimension of provocation 

and excess, a tendency with respect to his country, the United States, to hit where it 

hurts most and to bite the hand that feeds him, especially during the 1990s. The term 

has, however, been used too often as an insult, indicating the pursuit of provocation 

for provocation’s sake, which is never very far away from opportunism or 

exploitation. Is he then an opportunist? Not in the slightest. As Eric Mézil rightly points 

out, we should not overlook the political dimension of Serrano’s work. Before the Piss 
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Christ affair, his early work developed in the context of Ronald Reagan’s right-wing 

revolution and a battle fought on two fronts: one external against the resurgence of 

American imperialism in Central America (Honduras and Nicaragua) after over a 

decade of disengagement in the aftermath of the Vietnamese fiasco, and one 

internal against the rising tide of economic liberalism and right-wing moralism. His 

trajectory during this period was that of an individual artist, addressing very personal 

questions connected in particular with his Catholic upbringing and Hispanic origins, 

but also of an associate of the New York-based Group Material, of which Julie Ault, his 

wife at the time, was a founder and activist. A group with a constantly-changing cast, 

many of whose initial members studied under Joseph Kosuth at the School of Visual 

Arts, and an interest in social and political issues, Group Material championed a 

collective and participative approach as against the dominant artistic practice. 

Serrano took part in some of their activities and shows in the 1980s. After his markedly 

Baroque early work – such as Crucifix (a crucifix of meat), The Scream (a hanged dog), 

Locked Brains (animal brains in square, transparent container), Heaven & Hell (Leon 

Golub as a cardinal turning his back on a tortured naked woman, cat. 2) and oneiric 

visions of a more intimate nature mostly regarding his relationship with the Catholic 

religion – his works and his vocabulary tookon greater objectivity and simplicity as  

from 1987, with bodily fluids given greater weight in terms of universality and 

ambiguity. Some of the questions that Serrano addressed then, especially AIDS, are 

to be seen in this activist and political context of the period. But while the work 

unquestionably has a political dimension, the artist has always rejected any overly 

one-sided reading of it, cultivating on the contrary, in his photographs as in his 

remarks, an ambiguity for which he has sometimes been criticized.  

 

Serrano is always in-between: between good and evil, good and bad taste, reality 

and theatricality. An artist halfway between “a good guy and a bad guy” pushing the 

envelope in order to test the psychological limits – his own and those of the viewer. 

Just how far can you go? It is possible to see this ambiguity as a defect but also 

possible as what makes Serrano’s work so fertile. Not only because of the fact that for 

him, going too far is the only way to keep art alive and avoid any kind of paralysing 

self-censorship. His work would therefore be political not through commitment in 

favour of an idea but the exact opposite, through withdrawal, the absence of 

opinions, almost by default – through the absence of choice and judgement. It is in 

his absence of a moral position, his decision to accept in front of his camera with 

the same detachment and the same broadmindedness (Serrano uses the Christian 

term “compassion”) both the noblest and the most obscene subjects, that the 

venomous richness of his work lies. If the tree of Piss Christ has sometimes appeared 

to hide the wood of his work it is at the same time because the tree was imposing 

and the wood seemed disturbing or threatening and some preferred to look away. 

Considering Serrano’s work from the 1980s to the beginning of the 21st century today 
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is a bit like having everything you do not want to see placed before your eyes. What 

is repressed in the United States and as a result in the contemporary Western world, 

which Serrano has never ceased to question: bodily fluids and 

secretions/excretions with the associated fears and disgust, first urine, blood and 

semen (Immersions and Bodily Fluids, 1986–90) and then faeces (Shit, 2007); homeless 

people (Nomads, 1990) and racists (The Klan, 1990); the obsession with weapons 

(Objects of Desire, 1992) and violent death (The Morgue, 1992); sexual taboos (History 

of Sex, 1995–96) and forbidden images (The Interpretation of Dreams, 2000–01), and 

finally, bringing together various strands explored in the ten previous years, the USA 

post-September 11 in all its diversity, singularity and excess (America, 2001–04). And 

when Serrano claims that his work is all about language, he should unquestionably be 

understood as meaning not only that many of his images take on a new dimension in 

contact with the words that make up their titles but also that these images very often 

address things that are never spoken of for reasons of fear, disgust and propriety. 

 

His work is all the more astonishing and disturbing in that, far from causing revulsion, it 

attracts. Or rather, it does both at the same time. Whatever its subject, Serrano’s 

photographs are always monumental and heroic in accordance with an approach 

that seldom varies and borrows as much from a certain tradition of history and 

religious painting, baroque and neoclassical above all, as from forms of photography 

that have, for want of invention, been developed to the peak of artificiality in the 

United States. We refer to the studio portrait and advertising photography, two 

genres that usually share the same focus on the sublimation of reality, or what Serrano 

calls the search for visual impact. Isolated against a coloured backdrop, stage-lit, 

often appearing larger than life-sized in the final format of the image, the subjects 

become characters and the world a stage. Everyone and everything is given a 

chance in front of Serrano’s camera, the good guys and the bad guys, beauty and 

ugliness, vice and virtue, good taste and bad, and America presents the viewer with 

this confusion of the values at its peak, for better or worse. This could be seen as a 

reconciliation post-September 11 with an America from which Serrano had apparently 

never ceased to take his distance throughout the previous decade, both 

metaphorically and physically, as this period saw him spending more and more time 

in Europe. It could also be seen, with greater neutrality and justification in my view, as 

a prolongation of the presentation of a certain complexity and ambiguity in American 

society, with Serrano, like Paul Verhoeven in Hollywood a few years before, 

reiterating his love-hate relationship with his own country. 

 

Quentin Bajac 

(extract from the catalogue) 
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IV. Piss Christ and other scandals  
 

Fascination and repulsion for Christian themes 

“I am not a heretic. I like to believe that rather than destroy icons, I create new ones.” 

Andres Serrano’s various series on religion (Early Works, The Church, Immersions and 

Holy Works) reveal both his conflicted relationship with the church and the way he is 

drawn to Christianity. The artist explores his spiritual doubts, his questions about the 

positions of the clergy and the attitudes of the Vatican, seeking both to express and 

to resolve the paradox he feels, torn between fascination and repulsion. This quest 

also constitutes an artistic investigation into the possibility and possible ways of 

representing Christian themes today, of taking up, transforming and revitalizing the 

archetypal iconographic formulas. Serrano situates the photographic medium not so 

much in the history of photography as within the long pictorial tradition, drawing 

inspiration from many masterpieces of Western painting in his work. And for a very 

good reason. He is indeed one of the first photographers to take religion as one of 

his primary subjects. Léon Bovier, Julia Margaret Cameron and Fred Holland Day were 

among the few photographers to address it in the 19th century, and some of them 

immediately gave rise to outcry and accusations of debasing Christian figures by 

their use of photography, a medium considered incapable of transcendence. In 

addressing Christian themes, Serrano places his medium in the history of art and its 

genres, where religion is at the top of the hierarchy established by Félibien in the 16th 

century. Thus the retrospective overview of his work presented in Brussels is an 

opportunity for a better understanding of his various thematic choices. Taking an 

interest both in low subjects like excrement (the Shit series) and in lofty ones like 

religion means embracing the entirety of human life, from its physiological functions 

to its spiritual aspirations. 

 

The art of ambiguity 

As is well known, controversy raged in the spring 1989 over Piss Christ (1987, cat. 12), a 

photograph of an ordinary crucifix immersed in an orange liquid with golden 

bubbles. In the United States, in the late 1980s and the 1990s, Andres Serrano, Robert 

Mapplethorpe and Karen Finley were the focus of protests against art subsidized 

with public funds and regarded as indecent, threatening the social peace or 

ridiculing the values of Christian America. The scandal caused by Piss Christ was set in 

the particular context of the “Culture Wars,” ideological conflictbetween the 

American right and left on moral and religious subjects with a focus on certain artistic 

creations. This conflict was due on the one hand to an “intense politicization of art” 

and the proliferation of transgressive works attacking moral, political and religious 

values, and on the other to the influence of politicized religious groups and figures of 

various faiths, including conservative Jews, Catholics and evangelical 

fundamentalists, who protested against every kind of artistic creation regarded as 
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blasphemous so as to ensure respect for their religion.  Andres Serrano responded 

as follows: “I am appalled by the claim of ‘anti-Christian bigotry’ that has been 

attributed to my picture Piss Christ. The photograph, and the title itself, are 

ambiguously provocative but certainly not blasphemous.” He thus attributed the 

charge of blasphemy to the provocative and ambiguous character of his work. This 

stance can be explained by the fact that the artist feels drawn to transgression and 

taboo subjects. It is true that his works on Christian themes are marked by deep 

ambivalence. Characterized by a great aesthetic quality, they are also the result of a 

transgressive approach that disorients and often disturbs the viewer. This paradox 

illustrates the artist’s relationship with religion. While he no longer claims to be a 

practicing Catholic, he is attracted by Christian art, objects of worship and liturgical 

items, which he collects.The ambiguity of his stance is also expressed in comments 

such as, “I am drawn to Christ but I have real problems with the Catholic Church.” He 

would, however, like his work to hang on the walls of the Vatican: “The best place for 

Piss Christ is in a church. […] I think if the Vatican is smart, someday they’ll collect my 

work.” This duality of discourse is in any case not irreconcilable but rather attests to 

the sincerity of his approach and how he feels torn between the attraction of 

Christian art, which he seeks to renew, and distrust for the clergy. 

 

The offence of urine 

The symbolism of urine in Piss Christ has been abundantly commented on. It is seen as 

a metaphor of the mocking of Christ, a reminder of the human dimension of Jesus and 

a symbol of the human condition. These interpretations offer a convincing defence of 

the use of this bodily fluid by giving it theological grounds. Andres Serrano questions 

the doctrine of the incarnation through the association of urine and the crucifix. By 

taking up the concept of the Word made flesh and making use of urine, the waste 

material of the body, the debased body, he reveals the dual nature of Christ. He 

creates tension between the interior of the body and the representative of God in a 

rift that photography reconciles because the image affords no glimpse of the actual 

liquid used. But this reading does not square with the other photographs of the 

Immersions series, such as Thinker (1988) and Piss Discus (1988), where the same fate 

befalls figurines representing secular icons, respectively Rodin’s Thinker and the 

Discus Thrower. How are we to interpret the use of urine in these precise cases?  

Serrano’s interest in bodily fluids dates from 1985 and the series of that name featuring 

blood, milk, urine and semen. Transgressing the taboo of the body and its secretions, 

the bodily fluids possess aesthetic qualities that turn the system of values to which 

they belong upside- down and recall Andy Warhol’s abstract Oxidation Paintings of 

the 1970s, which closely recall the Bodily Fluids. Moreover, Serrano chose in the 

Immersions series to use tawdry versions of secular and religious icons, cheap mass-

produced articles, thus demonstrating the strong symbolic significance possessed 

by simple figurines of poor quality. The crucifix, “simply a common object that we 
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take for granted,” and the other statuettes plunged into these human liquids in the 

Immersions series embody a whole slice of Western culture, from Greek myths and 

the ancient veneration of the athlete to the romantic intellectual, the devil and biblical 

figures. The photographer thus does not address Christ alone but the individual’s 

relationship with icons of culture, from kitsch religious trinkets to secular objects 

emblematic of collective values, ideals and beliefs. The immersion of these objects in 

urine is a degrading act that can hardly be denied. The use of urine as a means of 

protest has taken other forms in contemporary creation. In 1981 the African American 

artist David Hammons urinated on a monumental sculpture by Richard Serra installed in 

the open air in New York. His performance, which he entitled Pissed Off (1981), was a 

remonstration against the hierarchy of high and low values and the official networks 

of art. This act, photographed by Dawoud Bey, provoked a half-joking and half-

challenging response from the British artist Jonathan Monk, who also soiled a Serra 

sculpture in 1995 (In War Time This Should Be a Tank – Pissing on a Serra, 1995). In 1993, 

during an exhibition at the Carré d’Art in Nîmes, the French artist Pierre Pinoncelli 

attacked Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) by using it for its original purpose. He not only 

urinated in the renowned ready-made but also damaged it with a hammer. He then 

repeated this act of vandalism at the Centre Pompidou in 2006 and wrote “Dada” on 

the urinal. While these actions are critical in character, debasement can also be 

triggered by desire, as in the case of the Aquarelles (Watercolours; 1995–2000) of the 

French artist Philippe Meste, pages from magazines with photographs of models on 

which he ejaculated, a physical response to the effect of these stereotyped 

beauties. These soiled secular icons thus reveal the fantasies they create. Unlike these 

offensive acts of destruction and demystification, Piss Christ conceals any 

iconoclasm. 

Serrano prefers a process of inversion whereby the lowly body fluid serves 

paradoxically to glorify the crucifix: “In my pictures piss is not something repugnant, 

it’s something very beautiful, it’s a beautiful glowing light.”The offence is evident, 

however, and the title plays on this, creating tension between the insult proffered 

and the image resulting from this act, which no longer shows any trace of blasphemy 

– except in the title – and proves on the contrary to possess great beauty. 

 

 

Iconoclasm in response to iconoclastic art 

Serrano’s works have been physically attacked several times. Piss Christ was 

damaged with a hammer by two teenagers in 1997 at the National Gallery of Victoria 

in Melbourne. In Lund, Sweden, ten years later, several photographs of the History of 

Sex series were slashed by four masked activists with neo-Nazi sympathies. In France, 

an exhibition at the Musée d’art moderne in Avignon (2010–11) led to renewed 

accusations of blasphemy on the part of French fundamentalist religious 

organizations. Piss Christ and Soeur Jeanne Myriam, Paris (1991, The Church series), a 
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portrait of a nun in prayer, were destroyed, whereupon Andres Serrano claimed to 

be a “Christian artist”, in no way a blasphemer, and that his work was misunderstood. 

While ignorance on the part of the public is often put forward as the reason for such 

cases of vandalism, Dario Gamboni reveals in his analysis of the destruction of art in 

various contexts that a more complex logic is at work. Vandalism is defined in terms 

of anonymity and meaninglessness, but this is not in fact always the case. The 

iconoclasm of the public sometimes has real motives and constitutes a response 

to artistic creation through violence. In 1999, for example, a 72-year-old Catholic 

named Dennis Heiner smeared white paint over Chris Ofili’s painting The Holy Virgin 

Mary (1996), which rests on two lumps of elephant dung and shows a black Madonna 

with one exposed breast made of the same substance, as a protest against its 

disrespect.Presented in the exhibition Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi 

Collection in New York, the work was violently criticized in particular by the mayor 

Rudolph Giuliani, who considered it blasphemous. The combination of elephant 

dung, an allusion to the sculptures of David Hammons, and the representation of the 

Virgin was shocking, even though the artist, a practicing Catholic of Nigerian origin, 

claimed that the excrement was a reference to nature, fertility and the land of his 

African ancestors. This incident underscores the importance of the context in which 

the outcry occurred. Sensation had been presented in 1997 at the Royal Academy in 

London, where Ofili’s work had aroused no particular reaction. In New York, even 

though the cuttings from pornographic magazines adorning the Virgin’s mantle 

passed unnoticed, the canvas and its offensive content polarized protest against art 

regarded as anti-Christian in much the same way as Piss Christ. 

 

The stigmata of scandal 

Cases of scandal result in the focusing of media attention on the artist, arousing 

curiosity and creating expectations in the public that condition the subsequent 

response to the work. The artist’s reputation can also influence his or her actions. As 

Serrano observes, “I realize that people expect a certain level of provocation from 

me. But when I provoke they get angry, and when I don’t provoke they are 

disappointed.” This encapsulates all the paradox of the controversy, which creates 

tension both in the values of society and the criteria of the sphere of contemporary 

art that defends forms of transgression. Having no intention of denying the violent 

responses that some of Andres Serrano’s works have caused, the exhibition at the 

Royal Museums of Fine Arts in Brussels includes several photographs that have been 

damaged and left in that state. This decision has a dual effect of making the 

iconoclastic acts and the problematic reception of these images visible while 

paradoxically making it possible to defuse their provocative charge by accepting it 

openly. 

Like most of the religious artists who address images of the faith, Serrano believes he 

has the right to appropriate Christian iconography and present an unconventional, 
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subjective vision of it. His work reveals his personal concerns, his relationship with the 

church and his striving to overcome the taboos of the body. Urine shifts the religious 

symbol into the organic realm, mixing the spiritual and the corporeal, Christ and the 

believer. After the scandal of Piss Christ in the late 1980s and the ensuing media circus, 

other artists have followed Serrano’s example and created works on Christian 

subjects that challenge the canons of tradition. These secular variations on biblical 

topics marked by transgression have paved the way for new icons that may give rise 

to outcry but challenge the forms of religious representation and put forward an 

alternative vision anchored in the concerns of artists and present-day society. 

 

Nathalie Dietschy 

(extract from the catalogue) 

V. Preventive measures in the Museums 
 

We mentioned it previously: “Apart from the provocation to which we too quickly 

narrow down his work, Andres Serrano displays a desire to show the world as we 

have created it.” And this is a world full at once of violence, beauty, sex, caring and 

dramas. The resulting images are thus proving incredibly aesthetic and powerful, 

disturbing and crude. They give rise to emotions, like every project undertaken 

within the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium. In this case, three acts of vandalism 

against works by Serrano (Melbourne in 1997, Sweden in 2007 and Avignon in 2011) 

highlighted the need for particular caution with regard to the way these 

photographs are being perceived. How, as an institution deeply committed to the 

diversity and richness of its public, can we exhibit Andres Serrano while preserving 

the true message distilled by his works? How, as a public institution working with 

employees of all faiths and backgrounds, can we exhibit Andres Serrano while 

respecting the values and sensitivity of each? 

 

We chose to take preventive measures on different levels. This started with the 

selection of works: while the exhibited works are the most representative and 

symbolic from the series created by the artist, they are not the most explicit. 

However, in order to protect our audiences, we have decided to warn the visitors 

with clear labelling as “not suitable for under 16.” Only the parents will decide 

whether to take or not their teenage children behind the scenes of human society… 

Scenes recreated on site: the most sensitive photographs are exhibited in a separate 

room, barred by a curtain repeating the same warning sign. 

 

With a decidedly scientific approach, the Royal Museums’ educational service 

(Educateam) manages to convey the intelligence and the basic values of Andres 

Serrano’s thought.  It is the same message, fascinating and challenging, that 
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punctuates the visitor’s journey thanks to the texts posted in the rooms and through 

the audio guides. A richly illustrated educational file (see appendix) is available online 

and can be sent to each teacher/visitor on request. It invites us to reflect on 

provocation, artistic iconoclasm, and censorship. And what censorship! Taking a form 

never seen on the walls of our museums, it is brutally embodied by the exceptional 

presence of works vandalized, with broken windows, mutilated sex, and lacerated 

faith. 

 

Overall, it seems essential to contextualize the work of Serrano in a more than 30-year 

career, hundreds of exhibitions and international recognition where only his talent 

receives attention. We accompanied our teams in a more historical look at the 

concept of blasphemy or scandal: from the “Origin of the world” to tattooed pigs, 

from the Impressionist to degenerate art, we understand the evolution of forms, 

representation, experimentation, everything that constitutes the very essence of the 

study of Art and the intrinsic participation in perpetual cycles of a dynamic which 

nevertheless is constantly renewing itself. What is blasphemy? Is it simply to stage a 

suffering Christ, reason of love from a convinced Catholic artist, turned into a 

commercial object and a pretext for hatred? The work condemns, disturbs, but it 

does not kill. 

VI. Photo series published for the first time: Denizens of Brussels 
 

Spring 2015. At the request of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Andres 

Serrano explored during ten days and nights the streets and hidden corners of 

Brussels to meet its shadow inhabitants. He shot a series of portraits called "Denizens 

of Brussels."  
 

   According to Merriam-Websters’ definition a denizen is:  

"a person, animal, or plant that lives in or often is found  

in a particular place or region.”  

 

Serrano wanted to show marginal citizens by using the streets as a medium: the 

portraits will form an integral part of the cityscape until 30 April. Bus shelters and 

communal displays invite passersby to look at those on the floor, those we no longer 

see. 

The approach is primarily a selfless willingness and openness to the other: each 

homeless person was paid for his "photo shoot" and none of the portraits will be 

sold. These encounters with the denizens of the capital are primarily collaborations, 

exchanges of hope. 
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“Andres Serrano shows with poignant rigour how anyone can end up on the street 

when a system breaks down. He reminds us that even in Brussels, the European 

capital, there is great poverty. Endemic poverty. Dignified and desperate poverty. 

And the poverty of the migrants attracted by the idea of freedom and hope of 

solidarity but then abandoned. Worse still: rejected.” 

Jacques Attali 

 

The European House of Photography in Paris will exhibit the whole series Denizens of 

Brussels from 9 November 2016 to 8 January 2017. 

These monumental portraits, whose disconcerting beauty recalls the fallen angels of 

Géricault or Caravaggio, prove particularly meaningful today in a Europe faced with 

the refugee crisis, where fear of the other can sometimes manifest itself. 

Jean-Luc Monterosso 

Director of the Maison Européenne de la Photographie, Paris 
 
 

It’s already in the 1990s that Andres Serrano showed a particular interest for the 

marginal: for instance the Nomads series or, more recently, Sign of the Times, a 

sequence of cardboards purchased from New-Yorkish homeless people. The 

characteristic photographic dialogues with the homeless came about in 2013 in New 

York, where the artist lives. Struck by the poverty and this kind of “city within a city”, 

Serrano decided to devote a series of portraits to the homeless living in the City 

streets, called "Residents of New York." It was displayed in the halls of the stations on 

the subway line West 4 St. (Greenwich Village) and on bus shelters throughout the 

city. 

 
 

Serrano explained his need to confront his anger at the social conditions currently 

invading all city centres and the fact that we spend so much time not looking at these 
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people, his determination to show their dignity, as Edward Sheriff Curtis did with 

Native Americans in the 19th century, and bring them back into the society that made 

them outcasts. 

 

Although the New York residents and Brussels denizens portray the people living in 

their streets in a similar way, the aesthetics and environmental framework are very 

specific to each city, depicting a geography of poverty. Brussels rediscovers itself as 

a martyr’s nest of victims of the market globalization, inspired by fear of the other 

where "degraded sedentary people", immigrants, political or economic refugees as 

well as precarious workers come together. 

 

VII. A walk through the exhibition 
 

America 

America was done for myself; I didn’t do it for the art world, I didn’t think of it as a 

show that would be interesting for the art world. It is my contribution to the war effort, 

my response to the tragedy that struck New York and America. I felt the need to go 

back to the portrait and work in the studio but with the breadth of what Sander did 

for his inventory of mankind in the 20th century. This work haunted me and constituted 

my constant point of reference. I wanted to contribute to the debate on the 

American identity in its diversity. Mixing ages, genders, contexts and religions but 

also the personal and the public spheres, the world of work and the individual, 

appearance and essence. I wanted to capture the diversity that defines America as a 

project. 

 

The Model 

The model is essential. There’s a story encapsulated and reduced to a face, a pose, a 

gesture, a garment and, at the same time, a possible dialogue through photography. 

My work involves placing people in front of me and waiting for them to reveal 

themselves. It can be quick or never happen. Generally, the model arrives and my 

assistants set things up and take a Polaroid. That’s the starting point. I don’t meet the 

models myself until I feel that they are showing what they have to say. Then I’m ready 

to take the photograph. That’s the crucial moment. The dialogue is established and I 

start to know this person. I’ll live for years with their portraits. They’ll become my 

friends as well as part of my work. I’ll talk about them and remember them. 

 

Bodily fluids 

I worked on the Bodily Fluids between 1985 and 1990. Works like Ejaculate in 

Trajectory and Semen and Blood are sort of self-portraits, so to speak. Identity not 
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through form but through the movement of the liquids that make up most of the 

body. The human dimension takes on another meaning with these bodily fluids, each 

of which has a symbolic dimension. Urine, milk and blood embody life in all its facets. 

Realistic and radically abstract at the same time, these photos opened up different 

horizons for me. Apart from the subject, or its absence, these liquids are transformed 

into an environment for other bodies. Photography thus returned to its peculiar 

objects, starting with sculptures, which take on a more aesthetic appearance when 

immersed in these fluids as well as new symbolic significance. That’s how the 

Immersions came about. It was a way of going back from abstraction to 

representation. 

 

The Klan 

After Nomads I wanted to continue doing portraits but of a person with a mask. When 

I thought of a masked person, I immediately thought of the Ku Klux Klan. The fact that 

I’m not white made it a bigger challenge, as well as the scandal of Piss Christ made me 

a natural enemy of the Klan. It was a challenge for them to agree to be photographed 

by somebody who embodied everything the Klan was against. It was difficult and 

risky too. Some people saw it as a provocation. Perhaps, but these photographs are 

first of all a confrontation, the desire to look them in the eye and represent them, 

because I regard the Klan as the outsider and I am an outsider myself. Aside from our 

antagonism, this similarity interested me.  

 

 

A History of Sex 

Most of A History of Sex was made in Amsterdam, where the team at the Groninger 

Museum hooked me up with people who took me to every place having to do with 

sex : the dark rooms, the fetish parties ... I had plenty of models, plenty of ideas for this 

panorama of sex and the diversity of its practices. That show became very 

controversial, probably also because the Groninger Museum chose the picture Leo’s 

Fantasy as the poster. Through this series, I also got involved with questions raised in 

the United States through the work of artists like Robert Mapplethorpe, with whom I 

had been associated with my Piss Christ. In this work, I didn’t want to beautify the 

sexual practices, with which I don’t in any case identify. I just wanted to make the 

photograph a mirror of our time, a testimony with no militant stance. 

 

Native Americans 

I am a great admirer of Edward Curtis, who took some of the most beautiful pictures 

of Native Americans. In them you discover individuals and symbols at the same time. I 

was inspired by his work in 1990 for Nomads and went back to it for the Native 

Americans series, which also reflects my passion for the construction of the image 

through costume. This gives shape to a series of practices that go back to the dawn 
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of time. And at the same time, this work of memory captures a current way of life. 

These people put on shows or take part in historical reconstructions, for which they 

dress up in different ways. And so they have a lot of costumes that no longer have the 

meaning they had in Curtis’s time but transform their personalities. My portraits are 

thus symbols and individuals at the same time. 

 

Immersion. Piss Christ 

Piss Christ is one of the Immersions. It’s a small mass produced crucifix that I placed in a 

jar with a mixture of urine and blood. As a Catholic, I was brought up in the love of 

Christ, where divinity and humanity, ideal and sacrifice, purity and poverty are mixed. 

And so it seemed natural to me to immerse a crucifix in urine and call it Piss Christ, as 

these are the two components of the work. This photograph isn’t sacrilegious or 

blasphemous for me. It presents the human truth of the Passion, the reality of an ordeal 

borne for us. Crucifixion is a terrible torture, an act of cruelty that is always present. This 

small object that is so familiar to us, that we pray to and touch with love, do we still 

see the horror it represents? My Piss Christ is a Christian work, a devotional work in the 

most traditional sense. 

 

Objects of Desire 

The title of this series comes from the Buñuel film That Obscure Object of Desire (1977). 

I’m a big fan of his work. Having to work in New Orleans, I focused on the weapons 

that circulate there freely and everything a hand gun can mean as a psychic substitute. 

There I met gun collectors − men, never women − who treat these weapons like 

works of art, who respect them, admire them and covet them. The guns I 

photographed were all loaded. The desire was also a threat. I like the idea of looking 

death in the eye, of facing danger. 

 

The Morgue 

The Morgue is a place built up around the human body, which is always present. Each 

photograph works as a portrait, all the stronger because of its singularity. First thing is 

that I wanted to protect the identity of the people. That’s why they are masked. Using 

close-up and focusing on details gives their individual qualities more expression. As 

well as the human being still present, these details symbolize death, sometimes 

horrible and violent barbaric, sometimes cunning and peaceful. The descriptive, 

factual titles give the cause of death. They are just statements. Together, the words 

and images take on a new density. I realized this when I was working at first in 

advertising. The title completes the image and forms an integral part of it. Sometimes 

by clarifying it and sometimes by creating a form of distance that causes 

astonishment, surprise and reflection. 
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Torture 

When I did the Torture series, my latest, I had a very strange feeling because I had to 

act as the torturer and at the same time empathise with the victim. Again, there is the 

duality: suffering and violence, sacrifice and inhumanity, the torturer and the tortured. 

The objects all are real and authentic, used to inflict cruelty through history. I found 

them all over Europe and they remind us of what human beings can do to other human 

beings. In a sense it is like the other side of Piss Christ, the side of violence and cruelty. 

With regard to the subjects, some bear direct testimony and others are actors taking 

part in a tableau vivant. 

 

Cuba 

Many attempts to destroy me or save me involve identification with a Hispanic or 

Afro-Cuban minority. I am an American who has lived all his life in New York. This is my 

primary identity. But I also have origins related to my father, who comes from 

Honduras, and my mother, who was born in Key West but grew up in Cuba. After 

moving to the United States, she never learned to speak English. I therefore also have 

a Hispanic culture and ties with Cuba. I often thought of going there but decided 

against it because there was no precise reason to do so. This desire had nothing to 

do with a possible search for roots. When I was kid, “Cuba” and “Castro” were bad 

words. At the time, I was afraid of being stigmatized as having Cuban blood. Just over 

three years ago, I decided to go to Cuba and discover the reality of that society 

beyond the clichés and prejudices. 

 

 

The cross 

Religion has been one of the subjects of my work from the beginning and the cross in 

particular for the many meanings it embodies. A geometrical figure, instrument of 

torture, symbol of resurrection, the cross is a complex object that arouses passion 

and fear at the same time. This duality has always interested me, especially as the 

figure of the cross can be superimposed on that of the man it represents 

metaphorically. This simultaneously visual and symbolic power has always fascinated 

me. The cross opens the Holy Works series. It obviously refers to Christ, His sacrifice 

and martyrdom, to Good. The snake, like the devil in other works of the series, is Evil 

but the fact that they’re together shows you can’t have one without the other. Good 

and Evil, Heaven and Hell, they’re necessarily linked, consubstantial. 

 

Shit 

Over the years, people often asked me what subjects I would never do. Well, child 

pornography is something absolutely taboo for me. In the same way, the idea of 

working with shit always disgusted me. Years later I thought: “I always push the 

boundaries, and push the buttons of the audience, why not push my own buttons 
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and do something I don’t feel comfortable with?” And so I thought: “I gotta do some 

shit!” The idea behind Shit is that everyone thinks their shit is the best shit. And so it 

functions as a series of ironic portraits. 

 

Holy Works 

The idea for Holy Works came to me while visiting a museum. I realized that while 

religion had always been a central element of my work, I had never really taken 

images inspired by the Bible, as Fred Holland Day (1864−1933) did at the endof the 19th 

century with his photographic portraits of Christ. I also wanted to try out the idea of 

the tableau vivant in the studio, closely mixing reality and fiction once again through 

this apparently paradoxical form. I completed this work in New York without leaving 

my studio, using actors in poses drawn from everyday life as well as painting, old or 

modern, as in this reference to Dalí that informs the composition of Crucifixion I and II. 

 

Residents of New York 

I don’t like the word “homeless”, which is such a cliché. I did Residents of New York 

because these homeless people actually live in the city and it is their home. They are 

on the street but they are residents because they live in the city. This series is the result 

of an invitation from More Art, an association that organizes art installations in public 

spaces. Residents of New York was to be shown in the West 4th Street subway 

station in LaGuardia Place between West 3rd and Bleecker Street as well as several 

nearby places. The photographs were put up as posters in advertising spaces that 

were booked and rented for this purpose. The idea was to show instead of 

advertisements what the passersby generally refuse to look at, the poverty that 

never stops growing and is a threat to society as a whole. 

 

Nomads 

In 1990, after the work of the Immersions on objects in different contexts, I wanted to 

go back to the human being as a concrete presence. And so I started on Nomads, a 

series of photos of homeless people encountered at night in the New York subway. 

After all the uproar over Piss Christ I needed to find myself again. As an outsider, I went 

to meet other outsiders. The splendid portraits of American Indians by Edward Curtis 

were my starting point. Nomads was done in the same spirit: studio portraits against a 

neutral backdrop that isolates the subject from its context. As if these men and 

women living on the street were in a photographer’s studio having their picture 

taken, which is something a homeless person can’t do. 

 

Denizens of Brussels 

I first met Michel Draguet in New York, where he saw my picture of the Residents in 

2014. After that, he invited me to do a series in Brussels. I found it interesting to do it in 

Europe and compare the American experience with another reality of which I was 
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aware through my stays in Europe. The title changed to reflect this different situation. 

Residents became Denizens. This word indicates a living creature, a plant, an insect or 

a human being, that lives in a particular place, which is not necessarily its place of 

origin. There is also an idea of migration, displacement, exodus. This is what I learned 

by seeing their way of life, the cardboard homes they build in the subway. With the 

crisis of migrants that Europe is going through, the phenomenon has grown still 

bigger. 

 

Sign of the Times 

Sign of the Times is not photography and constitutes a completely separate project 

in my work, one that highlights its conceptual dimension. Each homeless person has a 

story that could be ours and this story is often summarized in one or two sentences 

on a sign held up to passersby. I walked the streets of Manhattan buying these signs, 

for which I paid twenty dollars after explaining my intentions to every man and 

woman I met: to collect these fragments of life and put them together as polyphonic 

testimony of the poverty of our world. I walked through New York for a whole month 

and met a lot of people. I talked to them and got to know this world of the streets, 

which takes me back to my position as an outsider. I made a video to show this 

development over time, like a long walk through this topography of destitution. 

 

The Other Christ 

Used as the poster for the retrospective at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, 

this work is part of The Interpretation of Dreams series. It works perfectly in this spirit 

because it takes a different look at the museum’s collection with its numerous 

depictions of the Pietà. Mine looks out of step and it is. As a kid I was a great fan of 

Superman, this hero from the bizarre world of comics, an alternative universe that 

resembles ours while being its exact opposite. This fascination shows through in The 

Other Christ through a reflection on the colour of Christ’s skin. We all think of Christ as 

white but why not imagine him with his white mother? This initial tension gives rise to 

the range of colours suggesting Superman’s costume. Through The Other Christ there 

is an inversion of cultural values and their permanent dialogue. 

 

VIII. Focus on some works 
 

Blood on the Flag 

This photograph was taken a few days after the tragedy of September 11, 2001 in 

reaction to the attacks of which America was the victim. I wanted to testify to this 

simultaneously physical and symbolic wound while investigating the meaning of the 

event. Retrospectively, it constitutes a form of preamble to the America series, which 
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I started soon after. Before returning to the individual studio portrait, which gives the 

person monumentality as the representative of a group, I needed to capture what I 

had felt in the heat of the moment. In all patriotic awareness, even though the term 

“patriotic” doesn’t go down too well in artistic and intellectual circles. 

 

Hacked to Death II 

Hacked to Death, from the Morgue series, is the portrait of a man killed by his wife. 

Even though he was stabbed twenty-three times, I was struck by the strong 

presence of this model, as encapsulated by this wide-open eye staring at the 

viewer. I felt a sort of threat similar to that of the guns in Objects of Desire. We look at 

the photograph but it stares back at us. It erects something against us and confronts 

us. This is an important aspect of my work. 

 

White Nigger 

White Nigger is a photograph of a friend who wanted me to use him as a model of 

one of my works. This is something I refuse to do if a photography doesn’t strike me 

as absolutely necessary. I told him he would have to be changed into something 

unrecognizable that still had a meaning. After talking, he suggested dressing up as a 

black slave. I liked the idea of the change of skin colour, which I also used in The 

Interpretation of Dreams for The Other Christ and White Man’s Burden. I said that if I 

made him black, I would call his portrait White Nigger. He was surprised and told me 

that as a teenager, he used to hang out with black kids and that was his nickname, 

White Nigger. So I made him up but left a bit of his white skin visible. The image is thus 

a lie and the truth at the same time. 

 

The Lake (Budapest) 

I went to Budapest for just one day in 1994. I liked the city and decided to go back to 

make a work out of it. It took me four months to do the entire series. I worked with 

models. In the case of this photograph, these people who look like they’re in love 

actually don’t know each other. I gave them the location and it was only when they 

disrobed and I took the picture that they actually met. The camera shows something 

that doesn’t exist. It lies and tells the truth at the same time. They’re real people who 

present something to our eye in this precise moment. 

 

The Model (Budapest) 

I found The Model in an art school in Budapest. She had been a model for 38 years. 

When I photographed her, she was probably in her late seventies and still posing. At 

some point, my model said, “Can I take a cigarette break?” I said, “Sure, but take it 

standing up.” And I felt that I had my photograph. She stopped doing her job − you 

can see another model posing for painters in the background − and showed herself 

as she really was. 
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A portrait of Taylor Mead 

Taylor Mead was one of Andy Warhol’s models. He posed for me in 2010 for the Holy 

Works series. He was a wit, he was always saying something funny. I remember that 

when he came in, he immediately asked for a drink. My wife, Irina, gave him some 

water, and he spit it out saying : “What are you trying to do, poison me ? I want some 

whisky!” When I was taking Taylor Mead’s portrait, he said to me : “Do you want to 

take a picture of my ass? Andy Warhol took a picture of my ass, actually he made a 

film called Taylor Mead’s Ass.” So I said, “Sure, Taylor, turn around”. So I took a couple 

of images from the back and when I looked at all the film together, I realised that it 

gave a wonderful triptych. In a way you have Taylor looking at the camera on the first 

shot, and the last shot, the third shot, you have him looking away from the camera. I 

think of it as an actor getting off the stage, because Taylor Mead was always an actor. 

He didn’t have to be on stage to perform. 

 

Edip 

In 1995, I was invited to Istanbul, Turkey, by a friend for a very short time. I only took 

two photographs, very different from one other. While I was walking in the city, I saw 

a disabled young man. I was struck by his face in a window and I wanted to 

photograph him in all his reality. Nudity seemed essential to me straight away. 

Symptomatically, the other photograph taken in Istanbul showed two veiled sisters 

whose faces alone can be seen. 

Bodily Fluids 

My work with bodily fluids has more to do with painting than photography. I use milk, 

urine or blood to present large monochromes as well as a sense that remains latent in 

the symbolism of each liquid. The white is not nothing. It’s milk, but also an absolute at 

the same time. The radical nature of this approach seemed essential to me. There is 

only pure colour taken directly from reality and captured by the camera. 

 

Black Supper 

Taken in 1990, Black Supper is the last of the Immersions. I had arrived at the end of a 

road and I hesitated over this subject. Unlike the other Immersions, I used water. 

Bubbles formed accidentally, making it hard to see the subject. They give the 

polyptych this unreal, fairytale effect. These five photographs are not one image cut 

up but five different, separate shots that can form a bigger whole. 

 

Infectious Pneumonia 

For me, the body of the model in Infectious Pneumonia is like classical painting. That’s 

how it appeared to me. I never touched any of the bodies I photographed in the 

mortuary. The sense of drapery and the timelessness of form striving for ideal 

perfection find singular resolution through connection, as the title indicates, to death 
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through illness, an internal process that attacked the body itself. The classical ideal is 

asserted and destroyed by its own built-in obsolescence. Its end is inside it. 

 

Rat Poison Suicide 

In the case of The Morgue, reading the title, which means getting close up, 

sometimes works like a sort of double punch. In this photograph, the initial 

perception from a distance presents a sort of eroticism through the lighting, the 

velvety material and the sensuality of the skin. But it’s a dead body. The eye doesn’t 

realize this at first and the image tells us something different from what it is. What the 

title tells us with the objectivity of the cause of death. Sometimes painful, as in the 

case of these children, who seem to be asleep and who died of pneumonia or 

meningitis. 

 

Prayer (Budapest); Mass (Budapest) 

I photographed these two women praying in two different churches in Budapest. I 

was working there when I saw them. When they finished, I approached and said, “I’d 

love to take a picture of you, the way you were, praying.” So they posed for me, 

praying again. Here too, it is the confusion between reality and the abstraction of a 

pose that interests me. The combination of the two creates a reality at the same time 

as a fiction. 

 

 

Pietà 

The Pietà is an important subject for me. Visually, the entanglement of these two 

bodies, male and female at the same time, is all the more powerful because it has 

generated numerous forms all through the history of art, as in Van der Weyden and 

Michelangelo. Embodying maternal love and the relationship with the mother 

extending beyond death, the subject also has strong personal associations. It is 

reassurance and at the same time a desire everyone has all through their life. I think I’ve 

given this subject, which runs through my work, a variety of meanings going from 

bitter criticism to melting abandonment. 

 

The Hooded Men (Torture) 

The four hooded men belong to Torture, my most recent series. They are not actors in 

a tableau vivant but real members of the IRA (Irish Republican Army) arrested by the 

British police in the 1970s and held in isolation, hooded all the time. This ordeal lasted 

years for some of them. When I met them in the summer of 2015, I asked if I could 

photograph them in the hoods that had altered their personalities so radically. Now 

old, they agreed because the hoods have become an inseparable part of their 

martyrdom despite the years. 

 



   
 

27 

 
 

Untitled X1, X2, X3 (Torture) 

In this case, I took images that struck the collective imagination like the ones taken 

secretly in the prison of Abu Ghraib in Badgad, which went all around the world. In this 

way, the document reveals a second nature where memory is combined with 

aesthetic emotion. I got a real shock from these images, not least because artistically I 

found some of my visual obsessions there (the cross, the mask, the Pietà). Technically, 

it’s a triptych, an assemblage of different photographs arranged in three parts to 

reveal symbolic links that turn this testimony of cruelty into a search for spirituality. 

 

Magdalena 

The Magdalena works also on two levels. First, of course, Magdalena is said to have 

been involved with Christ and maybe bore his child. This is why my Magdalena is 

pregnant. Her belly is round like the earth, full of life and sensuality. Like painting, 

photography works here as representation, visual fiction. But it’s all real. The woman 

who posed for me is my Polish housekeeper. Her name is Magdalena and she was 

pregnant. So, again, there’s sometimes an element of truth in what I photograph and 

of falsehood in what is only a representation. 

 

Ryan McMahon 

This portrait Ryan and his Wife Shelley is important to me because, first of all, these are 

people that I knew. I had bought signs from them two months earlier and I knew the 

part of the city where they usually lived. When I saw them, I approached and got 

down as I always do to speak to them, putting myself at their level and respecting 

their space. I said: “I’m not buying signs anymore but I’m doing portraits of people. 

Can I take your portrait ?” When I looked at Ryan, I saw that his eyes were very yellow 

and he explained he was sick. Three weeks after I did this portrait, another homeless 

person told me that he was dead. It was very touching. 

 

Superman 

I wanted to photograph Christopher Reeve in the Superman costume that had made 

him famous. I rented one in the hope that he would wear it but it was too painful for 

him. It was impossible and I gave up the idea immediately. The costume was left 

sitting in my closet for a couple of days. When I looked at it and thought about the 

absent model, I said to myself that I should take this photograph as testimony of the 

death of a hero. I decided to call it The Death of Superman. It is part of The 

Interpretation of Dreams. 

 

The Church 

In this series, shot in Venice and Paris, I tried to represent men and women belonging 

to the Church and, for the first time, places that constitute both the spiritual context in 

which they move and metaphors of their life of meditation. The portraits are in a way 
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connected with those of the Klan, even though the two have nothing in common. 

Costumes, the idea of a mission and revealed truth that takes you outside your 

personality are all facets I explored in these portraits taken with a mobile studio. Their 

starkness and sobriety are comparable to the photos of the Klan. 

 

The Interpretation of Dreams 

The Interpretation of Dreams was shown for the first time in 2001. I wanted to create 

images that had nothing to do with one another. And so I was very free to 

experiment, to explore, to be imaginative without the confines of a theme. I was a 

great reader of Freud as an adolescent. My mother had lots of psychotic episodes 

and psychoanalysis enabled me to put a name to what I didn’t understand, to 

penetrate what was going in inside her head and sometimes made her different. The 

photographs of the series are attempts to understand the insanity that also lives in the 

imagination: a door open onto another truth of the world. 

IX. Activities around the exhibition 
 

Different activities are organised in the context of the retrospective exhibition dedicated 

to Andres Serrano.  

 

Meet the artist 

Andres Serrano will explain his work in person to some lucky visitors on Saturday 19 

March at 14:30. A unique chance to meet the artist and to talk to one of the big names 

of the contemporary art scene. 

Price: exhibition ticket 

Reservation: https://onlineticketing.fine-arts-museum.be/tickets.aspx   

 

Guided tours 

There will be guided tours with the educational services’ art specialists on Saturdays 

11 June and 9 July. In French at 14:00 and in Dutch at 15:00. Tours is English are available for 

groups on request. 

Reservation: reservation@fine-arts-museum.be  

 

Recyclart 

“Denizens of Brussels”, the exceptional series of portraits of the city’s homeless, will 

be displayed around Brussels, in the RMFAB (combined with images from “Residents 

of New York” as an introduction to the large retrospective) and at Recyclart, the urban 

art centre of the City of Burssels. Andres Serrano will hold a conference there on 

Friday 18 March at 9:00 p.m. 

18.03 2016 > 01.04 2016  
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Opening 18.03 19:00  

Conference 18.03 21:00 

free entry 

 

Bruxelles Congrès Station 

Boulevard Pacheco, 38 

1000 Brussels 

http://www.recyclart.be/fr/agenda/-the-denizens-of-brussels-residents-of-new-

york  

 

 

Art Brussels 

The prestigious contemporary art fair will present the large Andres Serrano 

retrospective during their 34th edition. Private viewings and conference are on the 

program.  

22.04 2016 > 24.04 2016  

Tour & Taxis (new location!)  

www.artsbrussels.com 

 

 

Summer of Photography  

The meanwhile famous photography biennial in Brussels organized by Bozar will 

integrate the Andres Serrano retrospective at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of 

Belgium in its summer program. Advantages will be available for visitors who visit the 

different locations. 

 

 
17.06 2016 >04.09 2016  

BOZAR and other places  

 

X. Publications 
 

Two catalogues are published on the occasion of the great events around Andres 

Serrano. The first one is devoted to the retrospective Andres Serrano. Uncensored 

Photographs at the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium. The book offers a rich 

overview of the American artist’s photographic series. The most iconic photos, as 

well as works that were vandalized at previous exhibitions, are right next to 

unpublished works which reveal an artist who is an attentive witness to the world and 
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the people living in it. If religion, death, sex and violence 

permeate his work, the authors go beyond the issue of 

controversy. These images reveal a complex and 

thoughtful artistic approach. Moreover, the commentary 

by Andres Serrano himself plunges the reader 

completely in the artist’s universe.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Title  Andres Serrano. Uncensored photographs 

 

Authors  Quentin Bajac, Germano Celant, Nathalie Dietschy, Jan Koenot 

 

Technical information 

  

ISBN :  9789077013120 

Release:  11.03.2016  

Finishing: hardcover, 23 x 28 cm  

 

Pages :  240p.  

Illustrations:  130  

Language:  3 editions: French, Dutch, English 

Publisher:  Sylvana Editoriale  - RMFAB 

Price:    € 39 

 

 

The second catalogue presents two series of pictures of the homeless: the 

“Residents of New York” and the one, previously unpublished, of the “Denizens of 

Brussels” 

Title  Andres Serrano. Denizens of Brussels / 

Residents of New York 

 

Author Michel Draguet 

 

Technical information 
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ISBN :   978 88 36 6325 96 

Release :  11.03.2016  

Finishing :  hardcover, 23 x 28 cm 

  

Pages:  184p.  

Illustrations:  100  

Language:  1 editionFrench, Dutch, English 

Publisher:  Sylvana Editoriale  - RMFAB 

Price:    € 32 

 

The publishers created an exclusive package (€ 250) which holds the two 

catalogues mentioned above (retrospective/Residents & Denizens) as well as an 

exclusive numbered picture signed by the author. 

XI. Collaborations 
 

This exhibition benefited from support by the Galerie Nathalie Obadia Paris / 

Bruxelles. 

 

With spaces in Paris and Brussels, Galerie Nathalie Obadia is a contemporary art 

gallery of international stature. 

 

In 1993 Nathalie Obadia opened her first gallery in Rue de Normandie, Paris. In this 40 

square-metre space she showed work by the new generation of French artists, 

including Carole Benzaken (Prix Marcel Duchamp, 2004) and Pascal Pinaud, who have 

since been joined by numerous artists from further afield, notably Jessica Stockholder 

(United States), Fiona Rae (United Kingdom) and Manuel Ocampo (Philippines). 

Having moved into the space formerly occupied by Yvon Lambert in Rue du Grenier 

Saint-Lazare in 1995, by the end of the 1990s Nathalie Obadia had established her 

position, resolutely backing her artistic choices and intuitions on the world art market 

whether by exhibiting new artists like Frank Nitsche and Lorna Simpson, who had their 

first French exhibitions with her, or supporting confirmed figures like Shirley Jaffe.  

 

In 2003 the gallery moved to its current address at 3 Rue du Cloître Saint-Merri, a 

space of 500 square metres well suited to showcasing the work of new artists like 

Michael DeLucia, Jorge Queiroz, Chloe Piene, Patrick Faigenbaum, Guillaume Bresson 

and Luc Delahaye (Prix Pictet, 2012). In addition to this prospective work, the gallery, 

now a reference on the contemporary art circuit, revisited the historic contribution of 
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abstract minimalist Martin Barré (d. 1993). In 2010 two major figures joined the gallery: 

filmmaker Agnès Varda and artist Sarkis, thus gaining a new international visibility. 

 

By opening a space in Brussels in 2008, Nathalie Obadia became one of the first 

French gallerists to create a contemporary axis between the two cities. Appointed 

an Officier des Arts et des Lettres in 2009, Nathalie Obadia is continuing the 

development of her gallery with the opening of a new space in Rue du Bourg-

Tibourg in 2013, twenty years after the creation of her original space in 1993. This 

addition provides artists and collectors with a new range of possibilities for 

exhibition and cements her position at the forefront of the contemporary art scene. 

Artists from the gallery appear regularly in the programs of prestigious cultural 

venues. Lately, Youssef Nabil (Egypt) was exhibited at the Maison Européenne de la 

Photographie in Paris (2012), while Lorna Simpson presented her first European 

retrospective at Jeu de Paume, Paris (2013). Sarkis represented Turkey at the 56th 

Edition of the Venice Biennale (2015), the same year Valérie Belin (winner of the Prix 

Pictet 2015) had a solo show at the Centre Pompidou . In 2016, Andres Serrano is 

invited by the Musées Royaux de Belgique (Brussels) for a masterful exhibition, while 

the australian artist Brook Andrew will benefit great attention with a major 

retrospective of his work at the National Gallery of Victoria, in Melbourne. 

In 2012 the gallery list grew further when Nathalie Obadia was joined by the Chinese 

group Xu Zhen by MadeIn Company, in 2013 by Fabrice Hyber, Valérie Belin, Joris Van 

de Moortel and Mickalene Thomas amongst other artists, in 2015 by Andres Serrano 

and the french artist Laure Prouvost (winner of the Turnez Prize 2013), and in 2016 by 

Edgar Arceneaux.  

 

Galerie Nathalie Obadia exhibits regularly at leading art fairs, notably FIAC (Paris, 

France), The Armory Show (New York, United States), Art Dubai (Dubai), Art Genève 

(Geneva, Switzerland), Frieze London (London, United Kingdom), Frieze New York 

(New York, United States), Art Brussels (Brussels, Belgium), Art Basel Hong Kong (Hong 

Kong, China), Art Basel (Basel, Switzerland), Art Basel Miami Beach (Miami, United 

States), Paris Photo (Paris, France), ARCO (Madrid, Spain).  

 

 

XII. Selection of press visuals  
 
The high resolution images can be downloaded here : 

http://down.fine-arts-museum.be/serrano_press_pictures.zip 

http://down.fine-arts-museum.be/serrano_copyrights.zip  

 



   
 

33 

 
 

XIII. Practical information 
 

Hours 

Tuesday > Friday  |  10:00-17:00 

Saturday > Sunday  |  11:00-18:00 

Closed on Mondays and 1 May 

 

Ticket prices 

€ 14,50 adult € 12,50 senior (+ 65 y.o.) 

€ 8 youth (16>25 y.o.), Belgian teacher, Person with a physical  

or mental disability + assisting person 

€ 10,50 adult group € 3,50 school group 

€ 0 Friends of the RMFAB, ICOM member 

Online ticketing: https://onlineticketing.fine-arts-museum.be 
 

Curator of the exhibition 

Michel Draguet 

general director of the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium 

XIV. Contacts 
 
 

Communications & External relations    

Isabelle Bastaits 

T + 32 2 508 34 09  M + 32 479 24 99 04          

Isabelle.bastaits@fine-arts-museum.be 
 

 

Press 

Samir Al-Haddad 

T + 32 2 508 34 08  M + 32 472 50 00 14 

samir.al-haddad@fine-arts-museum.be 
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XV. Sponsors & Partners 
 

 
 

XVI. Annexes 
 

Press information about the “Giants” by David ALTMEJD 


