
Beholding the Man: The Power and Pain
of Ecce Homo

Ecce Homo by Caravaggio (?) at the Prado. I can hear the
security guard now!



On my recent trip to Madrid, I had the chance to see the newly
unveiled Ecce Homo at the Prado, a painting believed to be by
Caravaggio. However, I find myself skeptical about its attribution. The
dating places it in his later period in Naples, but stylistically, it resonates
more with his earlier works, if at all. The strong use of light and shadow is
reminiscent of Caravaggisti more than Merisi’s, and the way figures are
treated, suggest echoes of his youth rather than his mature style. This
disconnect raises questions about the complexities of dating and
attributing art, especially works from such a turbulent time in
Caravaggio’s career.

Ecce Homo—”Behold the Man.” A phrase uttered by Pilate, but in painting,
it’s more than just a biblical moment. It’s an image of suffering, exposure,
and recognition—or lack thereof. There’s something uncomfortable about
these depictions: Christ, beaten and humiliated, made a spectacle before
the crowd. He is both king and victim, sacred yet mocked. Artists have
returned to this moment for centuries, not just to retell the Passion story
but to wrestle with deeper questions about power, vulnerability, and what
it means to really see another person.

The phrase Ecce Homo—“Behold the Man”—captures a profound
theological paradox within the Passion narrative. Pilate’s words (John
19:5) seem to present Jesus both as the King of the Jews and as a
humiliated criminal, crowned with thorns rather than a royal diadem. The
inscription above Christ’s head on the cross (John 19:19), “Jesus of
Nazareth, King of the Jews,” amplifies this irony. While Pilate’s statement
could be seen more as a political gesture in the context of Roman
authority and a question of Jesus’ messianic claims, the truth embedded
in this moment transcends his intentions: Christ’s kingship is revealed
through sacrifice, not earthly power. This tension invites deeper reflection
on how we understand divine kingship—not as dominance, but as a
vulnerability that paradoxically holds all power.

In Western Catholic painting, Ecce Homo serves as a profound visual
commentary on the tension between Christ’s divine kingship and his
earthly humiliation. Artists such as Caravaggio, Titian, and Rembrandt
have captured the scene with an intensity that underscores this paradox.
Christ, bound and crowned with thorns, is portrayed not just as a suffering
man but as the focal point of redemption. In these works, the duality of his



nature—both human and divine—becomes palpable, encouraging the
viewer to confront their understanding of kingship, suffering, and
salvation through the lens of Christ’s sacrifice.

The Ecce Homo theme, originating in early Christianity, traces a
complex philosophical journey through humanism and beyond.
In the Renaissance, it highlighted suffering as central to human
dignity, a paradox of vulnerability and strength. This duality of
human frailty and resilience persists in philosophical thought,
provoking reflection on the nature of suffering, redemption, and
the complexities of the human condition. The theme continues
to influence thinkers, encouraging deeper exploration into how
suffering shapes both individual and collective existence.

This tension in Ecce Homo is revealed through the way artists have
engaged with the subject, using “picturing” as a tool to convey both
divine kingship and human suffering. In the Renaissance, artists like Titian
or Bosch often depicted Christ’s suffering with an air of quiet dignity,
where his gaze, whether meeting ours or turning inward, suggests both
presence and contemplation. In contrast, Caravaggio and the Baroque
artists push the emotional intensity of the scene further, employing stark
contrasts of light and shadow to amplify the rawness of Christ’s ordeal.
These depictions do not merely visualize suffering; they invite the viewer
to feel the violence, to hear the mocking crowd, to experience the visceral
reality of Christ’s vulnerability. This technique shifts the act of “picturing”
into a more embodied experience, bridging the divide between observer
and the scene, compelling the viewer to confront the deeply human, yet
paradoxically sacred, nature of the moment.

Nietzsche, of course, couldn’t resist borrowing the phrase, twisting it for
his own purposes. His Ecce Homo wasn’t about suffering at all, but self-
affirmation. A way of saying, “Here I am, on my own terms.” In a way,
that’s the opposite of the Ecce Homo in painting, where Christ is stripped
of control, turned into an object for others to judge. But maybe that
contrast is the point. The paintings ask something of us—not just to look,
but to decide what we see.



While the Lost Caravaggio: The Ecce Homo Unveiled exhibition at the
Prado presents a newly discovered painting, I remain skeptical of its
attribution to Caravaggio. Regardless of its origins, the theme of Ecce
Homo remains a profound reflection on Christ’s suffering and kingship,
deeply intertwined with theological exploration. This rediscovery
encourages a broader dialogue about how this moment of humiliation,
vulnerability, and sacrifice has been visualized across centuries. For more
information, visit the Prado’s website.
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