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The layout of these images from the Miserere et Guerre series was inspired by the 
architecture of the Duke Chapel and the Lenten season of the Christian 
calendar. Each side of the Chapel building offers viewers an opportunity to 
undertake a kind of Lenten pilgrimage towards the altar which stands front 
and center. The parallel sequences of images on each side can be experienced on 
their own or in dialogue with the other—they mirror each other and yet are 
distinct. There are six groupings of three on each side. The remaining images 
from the series can be viewed at the Nasher Museum of Art from March 18 to 
July 25. 

 

I. The title image and the first grouping invoke the penitential prayer of 
Psalm 50/51 (“Have mercy on me, O God”) in and through depictions of 
Christ’s suffering. On each side we begin with a profile of Christ burdened and 
bowing low in humility. Next, the artist “zooms out” to show how this 
suffering afflicts the entire body. Perhaps especially in the images on the left side of the chapel, the gritty and grainy 
effect from the gouging and burning of the copper plates only deepens our perception of the violence inflicted upon 
the body. Finally, the captions make explicit what will be implied in the reoccurrence of these same bodily postures 
later in the series: Christ’s agony is present in the bodies of those who suffer. In this way, Christ both takes on and 
gives form to the world’s suffering. For Rouault, Christ’s image is the lens through which everything that follows 
should be viewed. 

II. The next two groupings offer portraits of suffering and willful ignorance. On the left, the caption of the first 
employs a well-known pun in French to identify this woman’s occupation as prostitute. The “well-bred lady” in the 
third image, clearly shares similar physical features, though her self-righteousness and sense of propriety seems more 
like a mask. The images on the right, also echo these “masks” and emphasize society’s penchant for self-delusion and 
self-deception. 

III. The third grouping emphasizes in particular the injustices of various power structures and the helplessness of its 
victims. Indeed, the condemned man knows not just how hard it is to live but how hard it is to keep on living. A 
moment of tenderness between a mother and child is undercut by the terrible the subjunctive of the caption: “it 
would be…” But even in these images of hopelessness and despair, we see echoes elsewhere in this series which 
transfigure them without diminishing the reality of their pain. Note again how the bodily postures resonate with 
depictions of Christ and the Madonna. 

IV. Having attended to Christ’s suffering and the human capacity for destruction and self-deception, the viewer is 
confronted with terrifying questions: Don’t we all wear masks? Are we not all convicts? The questions stand as a kind 
of midway threshold, prompting viewers to admit their complicity in what has come before even as it invites them 
into a deeper meditation on death—both the kind we ought to fear, and the kind we must undergo to find ourselves. 
Perhaps like Dante, we must descend further before we can ascend. 

V. In this fifth grouping, death is no less present nor less real, but the tone has begun to change. Even the cross has 
been transfigured into a symbol for resurrected hope. On the left, the skulls remain in gruesome piles, but the exit to 
their tomb has been marked. On the right, these skeletons motion to one another while crosses form the backdrop for 
their procession. Perhaps most importantly, on each side, watching over bodies which have been crushed like grapes 



in war or cut down by the sword is Veronica’s veil. According to Christian tradition, the woman who wiped Christ’s 
face on his way to Calvary received the exact image of Christ’s face permanently imprinted on her veil. For this and 
for her extraordinary compassion, she has been known as Veronica and the veil, the “true-icon” of Christ. 

VI. In this final grouping, we return once again to images of Christ crucified, though in comparison to the ones at the 
very beginning, these radiate with joy and hope. The images also point to a new possibility of being identified with 
Christ. On the left, the sequence implies that obeying Christ’s command to “Love one another,” entails not only 
recognizing and knowing Christ’s resurrected body, but perhaps ourselves becoming “Veronicas” or “true-images” of 
Christ in as much as we demonstrate compassion to those who also suffer on the long road to Calvary. Or, as the 
sequence on the right suggests, we are not only healed by Christ’s wounds, but that healing implies being made into 
the true image of Christ. Indeed, this is the New Day song the church sings on Easter.  
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About the Artist: 

Georges Henri Rouault was born 
on May 27, 1871, while his 
mother took refuge in a cellar 
basement during a bombardment 
of Paris. After an apprenticeship as 
a stained-glass painter, Rouault 

studied under Gustave Moreau at the École des Beaux-
Arts in Paris from 1891 - 1898. After Moreau's death 
in 1898, Rouault was appointed curator of the Musée 
Moreau in 1903. 

Early on, Rouault showed tremendous promise as a 
painter in a classical style and he won several major 
prizes. Around 1905, however, Rouault’s style 
changed markedly and he begin to paint with what he 
himself described as an “outrageous lyricism.” His 
work from this period reflects modernity’s 
disorientations and distortions and focuses primarily 
on those who have been marginalized by society, 
especially prostitutes and circus performers. His 
disturbing portraits have often been associated with 

the Fauvist movement, though Rouault always kept a 
critical distance from the major artistic movements in 
the early 20th century.  

Encouraged by his art dealer Ambroise Vollard, 
Rouault concentrated on graphic art between 1913 
and 1927. The most famous series of this period is the 
extensive Miserere et Guerre cycle which was finished in 
1927 and published in 1948. In his later years, 
Rouault focused almost exclusively on religious 
subjects, which he interpreted in an icon-like 
austerity, with intensely brilliant colors reminiscent of 
medieval stained glass windows. 

Despite his unassuming, workmanlike temperament, 
Rouault received significant acclaim during his 
lifetime. His first one-man exhibition took place at 
the Galerie Drouet in 1910. Large retrospective 
exhibitions followed at the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York in 1945 and at the Kunsthaus Zurich in 
1948. Georges Rouault died at the age of 87 in Paris 
on February 13, 1958 and was the first artist to be 
given a state funeral in France. (Adapted from 
www.georges-rouault.com) 
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