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Andres Serrano, Immersion (Piss 
Christ), 1987

Identity Politics,
US Politics, and 

Religion



What is the relationship between art 
and politics?



What is the relationship between art 
and identity?



Andres Serrano, Immersion (Piss Christ), 1987 

“Serrano's picture is a 60-by-40-inch 
cibachrome of a crucifix seen through a swirling 
haze of bubbly yellow liquid-the artist's own 
urine. The photograph is one of eight by 
Serrano in an exhibition called "Awards in the 
Visual Arts" (a/k/a AVA). The seventh 
incarnation of a prestigious show sponsored by 
the Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art, 
the exhibition was seen at museums in Los 
Angeles and Pittsburgh last year and ended its 
tour at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts in 
Richmond on January 29, 1989.”

http://www.robertatkins.net/beta/witness/cult
ure/nea/serrano.html



Andres Serrano, Immersion (Piss 
Christ), 1987 

Senator Alphonse D’Amato denouncing NEA funding to 
Andres Serrano and other artists before congress, May 18, 
1989.



Andres Serrano, Immersion (Piss Christ), 1987 

Coco Fusco: Your use of Catholic symbolism stands out in 
part because you are operating in a predominantly 
Protestant context. An attraction to the sensuality and 
the carnality that you bring out in your Catholic 
iconography can develop, since Protestant symbolism 
looks rather pale by comparison. How would it affect 
your work to be exhibited in a Catholic context?

Andres Serrano: I have always felt that my work is 
religious, not sacrilegious. I would say that there are 
many individuals in the Church who appreciate it and 
who do not have a problem with it. The best place for 
Piss Christ is in a church. In fact, I recently had a show in 
Marseilles in an actual church that also functions as an 
exhibition space, and the work looked great there. I think 
if the Vatican is smart, someday they'll collect my work.



Andres Serrano, Madonna and Child II, 
1989 

CF: Does your interest in Catholicism have to do more 
with an attraction to the iconography or is it about 
wanting to make a social or political comment about 
what the Church represents?

AS: Look at my apartment. I am drawn to the symbols 
of the Church. I like the aesthetics of the Church. I 
like Church furniture. I like going to Church for 
aesthetic reasons, rather than spiritual ones. In my 
work, I explore my own Catholic obsessions. An artist 
is nothing without his or her obsessions, and I have 
mine. One of the things that always bothered me was 
the fundamentalist labeling of my work as "anti-
Christian bigotry." As a former Catholic, and as 
someone who even today is not opposed to being 
called a Christian, I felt I had every right to use the 
symbols of the Church and resented being told not 
to.



Andres Serrano, Heaven and Hell, 1984 Anti-clerical commentary

CF: At the same time you have expressed concern about the Church's position on many 
contemporary issues.

AS: I am drawn to Christ but I have real problems with the Catholic Church. I don't go out of 
my way to be critical of the Church in my work, because I think that I make icons worthy of 
the Church. Oftentimes we love the thing we hate and vice versa. Unfortunately, the 
Church's position on most contemporary issues makes it hard to take them seriously.



Andres Serrano, Nomads (Sir Leonard), 1990   Andres Serrano, Nomads (Rene), 1990



The Personal is the Political:
Activism, Queerness, Being Gay  



Mapplethorpe, Photographic Collage, 
1971

Lloyd Ziff's 1960s portrait of Robert 
Mapplethorpe and Patti Smith



Robert Mapplethorpe, Self-Portrait, 1972 



Robert Mapplethorpe, Self-Portrait, 1988





Robert Mapplethorpe, Self-Portrait, 1972 



Robert Mapplethorpe, Self-Portrait, 1978 



Robert Mapplethorpe, Self-Portrait, 
1980



Robert Mapplethorpe, Self-Portrait, 
1980

Robert Mapplethorpe, Self-Portrait, 
1980



Robert Mapplethorpe, Bob Love, 1979 from The Black Book  (1986)  



Robert Mapplethorpe, Man in 
Polyester Suit, 1980 from The 
Black Book  (1986)  



Andres Serrano, Immersion (Piss 
Christ), 1987 

Senator Alphonse D’Amato denouncing NEA funding to 
Andres Serrano and other artists before congress, May 18, 
1989.







The Perfect Moment: Robert Mapplethorpe Photographs, canceled at the Corcoran Gallery, 
taken over by Washington Project for the Arts, Art July 21 – August 13, 1989







Demonstrators express support for The Perfect Moment, an exhibition by Robert 
Mapplethorpe that included nude and sexually graphic photos.



Glenn Ligon, Notes on the Margin of the Black 
Book, 1991–93

1986



Glenn Ligon, Notes on the Margin of the Black Book, 1991–93



REPHOTOGRAPHY and APPROPRIATION

Glenn Ligon, Notes on the Margin of the 
Black Book, 1991–93Robert Mapplethorpe, from the 

Black Book, 1986 



Glenn Ligon, from Mapplethorpe book Robert Mapplethorpe, Man in Polyester Suit, 
1980



“What one's imagination makes of other 
people is dictated, of course, by the laws 
of one's own personality and it is one of 
the ironies of black-white relations that, 
by means of what the white man 
imagines the black man to be, the black 
man is enabled to know who the white 
man is.”

-- James Baldwin

Glenn Ligon, Notes on the Margin of the Black 
Book, 1991–93 



Glenn Ligon, Self-Portrait Series, 
1996-2004



Glenn Ligon, Gold 
Nobody Knew Me #1, 
2007



Richard Pryor, 
comedian
1940-2005Glenn Ligon, Gold Nobody Knew Me #1, 2007



Glenn Ligon, I Agree, 
2007



Glenn Ligon, Negro Sunshine, 2009



Post-Blackness

Glenn Ligon, Negro Sunshine, 2009

This is “the liberating value in 
tossing off the immense burden 
of race-wide representation, 
the idea that everything they do 
must speak to or for or about 
the entire race.”

Thelma Golden, Director of 
Studio Museum in Harlem, and 
Glenn Ligon



Keith Haring, Ronald Reagan Accused of 
TV Star Sex Death, 1980, Xerox copy

Keith Haring (1958–1990)

Bottom Left/Right: Keith Haring, Untitled, 
1980, sumi ink on parchment paper



Keith Haring, Untitled, 1980 



Keith Haring, Untitled (Subway Graffiti), 1982/1985 





KEITH HARING on being arrested: "Actually, my 
drawing on those black panels made me more 
vulnerable to being caught by the cops - so there 
was an element of danger. "I knew I had to be 
careful. I thought, 'Even if a cop catches me, I am 
only using chalk, and I can wipe it off.' Within 
weeks, the idea of doing this started to define 
itself and I started these drawings by getting off 
the train every time I saw an empty panel. So I'd 
get off, do one, and continue on my way…There 
are all the cops wondering what this nerdy white 
boy could possibly have done. So the cop who 
arrested me says, 'I caught him drawing in the 
subway on those black panels.' The cop at the 
desk says, 'So you're the guy who does those 
drawings - hey, Joe, hey Mike... this is the kid who 
does the subway drawings!' So the cops are 
coming out and they want to meet me. They take 
off my handcuffs so they can shake my hand, 
'cause, see, it's almost a year that I've done the 
subway drawings and I'm a celebrity. The cop 
who brought me in felt like a total fool. Of course, 
I was given a regular summons."





Keith Haring in the Pop Shop, NYC, 1986 



Keith Haring, Ignorance = Fear, 1989 



Aids Quilt, 1987-present 



AIDS Quilt, The NAMES 
Project, 1987-present

“The NAMES Project 
works to display The Quilt 
in nearly 1,000 venues 
each year, to conserve 
and care for the aging 54-
ton tapestry and it’s half 
a million piece archive, 
and to encourage and 
support the creation of 
new Quilt panels for this 
ever-evolving handmade 
memorial.”

http://www.aidsquilt.org/



Left and Right: Felix Gonzalez-
Torres, Untitled (Go-Go Dancing 
Platform), 1991 (2004)



An interview with Robert 
Storr tells us that Gonzalez-

Torres’s work is 
“conceptualism used for a 
political or a social end.”   

When asked how he defines 
the political or social 

dimension of art, Gonzales-
Torres responded by saying 

“All art and all cultural 
production is political.” 



Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untitled, billboard, 1991 



Felix Gonzalez-Torres, For Jeff, 1992

The instructions that accompany 
1992's Untitled (For Jeff) encourage 
multiple simultaneous displays of the 
billboard-size banner of an open 
hand that honors the man who 
tended to the artist's dying partner, 
Ross. 



Felix Gonzalez-Torres' Untitled (For Jeff) installed at the 
Museum for Modern Art MMK in Frankfurt, Germany



Felix Gonzalez-Torres' Untitled (For Jeff) installed at the 
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden



In 2010, as part of its 15th anniversary, Artpace presented an exhibition throughout four 
Texas cities (San Antonio, Houston, Dallas and El Paso) comprising 13 billboard works by the 
artist. It was the first exhibition to survey Gonzalez-Torres’ billboard works and garnered 
international attention.



Felix Gonzalez-Torres,  “Untitled” (For Jeff), 1992 at The MAC  in Belfast, 
Northern Ireland



Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Portrait of Ross in LA, candies wrapped in colored cellophane, 1991 



When people ask me, "Who is your public?" I 
say honestly, without skipping a beat, "Ross." 
The public was Ross. The rest of the people just 
come to the work. In my recent show at the 
Hirshhorn, which is one of the best experiences 
I have had in a long time, the guards were really 
in it. Because I talked to them, I dealt with 
them. They're going to be here eight hours with 
this stuff. And I never see guards as guards, I 
see guards as the public. Since the other 
answer to the question "Who's the public?" is, 
well, the people who are around you, which 
includes the guards. In Washington people 
asked me, "Did I train the guards, did I give 
them a lecture?" I said, "No, I just talk to them 
when I'm doing the work." They said, "You 
know we have never been to an exhibit where 
the guards go up to the viewers and tell them 
what to do, and where to go, what to look at, 
what it means." But again, that division of 
labor, that division of function is always there in 
place to serve someone's agenda.” Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Portrait of Ross, 

candies wrapped in colored cellophane, 
1991 



Hide/Seek: Difference and 
Desire in American Portraiture 

National Portrait Gallery
October 30, 2010 through February 13, 

2011 

Annie Liebovitz, Ellen DeGeneres in Kauai, 
Hawaii, 1998



Thomas Eakins, Salutat, 1898         Andy Warhol, Camouflage Self-Portrait (Red), 1986



Marsden Hartley, Painting #47 Berlin, 
1914-15


