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Ecce Homo was painted by Antonio Ciseri - a 

significant 19th century Italian artist who 

rejuvenated religious painting. Trained in Florence, 

he was strongly influenced by Italian Renaissance 

artists, particularly Raphael. With almost 

photographic clarity, he meticulously painted 

detailed furnishings, period clothing and 

architecture in his religious works. He often 

employed the device of a central figure who looked 

out of the piece, directly connecting with the 

viewer. An accomplished portrait artist, he received 

many commissions from churches in Italy and 

Switzerland. He died in Florence on 8 March 1891. 

 

My age group would be familiar with this painting, 

found often in devotional manuals. I probably first 

saw it as a child on the Columban calendar. Ciseri’s 

take on this scene is enigmatic. We don’t see 

Pilate’s face at all, and so we have to infer from his 

gesture the words he is addressing to the crowd. 

We are viewing the scene as if we were a 

participant, perhaps one of Pilate’s of servants. 

 

Ciseri has Pilate leaning towards the crowd - 

probably better described as a “mob” - his left foot 

on tiptoe, pointing to the pathetic Figure beside 

him. Pilate almost seems to be moving in front of 

us. Were his words uttered with a contemptuous 

sneer that reflected Rome’s attitude towards 

physical weakness? Ciseri has reflected Rome’s 

might by including a triumphal column to Pilate’s 

right shoulder. Such columns (brackets never seen 

in Jerusalem) can be seen everywhere in Rome. 

They usually commemorated some battle won by 

the seasons. But here is the battle Caesar is going to 

lose. “Mine is not a kingdom of this world,” Jesus 

says to Pilate (John 18:36). 

 

Within a few hours, Jerusalem will be rocked by an 

earthquake, and total darkness will envelop the city. 

Tombs will open and their dead will enter the holy 

city. Such amazing phenomena will justify the fears 

of Pilate’ss wife. She had “sent him a message, 

‘have nothing to do with that man; I have been 

upset all day by a dream I had about him’” 

(Matthew 27:19).  

Ciseri has cleverly placed her to the right of the 

picture. Her face shows the anguish she feels as she 

realises her husband’s cruelty. She places her hand 

on her maid’s shoulder for emotional support, and 

slowly withdraws. 

 

Pilate’s wife is saying something to us. If she could 

feel so much sorrow for that dignified Figure simply 

because she sensed that somehow something was 

awry, imagine her agony if she had known the grim 

reality unfolding before her eyes. “Here is your 

King” says Pilate behind her back (John 19:14). And 

she hears the mob’s reply as a prostitute 

themselves: “we have no king but Caesar” (John 

19:15). By my sins I have said the same. 
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