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oly Thursday in Assisi. In front of the H Church of Santa Chiara the buses from 
Vienna, hlunich, hlilano keep unloading droves of 
Holy Week pilgrims. Their cameras start clicking the 
moment they have stretched their legs. Inside Santa 
Chiara the nuns’ limpid Gregorian chant wafts 
around the miraculous cross that one day, long ago, 
conversed with Saint Francis, Flashbulbs are pop- 
ping. 

Saint Clara, Francis’s saintly girl friend, lies en- 
tombed in the crypt below. From her grave a’ sexy 
little voice lisps: “Francays? Ingleesh? Doitsch?” 
Reassuringly it originates from behind the heavy veil 
hiding a nun whose task it is to show the relics: 
“ECCO Santa Chiara’s embroidered slippers . . . uoilC; 
la chcmisc she sewed with her own hands for Saint- 
Franqois . . . I t 1  dicsem Bokal sehcn Sie-it is a jar 
filled with platinum-blond curls-Sank Clara’s Haarc. 
. . . Sic wur  slicr shiiii. . , Ellc c h i t  trks bclle . . . 
Dellissimn. . . .” 

Again, the fourth time in this Holy Week, I have 
driven the little rented car up the winding hill and 
into Assisi in order to puzzle once more in front of 
Cimabue’s crucifixion. It has drawn me back from 
Spoleto, Gubbio, Perugia, as if it were a brand new 
mistress. When ten or fifteen years ago I first saw 
this Crucifixion, it was just another badly mauled 
painting to me, I hardly gave it a thought. But this 
time I am bewitched. A t  first glance I moticed that 
it was not really’ a Crucifixion at all but the negative 
of a Crucifixion. There is a secret here, and I can’t 
let go, have the distinct feeling that I am on the 
point of decoding a riddle. 

In the .parking lot of the Basilica Inferiore the 
little Fiat finds a spot behveen the huge flanks of 
tourist buses. Inside the church a histrionic High 
Mass is in production. The choir is singing its heart 

FREDERICK FRANCK is the author-artist of The Zen of 
Seeing. 

out in bel canto from the neoliturgical jukebox. For 
the pilgrims’ benefit, Gospel, Epistle, and all the 
rest is translated into Irish-English, Quebec-French, 
and German in easy-to-take digest form. But the pil- 
grims are unappreciative and keep loitering. Their 
haddock eyes scanning the ceiling frescoes for motifs, 
they shoot their flash. Then they focus on the roly- 
poly bishop who, resplendent in miter, crozier, arid 
cope, obligingly stands sermonizing ( .  . .amore. . . 
dolore. . . signore) through a macrophone (isn’t it 
time we started calling this bellowing device by its 
true name?), gesturing operatically with his free 
hand. On the altar old monks are ‘fussing with 
candles, chalices, and more macrophones. . . . Do 
this in remembrance of me. . . . 

Upstairs the herds trudge past Giotto’s frescoes, 
a nave full of them. For Giotto-who doubts it?-is 
a “famous artist” par excellence. Plump priests rhap- 
sodize in loud German for their Bocks, pointing out 
who’s who on every wunderbar painting. Giotto’s 
perfect compositions leave me cold this time. He is 
completely’ overshadowed by his teacher Cimabue, 
one of those inspired visionaries who have firsthand 
e.xperience of the Formless, the Ineffable. Their 
clairvoyant vision penetrates That Which Matters. 
Their hands lay bare the hlysteries for all who have 
eyes to see and ears to hear. Rembrandt was such a 
visionary, and Goya, and of course Bach. . . . Artists 
of this order are hlessiahs who save man from his 
despair about man. 

imabue’s Crucifixion is almost tucked 

s C away in a murky transept. The gift sho 
doesn’t even stock its reproductions. Time has playe 
mysterious games with it. There is a story that 
Cimabue started to paint it when the gesso on the 
wall was still too wet. He must have been an im- 
petuous genius, this Cimabue, driven to get going. 
The violence of some preserved brushstrokes still 
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shows how he brushed in his figures under high pres- 
sure. What he could not suspect was that, even as he 
was painting, long before he had said all he’had to 
say on his wall, a chemical process had started that 
would continue during the centuries. And this won- 
drous process would finish the work for him: It  
would make .its colors turn like those of an autumnal 
maple leaf. What Cimabue had intended to be dark, 
time turned to light. What he had painted light be- 
came ‘dark, almost black, until this Crucifixion be- 
came its own negative. 

The man on the Cross has become anonymous. 
His face has turned into a blackish-brown blob with 
only a few disconnected features left. It is totally 
depersonalized. His flesh, decayed, has fallen off his 
skeleton; all that remains of it is a muddy brown 
mass. But ribs and thighbones, roughly brushed in 
as underpainting, stand luminous-white in this once- 
human flesh. What at one time must have been a 
shroud or perhaps a garment became some tattered 
spiderweb, pulled or held by the two figures in the 
foreground who are molten together by time into a 
mysterious double-creature. I have no idea who this 
Siamese twin might represent. Is it perhaps Saint 
John and the Centurion? (The German priests could 
surely help me out: “Aber das ist la selbsuerstand- 
Zich. . . .” But does it’really matter?) What does it 
help me to know the names of these saints who 
surround the Crucified One, their faces turned black 
under their halos, with their white eyes and lips? 
Does it make any difference whether it is Mary or 
Magdalene or just Woman who stands there tense 
as a spring, stretching desperate arms toward the 
dead man, as if she could force him back into life, 
into her embrace forever? All have coalesced, the 
saints and the nonsaints with their negative faces in 
anguish. They have become nothing but an eternally 
tortured humanity, you and me and all those before 
and after us, rushing through their short eternity 
between birth and death. Unsweet angels, the eternal 
angels of the fleeting nowlhere, circl; around the 
cross like jetfighters. Only the face of the Crucified 
One is at peace; it is blotted out. 

es, I am beginning to decode this nega- Y tive of a Crucifixion. Heaven-or just 
time and moisture-was obviously in collusion with 
a visionary painter, helping him to conjure up the 
self-emptying, the Kenosis, the relinquishment of the 
identity of ego that made this man Jesus into the 
Christ. Or perhaps a painter in his passion had com- 
pelled the elements to complete his fresco for him, 
to make it into one unique, authoritative icon of the 
very nahrre, and meaning of the Christ. For this 
Negative has almost nothing in common, except a 
basic iconography with those timebound portraits of 
a certain Jesus, painted by men like Van Dyke or 
even Durer. It belongs to a world light years away 

from that of Michelangelo’s muscle-bound Savior. 
It is of a different order altogether from those opera- 
tic trivia, those hundreds of sweet bambinos and or- 
giastic Jesuses of Italian Baroque. 

Cimabue’s Christ is not the man hanged once and 
for all two thousand years ago. Neither is he that 
“revolutionary” so dear to progressives, nor the his- 
torical Jesus of the Forschrrng, projected on the 
screen of history, a lineal hallucination consisting of 
arbitrarily selected events. He is not Sweet Jesus 
“out there,” advertised and exploited for twenty 
centuries to justify some noble and untold vile deeds, 
and of course betrayed by so-and-so, condemned by 
such-and-such, crucified by Rosenberg, Goldstein & 
Levi, by all of them and never by you and never 
by me. 

Cimabue, assisted by a chemical miracle, has suc- 
ceeded in giving form to what transcends all this. 
He painted egolessness, man beyond ego. He  made 
Logos, ultimate meaning of our own life and death, 
visible. He revealed in this Negative the Light that 
lightens every man. . . . Tauler says: “Nothing bums 
in hell but ego.” Cimabue paints: “Nothing is resur- 
rected but Christ.” 

Negative of a Crucifixion? But that is Resurrection! 
And He who is resurrected is not who is crucified. 
Not Jesus himself, but Christ Himself. Cimabue 
painted Christ-Nature. 

( I  am driven to continue decoding this ancient 
negative, while terribly aware of the transiency of 
my own presence in Assisi as on earth . . . almost a 
negative myself, expunged fingerprint in the time- 
less. . . .) 

e painted the Christ-Nature. . , . Sud- H denly I remember Dogen’s great max- 
im: “All beings are the Buddha-Nature.’’ Cimabue’s 
icon then is not merely transpersonal and transhis- 
torical. It is transcultural. Here Spirit of Christ, 
Christ-Nature and Buddha-Nature, are no longer 
imprisoned in apparent conflict, not even in contra- 
diction. Both refer to that Mystery, that Ingredient 
X, which constitutes our specifically Human Natures. 
Both embody that which is the Specifically Human 
and which, deep beyond ego’s narcissism, lies hidden 
in the awesome depths of each human heart. . . . 
Light that lightens every man. , . . It is submerged 
under the unimaginably dense layers of our $oto- 
human condition, repressed but never obliterated. 
Yet it is this protohuman that rashly, cynically in our 
darkness, we have agreed tb proclaim as “human 
nature.” Cimabue’s Christ is the New Man freed from 
the burdens of our ontogeny and philogeny, he is 
the Specifically Human, he is the Human Nature, 
liberated from what the profoundest of Judeo-Chris- 
tian myths alludes to as “The Fall” and what Bud- 
dhism speaks of as Avidya, primal ignorance, with its 
corollaries of greed, delusion, and cruelty. 
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In the murkiness of the transept of San Francesco, 
Cimabue’s Christ whispers: “Ego is crucified.” “I am 
Resurrected. Ego is birth, is death, is delusion. . . . 
I am the Truth, the Way of the Life of man. Ego is 
no more . . . before Abraham was I am. Ego did 
Ego’s will. . . . I do God’s will. Ego was know-how 
and manipulation. . . . I am the Wisdom that is 
Compassion. Ego was deepest darkness-Fall, Avid- 
ya. . . . I am the Light that lightens Everyman. . . . 
I and the Mystery are not-two. . . . Who has seen 
Me  has seen the Mystery. . . .” 

The Buddha answers: “Who has seen ‘Me has 
seen the Dharma.” 

The religious institutions have failed in their 
mission as gurus, as initiators into Meaning. Access 
to Western spirituality is blocked by barricades of 
read concepts, pious clichks, confusion between sa- 
cred Tradition and mere convention and accretion, 
Realpolitik, the atavisms of biblical and papal fun- 
damentalism. Long ago, like many others in their 
search for That-Which-Matters-the specifically hu- 
man search-I too was drawn on the long detour via 
the East. There are many pitfalls on the way, but we 
have little to lose. The detour may well be the 
shortest, perhaps the only way home. Will we get 

there in time? On it depend the structures of human 
societies,.indeed their survival. To speak of it is not 
n self-indulgence. 

From Assisi it takes four hours by slow local to 
Rome, from Rome, by jet less than half a day to 
Kyoto. . . . 

The Zen Master Rinzai (ninth century) spoke of 
”The True Man Without Label [rank, status] in This 
Mass of Red Flesh” and asked his disci les: ‘Who 
knows him? W h o  has realized him? Show to met” 

The disci les were baffled. 
Enshrine B in Kyoto’s Sanjusangendo, on a 130- 

foot-wide altar, stand 1,001 statues of Kwannon, the 
Bodhisattva of Mercy and Compassion. Each gilded 
image represents the Bodhisattva in his --three 
manifestations. Gigantic 
compassion, an almost 
tempt to express the 

uring of mefcy and 

of Rinzai’s T r u e  Man in This Mass.of Red Flesh.” 
Here in Kyoto the code of the Negative, of Cima- 
bue’s icon of the faceless Face, is finally broken: 

“I am the True Man in This Mass of Decaying 
Flesh, Eternally Crucified. Eternally Undying. I shall 
be with you to the end of the world.” 

The detour leads home. 


