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The Martyrdom of St. Sebastian: A Physical Utopia
for Reconstructing the Body in Early Modernism

Abstract:
The discourses of early Modernism focus on reconstructing the body through key-images, while those of the late 

Modernism focus on re-membering the body using memory. This study examines the mechanisms of healing and 
perceiving the body in the Western world, by analyzing the image of the Martyrdom of St. Sebastian as it is represented 
in literature, arts and the visual culture. At the beginning of the 20th Century the image of Saint Sebastian became an 
emblem both for the reconstruction and for the Modernity’s lack of will (see the Great Depression in early 1930s), as 
well as the subject of loss and retrieval, of degradation and salvation. Therefore it became a new and reprehensible 
form of erotic desire. The iconic symbol of Saint Sebastian springs out of beauty, aesthetics and pleasure and was one 
of the main motifs in early Modernist artistic production.
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The utopia of the perfect body has always 
been one of the main motifs in Western art 
since classical antiquity and the Renaissance. 
But the body was also the central patt ern and 
metaphor for understanding the historical 
and social changes in the modern era. Western 
modern culture was determined to enhance the 
control over the development of the physical 
body by an alarming feeling of instability 
given by the awareness that the human body is 
mutable, passible, and incomplete. Therefore, 
after the First World War, as a response to 
the overwhelming events, and as a result of 
a direct confrontation with death, physical 
violence and displacement, the individuals 
felt an imperious need to rebuild their lives, 
their communities and above all, their bodies. 
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Soon after that, beautiful, athletic, and sometimes homoerotic images of perfect bodies 
fi lled the modern imaginary aiming to transcend the horror of war as a golden age of 
a new civilization centered on survival and hope. Like never before, beauty had to 
live and rise within and beyond the body, in a physical utopia. This could explain the 
strange 1911 episode, the famous Tanz-Reform at the Münich Comic Theatre when, 
in spite of the audience enthusiastic response, the young French dance performer, 
Adorée Villany, was charged for appearing on the stage for the most part in a quite 
scanty costume, and then, completely naked. (Ross Dickinson 96) The same year, Ida 
Rubinstein, another French dancer, far more famous than Villany, was performing 
at the Paris French Opera in the leading role of The Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian on 
Debussy’s music and after a play of the Italian writer Gabrielle D’Annunzio, in a no 
less controversial posture1. What makes this relationship between the conservative 
ideas on beauty and the freedom of expression to be so diff erent? In the following lines 
I will discuss the contextual implications and the awkward connection between these 
two aesthetic frameworks of the time, classicism and Expressionist modernism, mainly 
in relation with the symbolic image of Saint Sebastian’s martyrdom.

First, we must recall that a few years earlier, in 1905, the Austrian poet, playwright 
and critic Hugo von Hofmannsthal wrote an essay entitled “Sebastian Melmoth”, 
(using Wilde’s pseudonym after being released from prison) seeking to rescue from 
the contemporary distorted opinions the image of the decadent writer who was the 
unwilling victim of social prejudice (Hofmannsthal 301-303). Martyrdom was also one 
of the great themes of decadent art, but somewhat because of Wilde, the beautiful 
image of St. Sebastian as represented, among others, by the Italian artist Guido Reni – 
an athletic body pierced by arrows meets the other image – the dandy’s physiognomy 
of a makeup transvestite became a central image of homosexual identity. This strange 
mixture of erotic and decadent morbidezza, as common places in the fi n de siècle 
artistic imaginary, came along “with an innate tropism toward the gruesome” (Sontag 
76) appending also a hermaphrodite and androgynous beauty to the classical and 
humanist ideal of perfection. 

In these representations, beauty, death and sexuality are convergent as arrows 
piercing the body of the saint and also building an image far beyond a reductive 
fl eeting metaphor, typical for the homosexual culture developed during the period of 
World War I. We can take as an example Ida Rubinstein’s portrayal of Saint Sebastian 
in D’Annunzio’s play, as well as Marcel Proust’s description of Albertine (the young 
elusive heroine, caught between male and female identity); they are graceful re-
readings of the Italian Renaissance, especially of two of Mantegna’s famous paintings: 
Saint Sebastian and Saint Giorgio. 

These considerations lead us to a fi rst important observation: besides the 
androgynous features usually displayed in most representations, the strange 
palimpsest of the two saints, fi rst the warrior, second the tormented, suggests not 
only the fi rst and last chapter of Saint’s Sebastian Golden Legend, but also the two 
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diff erent ways of interaction with the world according 
to the “Ages of Life” – fi rst the springtime, second the 
summer of existence. 

In support of my argument, let me bring in a very 
signifi cant excerpt from Thomas Mann’s long-debated 
novella Death in Venice:

“The new type of hero favored by Aschenbach, 
and recurring many times in his works, had early 
been analyzed by a insightful critic: ‘The conception of 
an intellectual and virginal manliness, which clenches 
its teeth and stands in modest defi ance of the swords 
and spears that pierce its side.’ That was beautiful, it 
was spiritual, it was exact, despite the suggestion of 
too great passivity it held. Forbearance in the fact of fate, 
beauty constant under torture, are not merely passive. 
They are a positive achievement, an explicit triumph; 
and the fi gure of Sebastian is the most beautiful symbol, 
if not of art as a whole, yet certainly of the art we 
speak of here. Within that world of Aschenbach’s 
creation were exhibited many phases of this theme: 
there was the aristocratic self-command that is eaten 
out within and for as long as it can conceals its 
biologic decline from the eyes of the world; the sere 
and ugly outside, hiding the embers of smoldering 
fi re-and having power to fan them to so pure a fl ame 
as to challenge supremacy in the domain of beauty 
itself; the pallid languor’s of the fl esh, contrasted with 
the fi ery arduous of the spirit within, which can fl ing 
a whole proud people down at the foot of the Cross, at 
the feet of its own sheer self-abnegation; the gracious 
bearing preserved in the stern, stark service of form; 
the unreal, precarious existence of the born intrigant 
with its swiftly enervating alternation of schemes and 
desires -all these human fates and many more of their 
like one read in Aschenbach’s pages, and reading 
them might doubt the existence of any other kind of 
heroism than the heroism born of weakness.” (Th. Mann 
11)

Outlining once again Aschenbach’s Apollonian 
dedication to form, which ultimately masks his 

Fig. 1. Andrea Mantegna, San Giorgio, 
1460. Galleria dell’Accademia,Venezia. 
Photo: Directmedia Publishing GmbH.

Fig. 2. Ida Rubinstein in The Martyrdom 
of Saint Sebastian, 1911.
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“heroism of weakness”, associated with the patient nobility and the supreme self-
control, Thomas Mann binds his hero to “the inner undermining” according to the 
symbol of Saint Sebastian’s martyrdom. This recalls a wonderful fragment from the last 
volume of Proust’s novel In Search of Lost Time (Time Regained) where the hero – yet a 
tormented saint, but still bound to the pillar of memory – describes an encounter with 
an old friend by using the Saint Sebastian allegory. There are various depictions of the 
tormented saint in Proust’s novels, one of them being for instance Legrandin’s portrait 
in Swan’s Way as a “Saint Sébastien du snobisme”. But perhaps the best of all is the 
allegorical description of the Marquis de Beausergent as an, older yet flirtatiousman, 
an inverted portrait of someone who once had a beautiful dandy appearance.

“The young Marquis de Beausergent whom I had met in Mme. de Cambremer’s 
box when he was a sub-lieutenant on the day when Mme. de Guermantes was in her 
sister’s box, still had perfectly regular features, even more so, because the physiological 
rigidity of arteriosclerosis exaggerated the impassive physiognomy of the dandy and 
gave his features the intense and almost grimacing immobility of a study by Mantegna 
or Michael Angelo. His formerly brick-red skin had become gravely pale; silver hair, 
slight stoutness, Doge-like dignity and a chronic fatigue which gave him a constant 
longing for sleep, combined to produce a new and impressive majesty.” (Proust 364)

The allegory of the body threatened by disease and suffering is a pervasive 
metaphor in Proust’s writings. The torment, the agony redeems the penitent and leads 
him into dissolution, into mastery cognition as seen in those suggestive fragments: 
“…the fundamental fact was that I had a body, and this meant that I was perpetually 
threatened by a double danger, internal and external.” (Proust 512); he concludes: “The 
body immures the mind within a fortress; presently an all sides the fortress is besieged 
and in the end, inevitably, the mind has to surrender.” (Proust 514)

 Thus the main power of redemption from the ordeals of the body lies within 
memory. The discourses of early Modernism focus on reconstructing the body through 
key-images, while those of the late Modernism focus on re-membering the body using 
memory. In this sense, we have to mention the American philosopher Jay M. Bernstein, 
who, in The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to Derrida, states that in the 
beginning of 20th century, a new artistic movement came as an opposite response to 
a former decadent culture of the spectacle, of hyper-consumption and performative 
detachment. Being a “memorial aesthetic” which refl ects a culture in mourning for 
the alienation of art in modernity, this aesthetic afterlife is rather utopian by searching 
for a style to maintain the “freshness without the shallowness of taste, the range and 
seriousness of culture without its strain and over-consciousness.” (Bernstein 140)

At the same time, the image of the tortured saint can be read as an erotic fetishism of 
Aschenbach – following Tadzio, his young Dionysos, on the small streets of Venice and 
staging another feature of Sebastian as a patron saint of the plague.2 Or, it can be seen 
as an erotic fetishism of Marcel, the Narrator in Proust’s novel, spying a clandestine 
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encounter between Charlus and Jupien, or beading 
its moments of erotic passion, of that intermitt ences 
du coeur that helped him so often to trace his way 
back to the fortress of mind. The interpretation leads 
us here to a quick comparison with one of Susan 
Sontag’s essay, Regarding the Pain of Others (2003). 
Theorizing on the practices of looking at photographs 
that record great cruelties and crimes, and narrating 
even the strange case of the great theorist of the erotic, 
Georges Bataille, who kept on his desk a photograph 
of a prisoner undergoing the deaths of a hundred 
cuts in China in 1910 (he published in 1961 The 
Tears of Eros), Sontag sums up a number of defi ning 
conclusions: “calling such wishes morbid suggests a 
rare aberration, but the att raction to such sights is not 
rare, and is a perennial source of inner torment;” “As 
objects of contemplation, images of the atrocious can 
answer to several diff erent needs. To steel oneself 
against weakness. To make oneself more numb. 
To acknowledge the existence of the incorrigible;” 
“Imagine extreme suff ering as something more…as a 
kind of transfi guration;” “A view rooted in religious 
thinking, which links pain to sacrifi ce, sacrifi ce to 
exaltation;” “Modern sensibility …regards suff ering 
as a mistake, or an accident, or a crime. Something 
to be fi xed. Something to be refused. Something that 
makes one feels powerless.” (Sontag 76-77)

By mirroring the cultural situation, the body 
became incontrollable and disruptive and its 
reconstruction supposes to feel its edges, to fi x its 
boundaries. Therefore, one can recall Egon Schiele’s 
Self portrait as Saint Sebastian (1915) as a sort of 
Expressionist manifesto quite diff erent from all the 
other images discussed earlier. Schiele’s self-portrait 
dressed as a monk, unbound, and pierced by arrows 
(that seem to suggest the softness of brushes) states the 
idea that the execution of the saint is rather a visual 
symbol for the creative struggle within the artist mind and also an odd estrangement 
of the main subject announcing the artwork’s purity and perfection.

Thomas Mann describes in a very suggestive way the idea of progress in art in the 
fi nal image of Death in Venice where the old aesthete dies gazing at Tadzio’s bathing in 

Fig. 3. Andrea Mantegna, St. Sebastian, 
1480. Canvas, Musée du Louvre, Paris

Fig. 4. The martyrdom of St. Sebastian 
(Livio Pavanelli) in Fabiola, directed by 
Enrico Guazzoni, 1918.
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the sea, between the waves, as a god of spring and a 
survivor, subtly and symbolically indicating the birth 
of the European avant-gardes:

“Now he paused again, with his face turned seaward; 
and next began to move slowly leftwards along the 
narrow strip of sand the sea left bare. He paced there, 
divided by an expanse of water from the shore, from his 
mates by his moody pride; a remote and isolated fi gure, 
with fl oating locks, out there in sea and wind, against the 
misty inane. Once more he paused to look: with a sudden 
recollection, or by an impulse, he turned from the waist 
up, in an exquisite movement, one hand resting on his 
hip, and looked over his shoulder at the shore”. (Mann 40) 

The powerful image of Saint Sebastian as the 
“exemplary sufferer” (Susan Sontag) became a symbol 
of the history of civilization by telling the story of a 
saint who attracts misfortune upon himself in order 

to avert it from others. Meanwhile, its image became a fetish of erotic subcultures, 
a dandy symbol – the beauty that blossoms in full splendor only to be caught in the 
throes of excruciating agony, the symbol of one of the first great “ecstatician” in the 
history of (artistic) representation.

Filmography:
1. Fabiola, directed by Enrico Guazzoni, 1918. Written by Nicholas Patrick Wiseman (novel) 

and Fausto Salvatori, Starring: Augusto Mastripietri, Amleto Novelli, Elena Sangro, Livio 
Pavanelli, Cinematography Alfredo Lenci, Production company: Palatino Film.

Notes:
1 As soon as she was sure that the poet was at work, Ida Rubinstein came to Arcachon, bringing 

with her the designer Leon Bakst. Bakst was to be responsible for decorating d’Annunzio’s 
vision, and originally had plans of turning the theatre into a cathedral, but had to lower 
his ambition. The day after her arrival, the tall, slim fi gure of Rubinstein was to be seen by 
the people of Arcachon, standing in the grounds of d’Annunzio’s villa, practicing shooting 
arrows at the pine trees. In his notebooks, d’Annunzio wrote simple lines of inspiration in 
French; a poetic synopsis of the play that was beginning to take shape: “The character: The 
sick young man- suggestion by colour-yellowish brown-a sad yellow. A woman green like 
a larva with bloodshot eves…Asiatic voluptuousness -the spots in concentric circles as on 
the lamprey- the blue and black mantles-star-spangled… The dryads, he leaves of the tree 
changed into a veil. The young Boeotians. The bounding strength, the vitality of the muscles 
of the spott ed garments which make them resemble young winged panthers, powerful 
butt erfl ies… St. Sebastian against the tree- a Daphne. The unity of beings the boundaries 
between species abolished -the leaf and the beak… A kind of corporeal topography- a human 

Fig. 5. Egon Schiele, Self-portrait as Saint 
Sebastian, 1914-15. Poster for Arnot 
Gallery exhibition. Historisches Museum 
der Stadt Wien, Vienna.



238 Iulia MICU

body with valleys, hills and plains…The direction of the wind –the fl utt ering of the garments 
and the hair… The prodigious invention of the costumes and accoutrements. The art of 
showing patches of living skin, in the openings- the evocation of the beast by gesture.” (poetic 
synopsis of D’Annunzio’s play).

2 For a detailed discussion on the old combination between cholera (the literary archetype of 
the unhealthy body) and Aschenbach’s platonic love madness see Mihaela Ursa’s analysis of 
the erotic encounter between the “golden boy” and the “ashes-man” in Eroticon. (Ursa, 2012: 
130). 

Works Cited:
2. HOFMANNSTHAL, Hugo von. “Sebastian Melmoth”, in Selected Prose, translated by Mary 

Hottinger and Tania and James Stern, introduction by Hermann Broch, vol.1, New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1952.

3. MANN, Thomas. Death in Venice and seven other stories. New York: Vintage Books, 1989. 
4. PROUST, Marcel. In Search of Lost Time. Time Regained. Vol. 6. Modern Library Edition, 1999.

***
5. ANTONGINI, Tom. Viața intimă a lui D΄Annunzio. București: Scrisul Românesc,, 1942.
6. BERNSTEIN, Jay M. The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to Derrida. Philadelphia: 

Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992.
7. ROSS DICKINSON, Edward. “‘Must we dance naked?’: Art, Beauty and Law in Munich and 

Paris, 1911-1913”, in Journal of the History of Sexuality, Volume 20, Number 1, January 2011 
(95-131).

8. SONTAG, Susan. Regarding the Pain of Others. New York: Picador, 2003.
9. SQUAROTTI, Giorgio Bàrberi. Invito alla lett ura di Gabriele D’Annunzio. Milano: Mursia editore, 

1982.
10. URSA, Mihaela. Eroticon. Tratat despre fi cţiunea amoroasă. Bucureşti: Cartea Romanească, 2012.

Acknowledgment:
This work was possible due to the fi nancial support of the Sectorial Operational Program for 

Human Resources Development 2007-2013, co-fi nanced by the European Social Fund, under the 
project number POSDRU/159/1.5/S/140863 with the title „Competitive European researchers 
in the fi elds of socio-economics and humanities. Multiregional research net (CCPE)”.




