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Sacred Ima9eS
An ltalian Priest Honors Native Americans through the Craft of Russian lconography

BY CYNTHIA ALLEN OSTLUND

n the Pueblo tradition of pottery

making′ the miracie of ⊂reatiOn

beglnS With prayer. Pueblo potters

SPeak of ’’pICkIng Ciay’’the way

One Picks flowers. They pray before

takIng the clay, aSking permission

from Mother Earth.1 Then they

SOrt, grind′ Sift′ SOak and dry the

Clay before adding a temper of

Sand, fineiy crushed rock or shards

Of broken pottery. When the paste

is ready, the work of shaping, deco-

ratlng, d「ylng and palntlng the pot-

tery begins Fina=y the pot is flred.

During each stage of the p「ocess,

the potter says a prayer to the

SOurCe Of her materiai and her

inspiration. The craft of the potter

is at once practical and sacred.

in a sma= monastic community in

West Reddlng, Comecticut′ Fr.

」ohn Giu=an。S Creating his own

miracles through the art of iconog-

raphy. HIS lnSPiration comes from

the potters and weavers, bead

workers and basket makers of the

Puebio, Nava」0, Lakota and Crow

natiOnS. He has been called a ’’visual

missionary’’for his depictions of

Christian saints. Through his art,

he is acknowledging the Native

American as the originaI spiritu・

ai presence on the land. ′′lt is a

WOrk of personal reparation.′′ he

SayS, ’’a way of honoring the indi-

vidual as weil as the rich traditions

inherent in the Native American

Cuiture. ’’

How is it that a prieSt Of lta=an-

American heritage begins painting

Russian icons in the form of Native

Ame「icans? That was the question l

POSed to him on a brlSk fail daythis

PaSt November. He told me his

」Oumey began with his parents and

an artistic sensibiiity which is both

PerSOnal and, in his words, genetic.

Bom Giovanni Baptiste Giu=ani, Fr.

」ohn is the son of lta"an peasants

Who emIgrated from Casteigrande,

in the provlnCe Of Potenza, a Small

hi=top town sixty m吊es east of

」ESUS AND THE APOSTしES
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Napies. His father was a shoemaker

his mother, his ’’first teacher in

terms of being a priest,’’a woman

Who ’’lived pure hospitality.′’Their

home was like the United Nations.
’’lf someone she met looked like

they needed a meal, She would

bring them home and feed them.

Chinese, 」apanese, BIack, Hispanic.

She made room fo「 everyone. 1t

WaS aii done unconsciousiy out of

affection and being open to the
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Other person.’’　　tice led to hlS aCtivism ln the

As a young　　　1970’s. ’’i became po冊cized by the

man, he studied students,’’he says. ”lt was an

art at the Pratt exhausting and invigorating era.’’

institute言n By the end of the 1970’s Fr. 」ohn

Brooklyn, New sought a more contemplative =fe.

York. ’’The gift　　」ust as Thomas Merton found his

WaS eVident at pIace in the monastic community

an early age,’’　　of Gethsemane, Fr. 」ohn sought a

he says, ’’that’s home of his own. ln 1977, he was

the genetic granted permission from the bishop

determination.　　to start a sm訓monastic community

Peasant ltalians in rural Comecticut with four other

are ail crafts brothers. The Benedictine Grange

PeOPie: CarPen-　　WaS founded on the principles of

ters, tailors-　　　Prayer, manua=abor, Study and

the domestic creativity. it was a fuif帖ng life and

arts. 1 had the one which he expected to contlnue,

talen自tjust but by 1989, the others had left

needed to be the monastery and he was living

disciplined.’’　　　alone. ’’l knew i had to do some-

WhiIe at Pratt,　　thing creative to stir my soul and

Giuliani hap-　　　nOt tO Suffer the loneliness that

Pened upon so=tude can create. Howeve自did-

Thomas n’t know if l couid retum to paint-

Merton’s auto-　　ing. 1 hadn’t painted since 1954 ’’

biography, 777e True to his itaiian heritage, he

5even 5torey became a craftsman, in the art of

Mounね/n and Russian iconography, Studying for a

’’was slain in year at the Schooi of the Sacred

the sp而, With Arts in New York.

the love of　　　　　’’it was evident from the begin-

God.’’He be-　　　ning that l was ltalian, nOt Rus-

Came a Diocesan sian,’’he says. ’’lta=an painting in

Priest and spent the Renaissance celebrated the

the nextth而y human form. in thatsense i am a

years teaching realist. =ove aii things human and

in high schooIs the artifacts that the human is

and colieges.　　capabie of expressing, and bringing

Like Merton, his a「t was put on

hold but ‘‘the sensibiiity never left

me,’’he says. ′’lt was expressed

through the Liturgy, Which is itseif a

work of art.’’

Howeve自t was his parents’tol-

erance and compassion toward the

POOr that most influenced his life

as a priest. ’’My mother adored

OrPhans; She c訓ed them orphane/-

届.’’Although she herself was poo「

She managed to periodic訓y send

money to them in ltaiy. This com-

PaSSion and a sense of politicaI 」uS-

into being.’’He was searching for a

Subject that had a human dimen-

Sion when a friend suggested he

Paint Native Americans as the

SaCred person. The fiood gates

OPened. Within a year he painted

30 panels. ’’Time was unreai. 1

COuid not get over the ability that

WaS unieashed, that had been dor-

mant for all those years.’’His first

exhibition was at the New Britain

Museum of American Art in

Connecticut. The rest is history.

Fr. Giuiiani’s first commissioned
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WOrk was for the Sioux, also known

as the Lakota, On the Pine Ridge

Reservation. Bishop Charles Chaput

Of South Dakota saw his work and

introduced him to Father Hatcher a

」esuit priest who was a running a

SPirituai retreat in South Dakota.

Father Hatcher was having d酷cuIty

COnVeying the concept of the Trinity

Fr. Giuliani’s answer was a two ft.

by four ft. panel which incorporated

the traditionai Lakota images of the

great grandfather victorious warrior

and sacred red-Winged hawk. He

COnfesses to being a bit nervous

about how his work would be

「eceived; he was afraid it might be

interpreted as proseiytizing. These

fears were quickly訓ayed. ’’When

the Lakota Sioux fi「st saw them-

Selves depicted in my work as

Saints, they were ecstatic.’’he says.

’’People wouid cail me, literally in

tears, With the joy of seeing their

OWn facial features and a白ufacts

PO面ayed as holy in a Christian con-

text.’’The work took on a ministeri-

aI dimension′ and soon he was

being asked to create paintings as

memorials for an lndian Chlid or an

important indian woman.

Fr. G剛ani’s most significant body

Of work, fourteen three ft. by six ft.

Panels, Signifying the Marion Mys-

teries, WaS for the Crow Agency, St.

Dennis Church, in Montana. An

indian man named Larry Hogan had

a vjsion of the mysteries of the

Blessed Mothe「 particuia「iy the sor-

rowfui mysteries which resonated

With the lndian sense of loss. The

fuii series took over a year to create,

and the installation was celebrated

With an lndian Pow-Wow which

inciuded the traditional blessing of

SWeet graSS and jncense. Bishop

Chaput, the 」esuit missionarIeS,

and the Crow lndian community

took part. Fr. Giuiiani 「eceived the

Millennium Award for Reiigious Art

and Architecture from the American

lnstitute of Architects for the Crow

SerleS.

The most thri=ing honor of訓

though was that bestowed upon

him by the city of Siena, ltaiy. ln

2001, the Palazzo Pubiico of Siena

COntaCted Fr. Giuliani to paint the

Pa=o dedicated to the Virgin and

honoring the 1 5th century botanist,

Pietro Andrea Mattiol主Dating back

to the Middie Ages, the Palio race

is ceIebrated each 」uiy and the win-

ning contrado or society is awarded

the symboiic prize-a 3ft. by 9ft.

bamer to hang in their church.

There are17 cont「ado in Siena, and

each has its own symbol. This year

the unicom con-

trado, Symboiiz-

ing chastity, WOn

the race, ‘‘The

rider fell off, but

the horse kept

ruming,’’says

Giuliani.
’’Afterward, the

CrOWd ceiebrated

as oniy ltalians

Can, by taking to

the street and

hugging and kiss-

ing each other,

and the horse. It

was wonderful. ’’

’′I cannot deny

that my faith is

t「uiy operative in

my work,’’he

COntinues. ’’i

have the souI of

an a巾st, the souI

of an itaiian. The

soul of the lta=an

Ceiebrates sensu-

OuSneSS in nature

-Whether it’s

food, Or Singing,

Painting. 1 take

great joy and

gratitude in hav-

ing that as my

genetlC heritage.’’

A website featuring the Crow

Series is maintained by The

Marian Library佃temationai

Marian Research lnstitute at:

http :〃www. udayton. ed u/ma ry/

ga=ery4oh ngaIier所oh nga=ery htmi

Fr. Giuliani’s images are avaii-

able through www.bridgebuiId-

ing.com/catalog4g「.htmI


