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When Christ at a symbolic moment was establishing 

His great society, He chose for its corner-stone 

neither the brilliant Paul nor the mystic John, but a 

shuffler, a snob, a coward – in a word, a man. 

 

G. K. Chesterton 

 

 

Throughout the history of art, the viewer has come to identify Saint Peter in the figures of bearded 

men with keys in their hands, men nailed on crosses erected upside down, old men looking 

skyward with tears of remorse in their eyes. From medieval portals to the great Baroque cycles, 

there is a whole array of scenes and emotions: the somewhat arrogant air of dignity with which 

Peter uses his shadow to cure the sick in Masaccio’s Brancacci chapel, the anger with which he 

leaps at Malchus in Giotto’s Arrest, the cowardice with which he denies Christ in the painting by 

Caravaggio and his later repentance in Murillo’s. 

 

We find nothing of the sort in the recent series of drawings Benjamín Cano has dedicated to Saint 

Peter. There are, in fact, hardly any figures at all, and the few we can make out have the shape of 

animals. There are marks and traces, coloured backgrounds composed of watery ink upon which 

lie stains of varying densities. These pieces of paper seem watered rather than painted, look like 

containers more than supports. Playful forms replicate the unstable character of water, in this 

case the sea of Galilee, where Peter was summoned by Jesus. 

 

How can one dedicate a whole series to Saint Peter without any explicit reference to the man 

himself? It is not the first time Benjamín Cano approaches an evangelical theme in a similar way. 

In his series of assemblages entitled The Son of the Carpenter he used tools that specifically 

referred to the trade of Saint Joseph and, therefore, Christ’s childhood. As opposed to classical 
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artists, who had to keep to iconographic recommendations, Cano seems inclined to explore what 

the Gospels do not speak of. His way of approaching the extraordinary consists precisely in an 

attention to the everyday, the physical and tangible, in manual trades. It is probably not incorrect 

to suggest that this is the key to his whole output: for those who pay attention, he says, the 

minute contains the unmeasurable. 

 

His works do not require many explanations; very little is enough to activate them. In another 

very recent series, the very mention of its title –Katyn– suffices to make a collection of papers 

painted in red, carmine and purple acquire dramatic connotations. In a similar way, the reading 

of certain Biblical verses alters these new drawings. Come after me, and I will make you fishers of 

men. Suddenly, the words used by Jesus to summon Peter and Andrew become part of these 

works. It may seem trivial to focus a series dedicated to the first Father of the Church on his trade 

as a fisherman, an apparently irrelevant fact considering his key role in the early days of 

Christianity. Yet it is precisely in the apparent insignificance of the theme where the strength of 

these works of art lie. 

 

Chesterton considers the survival of the Church a result of its weak foundations. He finds the 

reason for the failure of empires throughout history in the fact that they were built by and upon 

strong men. The Christian Church, on the other hand, “was founded on a weak man, and for that 

reason it is indestructible. For no chain is stronger than its weakest link.” It is easy to suppose that 

it is this deeply human nature of Peter’s that attracts Benjamín Cano, a consequence of which is 

the title of his series, free of any pretentiousness: Peter the Fisherman. 

 

The Peter in these drawings is first and foremost a man. It is a Peter prior to the Gospels, or 

perhaps one whose name has just appeared in them; a saint who does not resemble one; a saint 

who, were he to appear in any iconographic programme, would not yet bear a halo. The works of 

Benjamín Cano are an attempt to enter the mind of a bewildered man, a simple and uncultivated 

fisherman who until very recently was unable to imagine a life beyond the limits of his trade. 

Overwhelmed by the succession of events, fascinated by the words and actions of a man for 

whom he is willing to leave everything behind, we can see these pictures as images filing through 

his head. 

 

In silence at the end of the day –restless in bed, perhaps– Peter collects scenes from a life that 

has changed irreparably. In some drawings we can imagine the shape of a boat on a calm sea, 

and with it the patient and tired wait of days of uneventful fishing. Nets leave their traces and 

lead to images of elusive fish which one can just make out through the waves and reflections of 

sunlight. Their solitary silhouettes contrast with another picture which represents the nervous 

dance of a whole shoal which is a reference to the miraculous catch of fish. There are also deep 

blues, beautiful and menacing, evocations of a sea in which Peter begins to sink as he walks 

towards Jesus. 

 

This series of drawings is not a simple commentary on the life of a fisherman in Palestine circa 1st 

century B.C., but a reflection on the existential doubts of a man summoned to a task he does not 

yet understand. While his love for Jesus may be sincere, his doubts will remain with him for some 



 

 

time. One of its consequences is the cowardice which will lead him to deny his master, an attitude 

just as human as his later remorse. It is from this sea of doubts that we must read these drawings. 

 

History is that which is written, and it is for this reason that is seems such an audacious aesthetic 

exercise to sneak into the gaps in the Gospels to imagine what they do not tell us. It is also a bold 

and refreshing take on evangelic iconography. Benjamín Cano seems to rebel against the idea of 

Christian art reduced to handbook illustrations. In his attempt, he maintains open communication 

with the great tradition of Western religious art; an art which transcends itself and, like that of 

Caravaggio or Rouault, provokes deep and respectful emotion even amongst the agnostic. 

 

Benjamín Cano. Peter the Fisherman. Espacio Contemplación. Calle Arturo Soria, 214. Madrid. 
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